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        To all the strong women pretending all is okay, when that fake smile gets you through the day, you are royal, you are a princess, you are a queen and I see you. Life is a journey, a path full of intrigue but for some that journey is played as clickbait for profit. Smiles, poses and outfits measured for a reaction so learning to be polished daily, fades the mirror of self. Being true to yourself is a battle. Remember strong women will always be vilified for their inner strength, beauty, intelligence and compassion - traits known to topple nations and change the course of history.

        Be a changemaker. Be yourself. Be Kinde.
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      I bolt upright, gasping for breath and shaking. Instantly, his arms wrap around me, bringing me closer to his warmth.

      “Shh, I’ve got you. You’re okay. You’re safe, my love.”

      It takes my mind a few tries before the sheer terror of the nightmare gives way to consciousness. The scent of Jones, the man I love with all my heart and identity, engulfs me fully. His hand lightly brushes the top of my head in a reassuring movement he’s had years to practice.

      “I’ve got you. You’re okay,” he repeats.

      I gulp and finally find my weary voice. “I’m okay.”

      He turns in the bed to flick on the lamp. Soft yellow light fills our bedroom, pushing back the black heaviness of the nightmare.

      “Care to tell me about it?” he asks gently.

      We’ve done this before. You’d think after decades living this new life, I’d let go fully of my old life and it would never bother me again. Wrong. In my case, what I once was, what I had to become, what I had to do to survive are weaved into who I am today.

      “Is it the same nightmare, my love?”

      I tuck myself into the warmth of his chest, pleased as usual to find he’s only wearing boxers. The skin to skin contact soothes me more than his voice.

      “Sort of,” I say.

      “Want to talk about it?” he asks, kissing the top of my head.

      Yes. No. I don’t know. I’ve been having the same nightmare for decades, but tonight it was layered with an older memory my mind hauntingly brought forth.

      “I was dreaming about my wedding,” I say.

      He chuckles softly. “Thank goodness, I know you are not talking about our blessed day.”

      I feel myself smiling. Jones, as usual, is trying to lighten the mood. “Not our day.”

      “Of course, not our day.” He snuggles me closer. “Because, my hayati, that day was the best day of my life.”

      “And mine,” I say, tilting my head so he can claim my lips.

      The kiss is home. A feeling of rightness I savor. His hands roam across my body, letting me know I have his full attention. When I don’t initiate things more, he knows I want to talk. I do, but it’s not easy for me.

      He leans back and waits, letting me set the pace.

      “Those few days leading up to the Imperial royal wedding were hectic. I was excited but nervous. So very nervous. My mother wasn’t helpful. It was the night before and the Queen unexpectedly visited us at our ancestral home. None of us were expecting her and it went against protocol. My mother thought it was, as you can imagine, marvelous; a real coup for us. I wasn’t so sure.”

      “You never told me this before,” he says.

      We’ve been together now over three decades and while I’ve told him most things from my other life, some things I still find difficult to discuss. This is one of those.

      “I think I tried to block it.”

      “I’m sure I would also. She’s a formidable monarch.”

      “And much loved by many,” I add.

      “Not by all,” he says, his hand leisurely running down my back to urge me on.

      “I tried to like her. I really did. But that night, she wanted to talk.”

      “I take it she talked and you listened.”

      How astute Jones is. “Yes. Exactly.”

      “She was brusque and impatient, not at all what I expected or like the person I had met on the other occasions. She simply said she was here as the queen, not my soon-to-be mother-in-law.”

      “Charming. What were her instructions?”

      “How did you know she had orders?” I ask, tilting my head so I can look at him. He’s got a silly grin on his face I love.

      “She came in the capacity of the queen. She came to you to talk about being the future queen, am I correct?”

      I nod and close my eyes. Wrong move. I clearly see her when my eyes are shut. Those blue eyes of hers zeroing in on me like I was a butterfly she wanted to pin to some antiquated shadow box I’d viewed in Kepler Prime’s Imperial Museum. I take a deep breath. I hope the need to speak will ease my anxiety.

      “She told me in no uncertain terms what was expected of me.”

      “I’m sure it was a long list,” says Jones.

      I chuckle. “Wrong. It was short. My only role was to support Prince Arthur who would be the king one day and I the queen. She said, and I quote, ‘The role you are stepping into does not tolerate individuality. Everything you do now and in the future will be weighed on you as the future queen. Once those sacred vows are taken, you will no longer exist. Am I clear?’”

      “What did you say?”

      “What could I say? I said, ‘Yes, my Queen, I understand.’”

      “But how by Lunar’s moons could anyone understand the role you were stepping into?”

      “She did. We all know she was called to the throne at a young age. I was expected to follow her example. She was right in one thing.”

      “What?” asks Jones, letting his finger trail down my arm.

      “I did no longer exist once I took those vows.”

      “Ah, yes; maybe she was giving you a warning.”

      “No, she was making it clear what my duty was. I was there to function as the support for Prince Arthur and I was to clearly watch my step.”

      “Is that why you’ve been having the nightmare?”

      “Sort of. The dream starts out with my mother and I talking about the wedding plans, then morphs into the Queen’s visit and then I’m walking up the monstrosity of an aisle with that ridiculously heavy train, and I start to run. Only this time, I’m running away.”

      “Running away?”

      I sigh. “I told you before. I ran away once and it wasn’t pleasant, but I never revealed all the horrible details.”

      “My love, I never pried, but please share your burden with me.”

      “In the dream, as I was saying, one minute I am walking up the aisle and out of the corner of my eye, I can see the thousands of people and all the Vid-trons from the galaxy recording my every breath and step, and then in the next moment, I’m running into this old abandoned building on Kepler Prime. You see, when I ran away with my chauffeur…”

      “Ah, yes the man who, as I told you, was clearly in love with you.”

      “At the time I truly thought he was a friend because he was to me.”

      “He was in love with you, my dear. How could he not be?” says Jones, pulling me even tighter to him.

      “As I was saying, it was about ten months after the birth of Prince Liam and I had a miscarriage.”

      “I do recall you telling me what had happened. I’m so sorry you had to go through all of that. I had no idea when you ran away your miscarriage had happened days before. How horrible for you.”

      “I had to deal with the miscarriage all on my own. You do not tell the Imperial monarchy about miscarriages. Prince Arthur was furious. Somehow my miscarriage was my fault. Once he found out it had been a baby girl, he couldn’t have cared one whit about my feelings. It was a rather low point in my life. I had been alone, recovering at the country estate for about two weeks, and I’d had it. I joked I wanted to run away. By then, my chauffeur had been with me for over a year and he knew my state. He offered to escort me, to help me flee, and I took him up on the offer. By the time I had thrown my small pack of clothes into the shuttle, we were both silly with giddiness. We made it to a small town on the east side of Kepler Prime. He booked us two rooms.”

      “Quite gallant, that chauffeur.”

      “You must understand, we were both young and reckless. I finally felt a measure of happiness and I was doing something I wanted to do for a change. I didn’t really have a plan and looking back, it does seem quite foolish of me. I mean, Prince Liam was still a baby and I had left him with the nanny. Can you imagine?

      “You weren’t thinking clearly. What happened next?”

      “The next day we were leisurely driving toward an outpost. By then, I realized to fully escape, I’d have to leave Kepler Prime. We were probably about a kilometer away from the port when the drones discovered us. Somehow they took control of the shuttle and forced it to stop. We took off from there on foot through the rugged highlands. We were still laughing at this point, not expecting anything worse could happen to us.”

      “And it did, didn’t it?”

      “Yes. We heard the spider drones before we saw them and then ran for cover. We found an abandoned spice mill, I think that’s what it was and thought we’d be safe inside. I had no idea they could flatten themselves to almost nothing and slink under doorjambs. By the time we realized the gravity of the situation, it was too late. Mike, my chauffeur, tried to shake off a spider drone and I could only watch as its thin nano-steel legs dug some type of poison into his skin.”

      “My god, they killed him.”

      “Yes. It was brutal to watch. Looking back now, I wonder if they injected him with a slow-acting toxin to ensure I understood the reality of my situation.”

      “You really believe they were trying to teach you a lesson?” asks Jones.

      “Yes, I do. When the spider drone crawled up my arm, I kept rigidly still as I let it identify me. I’m sure I actually wasn’t breathing by that point. Lying by my feet was my dead chauffeur, foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog who had to be put down. I made sure not to move and let the drone do its thing. When it left, I’m not sure how long I stayed sitting, but by the time I mustered enough energy to get up and open the door, the head of the Imperial royal Guard was calmly waiting for me with a two-person escort. Like the death of my friend meant nothing, he said, ‘I trust you’ve learned your lesson.’”

      “He did not say that to you,” says Jones.

      “Oh yes he did. I found out later my loving husband knew all about my flight and I’m quite sure he wanted me to remember fleeing was not an option.”

      “They killed your chauffeur to ensure your loyalty.”

      “No, Jones, they killed my spirit to ensure my pledge to what the Queen had demanded and had voiced the day before my wedding. My only role was to support Prince Arthur and my foolish adventure for freedom had to be squashed.”

      “I can certainly understand, my love, why you’ve been having nightmares. Can I do anything to make it better?”

      I stare at my husband, the man who somehow found the nerve and ability to change my life for good and who quite literally saved my life. “How about we stay in bed today so you can remind me why I love you so much.”

      He gives me a heated look and I see him recall the date. It’s July 29. I had hoped the significance of the day would hold less sway over my mind as the years gave way. It should, as so much in the past three decades has changed for me. Still though, that day, a galactic spectacular event of epic proportions, has strangely morphed into what my life had become as Kepler Prime’s Imperial Royal Princess. I was nothing more but a shadow, a plaything acting a role for the future king. I was no longer Dyanna Meng Wang. That person died the minute she said, ‘I do.’”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s late at night and as usual, Anya doesn’t want the day to end. She begs for a bedtime story and while I try to tell her a different one, she wants the usual princess story, something I started when Katla, her mother, was her age. 

      I am hopeful Katla and her husband are enjoying their break. I’ve certainly cherished my time with my grandchildren. 

      “Are you ready?” I ask Anya, who is settling back into the bed. 

      She nods. 

      “Once upon a time, there was Kepler’s princess, who was as beautiful as a sunny day, and loved by many, but she was ever so lonely and all she craved was to be one of the people.” 

      “How can a princess be lonely?” 

      I smile, looking at my granddaughter’s curly black hair. “Don’t you get lonely?” 

      She scrunches up her tiny nose sprinkled with freckles to think. “Sometimes, but then usually Bree starts to bug me.” 

      “It’s because she’s your little sister and adores you.” 

      “She always wants something or wants to be with me. It’s annoying. But a princess has everything so she can’t get lonely.” 

      “Sometimes a person can feel extremely lonely even surrounded by lots of people and pretty things. Should I continue, or would you like me to read you a book instead?” 

      “No, no, no. I won’t interrupt again. I love it when you tell me a story.” 

      “It seems to me this story is your favorite.” 

      “Please, I’ll be quiet.” 

      I nod. “Everyone thought the princess had everything she wanted: a castle and two beautiful children she loved with all her heart. The people thought her every wish was granted. After all, she did marry the prince, who would one day be king of the kingdom, but the people were wrong. The princess had a castle of stone; cold, isolating and haunted by the many other lonely princesses who had been sequestered behind a façade built on an image molded by a firm, older than antiquity.” 

      “What’s antiquity?” 

      “Something very old.” 

      “Older than you?” 

      I laugh. “Much older than me.” 

      Anya settles back on the pillow and closes her eyes; a cue for me to continue. “For years, the princess tried to be perfect. She became skinny, for how best to disappear and slink away from the firm but to be so thin as to slip between doors? She learned to say yes whenever the firm asked something of her, for how best to be graded as good by the Queen, who ruled all with an iron will. She became the smiling wife, for what better mask to hide the tears and sorrow eating her hollow? This was how the people’s princess carried on for years, which turned quickly into decades.” 

      “Jaddah, are you crying?” 

      “No, my love. Something was in my eye. You are getting sleepy. Why don’t we continue the rest tomorrow night?” 

      Anya shakes her head. “Please, Jaddah, continue.” 

      I love when Anya calls me Jaddah, the nickname Jones affectionately called his grandmother. I sigh. “As I was saying, the princess learned to shield herself with beautiful, colorful silk armor and designer jewelry, as no expense was spared to make her sparkle. And then one day, something changed.” 

      “I like this part. This is the part where she fell in love with a man who was not her prince. Is it wrong this is my favorite part?” 

      “Not at all. It’s my favorite part too.” 

      “One day, the princess, who had become more doll than person by this time, was introduced to a man, an ordinary man who saw through the plastic-wrapped smile and looked the princess in the eye and asked her the simplest of questions. ‘How are you?’ At the time, no one would know the magic of those three little words, but they spoke volumes to the princess, whose smile faltered, and the man noticed. Later in the day, the man asked to walk with the princess and for the first time in days, months, years, the princess had a real conversation. 

      “The man asked only questions about her. ‘Tell me, why you are sad?’ he had asked, and the princess told him. The man did not offer a remedy, for he knew none could be mustered, but he listened to her heartache. At the end of their walk, the man turned to the princess and said, ‘I am but a simple man. Here is my number. Call me anytime you want to talk.’ 

      “They knew their time was up, so the princess and the man parted, but not before the princess had memorized his number. Now you would think the princess would have called the man that night, but she did not.” 

      “The man should have called her,” said Anya, who kept her eyes closed. 

      “In this case, it was best the man not call. The princess did not call him the next night, nor the next, and it wasn’t until an entire month had passed when one night, the princess, alone as usual late into the evening, attempting to sleep in her huge cold empty bed, gathered a cloak of courage. It was almost midnight and she thought for sure he would not answer and maybe it was why she dared to dial his number. The man answered on the fourth ring and they talked until the sun flitted through the windows of the castle. Neither wanted the call to end, too afraid to break the magic of the night. It was the man who spoke. ‘I am here for you, princess. Would you like to join me for another walk?’ 

      “Now, the princess had an extremely busy schedule which was booked months in advance, but for the first time, the princess smiled happily as the crew drew her silk armor over her skin and painted on her smile of the day. For the first time in such a long while, the day did not seem so dull; full of privileged duty she had to attend to and for the first time, the princess thought of herself. Did she dare another walk with the man? 

      “That is enough for tonight, Anya. You need your sleep. We have a busy day tomorrow. Night, my love.” 

      “Night, Jaddah, but you promise to tell me more tomorrow night?” 

      “I promise.” 

      I quietly leave her bedroom and gently shut the door. 

      “Did she ask for the princess story?” 

      “Of course,” I say, sitting down on the sofa to cuddle the love of my life. 

      “Did you tell the part about making the man wait over a month before the princess called him?” 

      “Anya said the man should clearly have called the princess.” 

      Jones laughs and hauls me closer to him. “She’s right.” 

      This time, I chuckle as I slip my hair out of its ponytail. “I am pretty certain had the man done such, the princess would have hung up on him.” 

      “Oh, she would have, would she?” 

      “Most certainly and worse, the firm would have set the Imperial police on him.” 

      “Those nefarious Imperials. Still, Anya is correct. The man knew this, and I believe he wanted to call, but knew his hands were tied. Maybe I should tell her the next part of the story.” 

      “Maybe you should.” 

      “I would enjoy recounting the story. It would be a nice walk down memory lane. I will tell her how this ordinary man with his simple voice wooed the princess to fall in love with him.” 

      “You make it sound so simple. Anya won’t believe you. She will want details. After all, you are talking about a princess. Would you like a glass of wine?” 

      “You sit, habibti, let me wait on you for a change,” says Jones, slipping from our cuddle to walk as usual barefoot to our kitchen. He returns a few minutes later with a glass of Domaine Leroy Chambertin Grand Cru 2092, an ancient wine which makes me smile. 

      “All the stops tonight, I see?” 

      “I know how hard this day is for you.” 

      “What about you?” 

      We clink glasses and he looks at me like he had all those years ago. 

      “Never. I got the best end of the deal.” 

      I take a sip of the full-bodied red and sigh. I do love a good wine. “Do you have any regrets?” 

      “Oh, Myra, how can you ask that? I have had the best life ever because you are in it.” 

      Such simple words as usual, but I feel their impact in my heart. 

      “It’s okay for you to have regrets. The price you paid was much greater,” says Jones. 

      Ever the businessman, everything weighed with currency. I take another sip of the wine, hoping its earthly virtues will ease my sadness. “I don’t regret the choice we made. I simply wish things could have been different.” 

      “Who doesn’t wish their life was different?” 

      “Jones, it’s not the same.” 

      “It is for many. Ask the Lunar convict arrested for life if he’d wish for a different life from being forced to toil endless days underneath the moon and he’d say yes.” 

      “Maybe he’d say no. He could like prison and life under the moon’s surface.” 

      “Or she could like prison. A castle is a prison filled with steel bars no one on the outside sees.” 

      “Oh my goodness, how can you remember that?” 

      “I remember most things from that time. Your words back then held weight. You said the saddest things to me and I understood you. I hope I still do. We’ve had a generous life because we both lived a life. We made this life. I have no regrets.” 

      I place my wine on the table and slide closer to him. I cup his face with my hands. In the beginning when we made the agreement, I could barely do this. Those first few years were the hardest for us. 

      He leans his face into my palms and speaks gently in Semitic. I catch the word, tuqburnii, which he’s told me means he can’t live without me. Only in the last few years has Jones started to speak his native language. We’ve lived thirty-five years together, joined at the hip, as some would say. Still, it’s not enough. I will never get enough of him. He is my shining light, the one who guided me to take a leap of faith. 

      “If you tell Anya the princess died, she will cry.” 

      He pulls me in for a passionate kiss. “The princess never died. She simply became like a butterfly and turned into something else.” 

      More like someone else, I think before I initiate the kiss this time. Some people celebrate their birthday. Today on Kepler Prime, the stardate is August 31, 2130. Jones and I toast the day we died.
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      “Mum, did the children wear you out?” asks my daughter Katla, hustling into the kitchen as I prep dinner.

      “Never. How was your weekend?”

      “Amazing,” says Katla. “I can’t thank you enough. We both needed the break.”

      “Where is Barack?”

      “You know Barack. He dashed into the rec room where the children are. All he talked about on the two-hour drive here was the kids.”

      I look at my daughter and as always, I catch myself. She’s strong, confident and so full of life, I feel blessed. She is the gift I never thought to have. She has Jones’ dark looks with long straight mahogany hair, my height at five foot ten and blue eyes, but sadly also my size nine shoe. More importantly, she has Jones’ patience and persistence. As an only child, I worried she’d become spoiled. Jones made sure not to let that happen. Our lives, as he will point out, we worked at. It’s exactly what Katla did; her way and no other.

      “Talking about your children is natural,” I say, chopping up the parsley to make a couscous salad.

      “Mum,” says Katla with an exaggerated sigh. “We went away to reconnect.”

      “And how was it?”

      “Great.”

      “So, you two still have chemistry?”

      “I’m not getting into details with you. Gross,” says Katla, which makes us both laugh.

      I hear the kids running toward the kitchen before I see them. They rush at Katla, who hugs them tightly and whips them around the kitchen much like Jones used to do to her when she was their age.

      “They missed us,” says Barack, coming into the kitchen with a huge smile on his face as he gives me a quick peck on the check.

      “Of course they missed you,” I say, loving the hectic noise filling the house. I never tire of this, of them and all of it, which as Jones says we’ve created.

      “What can I do to help?” asks Barack, with an eager look on his face. As a chef, he’s always keen to get his hands working when he steps into a kitchen.

      “Barack, Mum likes to cook, plus we’re still on vacation,” says Katla, setting Bree on the floor.

      “I want to show you my pictures,” says Anya, pulling Katla out of the kitchen. Bree as usual follows.

      For a moment, they remind me so much of two other children, I get gripped with the memory. The time when the oldest rode a tricycle in the house. I taught him how to ride a bike and then he gently helped his younger brother slowly take a turn down the long hallways. They were so close, so entwined in each other’s lives as youngsters and so much a part of helping me simply get through those early days that now to see them as grownups cleaves me in half. We have local e-View, which allows us to keep up with Old Earth’s news but no Galaxy Vision for a reason, but I’d have to be a hermit not to be aware of their journey.

      “I’ll prep the lamb,” says Barack, making himself at home in my kitchen as usual.

      “I’m good, Barack. You go and relax with Katla and the children. Jones finished the book you were asking about.”

      “He mentioned he’s set it aside for me. I still can’t believe he managed to acquire a real hardback original book. They are so rare.”

      “Rare is right. Trees are a blessing, not be chopped,” I say, reciting the local mantra.

      “Trust me, I know. I should go, but this honestly won’t take long. I’ll prep this and by the time I’m done, Katla will finally notice I’m still in the kitchen.”

      “I’m glad you and she finally got away. She works so hard.”

      “You have no idea. She had exams before we went away and with putting in three full shifts at the care home, I thought she’d be exhausted, but she loved it. I’m so happy summer school is over for her.”

      Katla had met Barack, who is eight years her senior, when she entered university at the tender age of seventeen. While we weren’t expecting her to get pregnant right away—and yes, at the time it was a surprise to us—we couldn’t be happier with our grandchildren. Jones insisted they get married, which happily both agreed to and eight months later, Anya was born, followed two years later by Bree. We’ve certainly helped along the way, but Katla is a powerhouse and has plans. Her goal is to become an emergency room doctor and Barack is firmly in support of her dream. We worried, at first, she’d want to go to Kepler or even the Lunar base to pursue her education, but Katla is a homebody. Our neighbors often call her an old soul, content to stay with us on Old Earth and live our traditional life. Jones is the one who reminds me, our daughter knows no other life and to her this is normal.

      “That’s Katla. She’s got her father’s drive.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Hard to believe we haven’t had a vacation for three years.”

      “Well, if it helps, when Jones and I started the winery here, we didn’t take a vacation for over a decade.”

      “Now look at this place,” says Barack, making me smile.

      This place, as he so lovingly said, is now home to one of the best boutique wineries in the Mi’kma’ki territory. Nestled in the beautiful Annapolis Valley, Jones bought the land over two decades ago. The place is so far removed from what had been my life it’s startling, but for us, it was and still is perfect. We own twenty-five acres and slowly over the years have reshaped the land much like we reshaped our lives.

      “This place wasn’t much when we began but the soil has been good to us over the years,” I say, as Katla yells for Barack to join her.

      “Yeah, I know. Katla likes to regale me with stories of her youth when she had chores before and after school and how hard it was.”

      “Jones insisted chores build character and look how she’s turned out,” I say, fluffing the salad.

      “She’s turned out perfect. I still can’t believe she married me.”

      “Barack, she’s lucky to have you.”

      Barack looks sheepishly at the floor.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s just she’s always talking about this Kepler doctor or this Lunar specialist and …”

      “Trust me, Barack, Katla’s only ranting. I’m sure they’re good doctors, but she fell for you. Head over heels, if I need to remind you.”

      “I knew the minute she walked into the restaurant that she was the one,” says Barack, adding a rub of something he mixed up in seconds to place on the lamb shanks. “Katla says it’s exactly what happened with you and Jones.”

      “Love at first sight. Sort of,” I say, wishing the fantasy could be the truth.

      “Well, I’d best get in there before she gets cranky. Thanks again for looking after the girls for the past few days. They love being here with you and Jones.”

      “The pleasure was all ours. We love having them here.”

      Once Barack leaves the kitchen, I find myself standing at the window. The house I’m standing in has slowly been renovated. It was a rundown farmhouse over four hundred years old and for us, love at first sight, as Barack had said.

      We had travelled for the first four years of our new lives and quite literally saw worlds. There were so many beautiful places we could have called home. I think we surprised ourselves by picking Old Earth. What better place to start over, to reclaim as ours and to ensure no one would spare us a second glance than on a world no one would think we’d ever visit let alone claim as home?

      It isn’t to say we didn’t fall in love with other places, because we did. We once spent six months on Callisto’s moon, which was pure bliss with black sands and the warm liquid sea, but we got restless. After three years, Callisto was the longest we dared to stay in one place. It was there we also started to plan a life together. Jones was the one who said we needed work. I feared he meant we had to report to a Lunar agency to register for formal employment training. When I finally agreed to the arrangement he had proposed years ago, he had promised to always take care of me. He has not disappointed.

      We had long talks about what type of work we could do. At one time, I
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