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Part I : Fallen Empire
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Chapter 1
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Jordan

I was born H.I.H Crown Princess Jordan Karayes-Meralien, twenty-five years ago on the seventh month of the year 3045 to Emperor Aaron and his Empress Bianca.

Before you disregard my mother as another imperial consort, she was a monarch in her own right. Let me start from the beginning....

––––––––
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NOT MORE THAN FORTY-five years ago, there where two great kingdoms conquering and taking over the world as we know it. Kingdom of Tarenia, ruled by House Karayes, and the kingdom Ardon, ruled by House Meralien. 
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BOTH KINGDOMS IN THEIR quest and rivalry for supremacy, were changing the geographical map, but Ardon was the superior having conquered a third of the planet in a space of four hundred years. 

The wealth it gained is beyond imagination. So great  was her wealth rumours spread the Meralien palace was built with pure gold, nonsense of course, but why not spread stories to worry opposition. 

Tarenia was not lagging behind completely, they managed to conquer an entire continent that was actually wealthy in minerals and agriculture making them nearly as rich as the massive Ardonian empire. 

What they lacked in substance they made up in style. Their culture and way of life was worthy of envy. Vegetation, animal kingdom and marine life bought in tourism. 

For centuries the two giants fought endless wars over territories, but all this changed forty-five years ago when the king of Ardon died without living a male heir but a daughter, Bianca. 

The wealthy military kingdom with vast territories demanded a strong monarchy, and a woman on the throne was out of the question. 
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NO WOMAN HAD EVER RULED before, so House Meralien looked to her cousin, Prince Leopold, a mistake that cost him his life and changed history as we knew it. Crown Princess Bianca, black with a light brown complexion, short, round face with delicate baby features was anything but delicate.
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STUBBORN, HOTHEAD AND strong willed she gathered up other great Houses that feared a future which would become with an arrogant, drunken Leopold who long awaited the death of his uncle. 
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BIANCA BUILT AN ALLIANCE with Tarenia through a marriage of convenience to their Crown Prince Aaron. It not only got them an army, but would also mean being ruled by a foreign Prince as King Consort. Yet Bianca was something they never saw coming. A Queen militant who led her own army dressed in a bullet proof battle suit, flying warships, and fighting in hand to hand combat with her laser pistol and dagger. 

She won the Seven Years War and earned the respect of the army and people. She turned out to be just as competent as she sat on her father’s throne. Educated and sharp it was her father who prepared her for this, she was not an obedient wife, but a Queen in her own right and co-ruler.

Her consort did not resent her for this, but loved and respected his partner even when he became the king of Tarenia ten years later. 
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HE WAS TALL WITH A dark chocolate complexion and intense dark eyes, strong and built for battle. 
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TOGETHER THEY CONQUERED what ever was left untouched on the planet, and expanded their territories. They created the Haidal Empire ruled by the House Karayes-Meralien with a magnificent stone pyramid palace in Ardon as the House seat. 

House Karayes-Meralien spread their empire until the imperium became the entire planet, save one territory. A small island country that was allowed to have it’s own government as long as it bend the knee to the Crown, Valedan Protectorate. 

You could say Emperor Aaron and Empress Bianca were the greatest rulers their kingdoms had ever known as they not only enriched, but also strengthened their nations to unlimited power. Well except leaving one area alone, no heir. 

After 20 years of not a single miscarriage or pregnancy the Empress consulted a fertility specialist and she was barren. This humiliation was worsened by the existence of Lord Markus, my father’s illegitimate son from a previous scandalous encounter with a palace maid, Anne. 

When the Empress finally conceived, the entire imperium awaited for the grand prince of the mightiest seat in history. 

Joyful anticipation become nerve wrecking as the Empress had a complicated pregnancy, and nearly miscarried twice. 
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SHE SUFFERED FROM SEIZURES, and then went into premature labour at only seven months. As if things couldn’t get any worse, not a grand prince was born but I showed up. Both parents loved me, but also worried the same fate  mum had being female with male cousins would befall me. 

I grew up being taught to watch my back. Watch them, train hard, study harder than both mother and father ever did combined. I trained with father’s personal bodyguard, Sir Darnell, and Captain of Imperial Guard, Dame Bernice. The best tutors in the imperium were appointed in order to make me smarter than the unseen enemy. 

Eight years after my birth, mother fell pregnant again. A brother would be our saving grace and he would stabilize the House and throne. Another complicated pregnancy, another daughter. Valeria was born, and mother never fully recovered from her birth. She suffered from a stroke and was slowly dying.

She died a year later, and we became aware of her will and the bill she had passed on that I would be head of House Meralien and co-ruler of the Haidal Empire as Queen of Ardon by right only when I turn twenty-one. Until then father would be my regent. 
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FATHER PLAYED HIS PART not neglecting the upbringing of my sister and I. When I turned twenty-one,  I was not crowned, but father continued being my regent as he said he was protecting me from threats he sensed from male cousins, or so he said. 

I don’t know what to believe anymore as I am safest with a crown on my head. I suspect he loves the power comes with Ardon which has always been greater than Tarenia, and resented levelling or bowing to his daughter. 
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I WAS NEVER GOING TO fight him for the throne. I was born when he was fifty-eight he was going to die eventually, why not let him be and enjoy him and freedom while I still had it. I did not think it would be today. 
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[image: ]


FOR TWO YEARS HE HAS been sick,  in and out off intensive care the palace had become accustomed to his seizures.
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HERE I AM IN MY ROOM combat training with Sir Darnell when my handmaid, Eva, came in with troubled dark brown eyes red and swollen. This is how fathers die, giants fall, and legends leave legacy behind. 
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"WHAT IS IT?" I ASK when her swollen face alarms me. 

––––––––
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BEFORE SHE REPLIES the entire court enters the room and bends the knee. The Prime minister, Lord Ryan, a sixty year old silver haired man, who is still staunch and handsome approaches with both my parents signet rings, and hands them to me. 

"Long live the Empress!" They chant a chorus I dreaded to hear. 

I say nothing unable to speak, but I put the rings on under the watchful eyes of Lord Ryan who then kisses them as he addresses me as ' Your Imperial Majesty'. 
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IN THE BACK OF MY ROOM, in a corner, I spot Valeria bitting her lips to stop the tears. She was always father’s favourite, his darling, and a baby sister to me. It is now the two of us. 

I hear them shouting my father’s name, Karayes. I hear them shouting my mother’s name, Meralien. 

They seem to wish them longevity in their deaths. Then I realize they are shouting my name, Karayes-Meralien. I am the first of the name, two kingdoms merged into me, and an enormous empire comes with it. I am afraid, too much to carry. 
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Chapter 2
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Adrian 
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I CAN HEAR THEM SEARCHING about the ducal palace for me. I missed breakfast again, I always miss it watching tutorial videos and reading books, studying maps trying to understand the world beyond my family home in the Duchy of Gransado, located at the east coast of Ardon. 
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IT IS A RATHER COLOSSAL smooth grey stoned pyramid building, with hundreds of rooms for the youngest son of the Duke Varlein to hide in. 
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"THERE YOU ARE, BOY."

––––––––
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APPARENTLY NOT ENOUGH. 

––––––––
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"HELLO GRANDMA." I SIGH, wishing it was anyone but her who found me. 

––––––––
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"WHY WORRY YOUR MOTHER?" I hear her approach, and I turn to face the Duchess Dowager in black. 

––––––––
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SHE IS SEVENTY-FIVE and energetic, very elegant, self-assured, but incredibly stubborn and ready to lecture whoever is listening. I best be on my way. 

––––––––
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"YOU ARE RIGHT, SHE must be worried let me go eat something." I say this in haste avoiding eye contact while gathering my books and gadgets. 

––––––––
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"HMMMM, LET US PRETEND you are rushing for your mother’s sake, lad." She smiles slyly, "You will never rid of me that easily."

––––––––
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I AM DONE COLLECTING my items, "For shame, nana, I wouldn’t dream of it, you are my greatest love to the end of time." I kiss her cheek and head for the door. 

"Child, I wasn’t born yesterday!" She yells as I close the door. 

––––––––
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I ENTER THE FAMILY dining room, and to my surprise everyone is still here except for father. My mother at the head of the table, my brothers lords Casper (the heir at twenty-seven), Tristan twenty-five, and John twenty-four, sitting with the baby, Lady Khloe, seven. 
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"LOOK WHO DECIDED TO grace us with his presence." John announces dramatically, and his partner in crime Tristan toasts to that. 
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"WHERE IS FATHER?" I ask ignoring the two. 
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"WHERE ARE YOUR SHOES?" Casper inspects my unkempt long curly brown hair, untidy night shirt, and pants with no belt. 

––––––––
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"I HOPE YOU DO NOT PLAN on spending the entire morning looking as though you lost your mind?" Asks mum as she pours me a glass of juice. 

––––––––
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"MAYBE IF YOU ACTUALLY got some sleep other than studying subjects you are never going to apply in life, you would not appear so exhausted." Chloe announces proudly lifting her head full of red hair, and that mischievous look in her jade green eyes. 
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SHE LOOKS SO MUCH LIKE mum, but is as annoying as an ex-lover. 
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"YOUR BROTHER’S STUDYING is meaningful, one can never attain too much knowledge." Mum defends my honour. 

––––––––
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"YET ONE FORGETS SO easily." Argues Chloe, and I hear my brothers laughing. 

––––––––
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CHLOE IS THE GOLDEN child with the photographic memory. A fact she makes certain will never be forgotten. 

––––––––
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"ANYWAYS, YOU BEST BE groomed, and trim your hair, Adrian." Mum redirects her attention to me, "You know we will be leaving for the Empress' coronation in a few weeks. Be presentable."

––––––––
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"BY PRESENTABLE SHE means military attire, look as smart as a lieutenant, but be as well mannered as a Prince." Khloe offers some of her unsolicited advice. 
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SHE REALLY LOVES TO hear herself talk. 
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"WHY THE FUSS?" I ASK mum. "No one cares for the fourth son. I am as good as a cousin. Can’t I stay?"

––––––––
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"YOU’RE NOT A COUSIN, you’re a direct heir, first or fourth, it’s ceremony." Speaks Khloe sounding like a lecturer, "And you always wanted to explore the world why not Ardon, Mr Discovery?" 
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"STOP ANNOYING YOUR brother." Mum reprimands her.

––––––––
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"SORRY MUM, AND MAMA’S boy."

––––––––
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"HE’S NOT A MAMA’S BOY."

––––––––
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"WE ALL KNOW HE IS YOUR favourite."

––––––––
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"ENOUGH, CHLOE!" CASPER jumps in. "Finish your food. Quietly"

––––––––
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"SHE’S RIGHT THOUGH." Mum returns her attention to me. "It’s crucial we all attend and play our part."

––––––––
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"I DON’T MIND THE TRAVELING. I hate ceremony."

––––––––
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"DON’T WE ALL." SAYS John with suddenly depressed face. 

––––––––
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"YEAH." AGREES TRISTAN. 

––––––––
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"YEAH." AGREES CASPER. 

It’s around midday, and I am dressed in my attire of a navy coat and pants with black boots when I head out to find my father at the back of the palace.

––––––––
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HERE IN THE HEART OF the maze garden, is a statue of my great grandfather. I believe it was grandfather who used to bring my father here for a heart to heart talk with his heir. Dad always comes here when he is unsure of himself. He never brings Casper, or anyone else for that matter. 
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I KNOW TO FIND HIM here because I followed him once as a child out of curiosity. It is his sanctuary, a place he chooses to keep sacred as if it helps him see his father once more. Be with him, become him or better. So he hangs on to it hungrily seeking salvation from the burdens of Dukedom. 
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[image: ]


MOMENTS AS THESE I feel the weight of pressure crushing him, and I am grateful to be his twenty year old son who will never be Duke. 
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"HELLO, ADRIAN." I LOVE how he says my name like he knows it’s me even without turning to face me. 

––––––––
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OF COURSE HE KNOWS,  I am the only other person who comes here. It is as though he can  just predict my behaviour, knows my thoughts, and sees who I am. 

––––––––
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"HELLO, DAD."

––––––––
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I WALK UP TO HIM, AND we silently contemplate the stone figure of the Great Man who made House Varlein what it is today with clever political, commercial, and marriage strategies. 
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"YOU KNOW, THEY SAY grandfather built Haidal as we know it." His hazel eyes look skeptical. 
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HIS TALL, MY BROTHERS and I take after him. He has dark brown hair, a chiseled jawline, and sharp cheekbones. His hair is well brushed and cut to aristocratic perfection with a few silver strands appearing. I also see some grey in his well trimmed beard I noticed, but he is in great shape, and I have heard women call him handsome. 

––––––––
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I HEARD, WHEN HE WAS younger he was often described as beautiful, refined, and perfect. Even when he married my enchanting, redhead, green- eyed mother, he was the one everyone spoke of. 

––––––––
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"DIDN’T HE BUILD IT?" I ask. "I always thought he did?"

––––––––
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"HAIDAL WAS INEVITABLE. True, he pushed the late Empress Bianca's cause by campaigning for her rights, giving her an army, inventing and improving all airships, and new ones, cyberjets, laser pistols, energy shields, and the entire modern civilization as we know it. 

"Making it possible to conquer a planet in twenty years. And of course, the marriage alliance was his orchestration. In turn, we became, not only the wealthiest, but also the most influential house in the empire, one to rival even the imperial House itself."

––––––––
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"A HARD MAN TO LIVE up to, whatever you do, he did it before. You are forever in his shadow." I contemplate.
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"I TOLD MY FATHER THE same, and he said my grandfather was a genius in all he did. True head of House Varlein and now other Houses follow our lead, the true ally to the throne. But he was a just man or was he not? He was strong, but he still was good?

"He often put duty before honour, and it got him respect and superiority, but cost him the love of his family and his Duchy."  He takes in a deep breath and looks at me, that look when seems to be looking beneath the surface to the core of your soul and he smiles, "Whenever my father brought me here,  he always said it is a place he came to remember to be nothing like him. To put his family first, and the burdens of his people. To rule and not to command, to win trust and not to scheme, to lead and not to simply influence, to be good is higher than being great. That is the lesson he sought to teach me, 'good is higher than great.' Will Casper learn it? He is strong, but is he just?"

––––––––
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"PERHAPS WHEN THE TIME comes." I try to be optimistic and picture my responsible brother, who does what ought to be done, as a leader who inspires people to strive for greater good. I can’t. 

––––––––
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"WE BOTH KNOW THAT IS not true." The duke sighs. "He is too orthodox to bend, too reasonable to have faith, too much of a leader of his logic to be a follower of his heart. I am glad to know he is strong enough to lead our name into the future, him and your brothers, but I always saw my father in you. Your curiosity, eagerness to learn and understand. Pity you are a fourth son."

––––––––
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"TAKE CARE, FATHER, comparison breeds rivalry."

He chuckles again, "No, you're too sure of yourselves to be envious or insecure. You boys make me proud, how you of the same heart. Many in our lineage fought their brothers for their birth right."

––––––––
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"ALL THIS TALK OF FAMILY, are you alright?"

––––––––
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"WALK BACK TO THE HOUSE with me." We turn our heels and head out of the maze, "House Varlein has always been known as supporters of the Crown."

"As all Houses should."

––––––––
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"IN THEORY YES, BUT in practice, you don’t become as powerful as House Karayes-Meralien without creating enemies and allies. You win the competition only when your allies overpower your enemies. You keep your enemies stranded on an island for as long as you can, but nothing is eternal."
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"I DON’T UNDERSTAND."

––––––––
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"UNDERSTAND THIS SON, the Empress is a woman. We helped her mother to power and made enemies. They are those who are opposing her right to rule, her mother had her father, but an unmarried female leader? They are those who oppose this, and they are rising up with our enemies. They know it is our honour to protect the monarchy, they know most of the Great Houses follow us. Whatever they are planning, you my boys are the future, we need each other now more than ever."

––––––––
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"I HEAR YOU, FATHER."

––––––––
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"I KNOW YOU DO, AND so did your brothers."

I am trying to better my skills as a swordsman using a short blade unsuccessfully. Like I said I am trying. I am a better gunman, but while later pistols are common, the blade is for the highborn, and I must try to master it. 

––––––––
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WELL, AT ANY RAT KEEP trying to master it, swing, aim, one foot in front the other behind, my blade in my right hand and a dagger in the left rises at my chin guarding face.

––––––––
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EVEN WHEN I AM FIGHTING hologram training opponents, I can’t find my stance. I have won three rounds and lost nine. My father, and more importantly my brothers will never hear about this. 
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"HEAD DOWN, EYES UP." I hear a deep friendly voice coming from the door.
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"RYDER!" I WALK QUICKLY but steadily, to it’s owner in excitement that is not overtly, of course.

––––––––
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RYDER IS MY FATHER’S personal bodyguard. Forty years of age, six foot five with dark eyes and hair. He is as deadly as he looks like the professional fighter he is, yet he is as soft as a teddy bear. He is my trainer, but his people skills made him more like a second father. 

––––––––
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"YOU KNOW PRACTICE MAKES perfect, but you seem to be getting worse." He laughs. 

––––––––
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"MASON SAYS I AM IMPROVING." I defend my deficient talent, my pride is at stake here. 

"Did he?" He raises a skeptical eyebrow and I nod. "Did he really?"

––––––––
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"OUR TRAINING ENDED in stalemate."

––––––––
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"YOU ARE GETTING GOOD."

––––––––
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"IF IT WAS A REAL FIGHT we both would have been dead. He said I should do better."

––––––––
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"MASON IS A FORMIDABLE fighter, the fact that you reached his level you must be improving."

––––––––
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IT IS TRUE, MASON IS the Captain of The Varlein Guard, and together with Ryder they trained our men. Our Guard is known as the best in the empire stronger than the imperial army itself. 
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"YOU’RE EXCITED FOR the coronation."

"I can’t wait to leave home there is a whole world out there."

––––––––
[image: ]


"WE’LL STILL BE IN ARDON."

––––––––
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"YES, BUT I HAVE NEVER been outside Gransado."

––––––––
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"GOOD POINT. I GOT YOU this for you,  I know your twenty-fourth  birthday is only two weeks away, but why not now." He fastened a pin on my shirt at the right side of my chest. It is gold, a bow and arrow, "My mentor gave it to me when I became your father’s protector, he said it represents protection, strength and will. The bow is never without the arrow that shoots to kill but the arrow is strengthened only by the bow. You are not the runt of the litter you are just as strong as your brothers." He rubs my head. 

––––––––
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IT IS ALWAYS REASSURING to have someone who believes in you. Ryder the anchor to my ship. 

After half of the month packing the entire palace we are set to leave for Ardon. Grandmother will stay behind, she hates traveling and prefers to be regent to my father than being moved away with such a large company only to be moved back again a few months later. 

––––––––
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WE BROUGHT A THIRD of our guard and Mason comes along looking like thunder in his military attire.

––––––––
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MOTHER’S LADIES AND her bodyguard Hilda, and nearly the entire household are boarding the airships about fifty of them each standing 220ft tall and large enough to carry sixty cyberjets and airbikes. 

––––––––
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"I THOUGHT WE WERE ATTENDING a coronation? We look prepared for war." I remark to Mason. 

––––––––
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"THIS IS WAR, BOY." He answers simply, but in his voice is an undertone of warning, a premonition. I am confused, and before I ask what he meant, he boards the ship. 

––––––––
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CASPER COMES FROM BEHIND out of nowhere and puts his hand on my shoulder, "It’s war, brother. Rumour has it, there are those who were impatiently waiting the Emperor’s death." He looks me in the eye dramatically, "Note, impatiently waiting the Emperor’s death. They will be after the new Empress. There is a reason her father kept his regency even when she came of age as her mother’s heir. We have always been supporters of the Royal House Meralien since great grandfather. To kill a snake, you cut off the head, and we are Empress Jordan’s head."
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Chapter 3
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Jordan 

The airships are coming in by hundreds, and sure a cost a fortune to travel in such pageantry. 

I’m nervous, I look at my right hand and it’s forefinger wears a golden signet ring with a burning sun and a roaring lion in the middle. The burning sun, the Meralien crest, and the lion, the Karayes crest. I melted the rings into one. Symbolic really, in me, you have the best of both worlds. Or so I thought.

––––––––
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MY PARENTS ALLIANCE was completed with my birth, the burning star and animal queen, but I was naive to the politics. A new era brings with new arguments and new discontent. 
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I HAVE ALWAYS LOVED Markus, he was never my father’s heir, but regardless of that, he was still a brother to Valeria and I. We both looked up to him. 
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MOTHER HOUSED HIM AND his mother, and he always seemed grateful. He seemed happy, and when he married Pamela, father made them Lord and Lady Markus Karayes. You would think it was more than enough. 

––––––––
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THERE’S NEVER ENOUGH power, apparently. The maternal cousins I feared danger from surprised us with being content with my new station. It is Markus who wants it all, I should have seen the signs when he was gathering Tarenian nobles and politicians who have long resented the Ardonian supremacy. 
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THEN CAME THE READING of the will, he is contesting it. The wealth he wished to gain from my parents was not what he got. Twenty-five billion hacs in total, half belonged to my father and the other half to mum. He is only eligible to dad’s share. He’s refusing this on grounds that he is male so he should inherit it all and be our provider which is redundant as he is not my mother’s heir.

––––––––
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HE HAS NO GROUNDS, and the Ardonians are not having it. The Tarenians on the other hand, have given him support in hopes to strengthen the House Karayes. How the obvious confuses justice confuses me? I would have given him my share except it’s mum’s, and he has no business with my mother’s line. 
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"IT’S GOING TO BE ONE hell of a week, isn’t it?" Valeria comes from behind and embraces me. 
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[image: ]


"I HOPE IT WILL BE OVER soon."

––––––––
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"MARKUS IS AWAY RELAXING at that hotspot island Ladron. Surely it won’t be that bad."

––––––––
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I TURN TO FACE HER, my sweet little sister who has always been the baby is now stuck in adolescence. Not a girl and not yet a woman. 

––––––––
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SHE WAS TRUSTING AND naive to be frank. However, the aftermath of our older brother has opened her eyes and mind, while closing up her heart. I cup her adorable cherub cheeks into my palms and smile. 

––––––––
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SHE HAS A VERY LIGHT brown complexion with hints of gold, deep set, brown eyes, and full bee stung lips that almost rival her chubby cheeks. She’s very short, small, and cute like mum was, like I am. In fact we are almost identical despite our eight year difference. We could be twins to those who don’t know us, then again, I always looked like a teenager. 

The only difference between us is she wears her black hair in an afro, while I keep mine straight with a heavy blunt fringe. 

––––––––
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"DARLING, I AM NOT SURE we are still rid of him." I sigh. "He is still entitled to father’s estate."
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"AND WE NEVER DENIED him that, he just won’t take what is his."

––––––––
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"TRUE, BUT ONE DOESN’T just suddenly decide to contest an imperial will approved by an official bill, and by the government. How did he get so powerful? He couldn’t have been born with the audacity, someone is whispering in his ear."
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"WE KNOW LADY PAMELA is his greatest supporter, and of course his greedy home wrecking mother."
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"IT’S NOT JUST THEM, he must be getting help from someone else, or rather more powerful parties."

––––––––
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"IN THE GOVERNMENT OR one of the Great Houses?"

––––––––
[image: ]


"WHO KNOWS? EVA TOLD me, her maid told her that most of the help in the palace believe father’s death was foul play."
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"YOU MEAN MURDER? THAT’S ridiculous!" She says this but looks as though she believes it. "Who would do such a thing?"
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"IS IT REALLY RIDICULOUS?" I ask, "It appears a lot of people suddenly have a lot to gain with father’s death. The Prime minister for one."
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"TRUE, SUDDENLY MEMBERS of House Karayes are nowhere to be seen in such family crisis. Huh!"
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SHE LET’S OUT A BITTER laugh, and can't say I blame her for it when both our parents where alive, we saw more of our paternal relations than we knew what to do with them.

––––––––
[image: ]


THIS PALACE WAS FLOODING with relatives like an ocean, but now not a single aunt or uncle to help set Markus straight. Most have 'kindly' declined their invitations to my coronation. I am insulted. 
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"WELL AT LEAST WE HAVE each other." Continues Valeria when she looks into my eyes, eyes filled with cynicism. 
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"THAT’S WHAT LONELY people tell each other to feel less lonely. People with no lives, pathetic, hopeless, and sad people."
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"WELL IT’S NOT LIKE we do have lives, and we are alone."
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"THANKS FOR THE REASSURANCE."

––––––––
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"YOU ARE NOT QUITE ALONE." Bernice walks into my room unannounced, "You still have Sir Darnell and I,  of course, And don’t forget Eva. We are not going anywhere."
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BERNICE IS BALD AND very tall with a slender athletic body and deep dark chocolate skin. She looks powerful and fierce in her military attire as the Captain of The Imperial Guard. She never wears any other colour but black. 
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"YOU ARE STUCK WITH us for life." Jokes Eva as she enters with Sir Darnell who remains silent. A man of few words. "Right, let’s get you ready to meet the guests, Your Imperial Majesty. Your Imperial Majesty? I’m still not used to that. Sir Darnell, do you mind stepping out into the passage for a moment? And by that, I mean a while."

I am about to enter the drawing rooms to greet my guest accompanied by my entourage. Valeria is in a crimson backless gown with padded shoulders, and caped bell sleeves. Her afro hair is styled into a bun adorned with a crystal studded head band. 

Eva behind me is in a white lace dress, and her chestnut hair braided into a hair crown. Then there are the rest of my ladies forming a train behind us, leaving Sir Darnell, Captain Bernice, and the security team following behind them.
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"SMILE, SIR DARNELL," I say. "Our guest should feel welcomed, hospitality not hostility."
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HE DIDN’T SMILE, HE never smiles. 
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MY DRESS IS GOLD, BECAUSE of ceremony I have to show regalia. It is made of chain metal, and it is sleeveless with a high neck. It is figure hugging with a long five foot train which Eva is carrying, while I am trying not to break under the weight of the dress. My straight hair is tied into a sleek high pony leaving only my fringe in my face. I chose to wear the Flame tiara my father gave mum as a wedding gift. It is rose gold with rubies and orange amethyst stones in it. 
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I SAW MYSELF IN THE mirror before I left my room, and I don’t like my appearance at all. I look like a golden statue. 
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I ENTER THE DRAWING rooms to greet the guests. I have to walk down a line of dignitaries with Val shaking hands. Sweaty hands, firm hands, soft hands, loyal hands, treasonous hands, all sorts of hands, or maybe I am just paranoid. 
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IN THE MIDDLE OF THE line, I finally see friendly faces I have longed for. A handsome forty-eight year old, hazel-eyed, duke, and his gorgeous freckled, green-eyed, redhead duchess. 
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MY HEART JUMPS IN EXCITEMENT, and it must show for Val looks at the objects of my affection with curiosity. 

"Duke Jason Varlein! Duchess Varlein, how happy l am you made it." I walk up to them, "It’s been long."
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I LAST SAW THE HOUSE Varlein at mother’s funeral. The duchess, with her striking colourful appearance was once the empire’s greatest beauty, and my mother’s favourite lady-in-waiting. The daughter of the vivacious redhead, Baron Michael of House Orlus, and his baroness Matilda. 
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THE DUKE, AND HIS HOUSE were allies of my mother, and a natural choice as my godfather. Their union came with envy as well as admiration. A powerful duke and the favourite of the Empress. House Varlein has never been well matched. 
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THE DUKE BOWS, AND so does his wife, and an identical redhead little girl holding her hand. Behind them I see four dark brown heads also bow and as they rise up, I can recognise those hazel eyes anywhere. 
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I USED TO VISIT GRANSADO a lot when I was a child, the Duchess Monica was the only person alive my mother trusted me to visit lengthy. 
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"LORD TRISTAN? IS THAT you?" My attention goes to the second boy. 
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WE ARE THE SAME AGE so he was my playmate. My favourite once upon a time, my best friend. 
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THE DUKE AND HIS WIFE make way for me as I approach their son who offers his hand, but I can only break protocol and hug him. Then I see the little brother that always used to follow us around, and we picked on him mercilessly. 
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"LORD JOHN? CASPER?" I turn my attention to the eldest son, and then to my sister, "Val, you have to meet them. The duke and duchess Varlein, and their sons, Lords Casper, the golden boy, Tristan, John and...I’ll be damned, is that baby Addy?"
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HE HAS GROWN. I LAST saw him when he was four. He is tall, slight built, but has those Varlein looks. Save the long curly hair. 
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"BABY ADDY?" HE RISES an eyebrow as he directs the question to his mother. 
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"SHE USED TO CALL YOU that because you were the youngest." Monica replies. 
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"AND YOU SPOILED HIM so much he never left your side."  Adds Tristan, and I nod in agreement. 
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"YOU SEEM VERY FAMILIAR with House Varlein, sister." Valeria comments calmly, but I can tell she is both curious and jealous


[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]





[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]





[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]





[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
e
&





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
b

A8

.. ik

TANYARADZWA VIMBAI
MOMBESHORA





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





