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“I won’t do it,” she cried, and looked around frantically for an escape.  Of course, there wasn’t one.  The door was blocked by the guard and the windows were fastened shut tight.  Her father’s face was fastened equally as tight, staring at her with steely gray eyes, his mouth set in a firm unbending line.  “Please Papa.”

A tiny vein beneath his eye wavered for a fraction of a second, giving Lydia the false hope that she might be able to reach his heart.  Since her mother, the Queen’s death, the girl’s relationship with her father had become close.  Closer than normal, some said.  Closer than it should have been.  For a brief space in a time, Lydia had thought to know her father as a person, who had a heart that could suffer and weep from loss.

The Prince-Regent sighed a little, his demeanor breaking a tiny bit, and he reached for a cigarette from his top desk drawer.  “Lydia,” he repeated.  “You know, you understand, this is not up for debate.”

“But—”

“Come on, Lydie!” Dillon snapped, growing restless behind her.  His large, anxious feet shuffled across the floor.  He had been growing wildly, like a weed.  Only a few months ago, before she became so violently ill, their mother used to laugh and say that Dillon’s feet were bigger than his legs.  

Now, Dillon’s legs were long.  His whole body was like a coil of energy just waiting to spring.  He wanted to get back to his game.  He wanted to bolt outside and run with the dozen footmen he recruited to be his team.  On the lawn below the balcony, sprawled across the staircase of ancient stones, they sat waiting and sweating in their football uniforms.  “You’re not going to win this bloody argument.”

“But I am—”

“At the mercy of your nation,” the Prince-Regent interrupted.  “You may be Queen, my darling girl, but you are no longer your own person.”

“I never was,” the girl mumbled.  “I am and have always been nothing but a pawn for you to play.”

“You are the Queen, Lydia,” the Prince-Regent stated, his voice growing hard and cold again.

“At the mercy of a prince who fancies himself a king, only to be replaced by another prince who in turn will do the same!”

“Lydia.  Don’t be childish.  This is why you need a regent.”

“Set the date, Pop,” Dillon said.  “If you learn to play the game correctly, Lyd, you’ll discover that it’s actually the Queen who controls the board.”  

A ball was bouncing on the hard marble floor.  The noise echoed loudly across the near empty room, the cold marble walls and panes of tinted glass.  There was little furniture in this office, save the Prince-Regent’s personal desk.  He liked it that way, denying his guests a chair to sit, denying their feet the comfort of a rug.  

“How do you know?” The Queen demanded.  She sat back in her chair, the one which had been brought into the room solely for her benefit.  Yes, she was still young, but she was her mother’s heir.  There had to be more purpose to her life beyond ensuring the succession!  “Dillon, I command you to put down that ball!”

“Duke Markiis Korelesk is a decent fellow,” the Prince-Regent continued.  “Your brother, Dillon and I will be here to keep him in check.”  This was said with a slight upturn of the Prince-Regent’s lip, a clear signal that there was far more meaning to his simple words.

“More likely to keep me in check!”

The Prince-Regent chuckled softly and shook his head a little.  

“Don’t worry, Lydie.”  Dillon put a hand upon her shoulder.  It too was overly large, like a giant paw.  She used to do the same to him when they were children.  Whenever he was frightened, whenever he began to cry, she would place her hands upon his shoulders, grounding him, steadying him, calming his heart.  “If he disrespects you, I’ll kill him.  I promise, I won’t let anything bad happen to you.  May I go back to my game now?”  

“Yes,” Lydia responded just as the Prince-Regent replied, “No.”

Father and daughter locked eyes, while Lydia rose to her feet, finding her strength.  She straightened her spine and lowered her voice in the manner her late-mother would have done.

“I do not like Markiis Korelesk at all.  He is old, nearly your age, Papa, and he is a follower of the new religion.”

“We are all followers of the new religion, Lydie.  Did you forget?”

“Shut up, Dillon.  I am not.  I am Queen.  I will choose my own religion and my own husband.”

“You will do as I, your father and regent says.”  The Prince-Regent slammed his hand down upon the desk and half rose in his chair.  “If you wish to keep your realm and your head, you’ll submit to Korelesk before the Duke and his many followers decide to place him in that chair instead of you.  You will reverently and piously bow before his deity even if you have to bite your tongue to do so.  Do you understand, my girl?”

“Mama didn’t,” Lydia protested quietly, the fight having gone out of her voice.  It was true.  Korelesk had millions of followers, including many that believed him to be a saint.

“She did.  Why do you think you are the bloody Queen now?  Do you not realize you had an elder brother?”

Lydia’s mouth fell open but no words emerged.  She blinked rapidly, her heart pounding like a tympani in her chest.

“I knew that,” Dillon remarked, the ball hitting the floor once, twice.

“Stop that!” The Prince-Regent pounded the desk again.  “What say you, Queen Lydia of Hahr?  Shall you remain Queen or become a tiny footnote in Rozarian history?”

Lydia swallowed hard, closed her eyes and composed her thoughts.  “Yes, Papa,” she said, opening her eyes to meet her father’s gaze.  “I will marry him and I will keep him in check, for as you have said, the control of the Duchy Korelesk is extremely important to the stability of all of Hahr.”

The Prince-Regent nodded approvingly, still locked in his daughter’s gaze.

“And, he will take my royal name, Kalila.  I will not be called Korelesk.  My children shall also be known by Kalila.  My first-born shall succeed me.”

“All but that,” the Prince-Regent remarked.  “It is not our way.  Your first born belongs to—”

Briefly, Lydia’s shoulder’s slumped. She exchanged a glance with Dillon whose face remained stoic although there was a glint in his left eye. 

“The betrothal may happen now,” Lydia continued, finding her voice again.  “The wedding will not take place until the spring, after the summit with Karupatani.”

“Why’s that, Lydie?”  Prince Dillon smiled, the ball rolling over and over in his hands.

“I do not wish to visit Karupatani whilst heavy with child,” the Queen stated.

“Actually,” the prince smirked, “you don’t want Crown Prince Sorran to see you fat.”

“I don’t give a whit about Crown Prince Sorran!” Lydia snapped, rising graciously to her feet and spinning on heel toward the door, her long skirts sweeping like a tornado around her. “In the spring, when I am eighteen, I will no longer be in need of a regent.  Your duties will be concluded, Father.  I thank you for your service.”

“Now Lydia.”

“No, Father.  In the spring I shall alone be the ruling Queen and if I wish to behead my husband, or remove that of my annoying little brother, believe me, it shall happen at the wave of my hand.”
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When Kimber was young and first able to think, he dreamed of becoming a fireman.  He imagined himself dressed in red or yellow turnout pants and a heavy flame-proof jacket, grasping a thick and heavy yellow hose.  Kim especially liked the hat and with a plastic one given to him for his fourth birthday, he would parade around his home of eight hundred square feet, the standard base housing assigned to a mid-level naval officer.

Kim was eight when his father was killed during an operation on a Karupatani port.  His father’s command, the small Hahrian supply boat was sunk by an errant torpedo despite the Navy’s insistence it was torpedo proof and completely safe.  

“They lied,” Kim’s mother cried uselessly to the air, waving her arms at the heavens and cursing everyone, including the Queen.  For two days, she never stopped screaming, except for those brief pauses when she settled to have a drink.  On the third day of her rantings, the base commander ordered her dispatched to a mental hospital, subsequently removing Kim from everything he had known.

“No one curses the Queen,” the Commander grumbled when Kim was placed in a chair before his desk.  “Your mother is not well.  Until she recovers, she’ll remain in the doctors’ care.  As for you—”

Kim shuddered, awaiting his fate, which was boarding school, courtesy of a scholarship fund for children of those killed in action.  Luckily for Kim, the Takira-Hahr Academy for Boys was actually the premiere institution for developing the minds and bodies of Hahr’s most noble and elite young men.
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TEN YEARS LATER, KIM was standing on a football field, waving his hand and shouting, “I’m open!”  Followed by, “Who did you say she was?”

Dillon lobbed the ball perfectly, such that it landed directly within his friend’s instep as if a magnet had drawn it there.  Kim took off, racing around the defender, a thin bloke with terrible skin, and with half a breath, he took a shot at the goal.  His aim was perfect, the force spot on, but the wind must have come up, tossing the ball slightly askew.  The keeper dove for it, catching it in his stomach, exhaling a tortured breath as it collided with his ribs, but recovering enough to toss it back to the pockmarked defender.  Both Kim and Dillon watched as what should have been theirs was returned downfield, only to be placed a moment later in their unprotected goal.  

“Where were you?!” Kim screamed at their keeper, who was racing in from a corner of the field.  What or why he had been there, was completely unknown.  In any case, it was all too late for there were only ten seconds remaining in the match which would send the lesser and somewhat plebite Donika-Hahr Boys Academy off to the final championship round.  Unfortunately, Takira-Hahr was relegated to the status of Also-Ran having finished this season with an unimpressive 4-7 record.  “What the hell were you doing?  We could have won!”

“’salright,” Dillon proclaimed, dismissing the goalie’s misdeed with a royal commutation.  As with Kim, sweat was dripping from his noble brow as he leaned forward, perching his hands upon his knees.  “Well done, mate.  You played splendid.  ‘til next season.”

“You played awesome,” Kim grumbled.  “And, did you forget this is our last season?  We’re graduating.”

“Ach!  That’s right,” Dillon grinned, a slightly sardonic flash of bright white teeth.  “Graduating, unless we don’t make grades.”

“Ha.”  

Dillon always made grades.  Dillon’s marks inevitably were the top of the class.  Generously he included Kim in his Royal We knowing how the latter struggled to maintain a C+. 

Shrugging and straightening his shoulders, Dillon stretched like a cat, rising to his full height that was well above Kim’s own.  Dillon knew he played awesome.  He always did.  In fact, Dillon Kalila, Prince of Hahr, did everything with effortless excellence.  Everything in this life came easy to him, from his natural intelligence to striking good looks, Dillon never wanted for anything.  Never was there a more flawless example of the epitome of teenage perfection.  Well over six feet tall with amber colored hair that waved across his broad shoulders in disparate curls, Dillon was built like a fabled god from ancient times.  His eyes, while bordered by long black lashes, were so dark they masqueraded his every thought.

Anyone else might have roused jealousy or at the very least, a modicum of resentment in the normal post-pubescent boys who populated the academy.  Instead, they all vied for the prince’s attention, genuflecting in his presence, anxiously offering to perform his bidding in any and every way.

Dillon accepted the devotion as if it were natural and his due, occasionally rewarding his admirers with a flash of that brilliant grin.  

Kim, despite his humble genetics as the son of a deceased Navy captain, and student by means of a scholarship fund, was the prince’s friend and roommate by virtue of a dorm lottery in the seventh grade.  The prince had liked him well enough, as Kim made every effort not to annoy, and thus, the two had been together for going on five years.  In this time, Kim had been blessed with more than his share of pats on the back, as well as the much coveted honor of being useful to the future duke, the beloved younger brother of the new Queen Lydia Kalila, and the impending uncle of the yet to be born future King of Hahr. 
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“WHO IS SHE?” KIM REPEATED, returning to the question that had been interrupted by the loss of the game.  “What girl am I expected to entertain while you attempt to relieve her roommate of her skirt, as well as any underthings she might be stowing beneath?”

Dillon laughed, a hearty, yet slightly passive-aggressive sound, which could mean that he either found the remark humorous, or someday, might decide to remove Kim from this life.

“She’s fine, Kim,” he declared, pulling his wet jersey over his head, while heading to the showers with the rest of the team.  The boys all stood aside, granting Dillon his pick of water spouts, as if one might offer a better washing experience over another.  “Nilia says she is quite pretty, certainly more so than her last roommate.  You’ll like her, I know.  I have a feeling.”  Then, he laughed again, splashing water upon his chest as if the prospect of Kim together with his latest girlfriend’s roommate was actually quite funny.  

––––––––
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KIM MET BOTH NILIA and the unknown roommate the following night at the dance hosted by the Takira Finishing School for Girls.  While Nilia went off to join Dillon, who was still meeting and greeting across the room, Bettie and Kim were left to stare awkwardly at the floor, the walls, and the refreshment table.

“Would you like some punch?” Kim offered, by way of introduction, waving a hand at a giant vat of something fruity.  A few moments earlier, a couple of guys had poured several bottles of something alcoholic into that same bowl, and now were chugging it down, clearly enjoying it more.  “Or, a cookie?”

“No thank you,” the girl demurred, briefly raising her eyes, momentarily shocking the boy with the intensity of her sea-blue gaze.  

She was a pretty girl, he realized, daring to stare right back at her.  Beautiful even, but not in a conventional way.  No, if one were to evaluate her assets in the same manner Dillon was undoubtedly evaluating her friend, one would surely come up wanting for the girl had the look of someone who failed to eat.  Yet, Kim determined, there was something about her, something both mystifying and familiar, as if she were both old and young at the same time.  Her hair was an extraordinary shade of blonde, nearly white, violently curling about her face, yet wrapped in a severe braid which hung halfway down the back of her candlelit silken dress.  

Beneath this halo of angelic hair was a heart shaped face of pure innocence, pale skin, rosy cheeks and those bewitching eyes.  Her mouth was a perfect pink rosebud and her teeth were as white as new snow.  Her demeanor, like the snow was filled with frosted ice.  

“Dance?” Kim asked, or nearly begged, for at that moment, he wished for nothing more than to take this fairy-like creature into his arms. 

“You’re drunk,” she stated.  “Very.”

Kim realized this was true.  Attempting to clear his head, he surveyed the girl again and while she did have pretty eyes and very blonde hair, her skin was marked by a few pimples and her front teeth stood out a bit further than they should have.  She was a little pretty, but not quite the fairy creature he had imagined a few moments before.

“Yes,” he conceded, treating himself to more punch, hoping that vision of perfection would return.  “But, it is a dance.  We ought to partake.”  He shrugged.  He smiled amiably.  He held out his arms and waltzed a step by himself.

Briefly, her guard lowered, a tiny crack formed in her frozen shield.  Briefly, her face softened and she took the proffered hand.  They did a turn around the room, gliding across the floor as if soaring above the clouds.  She weighed nothing, her step so light she could have been floating on gossamer wings.  Kim resolved to get another cup of punch.  Its affects were near miraculous.  

Then, it stopped.  The music ended.  The moment was gone as quickly as it had come, and Bettie turned her attention elsewhere as did everyone in the room.

Dillon and Nilia had returned, a self-satisfied smirk upon the prince’s face, while the girl stood awkwardly in the limelight, her hair and dress askew.  They started to dance, prompting the rest to once again lift up their arms, although Kim’s partner stood as if her feet were affixed to the floor.  

“Who is that?” she demanded.

“Prince Dillon.  I didn’t realize you weren’t acquainted.  I shall introduce you straight away.”

Bettie stood fast, staring at the other couple until the orchestra once again quieted and the refreshment table became the center of attention.  Dillon and Nilia crossed the floor, albeit slowly, for he greeted everyone he knew, while accepting adulation from everyone he did not.  Eventually, they reached their friends’ side, whereupon Nilia let out an exasperated sigh.  She fanned her face, pink and shiny from heat and exertion. 

“Are you having fun, Bettie?” she asked, reaching for her roommate’s hand.

“No,” Bettie declared, staring at Dillon with a frigid gaze.

“Allow me to introduce you,” Kim interrupted with a grandiose wave and a drunken courtly bow.  “Your Lordship, this is Bettie, Nilia’s roommate.  Mistress, His Royal Highness Prince Dillon Kalila.”

“Mistress,” the prince declared.  He bowed as if she were a Queen, as if she was worthy of such noble attention.  

Bettie stood silent and still, her iciness expanding to encompass the entire room, her sea-blue gaze glaring frostily at the amber princely curls.

“Let’s go freshen up,” Nilia cried, keen to the awkwardness but unaware as to why.  She tugged at Bettie’s hand before blowing the prince a kiss.

Dillon bowed again, and Kim did likewise, but when he raised his head, he saw that Bettie had not moved.

“You’re the boy that made my sister pregnant.”  The words slipped like vipers from between her lips.  “Then your people took her son away.  You sacrificed him, didn’t you?  All in the name of your blood thirsty religion.”

Dillon laughed and slipped a cig between his teeth.  He gazed upward with an air of detachment, as if he had heard this tale before.  In fact, so had Kim, who vaguely recalled a girl from two or three years prior with the same pale lithe beauty and striking sea-blue eyes.  “Come dance with me...uh...” Dillon raised his eyebrows and glanced at Kim.

“Bettie,” Kim repeated helpfully.  “Sir.”

“Bettie,” the prince replied, his tongue pronouncing the name as if it were a song.  Dillon had a way of doing that, of making his words as melodic as a siren’s call, disarming the most ardent foe, rendering her or him defenseless.

As if on cue, the girl’s shield of hardened ice completely cracked.  Despite having done the same with her sister, Dillon would conquer and command.  Then, he would discard her just as Nilia was imminently to be discarded now.  The prince loved nothing more than to go where no man had gone before, and when he was done, gift his rejections to humbler men like Kim.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


After a turn upon the dance floor with the prince, Bettie excused herself in a hurry.  Kim watched from his post by the punch bowl as she headed off to the powder room.  Slowly, Dillon ambled in his direction, chatting up the rest of the debutantes on his way, until Nilia returned alone, reaching for Dillon’s arm.  

“She said she wasn’t feeling well.  She went home, but you and I can have more fun.” 

“Actually, I’m not feeling well either,” the prince decided, extracting himself from the girl’s grasp.  With a royal wave at his assembled minions, he strode purposefully toward the door.  “You entertain Nilia, Kim.  I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.”  

––––––––
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THERE IT WAS.  NILIA was now abandoned, yesterday’s news, left to the lesser man, despite her increasingly hysterical pleas.  

“Forget it,” Kim told her, and for a moment they both stood prone.  The door swung shut, the orchestra began a new tune, the punch bowl was refilled by a fat matron, and the dance floor swelled once again with young couples swaying ever closer as the night wore on.

Nilia and Kim left shortly after that, not to enjoy each other’s company, but rather to return to their respective homes.  Being the gentleman that he was, Kim escorted the girl to her dorm, watching with the usual pity as she forlornly disappeared inside.

Nilia, for her part, wasn’t interested in Kim.  Not today anyway.  Dillon’s castoffs never were, until a week or two later when they deduced that sharing the roommate’s company might somehow get them back into the prince’s good graces.  In passing, Kim might relate to the other how charming was her laugh, or witty her conversation.  Or, and this is what really interested Dillon, how swiftly the young lady’s knees might be unlocked.

Dillon, for his part, met the challenge only once.  After that, he was completely through with the young lady.  There were many more seeds to sow in an endless supply of ripe and green pastures, an infinite playground of pleasures for the elite, rich and noble.
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THAT EVENING, WHEN Kim arrived back at the dorm room, instead of lying about his cot smoking or drinking banned substances, Dillon was busily packing a bag.  His school uniform was tossed upon the bottom of the shared cupboard, whilst his Court clothes, as they were called, laid out upon the bed.

“Fuck it,” he swore, a fresh cigarette perched upon his lip even though dorm rules specifically prohibited smoking on campus.  “Have you seen my sash?”

“Uh no.  Going someplace, or are you just getting yourself all decked out in hopes of winning the reluctant Bettie’s heart?”

“Who?”  The prince struggled into a pair of trousers, fine wool with a gold embroidered stripe down the side.  

“The blonde.  The girl from the dance an hour ago?  The one whose sister you left with a brat.”

He snorted, or chuckled, that passive-aggressive sound that even after all these years confused Kim as to its true meaning.  “I am being summoned to the palace, Kim.  My sister.  Care to join me?”

“I would, but I haven’t a thing to wear.”  

Again, Kim wondered if he was mocking or the invitation was genuine.  Never before had he been invited to the royal palace.  In fact, over the holidays, despite their near six year friendship, it was almost as if Dillon transformed into someone else.  

Kim never saw him save his appearances on the televid, be it on the news or a gossip magazine.  They never spoke nor exchanged an email or a text.  Once out of sight, Kim was out of mind, nonexistent to his part-time best friend.  Afterward, they both would return and take up as if not a day had passed.  As everything when it came to Dillon, Kim simply accepted it and considered himself lucky that he was given even that.

“That,” the prince waved a dismissive hand at Kim’s now rumpled school dress uniform, “is good enough for my humble squire.  It’s not like you’re about to meet my royal sister or her...uhem...spouse.”

Royal sister?  Kim’s heart skipped a little.  Her Majesty, Queen Lydia Kalila was married to Prince-Consort Markiis Korelesk-Kalila, twenty years her senior, a man whose attractiveness was like a gift from the heavens.  Considering that the Queen and her younger brother both possessed a beauty that could not be matched anywhere in the world, the Prince-Consort somehow managed to best them.

“Unless you’d like to?” Dillon offered, noting the blush that immediately flooded Kim’s face.  “I suppose I could arrange for you to pay homage to her, and perhaps, even kiss her hand.  Would that please you?”

Kim audibly sighed even though he was making his best effort to respond with nonchalance.

“Of course, she might be rather busy giving birth.”  Dillon slammed his suitcase shut.  “I assume that’s why I’m being called to her side.  Got to pay homage to the new brat, my nephew and future lord.”  Now it was his turn to sigh audibly.  “Sucks to be ruled by someone eighteen years your junior.”

Wisely, Kim kept his mouth closed.  While his loyalty was undying when it came to Dillon, first and foremost he owed his life to the Queen, and ultimately, her heir.  Everyone in Hahr did and most regarded it as an honor.  Everyone, every good Hahrian, which now included his mentally recovered mother, had an icon of the Queen and Prince-Consort in their home.  Many, including his mentally recovered mother worshiped their existence.  

“Twas the Prince-Consort which has saved us from the evil Karut heathens,” Kim’s mother repeated as if it were a prayer.  “He has protected us and kept us safe.  We love the Prince and our good Queen.”

In Kim’s mind, it was the Royal Navy which was more directly responsible, being on the front lines of the never ending war.  Kim could not, nor did he try to argue this point with his mother, for once she had returned from the sanitarium, her mind was unable to change.  

Kim never knew what had gone on there, what they had done to his previously free-thinking mother, although the word lobotomy floated ominously around his brain.

“Perhaps, she is just in love with the Saint,” Dillon suggested, with his usual trademark smirk.  “So many women are when they have the good fortune of never having to meet him.”

Despite Dillon’s nonchalance, Kim agreed that there was something extraordinary about Prince-Consort Markiis.  It went beyond his looks, beyond the once blonde curls which had faded to a distinguished and dignified gray, or the aristocratic and noble beard which capped a face both patrician and paternal.  Some said there was a glow about him, an aura, an ethereal light that seemed to emanate from within.

If his appearance wasn’t enough to capture one’s devotion, the prince had a way of speaking, a voice that was both hypnotic and captivating.  His words became irrelevant when delivered in smooth and measured deep dulcet tones which sparked a warmth in one’s heart and spine, and intoxicated one’s soul.

“Bullshit,” Dillon had jeered.  “Make up.  Lighting.  Voice training and sound effects.  Got to keep up the illusion, the mirage.  Got to project the image he and his handlers want to create.  You should see him without all that, especially in the morning.  My sister says he’s a cranky old ass, a bastard, a false fucking prick.  He is no more of a saint than you are, my friend. Ha!  No more of a saint than me!”  The young prince proceeded to mutter unsaintly profanities under his breath, light a cigarette and direct his attention to the nearest cluster of skirts.  Obviously, his love for his brother-in-law was far less than perfect.

“I hope you’re right,” Kim muttered.  He hated to think of their entire country acting as brainless as his mother.  On the other hand, unlike the rest of Hahr’s population, Dillon and his sister might be immune to Markiis’s charms, solely because they had all those charms themselves.  Without need of photographic enhancement, Dillon too lived on a privileged plane.  Perhaps, it was only jealousy that made him speak out.
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DILLON’S PHONE CHIMED with a text.  His brow furrowed before tossing the device on the bed.

“Is there a problem?” Kim asked, fetching his kit from beneath his bunk and proceeding to pack it with his collection of school uniforms, clean or not.  

Dillon snorted.  “I think she’s gone mad.”  

“How so?”

Dillon shrugged.  “She thinks Korelesk intends to sacrifice the baby.”  He said this as a matter of fact, as if his nephew’s impending birth and death concerned him no more so than the loss at the football game.  “Her precious royal brat.”

“What does she mean exactly?”

Dillon’s phone beeped again.  “My poor innocent friend.  Kim, you have no idea how debauched are the elites who rule above you and call themselves your betters.  But,” and here he laughed sardonically, “You may well find out.  Off we go, my squire.  Practice your bow in case we run into someone important in the hall, but hold your pistol close in case we must kill one of those degenerates.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Dillon was agitated.  He paced the room, back and forth for what seemed like hours.  

“What?” Kim said for about the twentieth time and for about the twentieth time, the prince waved a dismissive hand, tossed his overly long curls in an irritable way and continued his treading.  

Kim’s mother would have said he was going to wear a hole in the floor and had it been their house with the already overly worn and ugly frieze carpets, he most certainly would have.  But here, in this suite at the Grand Palace, a room that bested Kim’s house by at least twice in size, the floors were highly polished marble and clearly unaffected by the path of Prince Dillon’s shoes.  

He grumbled, making a noise that could have been interpreted as any number of responses.

“What?” Kim repeated, prompting an audible ‘Fuck off’ from the prince as he sought to think through whatever was so clearly bothering him.  

Kim took the response as literal, rising from the rich leather sofa to once again explore the apartment, and effectively get out of the other’s way.  

On his last go-round, Kim had examined the bedroom, the luxurious canopied bed adorned by carved wood and gold posts as if the mattress itself was wearing a crown.  The bed alone was easily the size of the boys’ shared dorm room which made Kim wonder yet again why the prince would choose to live at the institute and all the schools he attended before.  Why would he prefer their worn closet of shared space, the broken bureau and pegs to hang his clothes when he could reside here, in the company of his royal sister and have everything and anything his heart could desire?  

“I think I’ll go for a swim,” Kim announced, standing in awe before the bathroom door.  Gold taps and faucets adorned a marble bath the size of a small pool, a shower that could host a party, and a vanity that was larger than his mother’s kitchen.  

“Do whatever you want,” Dillon muttered, briefly passing behind to enter the adjacent closet.  “Perchik, find Kim a swimming suit if he desires.  If not, disinfect the pool when he is done.”

Kim laughed, assuming this was a joke, although Dillon’s face showed only his ever-present frown.  Turning, he discovered Perchik emerging through the closet door, his arms laden with finery for Dillon, trousers, coat, epaulets and aiguillettes, enough gold on it all to cap every one of Kim’s teeth.

The manservant was tall and thin, yet sturdy, like a forest tree that grew as tall as the sky and somehow managed to withstand the wind.  Even though Dillon was more than six feet himself, Perchik seemed to tower over him like an umbrella, like a shield.

“Perchik has been with me since birth,” Dillon explained, noting Kim’s stare.  “Most of the time he thinks for me so I don’t have to.”  

A wide smile spread across the prince’s lips while the servant gazed back, his dark eyes impassive, blinking slowly, as if assessing Kim for what little he was worth.  His nose turned up slightly as he sniffed loudly, apparently finding the boy wanting, not worthy of a future duke’s attention, not worthy of speaking to the young man who he so clearly loved.  

“A swimming suit,” Perchik stated, his accent thick, haughty, more noble and affected than even Dillon’s.  

“No.  That’s okay.”  Quickly, Kim waved his hands like a flapping fish.  “No need to provide me with a swimming suit.  No need to provide me with anything.  I’ll just get out of your way.  I’ll go sit over...over here.”  He pointed at a chair by the window, the enormous multi-paned collection of faceted glass that both looked out at the sea and filled the room with reams of bright light.  It made the room look gold, Kim realized, as the light bounced off the posts, the golden wainscoting, and the chandeliers.  

Dillon made that sound, half a snort, half a laugh, something guttural and deep.  Kim spun around to face him again, to watch him as he moved with complete ease about this room and allowed Perchik to assist him in dressing.  He was perfectly at home in these surroundings.  As the brother of the Queen, uncle of the future King, he lived in the kind of world which Kim could only imagine.

“You have my permission to do whatever you wish, Kim,” he said, his noble accent pronounced and clipped.  “Excuse me whilst I go attend Her Majesty, my royal sister.”

“What?” Kim gasped, never having heard Dillon speak this way, never having heard this voice, this tone, these words coming from his mouth.

The prince left then, fully adorned in his fancy court clothes, Perchik following faithfully, shielding him from the light, protecting him from all.  

Alone, Kim returned to the salon, to the leather sofa which had erased the previous imprint of his body and appeared new and unused as if just for show.  Sitting down again, he switched on the televid, tapped through the channels on the remote, searching for something, anything, an answer.  

Strangely, he felt profoundly ill at ease, as if his world had suddenly gone off kilter, as if everything he had known was no longer the way it was known to be, and suddenly, oddly, he grew scared.
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KIM DECIDED TO WALK around, explore the palace and the grounds, hoping his unease would go away with activity.  Nobody told him not to.  Nobody explicitly ordered him to stay closeted in Dillon’s rooms, so cautiously, he approached the set of enormous double doors and tugged gently on the brass door handle.  

“Sir?” A voice inquired, nearly startling the boy out of his wits.  

“Oh!  I’m not a Sir.  I’m just a guy.  Kim.”  The boy held out his hand as if to shake, whereupon the guard looked at it cautiously, his eyes and his head not moving an inch.  “I was...I was going...”  Kim waved at the empty hallway, the long flight of marble staircase.  “Outside!”

The guard blinked impassively.  

“So...I’ll be back soon.  In case...in case the...uh...prince needs me...for anything.”

“Yes, sir.”

The door swung shut.  It sounded like a cannon as it closed.  Boom!  Followed by a clunk.  How long had that door stood here, a thousand years or more?  How many princes had lived in this room?  How many future kings and queens?

Dillon was going to be uncle to the next king, Kim realized as he skipped across the marble floors and down the staircase.  Quite possibly, he could be regent for the boy if something happened to the Queen.  Quite possibly, Dillon could be ruler of Hahr.  

All of this, this palace, this courtyard, these gardens and forest, the swathe of tropical beach and crystal clear water that rolled gently to the shore, this might all but belong to Dillon.  At least, until the boy turned eighteen.  All of Hahr would be Dillon’s as he governed it for his nephew, or guided the younger through the complex maze of politics, court etiquette and justice.  

Ultimately, if he steered his course right, and Kim knew Dillon never did anything wrong, he could be wealthier than anyone else on the planet.  

Quietly, Kim stowed these facts away in his brain, laughing a little at the thought of his friend’s immense wealth, whilst his entire inheritance consisted of his dad’s naval sword and his mother’s engraved silver flatware.  
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KIM WAS OUTSIDE, WALKING along what appeared to be a well-worn path through the woodlands which adjoined the palace grounds to the north.  The trail led upward, cresting a small hill and culminating in a pond of clear blue water fed from a nearby waterfall.  The sun was directly overhead at that moment, illuminating a secluded glade, green fairy dust swirling about the air despite the absence of a breeze.  Although the sunlight was filtered by the fronds of trees, and swathes of dense rich moss, the air was warm and almost summer-like.  The pond’s water steamed invitingly, perhaps heated below the surface from somewhere deep in the planet’s core.  

Kim knelt to remove his boots, to test the water with his feet, when a screech echoed across the glade.  It was incongruous and alarming in a place where only a moment before he would have described as a corner of heaven.  

When the screech sounded a second time, more intense and filled with fear, Kim’s heart began to race and his breath caught.  Quickly, he stuffed his feet back in his boots, scanning the forest for an indication of who or what had made the noise.  Surely, it could be nothing more than an animal.  Eagles and hawks owned the skies overhead while bears, cougars, wolves and coyotes circled amongst any number of other predators along the forest floor.  

A cold shiver trickled down the boy’s spine as a third scream erupted, followed by a tortured choking, then an exhalation of air.  Afterward, there was only silence.

That wasn’t an animal, Kim decided.  It was a person.  Could it have been a baby’s cry?  The boy spun around on his feet unsure at first which direction to go but knowing only he must rescue whomever it was, if it wasn’t too late.  

Before Kim could move, a new sound echoed across the forest, close to him, a stone’s throw away.  Across the pond.  Behind the waterfall.  There emerged foreign words, a strange tune of discordant minor tones.

“Karuts?” Kim gasped under his breath.  So close to the palace?  Why would they have come all the way, practically under the nose of the Royal Guard?

The singing grew louder whilst another noise resonated.  Stomping feet.  Were they dancing?  A crackling sounded was followed by the pungent scent of fire.  A woman screamed, keened as plumes of smoke spread across the glade.  They carried a stench so vile Kim immediately began to retch. 

“What was that?”  The screaming stopped.  A man’s voice turned in Kim’s direction.  His words were Hahrian, the noble dialect, his voice as familiar as the boy’s own.  

Footsteps pounded in his direction, whilst Kim dove into the underbrush, burying himself in a pile of leaves.  He caught a glimpse of court finery, a long swathe of gray-blonde hair.

“Do you see anyone?” A man called, and again, Kim heard those familiar deep, dulcet tones.  

Dillon was wrong.  There was more to him than makeup and lighting.  The Saint was real and truly empyrean even in this glade.

Kim stayed frozen in place, his heart beating like a drum as more people came, searching but fortunately, not finding him.  The gods were with him, the boy thought, for at that moment, despite his poor covering, no one noticed his shaking body.  

The entourage stumbled to the trail, heading back in the direction of the Grand Palace, laughing, teasing each other, pleased by what they had done.
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WHEN THEIR VOICES HAD diminished, Kim ventured from his hiding place and against his better judgment, crossed the pond behind the waterfall.  There, he discovered the most horrific sight.  Surely, it couldn’t be.  His eyes must be lying.

“Please gods,” he begged.  “Let this be a lamb or kid.  Anything but what I think it is.”  Unfortunately, it was exactly that which Kim suspected, and his stomach churned as he realized what he now knew.

Never could he have imagined such evil existed in this time and never could he have imagined it embodied in those that all believed were good.  The sacrifice the boy witnessed was of a pure and innocent soul and where it went, it took his own innocence along with.  For from that moment on, never again, could Kim look upon the nobles and the beloved Saint, and not see what they had done and to whom.

As he forced himself to bury the remains of the small body, to mark the grave with a crown of stones and compel his feet to return him to the palace, Kim’s foremost thought was of Dillon and his sister, the Queen.  Did they know of this?  Did they participate themselves, and if they did, what was simple Kim to do? 
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Chapter 4
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When Kim returned to the palace, he found a page awaiting him.

“Prince Dillon requests your presence,” the boy said, and immediately set off down the hall.  Kim paused for a moment before following, his mind racing.  Could Dillon know already where he had been and what he had seen?  No.  Kim was certain he had gone undetected and as he followed the page, he assured himself that Dillon’s summons were for a different reason altogether.

A short time later, Kim was admitted into the Queen’s Chamber, a room decorated entirely in gold.  Dillon’s sister lay upon her bed, a giant four poster with silk damask curtains embroidered with her royal seal.  Although the young man couldn’t see the noblewoman’s features through the curtains, he was able to discern the shape of a small, but somewhat bloated figure.  

“There you are, Kim,” Dillon said, entering through another door, leading one of the Queen’s maids to his side.  “What a lovely pair you make.  Perhaps, someday you shall fall deeply in love and marry.”  The prince laughed, whilst Kim scowled.  Sometimes, Kim hated Dillon’s jokes.  

As for the girl, Kim decided, she was plain, almost ugly.  Short and squat, with a full round face, her flat hair did nothing to add to her lack of charms.  The lass’s only redeeming feature was her clear and unblemished skin, giving her a rather youthful appearance.  From her face alone, one might guess her a child, although her body was clearly that of a woman.  

Dressed in an overcoat and hat, a large satchel in her hand, for a brief and terrifying moment, Kim wondered if Dillon was intent on having him take this girl somewhere.  Gods forbid!  Did the prince mean to have him wed this girl?  Quickly, he began to assemble all the reasons why he most definitely could not.  

“I have a task for you,” the prince said, waving a hand dismissively at the maid.  

“Oh...I...uh...my mother,” Kim began.

“What?  Your mother?”

“She’s sort of...uh...well, you see she’s very particular...”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Dillon snapped, parting the curtains to his sister’s bed.  “Come now, Lyd.  Kiss the lad goodbye and wish him well.”

“What?” Kim mumbled, but no one was speaking to him.  He glanced at the maid, who now he could see was watching with red and teary eyes.

A baby cried, or was it the Queen?  Actually, it was both, Kim could see as Dillon parted the curtains, this time with a small bundle in his arms.  

“Come on,” Dillon ordered.  “Enough of this noise.  Here.”  He handed the baby to the maid.  

The baby wailed.

“He’s hungry,” the girl said.  

“Well then feed him, dammit,” the prince ordered.  “That’s what you’re here for.”

“Oh,” Kim sighed with relief.  The girl was the wet nurse, not his intended bride.  She turned around until she located a chair and then keeping her back to the boys, she lifted her blouse and fed the baby.  

“When she’s done, you’re off,” Dillon said, standing at Kim’s side.  “Here’s some money and passports for the two of you.  The baby doesn’t need one.  Just tell them he’s your son.  Don’t come back.  I don’t know you.”

“What?”  

Dillon strode back to his sister’s bed.

“What about school, Dillon?  What about my life?” Kim called.

“I hear there are great universities in Karupatani,” the prince chuckled.  “Or, actually, there are not.  Kim,” the prince’s head stretched through the curtains, “if you fail at this mission, if you don’t deliver this child to the safety of the enemy, I’ll hunt you down and shoot you dead myself.”
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AN HOUR LATER, KIM found himself on a city bus, the maid at his side.  

“Where are we going?” the girl asked quietly, clutching the baby to her chest.  He was wrapped in an ordinary blanket, only a tiny tuft of jet black hair peeking through.  

“Karupatani,” Kim replied, practically choking on the word.  He was studying his fake passport and the girl’s which bore the same last name.  “We’re to pretend we’re married.”  This statement was even more difficult for him to say.  “What’s the baby’s name—in case anyone should ask?”

“He’s Mishah Kalila,” the girl cried quietly.  “Don’t you know?”

“I don’t know anything, apparently.”  Kim’s heart began to race as he realized the importance of his mission and the precious cargo sleeping contentedly in the maid’s arms.  “We can’t call him that of course.  Nobody can realize who he is.”

“We’ll just call him Mish then,” the maid replied, smiling a little as she stroked a tendril of the baby’s hair.  “In Karupatani, no one will know any better.”
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Chapter 5


[image: ]


Was it possible to be grief-stricken and enraptured at the same time?  Rose stared down at the baby sucking greedily at her breast and wondered how her heart could be so conflicted.

“I’m going out,” Kim said, his jacket already slung across his shoulder, his hand already on the door knob.

“To look for a job?” Rose asked, trying to keep her tone neutral but failing.  

Kim turned on her, his face red.  “I’m trying, fuck it.  Every day I’m trying but no one wants to hire a guy from Hahr.  I’m going to get a drink.”

The door slammed shut behind him.  Why he was wasting their last precious coins, Rose didn’t ask.  At first, she tried to give him the benefit of the doubt.  It was true, no one wanted to hire a Hahrian boy with no work experience and no diploma to his name.  

“I don’t know how Dillon expected us to live!” Kim had screamed more than a few times, his breath laced with liquor.  His voice grew so loud the neighbors in the tiny adjacent flats would pound on the walls or the ceiling and sometimes even yell themselves.

Rose didn’t know either how Prince Dillon or anyone expected them to survive with the little bit that had been in the purse and no instructions on how to obtain more.

“Why don’t you go get a job?” Kim had challenged only the night before.  

Rose took out her milk swollen breast and showed it to him.  “Have you got this?” she challenged back.  “This is my job.”

Kim turned away as if the sight of her flesh disgusted him.  He had no interest in her body, her pretend husband, which was just as well.  Rose had no interest in his.  Frankly, she needed only the paycheck he hadn’t yet brought.  Beyond that, she decided, he was more effort than he was worth.

“Uh!” the baby cried, his tiny hand grasping for her nipple.  Always, he was hungry, every hour of the day and night, and likewise he was growing like a weed.  Someday, soon, he would need more than she could provide.  Mayhaps, she would have to get the job and Kim would have to change the diapers.
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KIM TRIED TO RING DILLON.  He stood outside the bar using a pay phone and called Dillon’s phone, a number he had memorized way back in their youth.  It wasn’t that far back, only a few years actually, yet during the last month in Karupatani, Kim felt as if he had aged a thousand years.  Here he was pretending to be a husband and father, both of which he had no desire to claim, as well as breadwinner who couldn’t manage to find any bread.

Dillon didn’t answer.  Again.  Probably, he was avoiding Kim’s calls.  Maybe the whole point was to get rid of the kid, but if so, why didn’t he just kill him?

“They do that, you know,” Kim mumbled to the guy next to him.  

“Pardon?”

Kim’s command of Karupatani was still rough.  Mastering the varied intricacies of the language was difficult, as much of the sounds were identical to Kim’s ears.  Frankly, it was a ridiculous language where every word either began or ended in a thick guttural “cha.”

“Sacrifice babies, I mean,” he repeated, enunciating as best as he could.

The guy next to him burst out laughing.  “How many drinks have you had, friend?  Both your words and pronunciation are preposterous.”

“It’s true.  Completely!”  Kim protested and turned to stare at his neighbor.  He was a good looking fellow, dark and mysterious like many of these Karuts.  Even in the dim light of the bar, Kim could tell he had a golden, sun-kissed tone to his skin and shiny black hair that waved and curled.  He was big, too.  Bigger than Kim, perhaps the size of someone like Dillon.  Despite himself, Kim found that he could not remove his eyes, while something deep inside him began to stir.  

The stranger smiled as if he knew and held up his near empty mug in salute.  “Another,” he offered.

“Why not?”  Kim smiled back, surprised at himself.  Was this who he was?  How come until this moment, he hadn’t known?

Or perhaps, he had, he considered, swallowing another beer, occasionally catching the stranger’s eyes in the mirrored reflection of the bar.  It wasn’t Dillon’s cast-offs that had roused him.  Perhaps, in fact, it was the thought of them with the prince.  A blush crept up his cheeks in the darkness of the bar.

“So, tell me about these sacrifices,” the stranger asked with a smirk, tipping his head back to drink the dregs in his mug.  “Tell me what you Hahrians do for fun.”

“Not I,” Kim insisted, and despite the subject matter, a giddiness erupted from his throat.  “But, I have seen it.  In fact—”

“Have you?”

“In fact, I was given the babe—”

The stranger stared, waiting expectantly, whilst Kim’s drunken thoughts twisted and turned. 

“Nothing.”  Kim smiled, catching himself before he revealed too much.  Alcohol did it to him.  Dillon always said he was a lousy drinker.

“Never let yourself get wasted,” the prince told him after more than a few parties.  “Either you shall fall down and break your neck in a ditch somewhere, or heaven forbid, expose state secrets.”

Kim had laughed.  What state secrets could he possibly have known?  Yet, here he was hiding the greatest secret ever.
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“I’M SORRY,” HE TOLD the stranger, shaking his head and smiling brightly.  “I’m afraid I’m drunk and speaking nonsense.”

The stranger nodded slightly, a smile playing upon his lips.  “Do continue your nonsense.  I find it quite entertaining.”

Kim laughed, almost giddily.  “Let me see if I can make up something.  Dillon always appreciated my stories.”

“Dillon?”

Kim bit his tongue, figuratively and literally.  He really was drunk, he realized, tasting the metallic tang of his own blood.  He was about to tell the stranger to forget it.  He never should have uttered Dillon’s name when another man came up between them, his face hidden by the hood of his cloak.  The two Karuptas were of similar size, same broad shoulders and large rough hands that looked as if they could encircle Kim’s neck and break it if they chose.

“What have you found here, Boiko?” the new one asked, appraising Kim and apparently finding him wanting.  

“A Hahrian, sir,” Boiko replied, waving for yet another drink.  He winked at him, Kim was pretty sure.  Yes, it was dark and he was now very drunk, but he was pretty confident Boiko liked him and that wink held deeper meaning.  “One who claims to have a friend named Dillon.”

“Really?” the second man replied, taking a closer look at Kim.  “There must be many Dillons in Hahr, are there not?”

“Tens of thousands probably,” Boiko added.  “Certainly, our friend here couldn’t possibly be acquainted with the Prince Dillon.”

“Actually,” Kim slurred, finding this new drink much to his liking.  This Karupta gin slipped down his throat as smoothly as Hahrian vodka.  Swallowing the entire glass in nearly one gulp, he wiped his wet lips with the back of a hand and smiled, he thought suggestively at Boiko.  “Prince Dillon is my best friend.  At least, he was until he sent me here.”

“Really?” the second man gasped again, exchanging a smile with Boiko.  “What a useful fellow you must be for him.”

“I am.  I’m very useful on this top secret mission.”

Boiko and his friend nodded at each other.  “Of course you shouldn’t tell us your secret,” Boiko said, ordering yet another drink.  He put a finger to his lips and made a movement as if he were zipping them.  “None of our business if you are really a clandestine spy.”

“A spy?”  Kim laughed loudly, enough so several other heads turned around to look.  “Not at all.  Not at all.  Rather he has entrusted me to keep the baby safe.”

“Ah.”  Both Karupta men nodded as Kim’s head began to spin.  He had lost count of his shots at least three or four ago.  They were delicious though and he would have liked a few more, but nature was calling and his stomach had started churning.  

“The Mens?” he asked a bit frantically, growing a bit nauseous as he looked around the pub.

Boiko pointed so Kim dislodged himself from the stool and stumbled somewhat haphazardly in the direction he was shown.

“The baby?” Boiko mused to his companion once the Hahrian had disappeared through the door.  “His sister’s baby, do you think?”

The other man frowned.  “That child is dead.  Who cares what nonsense a drunken Hahrian spews?  He’s taking quite a while in there. Perhaps, he is dead as well.”

Feeling the call of nature, Boiko rose from his seat, whilst his companion took Kim’s vacated one and ordered himself a beer.

Boiko stood outside the Mens as the clock ticked past the hour overhead.  Either Kim’s stomach was completely upset or he had passed out and gone to sleep.  Surely, he wouldn’t have attempted to escape.  Even if the Hahrian had suspected something, he was far too drunk to climb through the tiny window that was hung above the toilet.

Testing the door, Boiko noted it was locked as it had been before, whereupon he attempted to push it in.

“Hey hey hey!” the barkeep called.  “Don’t break my door!”  A key was produced and a moment later, the door swung open to reveal Kim sprawled upon the floor.  The wretched scent of urine and spilt feces overwhelmed the men as they stood and watched.

“Hey!” The Barkeep kicked Kim’s foot.  “Wake up, Hahrian.  You can’t sleep here.  Take your friend away,” he ordered Boiko.  “Kari-fa, now I need to clean up this mess.”

“Come on, friend,” Boiko called, hoping not to have to step into the soiled room himself.  “Rouse yourself and I’ll take you home since you’re in no condition to see yourself out.”

Kim didn’t move.  Neither did he snore or emit any other noise.  It was only after the stench became unbearable, the other bar patrons began to complain, and the barkeep began to shout, that Boiko fetched Kim up.  

After hefting him vertically, all discovered the large gash upon the Hahrian’s head from where he had collided with the toilet and lethally cracked his skull.
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Rose couldn’t recall the last time she slept.  The baby was fussy, cutting teeth and hungry at all hours.  

“Stop it!”  She slapped him the first time he bit her.  She didn’t mean to.  She was tired, exhausted, and it just happened as if her hand had a will of its own.

He glared at her, narrowing his strange eyes, but he didn’t bite her again.  Neither did he cry.  Still, she could see the anger in his tiny infant face.

After that, he refused her breast, turning his face away as if it disgusted him.

“Brat!  Devil’s spawn!  I don’t have anything else to feed you!” she yelled.  Didn’t he realize that louse Kim hadn’t returned for three days and there was no money to buy food?  Rose hadn’t eaten anything since then, but the crumbs in the pantry and a corner of sandwich she retrieved from the dumpster behind the building.  She was starving and her milk was gone.

Rose wanted to curl up on her thin, dirty mattress and sleep forever.  Someone else would have to take care of the baby.  Someone else would have to feed him and change him and deal with his evil stares whenever she tried to bathe him.  

“I hate you!” she screamed, leaving him upon the floor, sucking desperately upon his knuckles and angrily kicking his legs.  “I want my own baby.  Not you!”  She slammed the door as she left.  She didn’t care if it angered the neighbors in the flats above and below.  

The street was refreshing, the freedom, invigorating.  If Rose wasn’t so hungry and weak, she would have walked for miles.  Maybe she would anyway because she needed money.  She needed a job as it was pretty clear that Kim was not to provide.  

In her entire short life, Rose had only worked one place, the Grand Palace of Hahr.  She had begun as a cleaning maid at the age of fourteen and inexplicably at seventeen, was called in to service the Queen’s apartment.  Normally, this esteemed position was reserved for someone with much bluer blood, with ties to a noble house, or at the very least, a long list of recommendations.  Rose had none of those and in addition, she was newly pregnant, having received the shocking diagnosis the week before from a nurse at the palace infirmary.

The Queen was newly pregnant too, a fact that would become apparent to the young maid long before it was made known to the nation and the Prince-Consort.  

“Rose,” the monarch had said, extending a pale white hand as if the maid was a lady and worthy of this touch.

The girl curtsied low, as much as her expanding waist would allow.  She didn’t try to speak any words for they would be hopelessly lost in a stammer.  The Queen had kind eyes, although there was a melancholy deep within them, a misty film encasing them though a small smile spread upon the monarch’s red lips.  At the time, Rose thought this must be how she looks upon all of her people.  She must love us all as her children regardless of our similar age.  

“Come sit,” the lady ordered and so Rose was perched upon a bench at her feet.  “Tell me, do you feel a sickness in the morning or does it last all day?”

“None,” Rose managed to reply although her voice was not even heard for the Queen had continued her interrogation, launching questions about her feet swelling, her breasts aching, and how often she meant to pee.

“I—” 

“I am up every hour!” the Queen exclaimed, nodding her head.  “You too?  Mine is small yet, but I know it is a he.” She placed a hand upon her skirt, gazing fondly at the folds as if his picture was stitched therein.  “I know who he is.”  A tear fell from her eye.

Rose cried too and touched her own belly, no longer angry at the invader or the means by which she came to be there, but rather, joyfully anticipating her arrival.

“Hormones!  Oh, these blasted hormones!”  The Queen waved a hand dismissively in the air.  Then, with wet eyes she looked at Rose again.  “You shall be my new companion.  Of course, everyone will question why I favor you.”  She giggled, a sweet tinkling sound, far too feminine for one who held such a heavy crown upon her head
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