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      We have entered difficult times. I write speculative fiction to help ease my anxiety and it’s my way of not remaining silent. It’s a subtle poke at the establishment who continue to be afraid of strong women, and of women with principles defined not in wealth but in actions. Women can create and destroy empires, so I say rise up! Now is the time for all of us, especially women, to scream with all our might. Silencing media and voices of dissent while flooding the world with distractions are tools currently being used to reshape global identities. Now is the time for action. I urge everyone not to be silent.
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      This is the third book in my Chronicles of a Faked Death series. While each of these books can be read as a standalone, I highly recommend readers to delve into the first book, Legacy of a Princess, to follow how the princess faked her death and then stepped back into the world when her royal sons were in danger.
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      Why does watching the first blizzard in over two decades, which casts a coat of pristine white snow on everything, feel like it’s creating my own personal prison? I should be raving about the blizzard, which has made galaxy news. Instead, I’m angry and sad.

      After more than a year trying to cope with the loss of so much, you’d think I’d be able to handle a snowstorm. Mind you, it’s a miracle of sorts, and while I’m awed like most people who call Old Earth home, it’s not exactly the sort of miracle I’d hoped for. My childhood home, where I’m now cocooned, does not provide the comfort or welcome I’d hoped for. I shouldn’t have come. Nothing feels the same, and more than anything, sameness is what I crave.

      “All clear,” says Abe, who pokes his head into the kitchen, letting me know I can take a walk through the vineyard.

      So much for same working for me.

      “It’s coming down hard; are you sure you want to go out?”

      He stomps his boots and shakes off the snow accumulated on his souped-up, lightweight, thermal-designer jacket. He claims it keeps him warm no matter how cold it is outside.

      Abe, known as Abraham Shinzo, is a friend of Pearl and Prince Haimirich. We met months ago at Pearl’s compound in California and struck up a friendship. I was grieving the death of my husband, trying to figure out what I wanted for the next phase of my life while learning to navigate the minefield of being a single mother. I knew he and Rich, as Pearl affectionately calls her husband, who is the prince of the First Royal Imperial House of Kepler Prime, were in military training together, but that’s basically it.

      Pearl told me he was a wild one, and one look at Abe made my imagination wander in ways I didn’t want to process. At six-foot four, with jet black hair and keenly intelligent eyes, he’s the complete opposite of my husband, Barack.

      I push thoughts of Barack far from my mind as I dig into the back of the porch closet to find a heavy jacket; no thermal-designed coat for me. Go figure, it’s one my father, Jones, wore. The dead these days are haunting me.

      “I’m good. The kettle’s still hot. Help yourself to something.” I shove my arms into the coat and, without another word, make my way into the vineyard.

      I’d like to think Abe is not following me, but my instincts say otherwise.

      Truth? It’s all I’ve wanted since the last time I saw my mother, but now, over three months later, I feel no closer to discovering what happened to her or our family. All I know is her tightly locked secrets have emerged. I’m as much in the dark as all the rumours floating through the galaxy, like dust gathered from runaway comets ploughing through solar systems.

      My feet have their own directional map without conscious thought. This winery, this place, roots me with clarity. I have always loved my home. Growing up was idyllic for me, but then again, I had nothing to compare it to. My parents, Jones and Myra, meant everything to me, and I did not long for more. Maybe I should have? I try to fault them and fail. My childhood was happy. They homeschooled me, and when I wanted more education, they supported me. Even when I fell in love with an older man and got pregnant, they seemed happy and certainly supported us. God, why am I rehashing things?

      I stop next to the small olive tree. I’d like to think it’s prospering, but I don’t have my father’s touch with plants. Over a year ago, we planted the tree on the spot where he died. My mother thought Jones would appreciate it, and honestly, my children, Anya and Bree, enjoyed the symbolic nature of a concrete way to remember their grandfather.

      I hear the crunch of boots and stiffen.

      “Oh, sorry, Katla, I wasn’t expecting to find you here,” says Geirrant, carting a wheelbarrow with what looks to be blankets and sticks.

      “No problem. What’s with the stuff?”

      He looks at the small olive tree. “Olive trees aren’t made for this climate, and it won’t survive this weather unless I cover it.”

      I nod. Of course. Without asking, I reach into the wheelbarrow. We’ve worked side by side before and easily fall into our familiar roles: him directing and me attempting to help.

      “How’s Irina?”

      Geirrant, whom I’ve known all my life, grins.

      “She’s going to be the death of me.”

      I laugh.

      “She’s two now and she’s into everything,” he directs me to push a stake harder into the ground. An almost impossible task, as the soil is practically frozen.

      I enjoy hearing how little Irina is running Geirrant and his partner, Patrick’s, life. There’s such love in his voice I try to stay in the ‘now’ but fail.  

      “Wait until she hits the tantrum threes,” I reply, forcing myself back to the task at hand as we manoeuvre the stakes, burlap sack, and blanket around the small tree.

      “I don’t think I ever thanked you for introducing Patrick to me,” he says, giving me a sheepish grin.

      “I knew the two of you would hit it off.”

      Geirrant stands up. “You do know we’re complete opposites.”

      “They do say opposites attract, and they’re right.”

      Geirrant takes off his toque and runs a hand through his military-cropped brown hair. “I never thought I’d find anyone.”

      So much is said in that sentence; I wince. “Old Earth isn’t like other places.”

      He huffs. “It is and it isn’t. It’s complicated.”

      “Love isn’t complicated. It’s nature and natural.”

      This time he gives a full belly laugh. “I’m pretty certain most of the galaxy thinks my love for Patrick is anything but natural.”

      “They’re wrong, and they don’t matter.”

      “It does matter, Katla.”

      Immediately, I stand straighter, wiping my hands on my pants. “Geirrant, has something happened? Has someone said anything to you about your relationship?”

      “No, not directly, but I worry.”

      “It’s parenthood. You’ve become a worrywart in your old age.”

      “Exactly what Patrick says, and maybe he’s right.”

      “I get there’s more; what is it?”

      He lets out a tired sigh. “It’s strange, but I worry mostly about what Irina will think.”

      I chuckle as I blow on my now cold hands. “I’m certain your daughter will think she has the best two dads in the world.”

      “Will she?”

      I reach out and give his arm a squeeze. “Yes. You and Patrick are already great parents, and you love her so much.”

      “More than I can ever say. I’d do anything for her.”

      I find myself removed from the conversation, and a flashback to my mother hits me.

      “I’d do anything for you, Katla, anything,” she had said on that last day I’d been with her. I didn’t think anything about it. She always said things like that, but now, I wonder what exactly she meant.

      “Sorry, Geirrant, I spaced out there for a second… you know, thinking of my mother and …”

      “Your father,” he says, as we both turn our attention back to the olive tree.

      I nod, my throat feeling molasses-thick as I muster those emotions I’m always holding at bay, pushing them deep down into the marrow of my bones. I inhale the cold air, a welcome bite of pain.

      “Maybe things will change with the new administration.” I put all my weight into forcing my stake into the almost frozen ground. I push hard, and finally my stake stands straight. I take the burlap sack, and together we wrap it around the yes, pathetic-looking olive tree.

      “Homophobia and religion go hand in hand.”

      “The new administration is most certainly not religious,” I say, wishing we’d stop talking about what I think we’re talking about, the new Queen of Kepler Prime.

      Geirrant pushes dirt around the tree, and for a minute we’re simply standing there, looking down at what we’ve accomplished. I’m lost in parental thoughts when I hear Geirrant.

      “She’ll attempt to make change, but the firm is an institution with strong links to religious factions. She might think she can push for secular change to get rid of that stupid homophobic law, which is still very much in place throughout the galaxy, but it’s such a small part of the whole.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Someone or some organization is trying to kill all the royals. She doesn’t have time to deal with every little painful law on the books.”

      “Isn’t that what a good queen should do?”

      He gives me a pointed look. “Good queens make sacrifices. Everything she did, Katla, she did for you, you know.”

      “Did she? I wouldn’t know. I haven’t talked to her once since she left me.”

      He turns his attention back to the stupid tree. Is it wrong that I have a sudden urge to kick it?

      “I see you have a shadow.”

      I look at the man I’ve known all my life, and for the first time I find myself questioning him. All I’ve known is he runs the winery. He’d been my father’s right-hand man and has the best nose in the business, but as his words register, I get the impression there’s more to Geirrant than I want to know.

      I fuss with the top of the burlap sack and stand up to shake the snow off myself. “I guess he’s here to guard me. Silly?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Do you think it will work?”

      Geirrant gives me a pointed look. “He can only try.”

      “I meant the sack covering the tree,” I say.

      “I know what you asked and what you also really meant.”

      Geirrant moves closer to me. “Katla, are you truly okay?”

      I wish I could truthfully answer. Instead, I give a hesitant smile. “Some days are harder than others.”

      “Trust me, I get it. Listen, if you ever want to talk, you know where to find me.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask if he’d tell me the truth, but I’m not sure I dare crush my childhood memory of the man who walked with me and my father for so many years in this vineyard. If anything, these last few months have taught me one thing. Nothing is as it seems.

      “I don’t plan to stay long.” I turn back toward the house.

      “Stay as long as you want. It's your home.”

      “Is it?”

      I hear his soft sigh as he picks up the shovel he’d brought. “Yes, it is. Your parents worked so hard for you to have this place. Give yourself time.”

      “Is that what you said to my mother?” I hate hearing the edge in my voice, but thoughts of my mother are lately tangled poison ivy running amuck in my head.

      “You really haven’t spoken since it happened?”

      Why do I get the impression that’s a loaded question?

      I shake my head and pull up the oversized hood from my father’s coat. The snow has picked up even more. “I think I’ll head in now. I’m glad I got to help with this.”

      “I’m hoping our little makeshift tent works, but as I said, olive trees aren’t made for this place.”

      Neither is a queen. “Give my love to Irina,” I say, forcing myself to leave.

      That olive tree isn’t the only thing out of place here, as I recall the latest rumour I read on one of those horrid galaxy Social sites. The blizzard means I’m stuck here for at least another day. I’m mentally making plans and starting my to-do list so I can keep busy because having nothing to do is not helping my mental state.

      As I get closer to the farmhouse, I spot her. Pearl is standing next to Abe, but under the protection of the porch roof to keep out of the snow. Any other time I’d be overjoyed she came. Today, I’m wondering what it means.

      Pearl, like the blasted olive tree I’m trying to save, doesn’t belong here. She’s visited in the past briefly, but coming in a blizzard is serious business. I cast a longing look back at the vines, wishing more than anything for what I used to have and feel. Taking a deep breath, I straighten and square my shoulders. Without a doubt, Pearl's visiting has nothing to do with our friendship. While I hope she’ll be able to provide me with the truth I’ve been seeking, I sense the power of her words will change my world. I’m not sure if it’s the cold temperature from the blizzard, but my gut is telling me nothing good is coming my way anytime soon. Go figure!
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      I can’t stop crying. It’s disgusting. I’m a hot mess. I look over at Pearl. She looks as bad as I think I do.

      “This can’t be true. It can’t be real.” I repeat.

      That’s been my mantra for the past hour as Pearl has tried numerous times to unravel her tale. I use ‘tale’ because it seems like fiction. I can’t wrap my head around the reality of what she said. I’d heard some rumours on the Social but had laughed at the absurdity of them. Guess I’m the one having the last laugh now.

      My mother was Kepler Prime’s royal princess, and now she’s queen. No matter how I try to say it or believe the words, it doesn’t equate. My mother, Myra, who raised me here, on this vineyard, in this kitchen, who taught me how to make cookies, is now queen of basically the entire galaxy. Nope, doesn’t compute.

      I get up and grab the bottle of wine without thinking. It’s my second glass, but I’m not keeping track. It’s only as I pour that the label of the bottle registers. The Princess: one of two specialty wines my father created for my mother.

      “Before you ask, yes, he knew,” says Pearl, answering the dreaded question floating in my mind.

      My hands are shaking, but I somehow manage to top up our glasses. I recall the night when my father unveiled his two special wines. They were so in love. That’s my first thought, but quickly it dissolves as I realize it was the night when my father suffered his first stroke. I’ve shelved much of that time away, but never in a million years did I think I’d be rehashing those memories in such a different light. My mother, so regal, sipped the wine labelled The Princess. Her face lit up when she tasted the other bottle, The Queen. What the heck were my parents playing at? I feel crushed. Surely, I’m bleeding. Why can’t anyone see my cuts?

      Pearl reaches out and takes the bottle from my hand.

      “Katla, she’s still your mother. I understand a lot of this isn’t making sense but believe me when I say she loves you and this separation, while necessary, is hurting her as much as you.”

      “Highly doubtful. If what you say is true, I bet she’s too busy doing queenly things to even think about me.”

      Pearl sighs. My words are harsh, but so what? After all, lies breed nothing but rot—something my father once told me. I’ll never be able to think of my parents the same again.

      “Those queenly things are keeping you and your daughters safe.”

      “And you and yours,” I snap.

      She nods. “Yes. She’s now the main target. Her goal, as I said, is to ferret out the people responsible for trying to end the royal line.”

      My head snaps up. “Wait a second, are you saying all that’s happened is because someone knew her secret?”

      “Rich thinks it’s a possibility. Honestly, I’m not sure. Like you, Rich is trying to process all of this.”

      “Rich, he’s my…”

      Pearl gives my hand a gentle squeeze. Her kindness is killing me. “He’s your stepbrother.”

      “And he’s met my mother?”

      She smiles. “From what I gather, he came here to confront her. Then, once the truth was discovered and the only way to safeguard our family became clear, your mother took the lead. She’s really a remarkable person.”

      I know. I understand. But Queen? Sorry, it’s a big leap. “If what you’re saying is true.”

      “It is. The Royal Imperialist validated her biosignature. Trust me, she’s Princess Dyanna Meng Wang Kepler, of the First Royal House of Kepler Prime, who within three months will be crowned queen.”

      A peep interrupts my thoughts. Pearl takes out her vid-tron and grimaces.

      “Sorry, I’ve got to take this. It’s Rich. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Why don’t you watch this?” she says, sending a link to my vid-tron. “This is a secure link. Rich kept a copy. It’s not public. I think it will help you.”

      I nod and take a sip of my wine. The fruity taste I love is making me feel sick. Pearl goes into the back of the house for privacy. It takes me a few minutes before I click on the link.

      At first, I’m not sure what I’m watching, but it then dawns on me. It’s the trial of Sofia El’Wilhelm before the Royal Court. The sound isn’t great, and it’s a lot of nothing, so I fast forward between chunks. Only when a woman stands up at the end and then collapses does it grab my attention. The woman looks familiar, but I can’t place her. 

      Then there’s mayhem, but the judge gets everyone’s attention again, and within thirty seconds I see my mother. I pull the vid closer. She’s wearing a cleaner’s uniform. I smile.

      I was once driving back to Pearl’s compound with the girls after a day at the beach and vividly recalled seeing a woman on an e-bike who at the time resembled my mother. I thought it was odd and meant to ask my mother about it later but totally forgot. Now, however, I’m riveted by the scene. I crank up the volume.

      My mother’s voice sounds the same but different. I listen intently to what’s taking place.

      “My name is Princess Dyanna Meng Wang Kepler, of the First Royal House of Kepler Prime, and I am here to tell my truth.”

      It gets so loud in the courtroom no one hears the judge pounding his gavel for silence. When it’s finally quiet, two royal guards escort my mother to stand directly before the judge. My mother notches up her chin, and I admit watching her casually step before the chief judge is impressive.

      A biopad is passed to her, and then everyone watches as one of the royal guards pricks her outstretched finger to press it on the pad. The guard gives the biopad to the judge, and now it’s dead silent in the room. About fifteen seconds pass before the pad light turns from red to royal blue. I can hear people gasp, but I’m mesmerized by the expression on my mother’s face. It’s one I’ve never seen before. It’s like before my eyes she’s transformed. Even wearing a ridiculous cleaning uniform, she’s standing regally straight and daring anyone to say a damn thing to her.

      You can clearly see the chief judge’s expression change, and then I hear him say, "Princess, as you can well imagine, this changes things.”

      He’s about to say something else when Rich, whom I can’t think of yet as my stepbrother, marches through the courtroom doors to my mother. Oops, guess she’s his mother too, I think, giggling as I take another sip of wine. I see him moving his lips, and he’s smiling. I watch, stunned, as he kneels before my mother.

      My mother nods and accepts some piece of parchment from him, and then the next thing I hear are words I’ll never be able to forget.

      “All hail the Royal Queen of Kepler Prime,” says Rich, looking with complete adoration up at my mother, who is both beaming and smiling as she looks down at her son.

      Now that expression on my mother’s face I do recognize. It’s one she used to bestow on me when I made her proud. Well, as happy as I am to watch her mother-son reunion, it’s done nothing to douse my flames of anger. It looks to me like Rich knew exactly what he was doing. Why did I know nothing? Why keep me in the dark? So much for that motherly-daughter love I thought connected us.
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      “I think this is a mistake,” repeats Abe for the third time. “It’s easier to keep you and the children safe here. I think you should follow my advice and bring the girls to the winery.”

      I plunk my suitcase down hard. I haven’t slept in two nights. I’m cranky, can’t get my thoughts organized, and I miss my girls. Whatever I had hoped to find by coming home to my childhood house has failed. I can’t stay another day. All of it feels fake. My childhood memories are feeling shaky.

      Lies are layering over my childhood like thick, sugary maple syrup, making me feel queasy. I need to get back to my life.

      “I’m not debating this with you again, Abe. I’m heading back to the city. I need to get my head back into my studies. I must start living my life,” I say, staring at him, egging him on for a fight. I go back to my bedroom for a few other things, but my goal is to leave in ten minutes, with or without him.

      He looks at me hard, and I expect him to say how ridiculous my choice is, but then his eyes soften.

      “She did all of this to keep you safe.”

      “So, you keep telling me. Too bad she couldn’t take five minutes out of her busy life to talk to me and tell me herself.”

      “Katla, your mother can’t reach out to you. As I’ve explained, doing so would quite literally place you into the fire.”

      My chest tightens, and the room feels like it’s closing in; flames lick at the edges of my vision. “I’m tired of explanations. If my mother thought she was doing the right thing, then I’m doing the right thing too—reclaiming my life, no matter the cost. Now, whether you’re with me or not, I’m leaving.”

      He straightens his shoulders, and I hate how damn good he looks. He’s so far out of my league; I might as well be invisible. We’ve been under the same roof for over a week, and I can count on one hand our conversations. I sense he resents me, but I can’t change our circumstances. I certainly don’t like him following my every move.

      “You don’t need to keep watch. I’m good,” I snap.

      His mouth twitches. “I promised Rich I’d protect you. I gave him my word. You can’t get rid of me that easy.”

      “Abe, seriously, you don’t owe me anything. As you said, no one knows about me. Don’t you want to live your life?”

      As usual, he ignores the personal. He walks past me, picks up my suitcase, and loads it into the security vehicle he insists we use for transport.

      “Shinzo’s don’t break their word,” he says, passing me to grab his coat.

      Exactly six minutes later we’re en route to the city. I force myself not to look back. I’ve got to embrace my future. After all, my mother, the Queen, certainly is.

      
      Five weeks later, I find myself sitting across from Dr. Ahmed Ozman in a small restaurant, trying to forget the chaos I’d left behind.

      “I think I’ll have the vegetarian sesame layered noodles,” I say, clicking the link on the table.

      “Perfect choice,” says Dr. Ozman, clicking the same link.

      “You just didn’t want to choose,” I say, smiling.

      “Caught. Honestly, I don’t care what I eat. I’m simply happy you said yes.”

      “It was the only way to get you to leave me alone.” I grin, realizing I’m enjoying our flirtatious play.

      “My father taught me persistence pays off. Thank you again for agreeing to join me for a meal.”

      I lean back in my seat. “This is not a date.”

      He settles into the booth and looks around the small establishment. “Most certainly not a date,” he says, smiling.

      It’s his smile that caught my eye, plus he’s brilliant and very pleasing to look at. It’s not lost on me that he’s at least a decade older, much like my dead husband. I must have a thing for dark-haired men now. My husband had light brown hair, but since then, every man who’s caught my attention has had jet-black hair. Thinking of men with black hair, and I find myself scanning the place. I don’t spot Abe, but that doesn’t mean he’s not watching me. When I sent a message, I was having dinner with Dr. Ozman; he cited me once again with an angry voice message for not following protocol. Well, Abe, take your protocol and shove it down your gorgeous ass!

      “Sorry, what did you say?”

      Ahmed chuckles. “I caught you daydreaming. I wondered if you’d like to join me this week. I’ve been invited to attend a special lecture by Dr. Zonld and he’s going to talk about…”

      “Nit-technology at the cellular level. I heard he was coming, but how on earth did you get invited to the lecture?”

      “Connections. Come with me.”

      “When is it?”

      “Thursday at fourteen hundred in the planetarium. I heard a special guest might come.”

      “Who?”

      “No idea, but it’s the opening of the planetarium, so it’s probably some big intergalactic person no one on Old Earth has heard about. Say you’ll come with me,” he says, reaching across to almost take my hand.

      He waits, and that waiting is what lets me close the distance. I take his hands in mine and lean across the old table. “I’d love to join you.”

      His smile is so big I can’t help but grin.

      “Great. It’s sure to be fun now that you’re coming with me.”

      “Ahmed, you have to promise me something.”

      “Anything,” he adds, giving my hands a small squeeze.

      “No talking during the lecture,” I say, and we both laugh, recalling exactly how we met.

      “What happened was all your fault,” he says once we stop laughing like children, which is exactly what we had been doing during a lecture on biopad blood samples when we both tried unsuccessfully to leave the lecture hall without causing too much noise. We barely made it into the hall before collapsing into giggles.

      “You started it. You said the man looked like a grazemopher. I had no idea what that was until you sent me a link with an image of a grazemopher and superimposed the man’s head on it. Who wouldn’t have started to laugh?” I take my dessert from the service robot’s slot, still chuckling.

      Ahmed takes his tray. “I was right, though.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “Yes, you were. He did look like a grazemopher. Remind me again where you grew up.”

      “All around the galaxy,” he says, with mischief lighting up his light green eyes. “What about you?”

      “Old Earth. This is my home,” I say, meaning it more with each passing day.

      “I like this place. When I arrived last year, I thought…”

      “It was a backward watering hole left forgotten by the galaxy and especially by Kepler Prime.”

      He nods. “Something like that, but this place grows on you.”

      “Some call that fungi.”

      He takes a bite of his meal, and slowly I start to relax with the realization I’m enjoying myself. For the past few weeks, I’ve been putting in almost twelve-hour days to get back on track with my medical studies while doing a thirteen-week rotation in internal medicine with the city’s hospital.

      “How are your girls?” he asks.

      “Driving me nuts as usual. Anya is not liking her physical therapy, and Bree hasn’t been herself for weeks now.”

      “You know there is this new physical therapy treatment that is making huge strides when it comes to broken legs. Want me to pop over and show her?”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      “Okay, but if you change your mind, let me know.”

      “Ready?”

      “Ready for me to meet your family. I’d like that. How is your meal?"

      I hear myself respond, but my thoughts have drifted. Meet my family? I don’t know my family anymore. And letting Ahmed meet the girls would be so far from protocol, Abe might quite literally shoot the good doctor.

      “Are you okay? Did I say something? Sorry, I don’t mean to push you. It’s just I really like you,” says Ahmed.

      I reach across the table, and this time I take his hands and savour the feel of him. “It’s not you. It’s me. This is…”

      “Hard, I get it.”

      I know he does. After our giggling fit in the hall, I dove into the Social and read all about the good doctor. Brilliant does not begin to describe him
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