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Act I







  
  
  Part I

  
  




I grew up wishing upon stars.

My family lived in the countryside, where the sky was free of pollution and the stars sparkled at nighttime. I remember lying on the grass and pointing up at the sky, tracing the shapes the stars formed with my fingers. I would make them out to be animals and ask, “Oh, mister cow, would you take me away?”

My mother was always worried upon hearing me speak like that, but I was able to articulate at that age that I simply wished to explore. I wanted to go outside of our village and see the images that I only got to see on television. When the world in front of me was just plain fields stretched for miles, I hoped to experience my toes in the sand and snowflakes on my skin. I wanted to climb up hills and mountains and look down at the entire world below my feet.

When I became a teenager, my wish to be taken away to somewhere new developed into something less appreciative of the natural world and more cynical. Instead of pleading with the cow constellation, I prayed to God to change my life. And as I continued to mature, my head was no longer in the clouds, but instead immersed in books. When I wasn’t stuck to the Quran during a moment of hopelessness, I was reading as much fiction as I could get my hands on. My phone was best for this, allowing me access to both printed and web novels.

Eventually, I came across stories of characters waking up in a whole new world with an entirely different life. As they navigated this new world, they seemed to be in full control of their happiness and barely even looked back on their mostly terrible previous life.

I wondered a lot about what I would do in that situation, and sometimes my wish to jump into a new world slipped into my prayers. It was never about the thrill of finding out you’re stuck in a novel or a video game or a movie, but rather the idea that the pressures of my own world could all wash away in a single second.

Looking back on it, I was yearning for the next life. Rather than taking comfort in the Islamic belief of the next life being heaven, I instead hoped it to be a fictional, earthly world. A retry at this life I found so miserable.

I couldn’t help the nights I went to sleep dreaming of waking up to somewhere different.

I naturally wake up to sunlight peeking into my room and I struggle to open my eyes fully. I quickly turn to my side to look at my clock, but instead, I see an unfamiliar room.

My eyes shoot open almost immediately and I sit up to look around. This is definitely not my room. I do not recognize it or any of the belongings in it, so it isn’t any other room in my house or that of anyone else I know. I get out of bed slowly, as if any fast movement would cause trouble. I tiptoe around the room and spot a picture frame on the desk.

The picture is of a girl who looks a bit younger than me. She has blonde, pin straight hair and big, blue eyes. Her smile does not reach her eyes and she seems to be wearing a dress from the Middle Ages. She’s beautiful, so definitely not someone I know, since I would have remembered meeting someone like her.

I move to the side and find myself in front of a mirror. When I look up at it, I almost scream.

Looking back at me is the young woman in the photo. I raise my hand to cover my mouth in shock. The image in the mirror follows and I flinch. With each movement I make, the reflection does the same exact thing. I look down at my body and see much paler skin than my own and the long blonde hair the girl has. My legs crumble upon the realization that I am not me anymore, but I spot a paper on the desk before my legs give out. I grab it and fall back onto a chair, catching myself as my knees buckle.


“Hello.

If you are reading this, and you are not Athela, then that means the spell I cast worked, and you are from another world. If you are indeed from another world, I am writing this letter to you, hoping this can give you some clarity and peace of mind.

Yes, you are not yourself. You are me, the person writing this letter. My name is Athela Greye, daughter of Count Slade Greye and the late Countess Rae Hille-Greye, as well as sister to the heir, Benton Greye. I urge you to remember these names. Though I will be unable to write our entire life in this one letter, you can easily claim you lost your memory.

The day before writing this, my father announced I am to be wed to Duke Rowen Hunte of the north. He is a tyrannous, murderous man five years my senior known for killing the former King and Queen of our beloved kingdom Tegon. I just made my debut into society last year at the age of 17 and do not wish to be wed yet, let alone to such a treacherous human being, if you can even call him that.

In the night, I met with a dark magician who claimed to be able to send me to another world. This is my only option, as my father has full control over me in this society, and he and the duke would simply find me if I ran away. As a woman, I could never survive alone, anyways. Therefore, I paid the magician a large sum in a precious gold bracelet of mine for him to teleport me elsewhere. From my understanding, he is to swap my consciousness with another, in a lifetime far among the stars.

If this spell worked, that means I am currently in your body, and you are in mine.

I apologize for putting you in this position, but I hope giving you this context will aid you. Please, take my life in your hands. You are free to do whatever you please, as I do not plan on returning to such a cursed world. I hear rumors of societies where women have freedom and autonomy over themselves. I yearn to make my own decisions and be who I want to be.

Thank you for allowing me to be myself.

Athela.”




I resist the urge to crumple the paper in my hands and instead slam it down onto the desk. She dares to thank me for allowing her to be herself while not allowing me to be myself? It’s ridiculous. And yet I suck in my breath and think back to all of my wishes upon a star to be taken away. She’s only eighteen and her father wants her to get married, while I was twenty-one focused on becoming a doctor. I didn’t have a single thought about marriage before reaching my goal. If I was praying for another life even with all my privileges, I am in no place to judge her for doing the same.

I wonder why it’s me that took over her body.

“My lady, are you awake?” I hear someone approach the door, and I realize banging the table must have announced my presence. I quickly dive into bed and face away from the door, pretending to be asleep.

The door creaks open and the person walks closer to my bed. “My lady?”

I don’t know if I should be awake in this situation. It feels a bit too early to interact with someone after just finding out the premise of this world, but my thoughts get interrupted from the person grabbing my shoulder and flipping me over. This takes me by surprise, and I open my eyes. The woman, dressed as a maid, looking down upon me gasps and covers her mouth with both of her hands.

“Oh, thank the Lord, Lady Athela is finally awake!” she exclaims loudly, and a man crashes into my room.

Out of habit, I rush to pull up my blanket above my head, covering my hair and leaving only my face revealed. He runs towards me and engulfs me in a hug.

“Finally, you are awake, sister!” he also cheers, and I almost laugh at how convenient it is that he called me sister. I remove the blanket from my head and look up at my brother. He’s lanky and has blond hair just like me, though more curly than straight, and his eyes are green, not blue. I rack my brain for his name I just read in the letter, but I blank under pressure.

“How long have I been asleep?” I ask instead. My voice does not register as my own, despite the words aligning with the movements my mouth makes. It nearly makes me shudder.

“It has been four days now,” he recounts. “Do you remember what happened?”

I shake my head. Less words is more.

“You fell asleep four days ago and did not wake up the following morning,” he explains to me. “You have been asleep since. The doctor could not find anything wrong. We were considering asking for a royal doctor if you were not awake after a fifth day.”

I nod along absentmindedly.

My brother turns his head towards the maid. “Please fetch the doctor.”

“Um,” I say, grabbing onto her wrist before she can leave, not knowing how to address her. “Could you get me a scarf first?”

She looks taken aback but nonetheless goes into a door on the side of my room, which I now know leads to my closet. She comes out with a wool scarf meant for winter. I cringe, but this will do. I do my best to tie my hair into a bun without securing it and wrap the scarf around my head.

“What is that for?” he asks. He then grows concerned. “Is your head cold?” He glares at the maid. “What are you doing? Quickly, get the doctor!”

“No, no, it’s nothing like that,” I reassure. “I am completely fine, I’m sure the doctor will be able to deduce that as well.”

My brother looks at me skeptically and taps his foot impatiently. When the doctor walks in, he stands up and desperately urges him to examine me. The doctor looks at me closely, occasionally touching my forehead and moving my limbs. He uses his fingers to open my eyes widely and peers into them. Does this world or era not have advanced medical equipment, not even a flashlight to look into my eyes or a stethoscope for my heartbeat?

“Everything looks good. How do you feel, my lady?” he questions me.

“I feel okay,” I begin. I hesitate for a moment, deliberating if I should pretend to have amnesia. It’s probably best so I don’t arouse too much suspicion. “I don’t seem to remember much, however.”

“What? What do you remember last?” my doting brother interjects, almost pushing the doctor away.

“Do not worry, this is a very common experience. She is sure to regain her memory in a few days’ time, considering she did not sustain any injuries to her head,” the doctor explains.

I wonder why he isn’t asking specific questions about my memory loss, but since it means I don’t have to lie elaborately to a doctor, I feel relief and don’t test my luck. The doctor advises me to let him know if my condition worsens or if I don’t get my memory back within a week before stepping out of the room and leaving me with my brother.

“You did not answer my question,” he says, crossing his arms.

Looks like I’m not completely free of interrogation. “My memory is all over the place.”

“You know I am your brother, right?” he questions.

“Yes…” My voice trails off, and he grabs me by the shoulders.

“You really do not remember me, your brother?!” He shakes me aggressively.

I look into his eyes and try my best to recall his name from the letter, but nothing comes to me. I frown. “My name is Athela… and you are my brother and the heir to Count Greye… Ben…”

He lets out a big exhale and physically deflates, sprawling his torso over my knees. “Thank goodness you remembered my name.” I also sigh in relief, having averted a crisis.

“Ben, can you please call the maid in for me?” I request. He nods eagerly and walks out of the room. A beat later, the same maid from before appears in front of me.

“I apologize, I seem to have lost some of my memories,” I inform her, and she gasps. “What is your name?”

“My lady, I pray for your utmost health and that you may regain your memories,” she says, clasping her hands together. “I am Nara, the head maid.”

“Thank you, Nara.” I touch the top of my head reflexively, and when I realize I’m still wearing a scarf, I quickly unwrap my hair. “May I ask what society’s view is on women who veil?”

“Of course you may, my lady. Typically, only married women veil outside, though some pious unmarried women do as well,” she graciously explains to me.

I nod along. This seems to be a completely different world than mine and more like one of the worlds I’ve read so much about. Considering this isn’t even my own body, there is no reason to veil. However, a deep feeling in my gut tells me to, anyway.

A feeling that reminds me that I’m stranded in a foreign place with no one by my side except my god.

“I’d like to veil outside and in front of men who are not my immediate family. Please do your best to ensure the staff awaiting me are women. The doctor may be an exception, but I’ll need to veil in front of him. From now on, please dress me modestly, with minimal skin showing, and my hair tied up for my veil.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Could you also please pass onto the chef that I don’t want any pork in my meals onward?” That should be all of my religious restrictions. I only ate zabiha halal meat at home, but that definitely doesn’t exist here.

She looks up abruptly. “But, Lady Athela, you love pork.”

I widen my eyes and bring a hand to my mouth, as if I’m going to be sick. “Not anymore, I’ve developed an aversion to pork. I will not eat anything with pork or pork products.”

She doesn’t say anything else and only nods. “Is that everything?”

“Oh, please, bring out all of my scarves, and fetch me a small rug I can use to pray on.”

Nara scurries into the closet and takes out a variety of scarves. Most of them are thicker for the winter, but there are a few that I can use as hijabs. She lays them out on the bed after getting my permission and then walks out of the room.

A man follows in without a knock or making his presence known. I quickly grab the scarf around my neck and throw it over my head.

“My daughter!” he exclaims when he comes closer, and I sigh in relief, putting the scarf back around my neck. It’s almost comical how these men walk in and announce their relation to me first. It should have been obvious, though, since he is the spitting image of Ben, just with my blue eyes. “I heard you finally awoke and came as soon as I could.”

I open my mouth to say something, but he continues. “I am so, so sorry for startling you with the news of your marriage, but I assure you, it will be fine. I will not force you to marry him immediately, we are just working towards your engagement soon.”

“Oh—”

He waves a hand in my face. “I truly apologize, Athela, but after I told you, I requested an appointment with the duke for you to meet him. I thought getting to know him would make you feel better about the engagement, but then you had not woken up in days. Each day, I thought you would definitely wake up, and there would be no need to reschedule. Fortunately, thank the Lord, you did wake up today. Though, the meeting is also today, and I can no longer reschedule.”

“Today—?”

“I did not want to cancel on the duke!” he justifies. “And since the doctor said you are completely well, I suspect it should not be an issue. I informed him of your health so you may cut it short after greeting him. Now, get up and get ready. Nara!”

Nara hurries into the room, holding a rug, and my father walks out without me getting a word in. She hands it to me and I smile at her.

“How long do I have, Nara?”

She looks in Athela’s closet again. “Since you want to veil, it should not take very long, my lady. We still have an hour until your appointment, and getting ready should take only thirty minutes.”

An idea pops in my head. “In that case, please excuse me for a moment. I will call you in when I’m ready.”

Nara bows her head and leaves. My whole body relaxes. It feels like I wore a mask the entire time and I only now got to take it off. I have no idea how I’m going to live as this person I know nothing about for only Allah knows how long. Feeling the same despair I felt lying on the grass and looking up at the stars in my past, I find the bathroom connected to my bedroom and do what I know best. I wash my hands, rinse my mouth, wash my nose and face, then my forearms, my hairline, my ears, and the back of my neck, and lastly I finish with my feet. I trudge back into my bedroom, trying not to wet the floor. I wrap my scarf around my head and secure it tightly. I lay the rug Nara brought me out, and despite not knowing what direction to face or what time it currently is, I pray.

I pray slowly and out loud, enunciating every word and understanding the meaning and context to each verse. I pray, and then pray again, and then pray even more. Once I feel like it’s time to stop, I sit on the floor and repeat praises to God, counting on the lines on my hands. I rock back and forth after finding a rhythm, and after 99 times, I hold out both of my hands and let all of my concerns and worries out. I ask God to look after me, to make my time here easy, to wake me up from this nightmare. I apologize for taking my previous life for granted and repent for all of the things I did wrong. I promise I will stay optimistic and do my best to live for the true afterlife.

Please, give me clarity on my purpose here. Whether it is a test or an answer to my prayers from before, allow me to understand.

I stand up, fold the rug neatly, and place it on a chair next to my bed. I unwrap my hijab and wear it around my neck. I walk towards my door and pull it open. Though I expect to see Nara outside, instead I find a box on the floor. I furrow my eyebrows and slowly pick it up, holding it at an arm’s length just in case it is dangerous. I close the door behind me and place it on my bed.

I lift the lid carefully, and inside is a thick book that makes my heart flutter. “The Quran: Arabic script, transliteration, and English translation” is adorned on the front cover, and I take it out, my hands tracing the lettering. I open it up and confirm it is the Quran. Each line in Arabic has another line of the romanization below it, and underneath that is the English translation.

My heart fills up with warmth.

“My lady.” I hear Nara’s voice outside the door. “We should start getting you ready.”

I tuck the book back in the box and quickly hide it under my bed. “I’m ready!”








  
  
  Part II

  
  




When I walk in, the duke stands up from his seat.

We meet in what looks like a living room, but considering the setting of this universe and the fact this is a manor a count lives in, this must be one of many drawing rooms meant for hosting guests. Two deep purple couches embroidered with gold face each other in the center of the room. A small, circular rustic brown table stands in between them, and a shiny silver tablecloth drapes over it. A few large paintings are hung up on the walls. To my surprise, rather than a portrait of the count, instead is displayed a stunning woman who looks like a mature version of me. She has my same blonde hair but my brother’s green eyes, and I realize she must be the late countess. I should take a closer look at the painting when I’m alone. The other paintings hung up are of nature, and look diminished in contrast to the gorgeous image of my mother.

If this room is this large and well decorated, how big is the rest of this house? Is this even a house, or considered a castle? Is that term only reserved for emperors and kings, or maybe even dukes? This is the kind of scene I could have never imagined being able to see when I was younger, and it makes me want to go outside and see its exterior. My gaze falls back onto the duke and I suddenly realize my thoughts have digressed too far. I need to focus on the mission at hand.

Ask the duke to dissolve our engagement and lock in my freedom.

Judging from the duke’s body language, he also seems like he wants to get this meeting over with. He edges closer to the door and I observe him cautiously. His straight black hair is riddled with gray strands, causing him to look much older and worn out. Despite the back of his hair being neatly cut to the bottom of his ear, his messy fringe covers his forehead and hides his eyes. From what I can see, they appear to be brown or hazel. He looks tall, definitely taller than me, and very muscular, his biceps and thighs big. No wonder he has such a bad reputation with how rough and strong he looks. I don’t feel as intimidated though, as he reminds me of a few fantasy characters I’ve read.

He puts his hand to his chest. “Lady Athela, I sincerely apologize that we must meet like this, when you are still recovering from your illness.”

I almost say it’s okay by force of habit, but then I realize I wouldn’t really mean it. This meeting should have obviously been rescheduled for at least tomorrow.

“Duke Hunte—” I begin to greet him politely, but he interrupts me.

“Do not worry, we will not be wed.” he says shortly. I feel offended he cut me off, but because the words coming out of his mouth are exactly what I want to hear, I don’t think much of it. I exhale a bit too loudly, making him finally glance at me.

He does a double take. “Lady Athela, you do not have to cover your hair just for some rumors about me.”

“Rumors about you?” I repeat incredulously without thinking.

“I will not take up too much of your time.” He does not elaborate. “I will discuss the dissolution of our engagement with your father. Then, farewell.”

It’s only when he leaves the room that I realize why his name Duke Rowen Hunte sounds so familiar. Not only have I heard his name before, but I’ve also seen his face before, too.

On the cover of one of the many web novels I read in my past.

I believe this web novel is named The King and Duke’s First Love. It takes place in the kingdom of Tegon, and the main characters are Edward Tegon, the male love interest, and Brighton Hadene, the female love interest and daughter of Marquess Hadene. I would have never remembered their names separately, but hearing them together with the name Rowen Hunte helped me connect them to the novel. Rowen is the second male lead who also falls in love with Brighton.

One of the main plot points of the novel is that Rowen did not have a good upbringing, which is why he falls so quickly and deeply in love with Brighton, the first woman to treat him kindly without pitying him. From what I remember, his mother abused him as a child, and he ultimately killed her in self defense. His mother had blonde hair and blue eyes, so he developed an aversion to women with blonde hair and blue eyes. Just like me. Conveniently, Brighton is a redhead.

I sit down on the couch near me and sink into the cushion, embarrassed that he misunderstood I’m hiding my hair due to the rumor of his trauma, which the book essentially confirms is a fact. In reality, I’m doing it due to my own habits and my commitment to a god that doesn’t exist in this world. Yet, I can’t tell him that, even if I had the chance to.

Well, hopefully we do break off our engagement so I won’t have to meet him again.

Now that I know I’m in the same universe as The King and Duke’s First Love, I need to remember as much of the novel as I can and use it to my advantage. Sitting at the desk in my bedroom, I pull out the letter from Athela that I initially stuffed into the drawer, flip it over, and start scribbling everything I can think of on the back.

As a child, Rowen’s mother, the duchess at the time, abused and neglected him. I don’t completely remember why, but I think it had something to do with the fact that because the duke’s heir was already born, the duke had no reason to show affection to his wife anymore. The duchess was essentially abandoned by the duke, leaving her with Rowen, and she solely blamed him for it. Although the duke cherished his heir more than anything, much of his physical support in extravagant feasts and luxurious clothes were intercepted by the duchess, who claimed Rowen did not deserve it. She starved him, beat him, and often locked him in his room.

Rowen started sword training at a certain age. This was one thing the duchess could not control, as the duke was paying very close attention to his progress. Rowen had a lot of potential talent for sword fighting and improved very rapidly. He gained more and more attention from the duke, which continued to anger the duchess who was still cast aside.

One night, the duchess had a mental breakdown and attacked Rowen. He was near death until he retrieved his sword and fatally stabbed his own mother. The abuse Rowen had to face all his life was revealed all at once from this event, and his father was regretful he never noticed and let it get to that point. He started treating Rowen even better, and the rest of the duke’s staff pitied him for most of his life. Rowen immersed himself in sword fighting, and very quickly became one of the best sword fighters in the kingdom.

It seems like I paid a lot of attention to Rowen’s backstory, rather than the current king’s. I almost didn’t remember his name.

The current king of Tegon, Edward, previously a prince, is roughly the same age as Rowen. Unlike Rowen, who was the sole son of the Hunte Dukedom, Edward was the youngest son of three, all born from different mothers. His oldest brother was expected to become the crown prince and heir to the throne, as he excelled in his studies and training. His middle brother was more mischievous and playful, having no desire to claim the throne.

Edward, however, was influenced by his mother to dream big. He looked up to his eldest brother as a role model and followed him in his studies and training. His mother convinced him he could be even better than his brother and eventually be named crown prince, and thus, it became his goal. What he thought was a competition to become the best possible prince turned into a bloodbath orchestrated by the adults.

I can’t seem to recall the specifics, but Edward’s mother killed his brothers, leaving him to be the crown prince. Although his goal was achieved, his mother was executed as a result, while he was spared as he was proven to have no involvement in the murders. However, with most of his family dead, and the people on his side supporting him just because he was the future king, he had no genuine friends in his life.

The novel takes place in the royal academy where Edward and Rowen first meet. Starting as rivals, both shining in swordsmanship, they soon enough warm up to each other and become best friends. Enter a new student, Brighton. She is the prettiest girl in school and the most powerful sorceress, so of course, she becomes the center of the boys’ attention. Rowen favors her for being completely unlike his mother while also not pitying him like the rest of the people around him. On the other hand, Edward falls in love with her for her intelligence and character. This is the novel’s way of hinting that Edward is the endgame, since he appreciates her for who she is, while Rowen just has glaring mommy issues.

Some time after they graduate from the academy and become adults, Rowen’s father, the duke at the time, incites a civil war against the kingdom. Rowen is sent to fight along his father, who orders him to slay the then king and queen, Edward’s father and his oldest brother’s mother. He is then encouraged to execute Edward, but Rowen falters. At that moment, Edward ends the war by killing the duke and gaining the throne. Rowen is set to be executed as well, but Brighton pleads with Edward to spare him, as he spared him first. Understanding that Rowen was following his father’s orders, he executes all of the duke’s staff as punishment. He promises that he will always be watching Rowen, and the moment he steps out of line, he will be killed.

The novel ends with Brighton marrying Edward and becoming the queen alongside him. No happy ending for Rowen, which disappointed many of the readers. I was slightly upset simply because I preferred him over Edward, but at the same time, I’m of the belief that not everyone needs a redemption arc. Rowen had definitely fallen in the deep end, and sometimes, there’s no coming out.

His backstory adds a new understanding to the letter Athela wrote. She heard gossip from others and came to the conclusion that Rowen was simply blood hungry, even though he was a victim of abuse, trauma, and manipulation. I still can’t blame her for not wanting to marry such a man. It is a very heavy past, and there is definitely no therapy in this world that can help him. Not to mention he does not have a single person on his side, and if Athela lived with him, she would be watched by the king as well.

All engagements between nobility are approved by the king, so he must have been involved with it happening. Since I don’t remember it happening in the novel, the current time period must be after the end, which means I unfortunately do not get the usual isekai novel buff of knowing the secret ending and how to avoid it. Actually, as someone who isn’t even mentioned in the novel, I’m living a pretty regular life. And especially as a young unwed woman belonging to a noble family, I pretty much just get to sit and walk around all day.

Truthfully, it’s getting boring. At first, my brother Benton visited often to make sure I was doing okay, but once my doctor confirmed I was healthy, he eventually got back to his duties supporting our father after a few days.

I continuously asked Nara for an audience with my father, but he was far too busy, and I continuously got rejected. I have no idea what the progress is on the dissolution of my engagement. Duke Hunte did promise me that we will not marry, but with no updates, I’m starting to think one of the reasons Count Slade is so busy is because of preparations for the wedding.

“Lady Athela!” Nara cheers, bursting into my room. “Good news, your father has accepted your request for an audience! He will be here in a few moments.”

I sink in my chair in relief. “Finally.”

To my surprise, he walks in only a minute later. He probably only has time for a quick chat. I stand up awkwardly, not knowing what the etiquette is for a conversation with your father.

“Yes, my dear daughter, what did you want to talk to me about?”

I don’t beat around the bush. “Father, has Duke Hunte broken off our engagement?”

He looks shocked and slightly offended. “What do you mean?”

“He told me the last time we met that our engagement was to be broken.”

My father shakes his head firmly. “No, that will not be happening. You two are to be married, the king demands it.”

Of course it’s the king.

“I would like to speak to the duke,” I tell him.

“Fine,” he huffs. “I will arrange for you to meet again, but I will personally tell him that there will be a marriage.”

He refuses to discuss it more and walks out soon after. I take this time to roll my eyes and mutter to myself, “Sure, a marriage can happen, but it won’t be mine.”

I fall back onto my bed, and Nara walks in. “Everything went well, my lady?”

I bite my tongue, resisting the urge to answer sarcastically.

“Let me know as soon as my father arranges my meeting with the duke,” is all I say. I get more frustrated just thinking about it and she shouldn’t have to be caught in the crossfire. “You are dismissed, Nara.”

I look around for something to put my energy into instead of getting upset at this world’s society. I could really go for some doom scrolling right now.

I’ve already walked around the entire manor and mapped out its layout. I have also gone through all of Athela’s belongings, getting insight into her personality and what she values. I’ve read through her diaries and looked at each and every one of her trinkets. I’ve taken all of her clothes out of her closet and familiarized myself with the clothes of this era. I even took a stab at knitting and embroidery, as Nara had suggested I do it, since apparently I liked it so much. Turns out, just because I’m in Athela’s body does not mean I get any of her talent.

I’ve even read the Quran front to back multiple times now. Twice in Arabic, and twice in English. I’m at the point where I’m attempting to teach myself Quranic Arabic just from mapping out the words to the English language.

There is a knock on my door, and before I can ask who it is, the door flies open. Benton looks at me eagerly.

“Athela, would you like to accompany me to the training grounds today?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Of course, but why the sudden offer?”

He grabs my arm and pulls me off my bed. “Nara was telling me that you do not have much to do these days, and since you lost your memory, I thought you could watch me train like when we were younger.”

Before he drags me out the door, I grab my go-to scarf, throw it onto my head, and wrap it around my neck with one hand.

I imagine there to be multiple knights and squires practicing in the courtyard as depicted in movies and comics, but he is alone with a training dummy. I sit cross-legged on the grass and use some pins I keep in the pockets of my dress to tie up my hair and fix my hijab properly. Ben begins to strike the dummy with a wooden sword from different angles.

After some time, I’m convinced I’ve memorized his form and the pattern of his attacks. I stand up and dust off my dress. “Ben, would you teach me sword fighting?”

His face brightens for a moment, but then he loses his smile and shakes his head.

“Sword fighting is not for women.”

I scoff, snatching the wooden sword from his hands with ease. I mimic his movements, and he continues to shake his head.

“See, you have it all wrong,” he tells me, taking the sword back. “I do not think anything will come from this, Athela. You have never taken interest in sword fighting, anyways.”

I open my mouth to argue back, but another wooden sword appears in my view. I look up at the owner.

“Duke Hunte,” I say out loud, widening my eyes. I bow my head and place a hand over my heart. “It is good to see you again.”

“Were you informed of my arrival?” he questions, gesturing to my head covering.

“I prefer to cover my hair around males who are not my family,” I clarify. “I just asked my father to arrange a meeting, but did not expect it to be so soon.”

“Oh? How coincidental,” he replies shortly. He extends the sword out closer to me, and all I do is stare at it.

“So, for what occasion are you visiting the manor, Your Grace?” I ask instead of acknowledging the sword, growing irritated by his lack of conversation.

“The count had requested my presence to discuss a few pressing issues,” he finally answers. “Now, did you want to learn or not?”

I take the sword cautiously. “Have you already met with him?”

“Yes, I happened to see you two on my way out.”

I furrow my eyebrows and look around. I always imagined noble families, especially such a high ranking like duke, would travel with some kind of entourage, like a knight to protect him or a personal assistant. However, he is alone.

He seems to read my mind. “I sent my knight and assistant to our carriage already. I told them I should see you before I left. Seeing how you asked your father to meet with me, it is a good thing I did.”

I sigh in relief. “I’m so glad. I wanted to ask when we can dissolve our engagement.” I wave the sword at him while gesturing.

“Athela, you cannot treat His Grace as such.” My brother steps in, but Duke Hunte holds up his hand, stopping him.

“I would hope my future wife can treat me comfortably,” he says charmingly, but I frown instead. He slowly pushes the sword down, away from himself, and steps closer to me.

He speaks lower, to ensure Benton can’t overhear. “I am still discussing it with the king.”

I grimace. “Should I go instead? Maybe he will listen to my pleas.”

Duke Hunte’s face turns serious and he leans in. “You will not go see the king without my presence.”

I look over at Ben, who looks very curious about our conversation. “What if my brother accompanies me?”

His hazel eyes pierce into mine. “It would be best to go with me.” I feel myself frozen under his gaze.

The duke suddenly grabs me by my arms and turns me towards the dummy. He brings my arms to the correct form for attacking with the wooden sword.

“You are to hold your sword with both hands, for practice in anticipation of a real sword, which is much heavier.” He wraps his hands around mine, positioning them on the shaft. He then simulates a swing, pointing out what mistakes I made when I was first mimicking Benton’s moves.

“Practice that everyday, you will be as good as me one day.” He finally lets go and moves away. “Please, excuse me. Until we meet again, Lady Athela.”

I watch as he walks away towards his carriage. I can’t move until he’s out of my sight, when I collapse onto the ground. Benton rushes over to me and bends down, grabbing my shoulders.

“Are you alright, Athela? I told you, sword fighting is not for women! I cannot understand why that damned duke—”

“Ben,” I interrupt, pressing a finger to his mouth. “I am in love.”
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