

EMPEROR
NINE
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By Lucille Antonia Vespisius, Representative of New Cydonia District 7
As we approach the 2720 General Elections, I find myself reflecting not only on the future we want to build for our daughters, sisters, and mothers here in the Martian Congressional Republic — but also on the cautionary examples offered by those beyond our borders. Chief among them, the so-called Holy Empire of Sol, a regime as gilded as it is hollow.
Much has been made of the Empire's ruling Empress, of her command over worlds and warships, and of her supposed example of female leadership. It is tempting, at a glance, to see her as a beacon of equality, a sign that ancient monarchies have learned to progress. But for those who look closer, a darker reality emerges.
In the Holy Empire, a woman’s worth is determined by her proximity to male power, not by her own merit. Noble daughters are married off for alliances, their lives charted not by their own ambitions, but by the political advantage they might offer. Even those born into privilege are kept within the gilded confines of expectation — dressed in titles and silk, but without the freedom to chart their own destinies.
It is a system where women are expected to serve dynasties, not lead them. And while an Empress may sit upon a throne, the halls of power remain firmly in the hands of men.
Now, you might wonder why this matters to us here on Mars. After all, we are a free and sovereign Republic, proud of our history of equality and opportunity. But it matters because ideas travel faster than ships, and influence knows no borders.
Some within our own Republic have quietly admired the Empire’s rigid hierarchies — seeing in them a model for ‘stability’ and ‘order.’ I have heard it in debates, seen it in policy proposals dressed in careful language, and, most concerning of all, followed the credits that move in the shadows of their campaigns. There are those among us who would see Mars trade its hard-won freedoms for the illusion of unity under a chosen few.
I will not name names, for Martian voters are perceptive, and history has taught us to recognize the signs of foreign coin and foreign influence. But make no mistake: there are candidates in this election who would see a Martian Republic where opportunity is no longer earned, but inherited. Where a woman’s worth is measured by the alliances her marriage might secure, or her usefulness to a man’s ambition.
It is no accident that these same voices praise the Empire’s 'traditions' while quietly accepting support from off-world interests eager to see a compliant Mars.
I raise this not merely as a critique of the Empire’s archaic ways, but as a warning to all of us here on Mars. The freedoms we enjoy — for women to lead, to command, to legislate, to chart their own destinies — are not gifts. They are rights won and rights that must be defended, especially when there are those who would see them eroded.
This election, I ask you not only for your vote, but for your vigilance. For your refusal to let Martian sons and daughters be measured by the standards of ancient Earth dynasties. And for your recognition that behind every empty promise of ‘stability’ lies a chain waiting to be fastened.
We are not crowns to be worn.
We are not tools to be used.
We are voices, and we will be heard.
Lucille Antonia Vespisius
Candidate for the Martian Senate
New Cydonia District 7

Sandtown Castle, Tobruk, Duchy of Tobruk, 
Northern Sahara Region, Terra, Holy Empire of Terra
Eleanor Elizabeth ‘Ellie’ Barnes
She tried her best to ignore the sounds that she was making as she placed one foot in front of the other against the polished hardwood floors of the hallway that she was walking through, and as she did so, she also went out of her way to ignore the sounds that her escorts were making as they walk on either side of her, their attention facing forward, and their expressions the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that both of them are doing their best to remain as impassive as possible. As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, she would have to admit that there was a part of her that had to ask if the presence of her escorts at that moment was even necessary, after all, it was not as if she could escape from this castle even if they are not positioned on either side of her.
As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, she would have to admit that there was a part of her that had to suppress the urge to allow a sigh to escape from her lips even as she kept the expression hat she was wearing as neutral as possible, though she doubted that the men who are on either side of her at that moment would have even bothered to look at the expression that she was wearing considering that both of them probably wanted to get as far away from her as possible. The reaction of both men when they came to ask her to join them had already suggested to her that they did not want to be there, and if she were being honest, she would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to show them why they are correct to be wary of her.
Ellie had to suppress another whimper that threatened to escape from her lips, even as she fought the urge to move her hands toward the direction of the collar that she was wearing around her neck as a voice coming from the back of her mind once more reminded her that the collar that she was wearing at that moment precluded her from using her psychic powers. 
A moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, she turned her attention toward her right-hand side, and once more, she found herself looking at the still waters of the sea in front of her. 
She would have to admit that there was a part of her that would have to wonder if the original builder of this castle had fallen in love with the sight of the sea, and if that was the reason why this particular castle was built here, though with a mental shake of her head, she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she turned her attention back toward the rest of the hallway that she still has to negotiate with her escorts. 
As she once more fought the urge to allow a hiss to escape from her lips, she also fought the urge to turn her attention back toward the direction of the sea even as she reminded herself that the person who had requested her company was none other than the man who owns this castle, and while it was true that the castle was playing host to a Prince of the Blood in the form of the Prince of Redmure, Ellie did not doubt that the Duke of Tobruk is still the one that most people who are inside this castle would defer to.
A moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Ellie could not help but shudder – and whether or not the escorts had realized what she had done, she was not sure, but what she was certain about was that they simply ignored the action that she had taken at that moment – even as she wondered why the Duke had asked for her despite the time of the day. 
She could not help but shudder yet again – and again, whether her escorts had realized what she had done or not, they did not react – as a thought entered the forefront of her mind, and if she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to run away at that moment. She subtly – or at least, she thought that she was being subtle at that moment – turned her attention toward the direction of one of her escorts, and if she were being honest, she would have to admit that she did that because she wanted to see if she could run away, but at almost the same time that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Ellie reminded herself that she cannot run away, even if she would somehow be able to evade or overpower her escorts.
Yet again, she could not help but allow a shudder to shake her body, and if she were being honest, the young redhead would have to admit that she wanted to cross her arms over her chest to cover her breasts, though she then reminded herself that she was still wearing a jacket over her night clothes. Still, a moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the young psyker would have to admit that there was a part of her that had to ask just how long would she be able to keep her clothes over her body before the Duke of Tobruk would remove her clothes and force her to reveal her naked body to him. 
While it was true that she did not shudder anymore at that particular moment, she had to suppress the urge to sigh as a voice coming from the back of her mind asked her if the Duke would have her remove the clothes that she was wearing by herself, or if he would prefer it if he were to rip the flimsy pieces of clothing that she was wearing by himself. 
A small whimper – but it was loud enough that her escorts should have been able to hear the sounds that had escaped from her lips at that moment, though they just ignored the sounds that she had made – escaped from the lips of Ellie at that moment as she told herself that she had heard from some of the women in the dorm that she was assigned to that the Duke of Tobruk tends to rip the clothes off of the women that he called to attend him at night.
Ellie would have to admit that there was a part of her that could not help but think that the other women were just pulling her leg, though a moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the young redhead would have to admit that even if the others were just laughing at her expense, it does not change the fact that the Duke of the Sahara had called for her, and as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the redheaded psyker cannot help but shudder yet again.
If she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that she could already feel whatever mechanism it was that was on the collar that she was wearing at that moment activating and precluding her from tapping into her psychic reserves, because the young redhead knew that if she was not wearing that collar that was around her neck at that moment, then she would have already lost control, and her psychic powers would have already run wild.
With a shake of his head – and there was nothing mental about the action that she had taken at that moment – she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind – or at least, she tried to push that thought out of the forefront of her mind – as she forced herself to return to the present, though before she had even realized what she was thinking about, her thoughts had already turned toward the person that was promised and a soft sigh escape from her lips.
A moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the young redhead could not help but ask herself if the man that she was looking for would be able to use his psychic abilities even if he was wearing a collar like the one around her neck at that moment, though with a mental shake of his head, he pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind, though at almost the same moment that she returned to the present, one of her escorts pointedly and audibly cleared his throat.
Ellie told herself that it was not the sound that escaped from the lips of her escort that forced her to return to the present, though she could forgive the man for thinking that such was the case. She forced that thought out of the forefront of her mind, a few moments later, as she then turned her attention toward the direction of her escort, though if she were being honest, even she would have to admit that she was not sure how she was supposed to react to the action that her escort had taken, prompting her to place a questioning expression on her face.
She was still wearing that look on her face when she focused her attention toward the direction of her escort, and Ellie would have to admit that there was a part of her that had to wonder why the look that appeared on his face at that moment told her that she was afraid of him when the thoughts that were going through the forefront of her mind at that moment told Ellie that she was the one who was supposed to be afraid of them, but she soon pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind even as the escort that she was looking at inclined his head toward the side while keeping his gaze focused toward her direction.
Before she had even realized what she was doing, Ellie turned her attention toward the direction that her escort indicated, and the young redhead would have to admit that she could not help but blink even as she found herself looking in the direction of a door, though, after another moment or two, Ellie told herself that the reason that she blinked at that moment was that she did not think that the door that they are now standing in front of would be the bedroom of the Duke of Tobruk, though before she can follow through with that particular line of thought, she was forced to return to the present as the same escort in question once more audibly and pointedly cleared his throat.
“Is His Grace here?” Ellie asked before she could stop herself, and because she was looking in the direction of the escort in question, she was able to see the expression that appeared on his face at that moment. That look that he was wearing was the only thing that the young redhead needed to see for her to be sure that he felt no small amount of irritation thanks to the question that had escaped from her lips, and if she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to apologize for that.
A moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, however, she had to blink as she realized that she did not owe these men anything, and indeed, there was even a voice coming from the back of her head telling her that if not for the fact that she was wearing that collar around her neck at that moment, she would have already thrown these two away from her and perhaps even out of the windows that she had been using to look out of the castle and onto the still waters of the sea, but she soon pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she once more found herself forced to return to the present.
Again, Ellie told herself that it was not the words that escaped from the lips of one of her two escorts that made her return to the present because she was already returning to the present, though she would not have bothered to correct their mistaken assumption as she was far more interested in hearing the words that escaped from the lips of the man in question, a few moments later, “yes, he is waiting for you,” he said, and while it was true that he paused at that moment, he soon added, “he told us that he would not be able to answer any knocks on his door because he is in a phone call with someone important, so you can go just right in.”
By chance, Ellie turned her attention toward the direction of her other escort at that moment, and she would have to admit that she blinked when she saw the look that was on the face of the other man, after all, that look that appeared on his face was the only thing that the young redhead needed to see for her to be sure that he was not pleased, though rather than focus his attention toward the direction of Ellie, the man in question instead kept his attention focused toward the direction of the other escort, and because that was the case, it was obvious that the disdain that he was feeling at that moment was reserved for his colleague.
If she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that there was a part of her that was curious as to why that was the case, but she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind, a few moments later, as she then returned her attention toward the direction of the door. 
There was a part of her that would have wanted to inhale at that moment, to consolidate her strength for what was coming, but because she was aware that her escorts would take pleasure in hearing such a sound escape from her lips – as it would prove just how terrified she was at that moment – she refrained from allowing any sound to escape from her lips, and she instead took a step toward the direction of the door even as her imagination ran a bit wild as to what is waiting for her at the other side of that door.
Indeed, as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Ellie would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to delay what was about to happen, but with a shake of her head – and there was nothing mental about the action that she had taken at that moment – the young redhead told herself that what is about to happen is going to happen and that there was no point in delaying it any more than she already had, prompting her to finally allow herself inhale rather theatrically and make it clear that she was consolidating her strength at that moment.
While it was true that there was a part of her that would have wanted her to turn her attention toward the direction of her escorts at that moment, she refrained from doing so as she told herself that it was not as if her escorts could change anything and, indeed, it was far more likely that they would have pushed her into the room without a second thought if they believed that she was about to run away. 
With a mental shake of her head, Ellie told herself that even if she wanted to run away, there was nowhere that she could go, and because that was the case, she just pushed the door in front of her, just wide enough for her to be able to slip in before she then closed the same behind her, and if she were being honest, the young redhead would have to admit that the first thing that she noticed after she had stepped into the room was that this was not what she expected, after all, she thought that the Duke of Tobruk had called her to his bedroom. From what she was seeing at that moment, it was clear that she was in his office, though with yet another shudder, the young redhead told herself it did not change anything.
She could hear the voice of the Duke coming from somewhere deeper into the room, and with a start, she realized that she was in some sort of antechamber. She turned her attention toward her right side and she could see the rather impressive wooden desk there, complete with an office chair and several phones, which led her to think that, in the day, there would be a pretty woman seated there, answering calls for the Duke and acting as his secretary.
Ellie shuddered again as she wondered what else the secretary would do for the Duke of Tobruk, but she soon pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she walked forward, the steps that she was taking making small sounds that was the only thing that she needed to hear for her to be reminded of the fact that she was alone because her escorts had not joined her in this room.
If she were being honest, the young redhead would have to admit that there was a part of her that had to wonder if that was something that she should be glad about or not, though a moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Ellie pushed it to the corner of her mind as she told herself that she would be better off focusing on what was about to happen to her.
A whimper would have escaped from her lips at that moment, if not for the fact that she was able to stop the sound from coming out of her mouth. Even as that was happening, she continued to move forward, following the voice of the Duke of the Sahara as he continued to speak, and judging from the fact that she could not hear any words coming from the person with whom the Duke was having his conversation with, Ellie would have to conclude that he was in the middle of a phone call, before she then admitted – even if it was only to herself – that there was a part of her that cannot help but be curious as to the identity of the person that the Duke was speaking with.
“I understand that, Admiral, I truly do,” the voice of the Duke, when he spoke at that moment, forced Ellie out of the reverie that she had not even realized she had fallen into, and as she returned to the present, the young redhead would have to admit that the fact that she can now hear the individual words that were coming out of the mouths of the Duke at that moment meant that she is now close enough to where the Duke was at that moment.
A whimper escaped from her lips at that moment, and Ellie could not help but blink even as she told herself that she did not even realize that a whimper was about to come out of her lips until the moment that she had made the sound in question, but she soon pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind. 
At that moment, a voice coming from the back of her brain told her that there was no other direction to go but forward, though she would also have to admit that there was a part of her that could not help but wish that she could call upon her psyker abilities and punch holes in the walls of this office. There certainly was nothing mental about her shaking her head, a few moments later, so that she could push those thoughts out of the forefront of her mind, as she then reminded herself that even if she were to assassinate the Duke at that moment, it was not as if anything was going to change.
Once more, the words that escaped from the lips of the Duke of the Sahara forced Ellie out of the reverie that she had not even realized she had fallen into, and the Duke had done so without him even realizing what it was that he was doing, after all, it was not as if he could see her at that moment. 
As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Ellie continued to walk forward, and before she had even realized it, she found herself standing in front of an open door while looking at the man who had summoned her in the middle of the night. The Duke was seated behind a rather impressive desk and, at first, he did not even see her because he had his back turned toward her, with Ellie admitting that even she was not sure what it was that made the Duke of Tobruk realize that someone was looking at him at that moment.
He swiveled the chair that he was seated on at that moment so that, a few moments later, he was looking in her direction, and there was nothing about the expression that he was wearing at that moment that would suggest that he was surprised to see her there. 
Indeed, the smile that was on the face of the Duke widened when he saw her, and if she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that she could not help but flinch when she saw the expression that appeared on his face at that moment, with that look the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that he would have allowed words to escape from his lips at that moment, if not for the fact that he was forced to keep most of his attention focused at the conversation that he was having.
That was made even more poignant, a few moments later, when the Duke of Tobruk then allowed more words to escape from his lips, and even though it was true that they were the only ones who are in the room at that moment, the words that escaped from the lips of the Duke were not intended for Ellie, rather, it was intended for the person who was at the other end of the phone line, “Surely, you would not want the eldest son of the Crown Prince to visit an active battlefield in a civilian ship, Admiral,” he said, and from the expression that was on the face of the Duke at that moment, it was obvious that he wanted to say more.
Ellie knew that the person at the other end of the line cut off whatever it was that the Duke would have wanted to say at that moment, and while it was true that she could not hear what the person at the other end of the line had said, the young redhead was more than willing to lay down odds that it was not what the Duke of  Tobruk wanted to hear, and the expression that appeared on his face at that moment was the only thing that Ellie needed to see for her to be sure that such was the case.
If she were being honest, the young redhead would have to admit that there was a part of her that would have allowed herself to continue thinking about what the response that the Duke had received from the other end of the telephone conversation was, if not for the fact that she was soon forced to return to the present. What made Ellie return to the present at that moment would be the actions of the Duke of Tobruk, as it was at that moment that he met her gaze with his, and there was something about the look that appeared on his face at that moment that was the only thing that Ellie needed to see for her to be sure that he was about to give an order.
The order, when it came, a few moments later, did not take the form of actual words that escaped from his lips, after all, he could not allow words to escape from his lips at that moment because he was still having that conversation that he was having. Instead, the Duke of Tobruk pointedly inclined his head toward the direction of a sofa that had been placed in front of his desk, prompting Ellie to turn her attention toward that direction, and she would readily admit that she flinched when she saw the couch.
At that moment, the young redhead could not help but remark to herself that the fact that he wanted her to place herself on the sofa meant that this was where he intended to force himself upon her, and because that was the case, there was a part of Ellie that hesitated. She would have turned her attention toward the direction of the Duke and begged him at that moment, if not for the fact that it was also at that moment that the Duke allowed words to escape from his lips, though naturally, the words that escaped from his mouth at that moment were directed toward the person who was at the end of the line.
“Then, Admiral, as the representative of the Empress, he should be given a flagship befitting his role representing our Empress,” the Duke said, and because she was still looking in the direction of the only other person who was in the room at that moment, Ellie would have to admit that she had no problem seeing the exasperated expression that was on the face of the Duke.
Indeed, that expression that he was wearing at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that the words that escaped from the lips of the Duke earlier were a lie, but there was nothing in the tone that he had used that would suggest that such was the case to the person who was at the other end of the line. 
She blinked even as she realized that the Duke was an accomplished liar, if only with people who could not see the expression that he was wearing on his face, though before she could follow through with that line of thought, she was forced to return to the present as the Duke once more motioned for her to take her seat on the sofa, and there was something about the look that he was wearing on his face at that moment that told the young redhead that it would be in her best interest to comply.
For a brief moment, Ellie would have to admit that she asked herself if she should take the initiative and just remove the clothes that she was wearing, but while it was true that there was a part of her that did not hesitate to tell her that such would also be in her best interest, the greater part of her mind made its opinion known at that moment, and because that was the case, by the time that Ellie had taken her seat on the sofa, she was still wearing all of the clothes that she brought with her. 
A moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the young redhead told herself that the clothes that she was wearing at that moment were flimsy at best, though she then pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she told herself that at least, she was still clothed.
“Naturally, we are grateful for the offer, Admiral,” the voice of the Duke once more forced Ellie out of the trance that she had not even realized she had fallen into, and once more, she focused her attention toward the direction of his face. The expression that he was wearing at that moment reflected the exasperation that she was feeling, and yet, the tone that he was using as he pushed more words out of his mouth did not carry with it even the faintest clue that such was the look that was on the face of the Duke.
“But, I must ask this,” the Duke suddenly said, and again Ellie was struck by the fact that the tone that he was using at that moment still carried with it a pleasant vibe, despite the look on his face becoming even more exasperated, “would the Imperial Navy be fine with the future Emperor arriving on his first battlefield aboard a non-commissioned warship?”
Ellie, of course, could not hear the words that escaped from the lips of the man who was at the other end of the line, but judging from the expression that appeared on the face of the Duke at that moment, the young redhead would have to admit that whatever it was that was said, it was not something that amused the part of the Duke of the Sahara. 
Indeed, that look that was on the face of the Duke became more exasperated, with even the young redhead forced to admit that she cannot help but look at the man in awe, because despite the expression that had appeared on his face at that moment, the tone that he was using was still pleasant, “I understand, Admiral, and I am sure that my cousin is also grateful for the offer to use that ship.”
The expression that was on the face of the Duke of Tobruk at that moment was the only thing that Ellie needed to see for her to be sure that despite the words that had escaped from his lips at that moment, he would rather strangle the man at the other end of the line. Before Ellie could push through with those thoughts at the forefront of his mind, she was forced to return to the present, as more words escaped from the lips of the Duke of the Sahara, “We will inspect the ship by tomorrow, Admiral,” he said. Again, the tone that he was using was a pleasant one, “Again, I thank you for allowing us the ship.”
There was an exchange of pleasantries after those words had escaped from the lips of the Duke, and if she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that the look that was on the face of the Duke at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that he was fast running out of patience. 
Indeed, it was because such was the case that even though the phone call ended after another moment or two, rather than turn his attention toward her direction, the Duke instead spun his chair so that he was facing a large window behind him, and Ellie would have to admit that she blinked when she realized that the window that was behind the desk and chair of the Duke was a large arched window that allowed him to see the sea from where he was seated.
If she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that there was a part of her that cannot help but be envious about that, though she soon pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she then asked herself if she would be at the receiving end of his anger when he finally returned to the present, and because that was the case, she cannot help but ask herself if she should have just removed the clothes that she was wearing.
Ellie would readily admit that it was fear that overwhelmed her at that moment, and because that was the case, before she can stop herself, she had already removed the jacket that she was wearing, revealing the barely adequate night clothe that she was wearing. 
The young redhead told herself that she did not want to do it, but even if that was the case, after another moment or two, the redhead was already moving her hands toward the direction of the ribbon that was in front of the negligee that she was wearing, fully aware that if she were to pull the ribbon, the barely adequate clothes that she was wearing at that moment would be pulled by gravity, and she would be in front of the Duke of Tobruk while wearing nothing.
With a mental shake of her head, she told herself that such was what the Duke wanted to see, and because that was the case, she soon moved her hands toward the direction of the ribbon in front of the negligee that she was now wearing, but she was forced to pause at that moment even as more words escaped from the lips of the Duke of Tobruk, “Do you know why the Empress had consented to have two of her grandchildren at the frontlines of the latest conquest of the Holy Empire?” he asked. Before she had even realized what she was doing, Ellie found herself looking in the direction of the Duke.
The expression that he was wearing on his face at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that he found what she was doing at that moment strange, but even if that was the case, he pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind before he then returned to the present and he just allowed more words to escape from his lips. The words that escaped from his lips at that moment were in response to the question that he had asked earlier, and because that was the case, Ellie could not help but remark to herself that he was not interested in hearing her answer to the question that he had asked in the first place.
“It is because Her Majesty wants the people to compare the two of them,” the Duke said, and there was no questioning the exasperated tone that he was using at that moment. Indeed, that expression that he was now wearing on his face was now more in accord with the tone that he was using, but before Ellie could follow through with that particular train of thought, she was forced to return to the present as the Duke then allowed more words to escape from his lips, and there was no denying that he was complaining at that moment, “and my cousin is not even aware of that,” he said.
There was a brief pause at that moment, even as the Duke focused his attention toward the direction of Ellie, and if she were being honest, she would have to admit that the look that appeared on his face at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure of what it was that he is going to say next. 
Indeed, the young redhead would have to admit that there was a part of her that was hoping that he would not push the words out of his mouth, but even if she were to push actual words out of her mouth at that moment, she knew that the Duke would allow the word that he wanted to say out of his mouth, “What are you doing?” he asked her, and while it was true that the words that escaped from his lip at that moment were phrased as a question, he certainly did not wait for her to respond before he was pushing more words out of his mouth, with Ellie noting the disapproving tone that he was using at that moment, “You belong to my cousin, and not to me.”
If she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to scream at him, to tell him that she belonged to no one but herself, though even as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, she saw the expression that appeared on the face of the Duke, and that irritated expression that he was now wearing, the young redhead told herself, was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that it would be in her best interest to not push words out of her mouth.
In any case, the relative silence that had descended between them was shattered at that moment even as more words escaped from the lips of the Duke, “He is so excited about going to Europa that he cannot even see what the Empress had planned for,” and again, the tone that he was using at that moment reflected the fact that he was complaining, though again, the young redhead told herself that it was not her place to stop him from venting if he wanted to.
A moment or two after that particular thought came across the forefront of her mind, Ellie was forced to return to the present as more words escaped from the lips of the Duke, and while it was true that there was now a smile on his face, the tone that he had used suggested that he is anything but amused, “Hell, I think that he wants to be compared to the Duke of Olympia,” the Duke said, prompting Ellie to blink, though the words that were supposed to come out of her mouth at that moment were cut off because the Duke of the Sahara was not yet done speaking.
This time though, there was no question that the words that escaped from the lips of the Duke was intended for her, after all, the Duke made sure that he was looking in her direction before he allowed the words to escape from his lips, “Do you know what is the most important duty of a man who would someday be Emperor?” he asked, and the fact that he paused at that moment gave Ellie the impression that she was supposed to answer the question.
If she were being honest, however, the young redhead would have to admit that she was not sure how she was supposed to answer the question that she was asked, and because she did not allow words to escape from her lips at that moment, the silence that had descended between them extended. Judging from the look that appeared on the face of the Duke of Tobruk, the young redhead cannot help but remark to herself that he wanted the silence.
He was also the one who shattered that silence, a few moments later, with the words that escaped from his lips as he then inclined his head toward the direction of Ellie before he then allowed more words to escape from his lips, “It is to ensure that there is someone who will carry on your legacy after you are gone,” he said, and there was no denying the distress that he was feeling at that moment as he then added, “in other words, it is to make sure that you have an heir.”
Ellie flinched when she realized that the Duke of Tobruk was now looking in her direction with an expression that she would only have been able to describe as predatory, but with a mental shake of her head, the young redhead told herself that there was no way that the Duke was going to ask her to carry a child for the Prince of Redmure, after all, she is a psyker, and the Imperial Family hates psykers.
The expression that appeared on the face of the Duke, a few moments later, was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that he was aware of what it was that she was thinking at that moment, and indeed, the smile that he was wearing on his face widened as he regarded her. There was nothing in the expression that he was wearing at that moment that suggested contempt, but it was not as if Ellie had the chance to fully study the expression that he was wearing on his face as he soon allowed more words to escape from his lips.
“I am going to entrust you with a secret that, by all rights, I should not entrust you with,” the Duke said, and in response to the words that had escaped from his lip at that moment, the young redhead blinked. She would have wanted time to study the implication behind the words that had escaped from the lips of the Duke at that moment, but the look that he was wearing on his face at that moment told her that the Duke of the Sahara had no intention of letting her think as he soon added, “the Prince of Redmure has no interest in women.”
The expression that was on the face of the Duke of Tobruk at that moment was the only thing that Ellie needed to see for her to be sure that he expected her to be surprised by the revelation, but the young redhead could not even bring herself to pretend that she was. 
After another moment or two, the Duke allowed the smile that he was wearing to widen – and this time, the amusement that he was feeling was genuine – before he then inclined his head toward her direction, and he allowed words to escape from his lips, “I should have known that the woman that he picked, then promptly forgot about should have realized that such was the case.”
For a brief moment, Ellie just stared in the direction of the Duke, unsure of what she should say in response to the words that had escaped from his lips at that moment, though after another moment or two, she was forced to return to the present as even more words escaped from the lips of the Duke, forcing her to turn her attention toward the direction of his face, and the serious expression that he was now wearing.
That serious expression that was on his face was complimented by the tone that he used as he then allowed more words to escape from his lips, “I forced him to pick one of you, I know,” he said before he focused his attention on the direction of Ellie, and he quickly added, “but he still picked you,” and while it was true that there was a pause at that moment, he soon added, “he might have been forced to pick, but he picked you.”
Ellie would have to admit that she already knew where this was going, after all, the look that was on the face of the Duke at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that he was hoping that the fact that she was the one that the Prince had chosen might mean something, and if she were being honest, the young redhead would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to inform him that such was not the case.
Of course, it was not as if she was able to push words out of her mouth, and after another moment or two, the Duke allowed more words to escape from his lips as he then said, “I am hoping that such would mean for something.”
Ellie just stared in his direction at that moment, but then she parted her lips, and because the Duke wanted to hear her speak at that moment, she was able to push words out of her mouth, “Your Grace,” she began, mimicking the honorific that she had already seen other people use, but for some reason, the words that escaped from his lips at that moment made the Duke smile.
When she saw that expression that he was now wearing, Ellie could not help but pause, and the Duke of Tobruk took that moment to allow more words to escape from his lips, “I want you to seduce him,” he said, and while it was true that there was a smile on his face at that moment, the tone that he had used left no doubt as to how serious he was with the instruction that he had given her, “I want you to make him like women.”
Ellie blinked in response to the words that had escaped from the lips of the man in front of her, but if she were being honest, the young redhead would have to admit that what she was thinking about at that moment was about how difficult – possibly impossible – the assignment that she was being given at that moment would be. 
She pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she then told herself that it was not as if she had agreed with what the Duke wanted her to do, and the next words that escaped from his lips told her that he was aware that such was the case, after all, this was a deal, and the Duke was now about to offer her his incentive.
“If you do this for me, then I promise to protect your people,” the Duke suddenly said, and Ellie could not help but blink as she turned her attention toward the direction of the Duke, ready to tell him that he does not even know who her people are, though the next words that escaped from his lips put paid to that, because the next words that escaped from the lips of the Duke made it clear that he was aware of where Ellie had come from, “The Duke of Paris is an old friend of mine, after all, and I am sure that I can persuade him to stop others from raiding the magical reserves in his territory.”
If she were being honest, Ellie would have to admit that she wanted to lash out at that moment, but she forced herself to calm down, a few moments later, so that she could respond to the words that escaped from the lips of the Duke. 
The expression that appeared on the face of the man in front of her was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that he was aware of what the thoughts that were going through the forefront of her mind at that moment was, though she then pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she then added, “I do not know if I can succeed.”
He shook his head at that moment, and there was no denying the amusement that he was feeling as he then added, “You don’t have to take him to bed yourself,” he said before he then inclined his head toward the direction of her collar, and he added, “and you can use your psychic abilities if that is necessary.”

Europa Castle, Europa
Kingdom of Europa, Jovian Orbit
Lady Emma Charlotte Watts 
The sounds of her footsteps echoed in her ears as she placed one foot in front of the other, and as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, a voice coming from behind her head told her that she did not want to be in the place where she was at that moment. It took her less than a moment to identify the voice that she was hearing as her voice, but with a mental shake of her head, she could not help but remark to herself that, of course, the voice that she would have heard inside her head at that moment would be her own.
She pushed that thought to the forefront of her mind after another moment or two, and while it was true that she still told herself that she did not want to be in the place that she was in at that moment, she found herself with no choice but to continue walking. She did not doubt that the two armored figures who are on either side of her – even if they are slightly behind her – and who are matching her footsteps, would compel her to continue walking toward the direction of her bedroom, even if she were to tell them that she wanted to stop.
Lady Emma suppressed the urge to sigh at that moment, even as she found herself imagining what would happen if she were to suddenly stop at that moment and tell the armored figures that were escorting her that she did not want to be here in the first place. Barely a moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the Princess of Europa would have to admit that she came up with an answer to the question that she had asked herself, and even she would have to admit that she shuddered as that particular thought came across the forefront of her mind.
The Princess told herself that she did not want to make a spectacle of herself by having one of the two armored figures who were escorting her carry her in their arms. If she were being honest, Lady Emma would have to admit that part of the reason she just continued to take steps toward the direction of her room at that moment was that she did not want what she was imagining to happen. As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, she once more had to stop herself from allowing a sigh to escape from her lips.
As the sounds of the steps that she was taking continued to enter her mind, the Princess would have to admit that she allowed her thoughts to turn toward the hallway that she and her escorts were walking through. 
Before she had even realized it, the Princess flinched, and if she were to be asked at that moment why she reacted the way that she had, then she would have to admit that it was because the hallway that she and her escorts are now walking through was the same hallway where she had met the man who was supposed to be her fiancée less than two hours ago. 
As her thoughts turned toward the man who was supposed to be her fiancée, she once cannot help but shudder, and while it was true that Lady Emma told herself not to think about Prince Kieran at that moment, she cannot stop her mind from thinking about what the death of the Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Io would have upon not only Europa and Io, but also upon the whole of the Jovian Orbit. Another sigh threatened to escape from the lips of the Princess as she then remarked to herself that the death of the man who was supposed to be her fiancée would also affect the Holy Empire of Terra, particularly because it was a Prince of Terra who had killed the Crown Prince of Io.
Lady Emma mentally shook her head at that moment, forcing herself to return to the present, even as that voice coming from the back of her head once more sounded between her ears. At that moment, the voice coming from inside her head told her that this is what the Holy Empire of Terra wanted, but rather than think about the man who had killed her fiancée right away, Lady Emma allowed her thoughts to linger upon the Crown Prince of Io.
At that moment, the Princess of Europa reminded herself that she had never harbored any sort of infatuation for the Crown Prince, and while it may have been true that she would have learned to love him after they had gotten married, with a mental shake of her head, the Princess of Europa told herself that such a marriage was never going to happen. In a strange sense, there was a part of her that was glad that such was the case, but if she were being honest, there was also a part of her that had to ask herself if she was being cold to the man who, under normal circumstances, would have been her husband. 
As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Lady Emma would have to admit that her thoughts now turned toward the man who had killed her would-be husband. Even the Princess would have to admit that as that particular memory entered the forefront of her mind, she could not help but wince. 
She could still remember some of the scuttlebutt that she had heard when she and Prince Kieran were just students in Ganymede, and one of those stories was how the Prince was not good with swords, losing all but one of his bouts during an official tournament held by their university as part of their annual sport week. If she were being honest, Lady Emma would have to admit that there was a part of her that had to wonder why someone who had already proven himself to be useless with a blade had decided against fleeing when he still had the chance.
As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the Princess of Europa would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to curse the man who was supposed to be her fiancée, but as she clenched her fist – and she would have to admit that she had not even realized that she had clenched her fist until after she could feel the pain coming from her palm as her fingers dug into her skin – the Princess mentally shook her head as she told herself that she would not insult the memory of Prince Kieran. 
It was for that reason that she soon pushed the thought that was at the forefront of her mind to the back of her brain, at the same time that she fought the urge to allow a sigh to escape from her lips. Of course, because she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind, another thought made its way to the forefront of her mind, and even the Princess would have to admit that before she had even realized what she was doing, her thoughts had already turned toward the man who had introduced himself as the Duke of Olympia.
With a mental shake of her head, Lady Emma would have to admit that she knew nothing about the man before he had dropped from the heavens – literally – and had led a battalion of Terran Marines and Knights into burying the sovereignty of the Kingdom of Europa. Lady Emma would have to admit that the man in question was impressive, but as someone who was at the receiving end of the aggression that the man led – in a manner of speaking – the Princess would have to admit that she cannot help but feel horror as her thoughts turned toward the man in question.
Indeed, at that moment, Lady Emma would have to admit that she cannot help but ask herself how many of her countrymen had the man that she was thinking about killed as he fought his way to the underground bunker where she and her father had sought refuge. 
Although it was true that she was physically present during that duel that the Duke had fought with the remaining bodyguards of the Crown Prince of Europa, the show that she watched at that moment terrified her to the point that she honestly cannot remember how many Knights the Duke had cut down in almost as few seconds. She shuddered at that moment, unable to stop herself even as that voice coming from behind her head asked if the man that she was thinking about at that moment was truly just a man, or if he was something else, before she then mentally shook her head so that she could return to the present.
The last time that she had seen the Duke of Olympia was after he had ordered her to return to her room and pack her things. As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the Princess of Europa would have to admit that she could not help but shudder, even as she told herself that the only reason that she was being ordered to pack her things was that she was about to leave the land of her birth. 
Lady Emma would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to protest – and even at that moment, she wanted to protest – but saying ‘no’ to a man who was wearing armor and holding a bloodied sword was the last thing that she wanted to do, especially when she reminded herself that this is the same man who had killed her would-be husband faster than Prince Kieran could say his full name and title.
In the end, the only defiance that Lady Emma could display to the Duke of Olympia was her turning her gaze away from him before he was done giving her instructions, and though it was true that she was not looking in the direction of his face, the Princess would have to admit that she cannot help but get the impression that the expression that had appeared on his face when he turned his gaze away from her in defiance would be an expression of amusement. 
Of course, she did not bother to make sure that such was the case, and besides, mere moments after she had turned her gaze away from him, the Duke had also begun to give new instructions to his subordinates, with the Princess flinching – and there was nothing mental about the action that she had taken at that moment – as she remembered how the Duke had ordered two of his Knights – the same armored figures that are escorting her at that moment – to accompany her to her room and assist her with packing her things if that was necessary.
As she walked out of the underground bunker, she also heard the man who was now holding her as his prisoner instruct his other subordinates to begin cleaning up the underground bunker, and Lady Emma would have to admit that she blinked at that moment as she realized that she had no idea what their conquerors are going to do with the body of the Crown Prince of Io, prompting her to stop before she then turned her attention toward the direction where they had come from.
As she had earlier suspected, the fact that she paused at that moment also caused her escorts to pause, but because they are wearing helmets on their heads at that moment, she could not see the looks that they are wearing on their faces. If she were being honest, Lady Emma would have to admit that she would not have been the least bit surprised if the two men who are now in front of her are wearing deep frowns on their faces at that moment, though she soon pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she allowed words to escape from her lips.
“The Crown Prince of Io,” Lady Emma suddenly said, and while it was true that she paused at that moment, it would appear that her escorts are not going to say anything, though if she were being honest, the Princess would have to admit that she was grateful that such was the case as it allowed her to push more words out of her mouth, and at that moment, such was what she wanted to do, “What are you going to do with his body?”
If she were being honest, the Princes would have to admit that there was a part of her that had to ask what had given her the impression that her escorts are going to answer the question that she had asked, after all, it was not as if these men owe her anything, but at the same time, she was hoping that they would at least allow sounds – even if it was just grunts – to escape from their lips. 
She is, after all, still a Princess of Europa, and Lady Emma believed that she was entitled to answers. The fact that her escorts refrained from answering her caused the irritation that she was feeling to increase slightly, especially when she realized that the helmet that the two men in front of her are wearing at that moment are surely connected through a wireless communication link, and because that was the case, the two men who are escorting her at that moment are surely communicating with each other.
Lady Emma clenched her fists again, and if she were being honest, the Princess would have to admit that she was thinking of what it was that she could say at that moment to compel her escorts to push words out of their mouths. After another moment or two, however, the Princess was forced to admit that she could not think of anything that she could say that she thought would compel the men in front of her to answer her question.
Of course, she could think of a myriad of ways with which she could compel these men to answer her question, or at least try to, but with a mental shake of her head, she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she told herself that she can already see what her escorts would do should she try to act up. Once more, the image of her being carried by one of her escorts entered the forefront of her mind, and she could not help shudder as the Princess one more reminded herself that such was not something that she wanted to experience.
Lady Emma was forced to return to the present, a few moments later, as one of her escorts inclined his head in her direction at the same time that he motioned for her to continue walking. If she were being honest, the Princess would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to show even more defiance at that moment, but she soon pushed that thought to the forefront of her mind as she told herself that a show of defiance would not change anything.
Even she would have to admit that the sound that escaped from her lips at that moment reflected the annoyance that she was feeling, though even if that was the case, she still turned her back toward her escorts before she then resumed walking toward the direction of her bedroom, and while it was true that there was a part of her that wanted to stomp at that moment, she pushed that part of her to the back of her mind as she told herself that she still has her pride as a Princess of Europa, even if it was true that she is now just a captive.
Indeed, as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the Princess would have to admit that she couldn't help but flinch. At that moment, Lady Emma would readily admit that there was a part of her that had to ask why she had not asked herself what was going to happen to her now, and as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the Princess would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to ask that question to the two men who are with her.
Lady Emma paused, however, when she realized that it was unlikely that her escorts were going to give her an answer to the question that she wanted to ask. If she were being honest, Lady Emma would have to admit that there was also a part of her that was not sure if she wanted to hear the answer to the question that she wanted to ask. As that was the case, Lady Emma told herself that it was probably better for her to keep the curiosity that she was feeling at that moment in check, even if she would have to admit that it was difficult.
She blinked at that moment, even as several armored figures walked toward them, and she blinked when she realized that more than half of them were pushing carts in front of them. Lady Emma would have to admit that she found her curiosity rather irritating at that moment, though she realized that she would not have been able to turn her attention away even if she wanted to, and instead, she had to fight the urge to ask the men who are approaching why they are pushing carts with coffins on them.
“Those are for the dead, Little Princess,” the voice that tore her out of the trance that she did not even realize she had fallen into at that moment, caused the Princess to blink. Before she had even realized what she was doing, she had already turned her attention toward the direction from which the sound had come, and she would have to admit that there was a part of her that could not help but place a surprised expression on her face.
If pressed, the Princess would have to admit that it was not the fact that she found herself looking in the direction of her escorts that had surprised her. She would have to admit that before she turned her attention toward the direction from which the voice had come, she had already realized that it was one of her escorts who had spoken. Rather, what caused that surprised expression to appear on her face at that moment would be the fact that the voice that she had heard at that moment unmistakably belonged to a woman.
Lady Emma had to blink as she then remarked to herself that there was no question that one of her escorts was a woman. As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the Princess would have to admit that she found herself staring at the direction of the woman in question, because if there was one thing that she knows about the Holy Empire of Terra, then it would be the fact that they do not allow women to serve at frontline military units.
She might not be able to see the expression that was on the face of her escort at that moment, but she soon told herself that it would appear that there was no need for her to see the actual expression that was on the face of her escort because the tone that she used at that moment left her with no doubt that there was a wide smile on her face, “Friend or foe, everyone deserves dignity in death, Little Princess, and our Lord believes that dignity means not being left behind where one had fallen.”
Lady Emma would have to admit that she would have wanted to think more about the words that escaped from the lips of the woman in front of her, but before she could do so, she realized that there was something about the way that her escort had said ‘our Lord’ that made her realize that she was included in the ‘our’.
As that realization entered the forefront of her mind, the Princess would have to admit that there was a part of her that felt no small amount of irritation. Indeed, the Princess would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to lash out at that moment, but in the end, she refrained from doing so, and once more, she said nothing as she turned her back toward the direction of her escorts before she then started to walk toward where they are supposed to go.
If she were being honest, Lady Emma would have to admit that there was a part of her that was sure that her escort would have started to become talkative at that moment. The Princess would have to admit that she was hoping that such would be the case so that she could correct the notion that her escort seemed to have that she should be included in the group that her escort was now including her in, but it was perhaps because her escorts had realized that such was what she wanted to do that neither of them said anything.
For the next few moments, Lady Emma waited for her escorts to say something in response to the action that she had taken, even as they headed toward her bedroom, and even she would have to admit that what she was doing at that moment was rather juvenile. Of course, she pushed that part of her mind that told her that such was the case to one corner of her brain as her conscious mind told her that this was the only form of defiance that she could think of, and even then, it would appear that she was not succeeding in what she wanted to do.
By the time those thoughts had been completely been pushed out of the forefront of her mind, they were already in her bedroom, prompting the Princess to blink as she realized that she had spent a considerable amount of time waiting for her escorts to say something, it would appear that they are fast running out of time. 
It was for that reason that the Princess of Europa soon turned her attention toward the direction of her escorts, but rather than turn her gaze toward the one that she knew was a woman, she instead turned her attention toward the other, and while it was true that she was not sure of what the gender of this armored figure was, she allowed a smirk to form across her face before she then said, “I doubt that your Lord would want another man to see the bedroom of his prize.”
There was a brief pause at that moment, and Lady Emma had to admit that she used that moment to admonish herself for the label that she had used for herself. Indeed, there was even a part of her that wanted to smack her face, but she then told herself that even if she were to do that, it was not as if anything was going to change, after all, she had already allowed the words to escape from her lips, and she would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to congratulate herself for what she assumed was a witty commentary.
As there was a pause at that moment, neither of the two armored figures who are in front of her moved from the position that they were in, and the more that she stared in their direction, the more that the Princess realized that she might have made a mistake with the words that had escaped from her lips. The two figures in front of her then moved their hands toward the direction of the helmets that they are wearing, leading her to then remark to herself that it was obvious that they are about to remove their helmets, and it was at that moment that the Princess of Europa realized the mistake that she had made.
Lady Emma would have to admit that she was not surprised when she realized that both of her escorts were women, but what she was surprised about was the fact that both of them were beautiful. 
Indeed, the beauty that both of her escorts possessed at that moment was such that even the Princess found herself staring in their direction, even as a voice coming from behind her head told her that she should feel disturbed by the fact that there are two beautiful women in front of her who are wearing armor that marked them as Terran Knights.
Lady Emma told herself that this was not her first time seeing women in armor, and because such was the case, she would have to admit that she asked herself why she just stared in the direction of the two women in front of her for the next moment or two. She had to blink, a few moments later, however, when she realized that what was disturbing her at that moment was an implication that just made its way to the forefront of her mind.
The Princess narrowed her eyes at that moment, and because she was looking in the direction of the two women in front of her, she had no problem seeing the smiles that appeared on their faces. If she were being honest, Lady Emma would have to admit that the expression they were wearing at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that both of them were giving her the impression that they already knew what it was that she was about to say. 
“You’re not Knights,” Lady Emma suddenly said.
The tone that she used at that moment was accusatory, and she would have to admit that there was a part of her that would have wanted to push the words that she had already prepared out of her mouth as she looked in the direction of the two beautiful women in front of her. She had to pause, however, when a memory suddenly planted itself at the forefront of her mind, and the Princess had to blink when she realized that the words that had escaped from her lips at that moment were not entirely accurate.
She turned her attention toward the direction of the swords that were in sheaths hanging from the left hips of the women in front of her, and while a part of her mind noted how the swords that they are carrying seemed different from the one that the other Terran Knights are wearing, the greater part of her mind reminded her that she had seen both of these women use those swords to protect the Duke of Olympia, claiming kills among the knights who had sworn loyalty to her father.
Even the Princess would have to admit that a distressed expression appeared on her face at that moment, and it was obvious that the expression that appeared on the faces of the two women in front of her were in response to the look that she was now wearing, though even if that was the case, neither of the armored women in front of her allowed words to escape from their lips. That meant that the Princess was the one who had to shatter the relative silence that descended between the three of them, and she did that, a few moments later, with the words that escaped from her lips.
“Who are you?” she asked. Even Lady Emma would have to admit that the question that he had asked at that moment was rather simple, but at the same time, she was sure that the two women in front of her had realized that the question that she had asked go far beyond than what she had allowed out of her mouth.
As she was looking in the direction of the two beautiful women in front of her at that moment, Lady Emma had no problem seeing the smirks that formed across their faces, and for a few moments, the Princess would have to admit that there was a part of her hat was sure that the expression that they are now wearing was the only answer that she was going to get from them. 
Less than a moment after that thought entered the forefront of her mind, however, she realized that she had made another mistake, because words did escape from the lips of the women in front of him, albeit only one of them had allowed words to escape from their lips, and what she said had nothing to do with the question that the Princess had asked.
One of the women in front of her inclined her head toward the direction of the door to the apartment of the Princess of Europa, before she then allowed words to escape from her lips, “Perhaps we should continue this conversation in your apartments, Little Princess?” she asked, and while it was true that there was a faint tone of amusement dripping from the words that escaped from her lips at that moment, Lady Emma noted that the hazel-eyed blond had a respectful expression on her face, even as she stared in the direction of the Princess of Europa.
On the other hand, the blue-eyed blond who was her partner kept that smirk on her face, and while it was true that no words escaped from her lips at that moment, that look that she was wearing was the only thing that the Princess needed to see for her to be sure that she was more amused than her partner, albeit there was also something akin to respect behind the expression that she was now wearing on her visage.
Lady Emma returned to the present at that moment, and before she had even realized what she was doing, she had turned her attention toward the direction of the first blonde. Perhaps the expression that she was wearing on her face at that moment told the two women in front of her that she was going to show even more defiance at that moment, because the woman that she was now looking at did not give Lady Emma the chance to say anything before she had already moved.
It was a simple gesture, with the woman in question raising her hand slightly at the same time that she opened it so that she was soon showing Lady Emma her palm. It was also an action that caused no small amount of confusion on the part of the Princess, though before she could follow through with that particular thought, she felt her eyes widen as she then turned her attention toward the door to her apartments at the same time that the said door opened.
Lady Emma would readily admit that the defiant expression that she was wearing on her face at that moment disappeared, replaced instead by a look that even she would have labeled as fear. 
At that moment, the Princess cannot help but remember a report that she had read when she was young – and here, a corner of her mind reminded her that she was not cleared to read that report, but she still did anyway. The report in question posited that there are people in the Holy Empire who could control the space around them just with their thoughts and through an energy that was labelled as psychic powers.
She remembered thinking to herself that it was such a bad attempt at propaganda that she had to wonder why the person who had made the report had even bothered to do so, but now that she was staring at the two women in front of her, she blinked as she realized that she was looking at two examples of those people that the report had referred to.
“Psykers,” Lady Emma suddenly said, her tone something that even she would label as fear.
Even she would have to admit that she was not sure just what kind of expression it was that she was expecting to see on the faces of the two women in front of her, but even Lady Emma would have to admit that she did not expect to see a surprised expression on their faces. Of course, the surprise that the two women were displaying at that moment disappeared from their faces, a few moments later, as the blue-eyed blonde allowed words to escape from her lips.
“It seems that rumors of our existence have survived to this day,” the woman said with a dry tone, prompting Lady Emma to come out of the trance that she had not even realized she had fallen into, before she then turned her attention toward the direction of the woman who had spoken, only for her to blink when she realized that the blue-eyed blond was looking in her direction, before the other woman then allowed words to escape from her lips, “Was that an official report that you have read, Little Princess? Or was it something that you were not supposed to have gotten your hands on?”
Something about the way the other woman spoke at that moment caused Lady Emma's irritation to flare up, and before she had even realized what she was doing, the Princess found herself glaring in the direction of the two women in front of her. “Stop calling me that,” she said.
If she were being honest, Lady Emma would have to admit that there was a part of her that would have wanted to make sure that the words that escaped from her lips were as angry as possible, but even she would have to admit that there was still some lingering sense of fear behind the words that had escaped from her lips at that moment. 
The expression that appeared on the faces of the two women in front of her made Lady Emma flinch, after all, there was no way that she could have labelled the expression that appeared on their faces as anything but one of amusement, though the more that she looked at the expressions that they are keeping on their faces, the more that he realized that the amusement that they are feeling at that moment was not directed at her, but because of the words that had escaped from her lips.
Lady Emma parted those same lips, a few moments later, ready to push words out of her mouth, but in the end, the words that were supposed to come out of her mouth were cut off by the words that escaped from the lips of the hazel-eyed blond in front of her as she then inclined her head toward the direction of the Princess of Europa, “You might as well get used to it, Little Princess, because that is what we would call you from now on,” she said.
The Princess found herself staring in the direction of the woman in front of her even as she narrowed her yes, and yet, the more that she looked at the hazel-eyed blond, the more that she realized that there was nothing about the expression that she was wearing on her face at that moment that suggested that she was having fun at the expense of the Princess. Indeed, the more that Lady Emma looked at the expression that was on the face of the woman in question, the more she realized that, as far as she was concerned, she was just making an observation.
She turned her attention toward the direction of the blue-eyed blond in front of her, and Lady Emma had to admit that she had to blink when she saw the same expression on the face of this particular armored figure as well.
Before the Princess could proceed with the thoughts that were going through the forefront of her mind at that moment, however, she was forced to return to the present as the blue-eyed blonde pointedly and audibly cleared her throat. It was obvious that the sounds that escaped from her lips at that moment were intended to make the Princess turn her attention toward her direction, and again, before she had realized what she was doing, Lady Emma found herself looking in the direction of the woman in question.
“I’m Lili,” she suddenly said, prompting Lady Emma to blink as a voice coming from the back of her mind told her that this was not what she was expecting to hear from the other woman, though before she could follow through with the thoughts that were now at the forefront of her mind, more words escaped from the lips of the blue-eyed blond who had called herself Lili, “She’s Anya.”
Lady Emma would have to admit that even she has no idea where the courage – or at least, she told herself that it was courage – that she felt at that moment was coming from, but after another moment or two, she told herself that it does not matter, as she then stared in the direction of Lili. The expression that was on the face of the blue-eyed blonde at that moment was the only thing that Lady Emma needed to see for her to be sure that she was waiting for the Princess to say something. Because that was the case, Lady Emma allowed words to escape from her lips a few moments later.
“I suppose that I am to call you Mistress, then?” she asked, and even she would have to admit that she had to struggle to make sure that the tone that she used at that moment reflected the disdain that she was feeling at that moment.
Yet again, the Princess would have to admit that she was not sure just what kind of reaction it was that she was expecting from the two women in front of her, but she would have to admit that the response that she got was not what she was expecting. 
The response that she got would be amused sounds – and there was no way that the sounds that she was hearing at that moment were fake – escaped from the lips of both Anya and Lil, and this time, it was Anya who responded to the words that had escaped from the lips of the Princess, with even Lady Emma noting that the tone that Anya used at that moment reflected the amusement that she was feeling.
Anya inclined her head toward the direction of Lady Emma at that moment, before she then allowed the words to escape from her lips, “Technically, we are both High Mistresses of the Order,” she said, and even the tone that she used at that moment reflected the fact that she did not expect Lady Emma to understand either heads or tails of the sentence that had escaped from her lips.
The fact that she felt that they were condescending to her caused the irritation that Lady Emma was feeling at that moment to intensify, and it was because such was the case that before she can stop herself, more words were already coming out of her lips, with the words that she uttered reflecting the anger and irritation that she was feeling at that moment, “And you want me to exert effort to reach that rank as well?” she asked.
Although it was true that the words that had escaped from her lips at that moment were phrased as a question, it was not as if the Princess had bothered to wait for either of the women in front of her to respond to the words that had escaped from her lips before she was already pushing more words out of her mouth, “Am I supposed to be another mistress just like the two of you are? Am I going to be nothing but a bed warmer just like you two?”
She blinked at that moment, even as she realized that the words that had escaped from her lips were an insult, and if she were being honest, the Princess would have to admit that she expected to see expressions of outrage on the faces of the two women in front of her. She had to blink, a few moments later, when she saw the expressions that they are wearing, after all, the look that was on their faces at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that both of them were amused by the words that escaped from her lips.
After another moment or two, Anya inclined her head toward the direction of Lady Emma, “Even if you want to, Little Princess, you cannot reach the rank of High Mistress,” before she paused, and the Princess would have to admit that from the way that Anya spoke at that moment, it was obvious that she was not trying to insult her with the words that had just escaped from her lips.
The next words that echoed between the three of them – and which escaped from the lips of Lili – made it clear why the Princess could never reach the rank of High Mistress, “you are not like us, Little Princess,” Lili said, prompting Lady Emma to turn her attention toward the direction of the blue-eyed blond, though the words that were supposed to come out of the lips of Lady Emma at that moment were cut off by more words that escaped from the lips of Lili, a few moments later, “You’re not a psyker.”
Lady Emma blinked at that moment, though before she could stop herself, more words were coming out of her mouth, and even she would have to admit that she cannot stop herself from allowing the anger and irritation that was feeling at that moment to get the better of her, and that was reflected in the tone that she used, “So, because I am not a psyker, I am not good enough?” she asked.
A corner of her mind noted how Anya and Lili turned their attention toward each other at the same time that the expressions that they are wearing turned into something that the Princess was sure she should interpret, but even if that was the case, she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind, a few moments later, as she then allowed more words to escape from her lips, I’m not even good enough to be a bed warmer like you two, is that what you are saying?”
Again, despite the anger that she was feeling at that moment, the Princess noted that the words that escaped from her lips at that moment was insulting, but when she turned to see the expressions that were on the faces of Anya and Lili at that moment, she was forced to remark to herself that the amused expression that had appeared on their faces earlier was not something that she had just imagined, after all, the looks that were on their faces at that moment was the same.
She was still thinking about that when she was suddenly forced to return to the present thanks to the words that escaped from the lips of Anya, a few moments later, “Whatever your future role would be, Little Princess, only our Lord would know,” she said, and again, Lady Emma was forced to note how the use of the word ‘our’ at that moment implied that she was expected to be included in that ‘our’.
If she were being honest, the Princess would have to admit that there was a part of her that wanted to say something else at that moment, but she was forced to pause as Lili pointedly and audibly cleared her throat, prompting the Princess to turn her attention toward the direction of the other blonde. Lady Emma would have to admit that she was prepared to hear more words that would fuel the irritation and anger that she was feeling at that moment.
As that was the case, she could not help but place a surprised expression on her face, a few moments later, when Lili suddenly clapped her hands once. 
The action that Lili had taken at that moment was such a surprise to Lady Emma that before she had even realized what was happening, the expression that she was wearing on her face changed to one that reflected the confusion that she was feeling, though the words that were supposed to come out of her mouth at that moment were cut off thanks to the words that escaped from the lips of Lili, a few moments later.
“We can continue this discussion in the future,” she said, and the smile that she was wearing on her face widened as she regarded Lady Emma before she then allowed more words to escape from her lips, “I doubt that you would want to witness the dawn of a new era for the Kingdom of Europa while wearing bloodied clothes, Little Princess,” and though it was true that she paused at that moment, she soon allowed more words to escape from her lips as she then added, “or wearing your night clothes for that matter.”

Lakeview Castle, Bremerton, Duchy of Olympia
Terra, Holy Empire of Terra
Elizabeth ‘Ava’ Pence
The sounds of her footsteps echoed in her ears as she walked forward, though if she were being honest, she would have to admit that there was a part of her that cannot help but remark that she was ignoring the sounds that she was making at that moment as she did not think that they were that important. 
As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, she would have to admit that there was a part of her that would have liked to allow a sigh to escape from her lips as she allowed her mind to think about the other things that she believed are far more important to think about at that moment. 
With a mental shake of her head, she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind, even as she simply continued to walk forward, or at least, that was what she was planning to do if not for the fact that she was soon forced to pause.
Even she would have to admit that the small smile that came across her face at that moment was not something that she had planned for, just as she would have to admit that by the time that she had realized it, she had already paused so that she could focus her attention toward the direction of the window to her right, and the array of colors that was produced by the sun even as it slowly dipped into the water of the lake. 
She knew that the smile that she was wearing on her face widened even more, but she then told herself that it was not as if there was anyone who would have called her out for that expression that she was now wearing, hence, the reason that she allowed the expression that she was wearing to remain on her visage for an indefinite amount of time.
Ava would have to admit that even she had lost count of the number of times that she had watched the setting sun from Lakeview Castle, but even as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the young blond would have to admit that there was always something mystifying about the sun dipping into the calm water of the lake where this castle had taken its name from that compelled her to stay and watch.
If it was possible, the smile that she was wearing on her face widened as she then remembered the man that she served and whose castle this was supposed to belong to. 
At that moment, Ava told herself that she knew for a fact that the Duke of Olympia is someone who likes to pause and watch the setting sun, though she was unaware if the Duke was aware that Ava and the other knew about it, considering that the Duke always goes out of his way to make sure that he is alone when he is watching the setting sun, prompting Ava to perform a mental shake of her head so that she could return to the present.
She told herself that while it was true that there was a part of her that wanted to just watch the setting sun, there were other things that she needed to take care of and make decisions on.
Even she would have to admit that she cannot help but place a disappointed expression on her face as she turned her gaze away from the setting sun, though it was also at that moment that Ava began to school the expression that she was wearing as she once more reminded herself of the things that needed to be done.
The sound of her footsteps once echoed around her as she headed toward her office, and even she would have to admit that anyone who could have heard the sounds that she was making at that moment would have realized that she was hurrying. 
As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, however, the young blond forced herself to calm down as she reminded herself that a lady is graceful and calm, though a small smile did appear across the face of the young blond as she reminded herself that she is not a lady.
There was a time, a long time ago, when she was a lady, but the enemies of her father – and those who desired her mother – had ensured that she would never inherit the title of her father, and that she would never be considered good enough to be a member of the nobility. 
Ava knew that she would have clenched her fist as that thought entered the forefront of her mind but with a shake of her head – and there was nothing mental about the action that she had taken at that moment – she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she told herself that even if there are those who do not see her as a noble, it still does not mean that she should be making the hurrying sounds that she was making at that moment.
For that reason, she forced herself to calm down, and that resulted, a few moments later, as the sound of her footsteps slowed considerably. Of course, she was still making sounds that moment, though she did not think that anyone who could hear her at that moment—and she was not even sure if there were still other people in this part of the castle—would have faulted her for the sounds that she was now making.
As that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the young blond allowed the smile that she was wearing to widen even more, and if she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that she was just about to start thinking about the things that she should be worrying about at that moment when she was suddenly forced to return to the present and turn her attention toward the direction of where the distinct sound of the engines of a tilt-jet originated from, causing her eyes to narrow as she reminded herself that her Lord was not supposed to be in Terra.
That thought entered the forefront of the mind of Ava as she told herself that she had long ago associated the sound of tilt-jet engines powering up to mean the arrival or departure of the man who had saved her and her mother when she was just a child. At that moment, Ava found herself in a place that allowed her to see the courtyard of the castle that she was in. After another second, the young blond told herself that it was because she was in this place that she was now in that allowed her to even hear the sounds that had made her turn her attention toward the direction in question.
At first, she focused her attention toward the direction of the machine that darted toward the direction of the clouds thanks to the four tilt-jet engines that were connected to it, and she felt her eyes narrow as she recognized the transport as a standard space-to-ground shuttle frequently used by members of the nobility to hop around the surface of Terra.
Thanks to the fact that those shuttles can reach high-earth orbit – though not anywhere near enough to be able to reach Luna – it meant that all places on the surface of Terra could be reached in less than an hour, though she then pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as she focused her attention toward the sigil that was blazoned on the body of the shuttle. 
The fact that the shuttle was accelerating at that moment meant that it was becoming smaller and smaller, but at that moment, Ava still had no problem recognizing the tree and tiger coat-of-arms that was placed on the body of the shuttle, with the smile on her face widening slightly – but even she would have to admit that she was not sure if the expression that appeared on her face at that moment was one of amusement or if it was because of something else – as she remarked to herself that, of course, she should have realized that if they are going to have guests at this time of the day, then it would be someone from the Barony of Acacia.
Although it was true that the smile that she was wearing at that moment did not disappear from her face, Ava would have to admit that the expression that she was wearing faltered slightly as she considered the fact that even though she cannot see who was inside the shuttle, she was certain that it was the Baroness, just as she was certain that the actual Baron of Acacia was not aboard that shuttle as well.
With a mental shake of her head, the young blond told herself that the relationship between her mother and the Baroness was something that members of the nobility have commented on, and yet, no one dared to even consider the possibility that the former Duchess of Madison and the current Baroness of Acacia are engaged in an affair. 
That small smile that was on the face of Ava widened yet again – and it was back to the smile that she was wearing up until that moment – as she then remarked to herself that the men who make up the power-brokers in the Holy Empire and the women who have nothing better to do but gossip just would not accept the fact that a woman who had once caused a stir because of how beautiful she is and how that beauty had caused the downfall of several noble houses was sleeping with a married woman.
If it was possible, the smile that was on the face of Ava widened even more as she moved her gaze, and sure enough, she soon found herself staring at the figure of her mother, even as the former Duchess of Madison looked at the direction of the shuttle that was carrying her lover make its way to space so that it could then descend to wherever it was that the Baroness was supposed to go next. 
She might not be able to see the expression that was on the face of her mother at that moment, but Ava had no problem imagining that longing expression that she was sure the former Duchess of Madison was wearing on her pretty face at that moment, and a small smile came across the face of the younger blond as she told herself that it was because someone wanted to be at the receiving end of that smile that she and her mother had fallen into the misfortune that that resulted to the execution of her father as a traitor.
Ava shook her head – and even she would have to admit that she had done so rather forcefully at that moment – as she pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind, and she reminded herself that the conspirators who had driven her father to be declared as a traitor had all been taken care of. If it were possible, the smile that she was wearing on her face widened even more as she then remarked to herself that none of them had died a natural death, and yet, none of them could also be classified as having been murdered.
“But, if we are talking about psykers, then it is possible,” she muttered under breath, even as she a voice coming from the back of her mind – and naturally, it was her voice that she heard at that moment – reminded her that the beginning of what would become the Special Escort Regiment had already been laid down before she and her mother had even been rescued by the Duke of Olympia.
With yet another shake of her head – though this time, she made sure that the action that she had taken was a mere mental action – Ava forced herself to return to the present, and she focused her attention toward the direction of her mother even as she continued to watch the shuttle of the Baroness of Acacia. 
If she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that there was a part of her that had to wonder just what it was that the former Duchess was seeing at that moment, though she then pushed that thought out of the forefront of her mind as another thought made its way to the forefront of her brain, and she cannot help but blink as a voice coming from the corner of her mind asked her what she would have done if she had found herself in the situation that her mother was in at that moment.
The fact that she paused at that moment should have told anyone who was near her that she took the question seriously and that she did not have an answer to the question that she had asked herself. She fought the urge to allow a whimper to escape from her lips even as she then returned to the present, and once more, she focused her attention toward the direction of her mother even as the older blond turned her attention toward the direction of where Ava was, and for a moment or two, Ava would have to admit that there was a part of her that asked if she should make move away from the position that she was in.
In the end, however, it would appear that whatever decision it was that she would have made that moment, it did not matter, after all, her mother was already looking in her direction before Ava had even realized what was happening. At the same time, the fact that she is looking in the direction of her mother at that moment meant that she was able to see the expression that was on the face of the former Duchess and as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, she noted the surprised expression that the older blond was wearing.
If she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that the look that appeared on the face of her mother at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that the former Duchess of Madison did not think that there was anyone who was watching her at that moment. Yet, the expression that was on the face of her mother at that moment was also the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure that the older blond had no intention of hiding what she had been doing – and by extension, that included her relationship with the Baroness of Acacia – from her daughter.
After another moment or two, Reese allowed a smile to appear across her face, and that was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure of what the thoughts that had just gone through the forefront of her mind of her mother was, though just because a smile appeared on her face does not mean that the expression that remained on the face of the former Duchess of Madison advertised amusement. On the contrary, the more that she looked at the expression that her mother was wearing, the more that Ava realized that the expression that was on her face was anything but amusement.
At that moment, Ava would have to admit that she watched in silence as her mother walked forward, and though it was true that no words escaped from her lips – and in any case, it would have been useless, because the distances that separated the two of them meant that Ava could not hear whatever it was that her mother would have said anyway – the younger blond knew that her mother was going to make her way toward where she was waiting, something that was confirmed, a few moments later, when the younger blond saw her mother now approaching her from the front.
In that brief moment, Ava found herself wondering what topic it was that her mother would wish to speak with her, but within another moment or two, the younger blond told herself that it was rather obvious what that topic was going to be, leading the younger blond to then remind herself that the Duke of Olympia was aware of the relationship between her mother and the Baroness of Acacia, and their Lord had not seen fit to say anything about it. As that was the case, there was no need for Ava to make an issue of it as well.
“The Baroness was asking about you,” the words that escaped from the lips of her mother at that moment forced Ava out of the reverie that she had no even realized she had fallen into, and before she had even realized it, she found herself looking the direction of her mother, allowing her to see the wistful expression that the former Duchess was now wearing on her face.
For close to ten seconds, no words escaped between the two of them, and as she was staring in the direction of her mother at that moment, Ava would have to admit that she had no problem seeing the look that the former Duchess was now wearing on her face, though even if that was the case, the younger blond would have to admit that she was not certain what the meaning behind the look that was on the face of her mother at that moment was.
In the end, it would appear that there was no need for her to wonder, because it was not as if she was going to get any more time than she already had to just think. 
At that moment, more words escaped from the lips of the former Duchess as she then inclined her head toward the direction of her daughter, “She was one of the first to hold you after you were born,” her mother said, and the smile that appeared on the face of the older blond at that moment was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was reminiscing, something that was made even more poignant, a few moments later, with the series of words that escaped from the lips of the former Duchess, “I think she held you before your father did.”
Ava inclined her head toward the direction of her mother, acknowledging the words that escaped from her lips at that moment, though if she were being honest, she would also have to admit that she had no idea where this conversation was going. 
Once more, before she could follow through with the thought that were going on at the forefront of her mind, Ava was forced to return to the present as more words escaped from the lips of her mother, “I cannot remember why I did not make her your godmother,” she said, and as with before, the words that escaped from the lips of Reese at that moment made Ava return to the present.
The expression that was on the face of the former Duchess at that moment was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was not done speaking, and again, more words escaped from the lips of the former Duchess as she then said, “I supposed that it is a good thing that such was not the case, after everything that had happened to us.”
For a brief moment, Ava found herself staring in the direction of her mother, and the younger blond would have to admit that she was searching for something from the looks that had appeared on the face of her mother, though because even she was unsure of what it was that she was looking for, in the end, Ava found herself just staring at the direction of her mother. 
She supposed that it was also a good thing, however, because the fact that she was looking in the direction of her mother at that moment meant that she was able to see the change in the look that was on the face of the former Duchess of Madison, with the smile on her face melting into a more serious expression a few moments later, followed by the former Duchess inclining her head toward the direction of her daughter.
While it was true that no words escaped from the lips of her mother at that moment, Ava understood from the actions that she had taken that her mother was allowing her to speak, but again, the younger blond would have to admit that she was not sure just what she was supposed to say at that moment would be. As that was the case, an impromptu – and pregnant – silence descended between the two of them, and Ava would have to admit that there was a part of her that was waiting for her mother to be the one to shatter that silence.
In the end, however, the former Duchess of Madison kept that expression that she was wearing on her visage, and that was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure that she was supposed to be the one to shatter the silence that had descended between them. 
Even Ava herself would have to admit that she was not sure where the words that had escaped from her lips, a few moments later, had come from, and indeed, the young blond would have to admit that there was a part of her that wished that she could have taken back the words that did escape from her lips mere moments after she had uttered them, “His Grace knows of your relationship with the Baroness,” she said.
If she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that the smile that formed across the face of her mother at that moment was something that she both expected and did not expect. 
Of course, before she could follow through with that line of thought, she was forced to return to the present as the former Duchess of Madison allowed the smile that she was wearing on her face to widen, before she inclined her head toward her daughter, “of that, I have no doubt, my dear Ava,” she said, and the tone that she used suggested that she found it surprising that her daughter was even bringing it up.
The expression that appeared on the face of the former Duchess was the only thing that the younger blond needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was waiting for her to push more words out of her mouth, but at that moment, Ava would have to admit that she was not sure of what she could say. This time, it would appear that the former Duchess of Madison was not going to wait for her daughter to say anything, and after another moment or two, more words were coming out of the mouth of the Duchess, “Nothing that goes on in this castle is hidden from the knowledge of the man whose home this is supposed to be,” she said.
A smile came across the face of the former Duchess of Madison at that moment, but if she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that there was something about that expression that was now on the face of her mother that she was forced to interpret to mean that the former Duchess was not entirely pleased that such was the case. Ava was forced to push that thought to the forefront of her mind, a few moments later, as she then allowed more words to escape from her lips, “Then why?” she asked.
The fact that the words that escaped from her lips at that moment was just those two meant that it was possible that her mother was not sure of just what it was that Ava was asking for at that moment, and it was because such was the case that she turned her attention toward the direction of the face of her mother, with the younger blond flinching when she saw the smile that the older blond was wearing. 
Indeed, that look that was on the face of Reese at that moment was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure that her mother had not only realized what the question that Ava wanted to ask was, but also that she already had an answer to the question that her daughter had asked her. 
“Because he had not asked me to stop,” the former Duchess of Madison said, and even the young blonde would have to admit that she was taken aback by the tone that her mother had used at that moment. Indeed, it was because such was the case that she found herself staring in the direction of the former Duchess, and as such, she had no problem seeing the amused expression that was on the face of the former Duchess at that moment.
Ava told herself that the look that was on the face of her mother was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was not likely to say anything for the next few moments, and because that was the case, she told herself that she could pause at that moment and use that time to consider the words that had escaped from the lips of her mother. 
After another moment or two, however, the young blond realized that she had made a mistake, as more words escaped from the lips of the former Duchess of Madison, and there was no denying the amusement that figuratively dripped from the words that escaped from the lips of the former Duchess at that moment, “but to be honest, my dear daughter, our Lord would not ask me to stop.”
Ava would have to admit that it was the amusement that was figuratively dripping from the words that escaped from the lips of the former Duchess at that moment that made her stare at her mother, but it was the expression that the older blond was wearing at that moment that made the younger stare, after all, despite the tone that her mother had used, the expression that she was wearing on her face at that moment was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure of just how serious her mother was.
If she were being honest, however, the younger blonde would have to admit that it was not as if she could disagree with the words that escaped from the lips of her mother. Indeed, as she kept her attention focused on the direction of the former Duchess of Madison, the young blonde could not help but remark to herself that she should have expected that this would be the answer of her mother to the question that Ava was still regretting that she had asked.
After another moment or two, she inclined her head toward the direction of her mother, though she kept the expression that she was wearing on her face, but it would appear that the look that was on the face of Ava at that moment was only something which caused the amusement of the former Duchess to increase, something that was made evident by the expression that she was wearing on her face.
The words that next escaped from the lips of the older blond was once more figuratively dripping with the amusement that she was feeling at that moment, though it was not as if Ava could say anything about it as her mother then allowed more words to escape from her lips, “I imagine that there are enemies of our Lord who would be using this information to disparage him,” the former Duchess said, and in response to those words, Ava found herself staring at the direction of her mother, ready to push words out of her mouth.
As determined as the young blond was to push words out of her mouth at that moment, she was forced to pause when she saw the look that her mother was now wearing on her face, after all, while it was true that there was a smile there, it was the kind of smile that made the younger blond just stare at her mother at the same time that a voice coming from the back of her head reminded her that the woman in front of her is her mother.
“Is that the reason why you are so concerned about my relationship with an old friend?” her mother asked, and Ava found herself forced to come out of the reverie that she had not even realized she had fallen into because of the words that had escaped from the lips of her mother. 
If she were being honest, the younger blond would have to admit that she wanted to say something in response to the words that had escaped from the lips of the older blond, but before she could do so, the former Duchess was already speaking again, “Did you think that the opinion of his enemies is something that our Lord concerns himself with?”
Ava would have to admit that she would even have paused to think about the words that had escaped from the lips of her mother at that moment, because she knew what the answer to the question was, and yet, even if that was the case, at that particular moment, the younger blond found herself forced to pause and just stare in the direction of the woman in front of her. 
As she kept her attention focused toward the direction of her mother at that moment, the young blond had no problem seeing the expression that was on the face of her mother turn to one of amusement, and that look that was on the face of the former Duchess of Madison was certainly reflected in the tone that she was using, a few moments later, as she then allowed more words to escape from her lips, “That, however, is not what the enemies of our Lord are seeing.”
The younger blond inclined her head toward the direction of her mother, and that was her way of not only acknowledging the words that escaped from the lips of the older blond, but also her way of allowing that what her mother had said at that moment was true, after all, aside from the her and her mother, Ava knew that their Lord had other lovers. She flinched slightly as she told herself that those other lovers had even been called to the bed of the Duke far more times than she and her mother had, but she soon pushed that thought to the forefront of her mind as she then returned to the present.
“I doubt that they would see past you, mother,” Ava said, even as she softened the tone that she was using – and indeed, she would have to admit that it was only at that moment that she realized that the tone that she had been using had taken a sharp edge – and she fixed her gaze toward the blond in front of her. Once more, she inclined her head toward the direction of her mother before she said, “Their jealousy spiked when the woman who was once considered the most beautiful in the Holy Empire entered this castle.”
The smile that formed across the face of her mother at that moment was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was amused as well, but at the same time, there was something about that expression that she was wearing that was the only thing that the younger blond needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was not entirely amused. Indeed, that was made more poignant, a few moments later, when no words escaped from the lips of the former Duchess of Madison, and silence descended between the two of them. 
Ava would have to admit that the silence that had descended between the two of them was a pregnant silence that was practically begging to be shattered, and because the look that was on the face of her mother at that moment was the only thing that she needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was not going to be the one to shatter that silence, Ava found herself with no choice but to be the one to do so, and after another moment or two, she inclined her head toward her mother before she allowed words to escape from her lips.
“I imagine that the Baroness wanted to talk about the order that the Empress had given the Princess of Redmure,” she said, and she did not even bother to make it sound as if she were asking a question, telling herself that if she had made a mistake, then her mother would have told her and corrected her. The expression that was on the face of her mother, however, was the only thing that the young blonde needed to see for her to be sure that she had not made a mistake, and because that was the case, she soon widened the smile that she was wearing on her face.
“Yes, and like many of those who support our Lord, they are uncertain as to why the Empress had permitted the Prince of Redmure to head to Europa,” the former Duchess said, the tone of her voice turning serious, and causing Ava to blink even as she told herself that this is the part of her mother that most of the high nobility had missed.
Most of them, after all, only see a pretty face and a meek noblewoman who gave them the impression that she would do whatever her social superior would ask of her. It was for that reason that most people assumed that she would agree to be a mistress even after she had married the former Duke of Madison, and for many of those nobles, the fact that her mother had refused was the first time that they had realized that they had made a mistake.
With a mental shake of her head, Ava forced herself to return to the present at the same time that she remarked to herself that the Duke of Olympia was different. He had not looked at the former Duchess of Madison and saw a beautiful woman who would do whatever was asked of her, and if she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that there was a part of her that was sure that this was particular side of her mother was the reason that the Duke of Olympia had gone out of his way to rescue the former Duchess of Madison and her daughter.
“Is it not so obvious that the Empress only wants the people to start comparing the two of them to each other?” Ava asked, and she made sure that the tone that she used at that moment was the only thing that anyone would have needed to hear for them to be sure that there was a part of her that was irritated at the fact that there are people who do not see it that way. 
She looked at the expression that was on the face of her mother at that moment and she would readily admit that she was not the least bit surprised to see the expression of amusement that was on the face of the former Duchess of Madison, though it was not as if her mother was going to say anything at that moment, and because that was the case, the younger blond was soon pushing more words out of her mouth, “I am more surprised that the Prince of Redmure is not protesting against this when he should be the one protesting about it the most.”
This time, the expression that was on the face of the former Duchess changed, and that was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was about to push words out of her mouth. Indeed, that was what happened, a few moments later, as the former Duchess inclined her head toward the direction of her daughter, “Our spies in the household of the Duke of the Sahara indicated that the Prince is excited about the prospect of going to the battlefield.”
Ava blinked, because she would have to admit that she did not even know that the Prince was with his cousin, though after another moment or two, she had to blink again, before she then allowed even more words to escape from her lips, “Then we should be more surprised that the Duke of Tobruk had not seen fit to stop his cousin from making a fool of himself,” she said dryly, and in response to the words that escaped from her lips at that moment, the look that was on the face of her mother reflected the amusement that the former Duchess was feeling at that moment.
That, in turn, caused a questioning look to appear on the face of Ava, and there was no need for her to say anything because the next words that escaped from the lips of the former Duchess was the only thing that the younger blond needed to hear for her to be sure that her mother had realized what the meaning behind that expression that was on the face of Ava was.
“From what we can tell, the Duke of Tobruk is busy trying to convince the top brass in the admiralty to lend a flagship to his cousin,” the former Duchess said, and while it was true that the tone that she used at that moment suggested amusement, before Ava could comment about the words that escaped from the lips of her mother, the former Duchess was already pushing more words out of her mouth, “Naturally, the top brass is not going to lend him anything that is needed on the frontlines.”
Ava nodded, even as she found herself wondering what the Duke of Tobruk was thinking. At that moment, she had to remind herself that while the fleet had officially declared itself neutral in the looking fight for the Golden Throne, that neutrality had significantly eroded when only three men emerged as the most likely successors to the present Crown Prince, and of the three men, only one of them even holds a military rank, with that man being the Duke of Olympia.
“Perhaps the Duke of Tobruk was hoping that by being given a military flagship, his cousin would come out at least just a bit more favorably against the Prince of Whiteridge,” the words that escaped from the lips of her mother at that moment forced Ava out of the trance that she had not even realized she had fallen into, and upon hearing the name of the third candidate for the Golden Throne, the young blond allowed the frown that she was wearing on her face to intensify.
She was aware of how the public see the three men who have emerged as the most likely candidates to succeed the present Crown Prince, and though it is always possible that another Prince of the Blood might join the three men who are now closest to the Golden Throne aside from the Crown Prince, the attention of most of the public is now focused upon those three men.
Of course, the public perception of the Duke of Olympia is the best, and Ava cannot help but remark to herself that the fact that he is using the peerage title that he was given as a result of his accomplishments – Duke of Olympia – caused him to be viewed more favorably than if he were to use the title that he was given when he was born – Prince of Ironloch. 
There was also the fact that the Duke of Olympia had been leading fleets at the frontlines of the Holy Empire for so long, and had always brought back victory to be considered. Indeed, as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Ava would have to admit that there was a part of her that cannot help but remark that even if one of the two other Prince of the Blood was a military officer, the top brass of the Imperial Armed Forces would still have to throw their support behind the Duke of Olympia.
With a mental shake of her head, Ava turned her thoughts toward the Prince of Redmure, and even she would have to admit that the frown that she was wearing intensified as she remarked to herself that the only thing the has going for him would be the fact that his father is the present Crown Prince. Indeed, as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Ava would have to admit that she cannot help but remark to herself that it would appear that the fact that his father is the Crown Prince had worked as a handicap for the Prince of Redmure.
The other man who was closest to the throne is the Prince of Whiteridge, and if it was possible, the frown that she was wearing on her face widened even as her thoughts turned toward the man in question. 
If she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that she also cannot help but think about the maternal line of the Prince of Whiteridge, after all, it was an open secret that the Dukes of the Amazons have a tendency to see things differently – and that was the politically correct way to label that particular quirk of the hereditary rulers of the Amazons.
The Prince of Whiteridge had, however, presented a façade that was so far from what his maternal relatives are capable of doing that some posit that the man is not truly from that line. The Duke of Olympia had made it clear that he believes that his cousin was hiding a dark secret, but if he was aware of what that secret was, then he is not willing to share, and indeed, the Duke had always vetoed any suggestions of sending a member of the Special Escort Regiment to spy on the Duke of the Amazons.
Ava would have to admit that she would have continued with the thoughts that were going through the forefront of her mind at that moment, if not for the fact that she was forced to return because of the sounds that escaped from the lips of her mother. While it was true that the sounds that the former Duchess had produced at that moment did not mean anything, when she turned her attention toward the direction of the face of her mother, the expression that she was wearing was the only thing that the young blond needed to see for her to be sure that her mother was about to say something.
“The Baroness and I also talked about another thing that would be necessary for our Lord to become the next Crown Prince and, eventually, Emperor,” the Duchess said, with the tone that she was using turning solemn and formal.
If she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that the tone that her mother had used at that moment caused no small amount of unease on her part, but before she could follow through with that particular line of thought, she was forced to return to the present as more words escaped from the lips of the former Duchess of Madison, “He needs a wife.”
There was no need for her mother to tell Ava just who she was referring to at that moment, and as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, the young blonde found herself staring in the direction of her mother. 
No words may have escaped from the two of them, but even if that was the case, the expression that was on the face of her mother was the only thing that Ava needed to see for her to be sure of what her mother was saying at that moment, prompting a small smile – though even the young blond would have to admit that it was theatrical – to appear on the face of the young blond, “naturally,” she said.
Ava would have to admit that she exerted as much effort as she could to make sure that the tone that she used at that moment was neutral as possible, but even if that was the case, she was sure that her mother had no problem realizing that she was just faking, and if she were being honest, Ava would have to admit that her mother would be correct.
At that moment, the young blond told herself that there was no way that she could be the wife of the Duke of Olympia, after all, she is the daughter of a traitor, and as that thought entered the forefront of her mind, Ava cannot help but clench her fist, tightening even when, a few moments later, signals reached her brain telling her that she just about to pierce her skin with her nails.
She stopped what she was doing at that moment, and before she had even realized it, she found herself staring in the direction of her mother. Ava herself would have to admit that she was not sure just what kind of look was on her face at that moment, but she soon pushed that thought to the forefront of her mind before she then allowed words to escape from her lips, “It does not matter,” she said.
Even the young blond would have to admit, however, that despite the words that escaped from her lips at that moment, the tone that she used was the only thing that anyone would have needed to hear for them to be sure that it does matter to her, and she had to exert even more effort to stop a frown from appearing on her face at the same time that a frustrated scream wanted to escape from her mouth.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Not even she was sure if she was successful in that regard, but she soon pushed that thought to the forefront of her mind as she then returned her attention toward the direction of her mother, “It does not matter,” she said.
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