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Preface 

Having written two books I have found myself wanting to write something different. My previous novels, “Children of Fury” and “I am Nine” are fantasy adventure stories. This, my third book, “Enmitus” is science fiction. Writing “Enmitus” has been a thought provoking experience. I hope to write a sequel to this book in the near future.
This adventure story can be read in those moments when you want to escape from reality into another world; however such an escape will only last as long as it takes you to finish it.
I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge and thank my daughter Abi who has supported me to complete this novel.
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Chapter 1 
Serenitus 

It seems the fate of mankind is shaped by the minority, who as a consequence are the strong and powerful but are not always the wise and the good… The story books tell us that our home planet Earth was dying. Apparently our reckless ancestors had used up the majority of the Earth’s rich resources and the planets fatal demise was rapidly approaching. The old books tell of over populated countries where people fought for what they could take and the weak starved to death or were murdered. Animals had long since ceased to live in the wild, and those kept in captivity for food were too sick and wasted to feed the human hungry mouths. The crops failed in the fields, withering before they had grown and leaving Earth’s selfish people starving. The precious resources available to mankind had been squandered. There had been a lack of birth control which led to over population, subsequently encouraging sickness and disease, which finally spread at a frightening pace across the continents. The stories tell of a planet that had abused the use of fuel and had not taken to green alternatives quickly enough, it was all too late. The air was tainted by the smell of burning as the temperature on the planet escalated becoming unbearable, while fires raged in cities across the lands. All of our home planets problems had been self inflicted.
It is written that during this period of destruction several great leaders from across the Earth’s continents had planned and plotted to save mankind but not all of the remaining inhabitants of the planet were to survive. These few leaders had come together towards the end of the planets demise and had worked as a single unit, in secret, to build great spaceships. Apparently scientists and technicians were brought from across the lands in one last attempt to create some means of escaping the dying planet Earth. The ships that they built would take the great and the good into space and beyond, into the unknown. It was the leaders who hoped that these people would find a new home where they could thrive and build sustainable communities. The leaders had hoped these chosen survivors travelling through space would have learned important lessons from the hell that now existed on Earth, created by their own ancestors.
The powerful leaders had built great cone shaped ships that could drill through space at exceptional speeds taking the chosen few through this universe into new and distant worlds. The floors in the ships were suspended and on several different levels so that people could work, socialise and have homes for an unspecified length of time until somewhere, in some unknown galaxy, inhabitable planets could be found. The leaders designed six identical ships that would carry several different groups of people. The first ship would carry the valued medical population which included medical scientists, famous doctors and the most prestigious surgeons. This ship would also carry a wealth of medical journals with a wide variety of medicines for the journey and the future. The second ship carried the greatest scientists and technicians on Earth who could use their knowledge to develop and build the machines that would be required in a new world. The third ship carried the most successful farmers who could exploit opportunities to grow and provide food in new and challenging territory. The fourth ship carried engineers who had a vast experience in planning and designing new buildings. The final two ships would carry the strongest and richest people who would provide all of the labour that was required to help build whatever was needed, once land or a habitable terrain was found. The people on the labour ships would have a dual role as they would not simply be labourers but also soldiers; they would train and become an army that could defend the convoy should some alien opposition raise its head. Apart from the medical ship where the health related people were based there would be a small contingent of doctors on each of the other ships to provide any day to day care that was needed. The powerful leaders who planned this mission believed they had thought of every fine detail as the work progressed to finish the ships before Earth’s final day arrived.
The laws on board these space ships were fairly simple and included no stealing, fighting or killing however; the punishment for any misdemeanour was severe as the ships did not have prison cells. To break the law on their journey led to permanent exclusion, in other words death as anyone caught involved in a misdemeanour would be ejected from their ship. The old books say that laws were rarely broken as the punishment was swift and final. There were however, two overriding laws that had to be followed. The first was that adults were required to replace themselves and should each have one child. If two people chose to live together they could have two children but anyone unattached had to find a passenger who would provide them with a child. If a baby died in childbirth or throughout its childhood then that child was to be immediately replaced. This was not negotiable as the great leaders were adamant that the population must be maintained, not increased to overload the ship but maintained to ensure the population remained viable. The second rule was that each adult had to teach their child all of the skills they had learned. It was crucial that the skills of the great and good who had been given a valuable place on one of the space ships should train their offspring, who would then go on to teach their own children those precious skills. Passing these skills from one generation to another would ensure that once a planet was found where the people from the ships could settle, then they would be adequately equipped to survive.
It is written that once the ships were completed, and the great and the good had been chosen, then those privileged people boarded the six space ships and left our home planet of Earth. No one on board the ships saw Earth’s final day so it had been impossible to record what truly happened to the planet. The cones left Earth’s dying atmosphere to spin through space for a century, communicating with one another on a daily basis, until one very tragic day the medical ship fell quiet. No matter how many times the other ships tried to communicate with the medical ship there was no response. As that ship gradually shut down with apparently no one controlling it, the passengers from the other five ships could only watch it drift away. The old books talk of a possible plague on board the medical ship, or some books say it could possibly have been a fault in the air system with yet another story suggesting there was food contamination, but no-one would ever know what really occurred.
The five ships now travelled on and on for another fifty years until they came to a huge asteroid storm that they could not escape. As the cones were battered the people on board were terrified strapping themselves to whatever they could find to avoid injury from a minor to a fatal level. For days the asteroids hit the ships as their terrified passengers wished the storm would pass. As the ships began to move away from the storm and people had begun to move about the ships freely doing their regular duties there was a huge blast on board one of the ships. The people on the other ships dashed to the monitors to find out what had happened and to their horror the ship carrying the engineers, the very people who were to plan and build new cities, was smashed to pieces with debris floating through the atmosphere. It is said that at first the passengers on the other four ships were stunned, but soon the explosion led to prolonged discussions between the remaining ships, who all eventually concluded that they must carry on regardless, as the future of mankind remained their single priority. From the books it appears that over the centuries as the ships travelled endlessly through space the people on each of the ships had formed their own individual communities, they identified with people on their own ship rather than the whole, they had over time grown into four separate tribes.
The great cone shaped space ships carried on spinning for another thirty years until they came to a galaxy where six planets spun around a sun. These weren’t planets as great in size as Earth but they were planets that might sustain life and as such needed to be investigated, as the great ships slowed down with a view to assess the possibilities. The people on the ships wanted to know whether the atmosphere could support human life, was there soil on any of these planets and would that soil support the growing of crops. If there was life on these planets then they needed to know whether the creatures were friends or foe. These tribes needed every detail about the planets so that the information could be scrutinised before any decision about a future could be made.
I have to say that it was roughly around this time that the writing of history books became illegal; this was a law that lasted 100 years. Of course this law did not include developing designs and plans for the city; the law was strictly in relation to our history. Fewer and fewer history books were written as people began to fear for their lives with the last one I understand being scribed in secret. The last book written after this law was passed is still on my planet and tells of a great meeting between the representatives of the four remaining tribes. This meeting was organised to decide whether to settle on these planets, if it was agreed then there needed to be some agreement as to the terms of such an arrangement. There also had to be agreement on what systems would be needed to exist in this new territory. Alas this book was never finished; apparently the writer was executed for treason by the labour tribes. It is said this law caused all of the tribes to lose a crucial 100 years of their history, the very years when they established their own communities before finally the law was lifted and modern history books were written.
The rest of that missing episode of our history has been passed down by word of mouth and is now folklore. It is said that the great meeting of the tribes was held, but what they could not have known until they came together was that the labour ships populations had grown extremely physically strong and had become such confident people. They had become a force to fear. Analysis of the planets had disclosed that there were three perfectly inhabitable planets, with a fourth that was barely worth the effort and two where the atmosphere would kill the human species instantly. None of the tribes’ representatives could afford to confront the strong labour ships leaders who took control of all decision making. The whole meeting became a non negotiable dictatorship when the labour tribes chose the two best planets for themselves. They then decided that the farmers were of great value as they would provide the food so they were given the third planet, and consequently our tribe had no choice in where they settled. We, the scientists were sent out to this harsh and barren planet, the planet that is now our home.
Who am I to be so interested you might ask? I am Princess Corinna, the 12 year old daughter of the Great Lord Corin who is ruler of our home planet Serenitus. The other question you might have on your mind is why I am sitting here studying our history books and thinking about our folklore, well we have important guests coming; we have the two Great Lords who rule the planets where the labour tribes settled so long ago arriving here very soon. Those lords would be Zeal from the planet Enmitus and Michio from the planet Verdantus. My brother Amasai who is almost 26 years of age tells me that these Great Lords are to be feared as those tribes remain harsh and cruel. I wait in wonder as I have never met people from other planets before, though I know they come from time to time when they make their demands for ships and machinery, and my father says they leave us with little in the way of payment. Nevertheless this is a new experience for me and I am so excited. My father, the Great Lord Corin says that we must have a great party for the lords to show our respect, though he also tells me that the cost of entertaining them will mean we will have reduced supplies for a year.
The only way my brother Amasai and I have been able to stay physically fit down here, underground where we have settled, is through our dancing and I can’t wait to demonstrate my skills at the party. Amasai also told me that our extensive education would pay off on this visit as we have been taught all of the languages used by the different tribes so we will be able to communicate fluently with them, though apparently none of the other tribes speak our language which is Sereniti.
Our planet of Serenitus is apparently unlike any other. The atmosphere that has to be travelled through to actually reach our planet is treacherous and the weather on the surface of it would not sustain life. Great Lord Michio and Zeal will have to travel through those hazardous storms and then the horrific weather to reach us. These two Great Lords rarely visit our planet together due to the dangers faced travelling here through space. I understand that they have only ever arrived together to visit us once before and that was before I was born. I have to say my father never leaves our planet, if there is business elsewhere he always sends Amasai, his son and heir which makes me worry for my brother’s wellbeing when he is away.
The place we call home has been created underground as it is impossible to survive on the surface, where there is no animal or plant life, the air is so poor with winds that could cut you in two (or so I have been told, though, like most of the inhabitants of Serenitus I have never seen it for myself). Way back in time when the labour tribes sent us here it took us a whole century to make it inhabitable. Our tribe had to drill through rock, create systems to filter air in and out and provide a vital docking station for spaceships which enables us to transport food and resources. This underground city has passageways, homes and a great market place with balconies where our people can congregate. Down here in our city everything is grey even though we hang pretty curtains and paint walls; all we are really doing is covering the dreariness of the rooms and passage walls that take us from building to building, as well as, along the great tunnel to the docking station. I have never been allowed to visit the great tunnel or docking station as father says it is unnecessary as I am unlikely to ever leave our underground home. On the positive side, living in this great grey world has made us learn how to make ourselves look beautiful. The women wear their pastel gowns and outfits and the men dress in their bright jackets with matching breeches. At least the clothes are a distraction to the eye as due to our living conditions we are a thin and sickly race, we breathe by way of ventilation systems that filters the air supply from the surface and survive on a limited diet. As we live on a planet with limited space we are restricted in relation to the number of children we females can conceive, we are only allowed to replace each individual, no more, no less. Our nation has a contained population, not a growing one and it has been that way for centuries, in fact since we left Earth. Oh well, that’s enough contemplation I should go and practise my dancing in preparation for our fierce guests.



Chapter 2 
Visitors 

Our visitors are now three days late but my father is not surprised, he says crossing the atmosphere is treacherous and unless you have experienced it we couldn’t possibly understand the risks, to life and limb. Amasai is restless waiting for the Great Lords to arrive, I know he has met them before and he says they are vicious people who should not be trusted. On the other hand I am so excited, this will be a change to our normal routine, strangers visiting and my first party. I have spent the past three days sorting out the clothes I shall wear while these important guests are here. When they arrive I will wear pale lemon pants that are covered in netting to the ankle and a skin tight matching long sleeve vest. Of course I shall be wearing matching accessories made from the stones and metal that has been found on our barren planet’s surface. I have picked a pink flowing dress as well as a green one for any other occasions that I might have to meet these Lords, and for that special party I will wear a dress that will show off my tiny curves, the ones that are just beginning to develop due to my age. This specially made dress is a light shade of green, as father says it is a colour that emphasises my pale green eyes and enhances my long black hair. Oh my father will be so proud when he sees me enter that party. I am just hanging my outfits up when I hear a banging on the door and Kia my servant goes to answer it. Amasai is at the door, he is lounging lazily against the wall at the entrance so I ask him what he wants.
“Come Corinna, father is waiting for you he wants to have a chat about our visitors, we think they will arrive today,” says Amasai who now straightens up and heads off at a pace in the direction of father’s room.
I love my brother Amasai, he has been very supportive over the years encouraging me to improve my dancing, ensuring that I can choose beautiful materials for the gowns and outfits I wear, as well as making sure I can design those exquisite clothes myself. Amasai stands a foot taller than me; he has mousey hair and brown eyes. Of course he too is very thin and has that sickly complexion but he is very handsome with his high cheek bones and endearing smile. I now turn to the mirror and look at the child who will soon become a woman and wonder what my mother would have thought of me, would I have made her proud. My mother sadly died in childbirth, I never knew her and father will not talk about her, he says what happened is all too painful. As I look at my reflection in the mirror I see a sickly looking person (then we all look sickly), with the palest skin, large pale green eyes, fine features and long silky black hair that reaches my waist. The dress I am wearing for this meeting is in bright pink; it has a low neckline, low back and hugs my body which leaves absolutely nothing to the imagination. As I explore the reflection I consider the outfit is very revealing, as many of the clothes we wear deliberately are as they help create a distraction from our unhealthy appearance. I now decide I really must change into the lemon outfit before I actually meet our visitors as they might not approve of attire that leaves so little to the imagination. I continue to look in the mirror as I straighten my dress then about turn and head off to meet with Great Lord Corin, my father.
As I enter my father’s room he smiles warmly at me and proceeds to tell me that I must impress our honoured guests when they arrive. He says it is important that they find us hospitable, polite and prepared to negotiate our ships and lasers for resources. My father says he wants them to recognise the beauty and grace of the women from our planet and he says I will be the perfect example, so I must make every effort. Of course I agree with my father’s wishes and agree to be a perfect hostess when these Great Lords arrive. We had barely finished our conversation when one of my father’s servants enters and says that the ship our visitors have travelled on rapidly approaches our docking station. Amasai looks slightly flustered as he leaves to greet our guests and father waves me away telling me to prepare for their arrival. After leaving my father I head off for my room to change into my lemon outfit and accessories. When I arrive there my servant Kia is waiting to help me prepare and dress. Once I am ready Kia confirms that I have made an excellent choice of clothing. Kia is now eighteen years old and is the one person I trust most after my family, she has been there for me since I was six years old and she helps make the clothes I design perfectly. As soon as I am ready I wait with anticipation to be summoned to meet our guests. Kia stays and keeps me company when she reassures me everything will be fine while I stride around the room stopping once in a while to look in the mirror and check that everything is still in place.
It must have been an hour later when a knock comes to the door and I excitedly run and throw it open, Amasai is standing in the doorway and he speaks to me as he bows, “Well my lady, I have the great honour of escorting you, my beautiful sister to meet our guests the Great Lords Michio and Zeal.”
I take Amasai’s arm so that he can lead me to my father’s room as I giggle and he looks back at me and smiles.
Amasai leads me into father’s room and takes me to sit next to him while he stands proudly behind us.
My father now speaks, “Great Lord Zeal and Great Lord Michio I have the prodigious honour of presenting my beautiful daughter Princess Corinna to you.”
I look at what in my child’s eyes are giants of men; these Great Lords are at least a foot taller than Amasai who is quite tall for one our tribe. As I glance at them I can see Michio has a truly warrior like face, with his short brown hair, huge scarred face and evil empty eyes who uninterestedly looks away from me. Zeal on the other hand is of a similar height to Michio but has shoulder length fair hair and then he smiles with approval as his eyes look me up and down. Both of these warriors are a little younger in age than my father. To show my respect I take a huge curtsey, I can see Great Lord Zeal’s feet heading in my direction to support me back to a standing position. Once I am stood up I look once again in Michio’s direction to see he has already turned away and is busily talking to one of father’s advisors.
Zeal on the other hand turns to my father and says, “Great Lord Corin, you truly do have a beautiful daughter.”
I now stand and listen to the small talk between these Great Lords. Amasai and I wait patiently until my father says that there will be a celebration for our honoured guests the following night and then he asks me to leave so that the Lords can discuss their business in private.
Amasai decides to walk back with me to my room and I cannot help but question him, “Amasai, these Lords are bigger people than us, how can that be?”
My brother answers casually, “That is probably because they have the luxury of living in the fresh air and have access to fresh food Corinna.”
My curiosity goes a little further, “Everyone says these people are savages and yet they seem polite, at least Great Lord Zeal seems polite, though I find Michio a touch intimidating.”
Amasai stops and turns me to face him as he says quite firmly, “Never be taken in sister, these are savage people, they made our tribe live here underground, they force us to make equipment and ships for them, they fight one another and they have killed many people on Animus. Don’t be fooled by them, they could decide to turn on us at any time, do you understand Corinna?”
I feel a little shaken by Amasai’s attitude as I look back at my brother with sadness in my pale green eyes, “OK Amasai, I will be careful, I just hoped…”
Amasai cuts me short and says, “Don’t hope Corinna, and just don’t trust those savages, not ever, do you hear me.”
I am now certain I have upset Amasai but what I am not really clear about is why? I only asked a few questions. My brother now grunts then walks away and leaves me to finish the rest of the walk to my room alone.
The preparations for the party soon come around and Kia keeps popping into my room to tell me how the great hall walls are being dressed up with pretty ivory material, to match the table covers. It seems the band has been rehearsing so that we can dance, yes dance after we have eaten and I am so excited. I will be able to twirl around the dance floor and show my skills off to our honoured guests. As the day turns to night I put on my pale green gown that drapes at the front, has no back, is fitted at the waist and flows to my ankles. To finish it off I have accessorised it with various pieces of matching jewellery. Kia has brushed my long black hair and has fixed tiny green decorations through it; I thank her as she has done such a good job. Once I am ready Kia says that she has to take me to my father as he wants to make a grand entrance with me which makes me laugh as we leave to meet him. My father says that I look like a princess as he leads me to the great hall. As we walk down the small flight of stairs to the party I can feel everyone’s eyes watching my father and me as we make our grand entrance. To my surprise everyone claps, that is everyone except Great Lord Michio, who I spot out of the corner of my eye and he is clearly frowning. Once we reach the bottom of the stairs I take a great curtsey to show my appreciation and to my surprise Great Lord Zeal is there once again, at my side in an instance to help me to my feet. My father, Great Lord Corin smiles his approval and leaves me with Zeal which takes me by surprise. Zeal speaks in his language as he asks if I will sit next to him for dinner and I know I must obey as this will please my father.
I feel my cheeks burn as I reply, “It would be my pleasure,” in the language of his planet, Enmitus.
Zeal chuckles and I know he approves of the fact I can speak his language as he leads me to the dinner table where we sit with Michio, my father and Amasai. Once dinner is over Zeal asks me about Serenitus and how I find living underground on my home planet, I politely tell him that it is not ideal but it is where our tribe has settled. Michio makes no comment about our planet which makes me think he is being polite.
I feel I am being scrutinised as he goes on to ask, “So Corinna, have you ever thought about visiting another planet, don’t you just long to see what’s out there in space?”
And I reply, “Oh Great Lord Zeal, the atmosphere is too treacherous and father would never let me take such a risk.”
Zeal raises an eyebrow as if curious about my response and then proceeds to ask me to dance. Of course I accept his generous offer while wondering if someone so tall will make an appropriate dance partner. Now this was a surprise, Zeal was a terrific dancer, something I simply did not expect as he swirls me around the floor. I am almost having as much fun as I would if I was dancing with my dear brother Amasai.
We dance together for four consecutive dances before he bows and says sincerely, “Thank you for being such a wonderful host my dear. I have certainly enjoyed myself tonight but think I have danced enough for someone of my age, I shall take a glass of wine and catch up with your father.”
Zeal now leaves me as I continue to dance the night away with my brother Amasai.
When I wake up the next morning my thoughts are all of the wonderful party. Mid morning Amasai arrives to tell me that business with the Great Lords is concluded and that they will be leaving this afternoon so I should prepare to say my farewells to them very shortly. Clearly my father thinks my presence at their departure holds some value, though I had no idea what that might be. I dress in my violet flowing gown and wait to be taken to them. It is not long before Kia arrives to escort me to my father’s room where our guests are waiting. On entering Zeal looks in my direction and a huge smile forms on his face, while Michio glances at me and grunts, I feel a shiver run down my spine. I am puzzled as Zeal seems to be a reasonable man whereas Michio is just downright rude. I smile back at Zeal and decide to just ignore Michio, not that he would even notice.
Father nods in my direction to confirm he wants me to speak, I say looking at Zeal with sincerity, “I would like to thank you, our honoured guests for visiting us on Serenitus and I hope you have enjoyed our hospitality?”
I notice Michio is still ignoring me as Zeal responds, “We certainly have enjoyed the hospitality here on Serenitus and it has been a pleasure meeting you Princess Corinna, a real pleasure.”
I smile at Zeal then my father directs Amasai to take the Great Lords to the docking station. Both Great Lords will leave for their destination which is the planet Enmitus and from there Great Lord Michio will depart for his own planet of Verdantus.



Chapter 3 
A Treaty 

For several weeks after our guests had left for their own planets I kept thinking back to the party with fond memories. The room where it was held looked beautiful with its ivory walls and table covers. There was so much food to eat, something that simply never happened on Serenitus. The dancing, oh how I loved the dancing particularly when it was with Zeal. I could not imagine when we would ever host another such event. My world suddenly seems so much bigger having met people from different planets and the party makes me feel that our regular life on this planet is even duller. I continue dancing regularly with Amasai but really, I wish I could have different partners. Zeal had proven to be such a talented dancer though definitely not as graceful as us. My father seems particularly happy with himself since we had those visitors; this attitude leaves me feeling a little puzzled as I know he doesn’t trust them one bit. The days pass by slowly and I go to the library to try to find something of interest in the history books that might shed some further light on our past, without success. The history of our own tribe and information about the other planets now seems to intrigue me and I always want to know more. When I ask Amasai what he has seen on other planets he frowns and dismisses my questions warning me not to bother father. As the time passes I gradually blend back in to my mundane life below the planet surface.
Some six months have now past since Zeal and Michio visited, then this morning; Amasai comes to my room and tells me to dress in one of my best gowns as we once again have visitors from Enmitus. This seems a little odd as they come so rarely. I ask with curiosity whether the Great Lord Zeal has returned and Amasai laughs, saying he certainly would not risk his life twice in such a short period of time however, he had sent one of his advisors to speak to our father. Amasai tells me to hurry as my father is waiting. Kia brings me a pale orange tunic with matching baggy pants and I agree with her that they are a great choice, as I quickly remove my dress and put the outfit on. I decide to quickly brush my long black hair and plait it, and then I look in the mirror. I must make sure everything is in place before I dash out of my room heading to see my father. On reaching father’s room, much to my surprise the door is closed. I knock on the door and Amasai immediately opens it from the inside and like the heir to the kingdom, bows as he sweeps his hand through the air beckoning me in, as he quietly whispers telling me to enter. The thought of more visitors excites me as I walk into the room, looking around. My father is sitting in his chair and Amasai has moved to take his position behind him. Father smiles at me and beckons me to his side. It isn’t until I am at his side that I can see Zeal’s advisor and what I guess are two of his soldiers.
I smile at this advisor as my father says, “Princess Corinna this is Delata, and he is one of Zeal’s trusted advisors. He has come on a matter of some importance.”
Delata nods in my direction as I say politely, “Welcome Delata,” and I take a great curtsey to show my respect.
Zeal’s advisor immediately steps forward and takes my arm as he politely raises me back to a standing position.
My father now begins to speak to me in Enmitus so that everyone present knows what is being said, “My dearest daughter, the Great Lord Zeal has sent Delata to us to ask if you would accept his eldest son’s hand in marriage.”
I feel my face burn and I feel sick to the pit of my stomach as father continues, “This is a great honour my precious daughter as one day Zeal’s son will be the Great Lord of Enmitus and you would be his wife, as well as the mother to his children.”
While father speaks my face continues to burn and I speak to him in Sereniti, I know these visitors will not know what I say, but I am so shocked the words come out in little more than a whisper, “Father I don’t know Zeal’s son, I don’t know anything about the planet Enmitus and both you and Amasai know how dangerous these people can be. Why can’t the matter of marriage wait until I am older?”
The Great Lord Corin, my father speaks to me as ruler of Serenitus when he says firmly in our own language, “Corinna you will not be a child forever, this is a great honour and I fear if you do not agree that this could cause a war. Zeal has made up his mind; he wants you to marry his eldest son. To say no would be like slapping him across the face, we cannot afford to make enemies of such a man, please consider these matters before you answer.”
I look towards Amasai whose face tells me he agrees with father and he nods that I should obey him.
I can feel myself trembling both inwardly and outwardly, I turn to face Delata and I begin to speak in Enmitus though the words continue to come out in no more than a whisper, “Please pass my answer on to the Great Lord Zeal for me,” I hesitate as I gulp in air, “I would be honoured to marry his eldest son and if he proves to be the gentleman his father is then I am sure he will make me happy. Can you tell Great Lord Zeal I send him my best wishes?”
Delata momentarily looks a little puzzled when I liken Zeal to his son then he smiles approvingly at me.
My father now turns to Delata and declares, “See Delata I knew my daughter Princess Corinna would be happy to marry the Great Lord Zeal’s son. This will seal a splendid relationship between Enmitus and Serenitus. You must return to Enmitus at once and tell him what she has said.”
Delata steps forward and takes my hand, “It has truly been a pleasure to meet you Princess Corinna and you are as beautiful as my Great Lord Zeal said you would be. We look forward to you coming to live with us in the near future.”
Delata kisses my hand and steps away to leave; as I make a curtsey I drop my eyes to face the ground. This time I only curtsey to hide the huge tears that are forming in my eyes, which I know will soon be rolling down my cheeks. I hear footsteps leaving followed by the doors closing behind our guests, Amasai comes to my side helping me into a standing position. As soon as my father sees the state I am now in he takes me in his arms and hugs me close while I cry out loud and tremble. Amasai and my father lead me to the sofa at the side of the room then my brother leaves, no doubt to take our guests to the docking station. Eventually, my tears subside; though I am still trembling inside. While I sit thinking about my situation there is an anger growing in my chest.
I look up into my father’s eyes before I speak sharply, “Why, why do I have to go to one of those planets, where those vicious people live? I don’t want to leave my home to live with strangers. What if this man they want me to marry is a monster, what will become of me then?”
My father replies calmly, “Corinna you are a princess, you must have known that you would have to marry sometime. This is a huge opportunity to build relationships with such a strong tribe as the one on Enmitus. You have met Zeal and he pleased you… Amasai has met his son Omar, he says from what he has seen Omar is a reasonable person, he will eventually become the Great Lord of that planet and you will be in a powerful position as his wife. I have no doubt this marriage is the right choice Corinna.” Father pauses to give me a chance to think about what he has said then he continues, “There is something else you should know Corinna… they want you to leave as soon as possible, they want you to familiarise yourself with the planet before your marriage.” I once again look up at my father with my large green blood shot eyes, as he says, “This was part of the negotiations and again they are demanding this, we had no choice in the matter my dear.”
I sit with my father for an hour thinking what a monster Zeal must really be to do this to me, a mere child. Finally, I summon the strength to go to my room where I once again cry in private and beat my pillows. Here was I, a twelve years old girl being promised to a man I do not know because my father fears Zeal and I have to leave my home before the year is out. I am still a child but more importantly I am a princess, so I have no choice.



Chapter 4 
Leaving Home 

Having taken umbrage at what had happened I have stayed in my room for several days with my servants bringing my meals. Once I have begun to come to terms with my situation I ask for Kia, as I have not seen her since the meeting with my father. There were several servants that I had become fond of during my childhood but Kia was by far the one I liked and trusted. I thought I should inform Kia I would be leaving as she had been so much more than a servant to me over the years. When I ask for her it appears no-one knows where Kia is, so when I see Amasai at dance lessons the same day I ask him if he knows where she is. Amasai says I should be patient, he says that Kia’s mother is ill and he is sure she will return as soon as she can. When I suggest I might be able to help Kia in her time of need Amasai dismisses the idea, saying I am a Princess and it is time I accepted my station. As the months pass by I am becoming lethargic, I am waiting for information about this unwanted departure to Enmitus and I do not want to go anywhere or do anything, I have even lost interest in my dancing. Finally, one day much to my relief Kia returns from her mother’s side.
When she comes into my room I wrap my arms around her, hugging her tightly and whisper, “Is your mother well, I was so sorry to hear she was ill.”
Kia is silent for a few moments and then nods in my direction when she says her mother is fine. We sit on the bed together and Kia informs me that Great Lord Corin has stated that she will be leaving for Enmitus with me. I am puzzled as my father has never mentioned that I will have a companion from Serenitus when I leave. It is reassuring to know that my father is thinking of me. I now ask Kia how she feels about leaving her mother who has recently been ill. It seems Kia is confident that her mother is well and says it would be an honour to travel with me, then suggests I will need a friend at my side in my new and strange home… I have to agree.
Now Kia is back and I know I will not be leaving alone I feel a little less worried about my departure. I once again begin to dance daily with Amasai, who is his usual self. As the weeks pass slowly Kia and I decide to select dress material that we plan to take with us to Enmitus where we can design and make stunning outfits at our so called new home. My clothes are so important to me as I am so sickly looking and I cannot rely on the Great Lord Zeal and his people to have the same taste in materials as we have on Serenitus. Between the two of us, Kia and I gather such a variety of materials, I am unsure whether the ship will have the space to hold them all but, Amasai assures me even our smallest ship can carry what I have to take.
I am finally given the day and time of my departure which is rapidly approaching. The time is now passing too quickly and it is no surprise when my father sends for both Kia and I the day before we are to leave.
My father, Great Lord Corin speaks to Kia first as he instructs her, “Take care of my precious daughter, make sure she has everything she needs, if she finds herself in any difficulty you must help her and you will have to try to get a message to me if she is ever in any danger.”
Kia of course promises to follow her orders and then my father dismisses her.
Once Kia had gone my father speaks to me, however, he addresses me formally, as a princess, “My daughter Corinna, when you become a woman and the Great Lord Zeal marries you to Omar you must obey your husband’s every wish, do you understand me Corinna, his every wish,” I nod to show that I will do as he has instructed, he proceeds, “I do not know Omar personally, however, all of the people from other planets can be dangerous and we must secure this peace at all costs, this is a great opportunity for you, my daughter, and when you have Omar’s children we will all be safe, do you understand what I am saying Corinna?” I once again nod that I will obey. I am just about to ask if this journey can be delayed when my father signs for my silence, so I continue to listen, “Enjoy your life Corinna, and be a faithful wife, as well as a good Mother. I truly wish you well on your hazardous journey to Enmitus.” My father stands, walks me to the door and hugs me then finally whispers in my ear, “Goodbye my precious daughter.”
I feel numb as I turn and walk out of the door in the knowledge I am unlikely to see my father again. This felt like our final meeting when I had expected him to say farewell at the dock, or was his plan to say goodbye in a less formal way when I leave. When I go to bed I toss and turn as my mind tries to visualise Enmitus and my future husband Omar. I hope and pray Omar is like his father Zeal but then maybe Zeal had misled me, maybe he is as cruel and evil as my father and Amasai have told me he is. After all he is the one who insists I marry his son and is making me take this treacherous journey across space to his planet Enmitus.
 



Chapter 5 
The Journey 

When I woke up on what I knew was my last day on my home planet Serenitus, my heart lay heavy in my chest. I would be leaving everyone I loved to go to some strange, and what I had always been told was a cruel planet. I wanted to cry but I had spilled all my tears over several months and knew it would be to no avail. There was no turning back from the deal that had been sealed with Zeal. The material to make my beautiful clothes had been taken to the ship days ago and my bags had been put on board the ship sometime during the night. I go and shower in the tiny closet in the corner of my room and then dress in turquoise pants and a matching vest while waiting for my servant Kia, who is also my dear friend. Kia arrives and plaits my hair in a similar fashion to her own and informs me my servant Alivia is travelling with us. I will not have one servant but two from my home planet, which definitely raises my spirits. I had not been ready long before there is a knock on the door; Kia opens it to Amasai who stands as usual draped in the doorway, with his hand on his hip, as if it were just another ordinary day. It seems Amasai is also taking my departure in his stride but maybe he will miss me once I have gone.
Amasai speaks to me in a casual fashion, “Are you ready Corinna? The ship is prepared and you should be on your way by mid day. The journey is a nightmare but if you get there you will find Enmitus interesting, of that I am sure.”
I reply with some irritation, “Yes, yes, you can see we are ready to go, I saw father yesterday, will he be coming to say goodbye?”
Amasai now stands up awkwardly and his cheeks blush as he says, “No… No father is busy, I understood he said goodbye yesterday, come let’s make our way to the docking station. I shall take you to the ship that will whisk you away to your new life in the sun.”
As the three of us leave the Great Lord’s family residence I glance back with some sorrow then turn to head for the docking station full of curiosity, it is the only place in this underground world that I have never seen. Once we have travelled through the market place and left the populated area I can see the great opening to the tunnel my ancestors had carved so long ago. On entering the tunnel I am amazed. The walls have detailed carvings that had been painted of cone shaped ships and people working. I am sure these carvings tell a story but Amasai is striding ahead so I cannot fully absorb the elaborate tale that is being told.
At one point I stop to question Amasai who turns around with an eyebrow raised that clearly shows his displeasure nevertheless, I speak, “Amasai, what is the story these paintings tell? It is a story isn’t it. It looks like our journey through space to Serenitus.”
Amasai abruptly replies, “No! It’s just some decoration to make the tunnel look less dull, come quickly we need to reach the ship.”
My brother about turns and once again begins marching on. Kia and I follow and as we begin to leave the tunnel we find ourselves entering a huge domed area. As I look around I can see that there are at least five ships docked and another six areas where visitors can land. Alivia stands next to the ship waiting for us, she looks seriously nervous. I know it will be the journey that is unnerving her, as she looks to the ground and rings her hands.
On reaching the doors to the ship Amasai begins to speak slowly and clearly, to ensure we understand what he has to say, “Alivia you will ensure that the ship takes off, I have already given you clear instructions, it is a simple task so there should be no problems. There are monitors on the ship though they will be of no use to you at this side of the storms. We will keep in touch through the transmitter until you are safely out of danger. It should take you approximately three days to clear the storms and a further three days to reach Enmitus, if things go well a six day journey.” Amasai turns directly to me as he says, “I wish you well sister, may you have a long and happy life.”
Amasai now hugs me briefly, whispers in my ear that I should look after myself and trust no one on those cruel planets.
I think to myself, “Just look after myself and trust no one… Great!”
He then sweeps his hand in the direction of the ship ushering us in as I determine, “So that’s it, that’s my farewell.”
All three of us enter what I have been told is a very small ship. Of course I have seen parts of a ship, we build them, however I have never seen a completed vessel. Amasai immediately closes the door behind us and I watch him head off back to the tunnel, I note he never looks back, not once. Alivia now points to the seats and says it would be wise to remain strapped in for as much of the journey as possible but particularly as we pass through the storm. She shows us sleeping accommodation at the back of the ship and the washroom area. Once we have been shown around we strap ourselves in as Alivia presses numbers on the monitor and says the code out loud, “293.” I hear engines roar and we proceed to move up in the air, to the centre of the Dome. As we reach the centre of the roof a door opens and we enter the void, the doors close behind us. We now travel through the grey rock at high speed and finally fly out through another door, into the atmosphere on the surface of our barren planet.
I think, “Amazing,” as I stare out of the window.
Here is our dead planet; the planet is covered in rocks of every colour, layers of dust sweep across it making it so obvious that there are severe winds out there, which make the surface uninhabitable. The ship seems to handle the adverse weather fairly well; there is an odd banging noise when it is hit by a rock that has been caught in the wind. As Serenitus disappears into the distance all goes calm, I wonder why everyone thinks this journey is so hazardous and say exactly that to Kia and Alivia.
Kia looks back at me blankly and replies, “I don’t think we have even reached the storms Corinna that was just the weather on our planet’s surface.”
All three of us look at one another wondering what lies ahead.
We fly calmly through space for several hours and then we hit a storm. The ship shakes as it forces its way forward, the debris outside is so thick that nothing can be seen through the monitors. As we press on the ship is spun and thrown around, we all force ourselves back in our seats with expressions on our faces that disclose our utter fear. This goes on for several more hours and then there is a great bang as the ship seems to be thrown backwards. I know that these ships are made of incredibly strong metal but still could not have imagined it could endure such a beating, it continues to fight its way through the storm. We continue moving forward slowly as the ship shakes and groans. Amasai said we would be in this storm for three days which then makes me wonder why no one from Serenitus has been in touch with us. As I close my eyes I try to think of happier times, my mind constantly going back to the party we had held for our special guests, when I danced with Zeal, that occasion was such a precious memory. When the storm drags me back to reality I once again try to force myself to think about anything that will take me away from the ship, but its constant rage keeps dragging me back to reality. I advise Kia and Alivia to try to hang on to some special memories, a diversion from our present demise. When we go to eat or visit the wash room we are tossed around and come back bruised and battered. After three days I ask Alivia if we are almost clear of the mayhem and she looks at the gauges then shakes her head as she says the storm is so bad we have at least another day to travel. I now ask Alivia if we can contact Serenitus and she says that she does not know how and that if they want to communicate with us they will send a message. We look at one another with dismay, just how much could we or even this ship take in this wilderness; we didn’t even have anyone to offer us advice. Finally, much to our relief we leave the storm and what we see is amazing. We are surrounded by what is natural light, I blink trying to adjust my eyesight. Finally, I can see the sun that serves Enmitus, Verdantus and Animus where the other tribes live. After travelling another day happily talking about what we can see from the windows I notice a flash of what I assume is lightning in the distance. I pray that we will miss whatever that is, as we hurtle forward towards it. I ask Alivia if there is any way we can go around it but she says that the ship is on autopilot as that is the safest way to travel, without an expert on board. Before long we enter what is some different kind of storm, probably something to do with the planets or sun. The flashes are all around us as we stare with horror and then there is a huge crashing sound as I descend into darkness.
I don’t know how long I have been unconscious but now I am awake I can see both Alivia and Kia are still out cold, slumped in their seats. I loosen my safety belt and tend to Kia first. Slowly Kia gains consciousness and I give her some water. Now I go to Alivia who on opening her eyes goes totally hysterical. She begins screaming and is shaking from head to foot. I choose to leave Alivia in Kia’s safe hands and try to work out what has happened to the ship after all, we had built it. I know a little about its construction from the books in Amasai’s rooms. The air system and lighting are operational which is why we are still alive, however, the ship is at a standstill. I look at the monitor that displays the ships status, it means very little to me. It is time to try the code that Alivia used to start the ship on Serenitus as I punch in “293” and nothing happens. My frustration and fear is building and finally it takes over as I start banging the monitor and Kia leaves Alivia and comes to my side to calm me down.
“Stop… Wait Corinna,” Kia says with an anxious expression on her face, “Listen, can you hear that sound, I think the system is rebooting itself.”
I listen and Kia is right the ship has started and then it moves forward. When Alivia eventually calms down I ask her how long it will take to reach Enmitus, to our dismay she tells us we still have two whole days to travel. I feel utterly deflated!
The two days Alivia mentioned have passed slowly and all three of us are decidedly fed up, we are wondering if we will ever reach Enmitus when Kia points to one of the monitors and there in the distance is a planet, we can only assume it is our destination. We take turns in the wash room and then we dress, in preparation to land. I put on a pale green dress that hugs my body and will bring out the colour of my pale green eyes whilst wondering if Omar will be waiting on the dock for me. The planet grows bigger and bigger until we see water and land. All of the colours on Enmitus dazzle me; until we are so close I know we approach what I can only assume is the docking station. The ship travels through the ceiling doors as it continues to slow down and comes to a gentle halt on the ground. I can feel my heart quicken as I am so anxious about what will happen next. When we look at the monitor we can see a group of soldiers approaching. I take the lead and Alivia presses the panel to open the door. As I step out of the ship with Alivia and Kia following, I can see a handsome young man, who I know immediately must be Zeal’s son walking towards me. This young man bows and I am about to curtsey when I hear a thud from behind and turn to see what has happened. To my absolute horror Alivia is lying on the floor, her eyes are bulging and froth is oozing from her mouth. Kia dashes to her side and now I feel sick and dizzy as I begin to lose my balance and the handsome young man grabs me, everything fades from view.
I have flashes of consciousness when I feel physically sick and am being carried in the open sunlight. Even in my semiconscious state I am aware we enter some great building and am placed onto what I consider must be a bed, when I hear this man say, “You must make sure she drinks all of that water, do you understand, all of it and then let her rest, if there is any change at all send for me immediately.”
I now hear Kia’s response, “Of course, I hope my precious Corinna is well soon,” as I drift back off to oblivion.
It appears to be morning when I wake up with a splitting headache and Kia is dozing in a chair next to my bed as I think, “Oh, what would I do without such a good friend?”
I can barely open my eyes when I hear a knock on the door which disturbs her. I see Kia rub her eyes and go to the door; I squint in that direction and can see the handsome young man who comes straight in.
This man walks over to me; I close my eyes so that I do not have to speak to him. 
I feel terribly weak as he says quietly to Kia, “She’ll be alright. If she’s made it through the night you have nothing to worry about. Let her rest until evening then make sure she eats properly, we will have to leave tomorrow morning to meet my father.”
I can hear his footsteps as he leaves the room and I determine this must be my husband to be, Omar, and consider things really are not so bad after all. Kia now comes back to rest in the chair next to me. When Kia wakes me up it is evening and she gives me a tray of food. I realise the headache has gone and I feel fine so I sit up and eat some food. While I am eating I ask Kia about Alivia and whether she is feeling a little better as I am now feeling well.
Kia looks at me sadly as she tells me Alivia is dead and explains, “Approximately one in five of the people from our planet don’t make it Corinna, the air here can prove fatal, unfortunately Alivia was susceptible, and she has sadly gone. You, on the other hand are recovering, you must eat and then rest, we will leave for the city at first light.”
Kia sits back in the chair watching me to ensure that I do eat the food she has given me. As I taste the food on Enmitus I am delighted to find it is delicious. On the tray is fresh fruit, (something I have only seen in books) there is meat (though I have no idea what kind) and some sort of cake. Kia smiles as she watches me eat and asks what I think of my meal.
The very question makes me giggle as Kia confirms, “It is very good, they have food here we couldn’t have even dreamt about back home.”
Once I am finished Kia takes the tray away and I go back to sleep, with thoughts of Alivia in the docking station drifting in and out of my mind, making me restless.
The next morning I wake up feeling fully fit, Kia is missing. I look around the room where I have been sleeping and it is simply beautiful. Above the bed are mirrors and the bedding is made of white material with a black serpent in the corner. I step out of bed onto the black marble floor and recognise the door where Omar had entered, and then I notice another door at the end of the room. I walk barefoot across the cold floor towards the second door and on my way there I find an opening in the wall. My curiosity gets the better of me; I step through the opening to find myself on a balcony looking out across the docking station and beyond that to open land. I stare out across the land to see a great green serpent which mesmerises me, until I hear talking underneath me. When I look down over the barrier I can see Kia carrying something across the courtyard and Omar is speaking to the soldiers. As he glances up he smiles, my cheeks burn so I back up into the privacy of my room. Now I open the door at the end of the room and smile with disbelief. There is a huge bathroom. The bath is big enough for 10 or more people and the water flows through it constantly. The water is pouring into the bath through great urns and then it flows out through drains at the back. I look at the rippling water and feel inexplicably drawn to it. I cannot resist as I strip and climb in. This is a real luxury after the closets we all used on Serenitus where water was such a valuable commodity. Of course I cannot swim as we had nowhere to learn back home but I kick and splash excitedly around the edges of the deep luxurious bath.
I hear someone come into the bedroom and recognise Kia’s footsteps as she comes through the bathroom door and speaks, “Corinna you must get ready at once we are leaving shortly, they are already prepared and waiting for you downstairs. Remember we don’t know these people so we should really do what they ask.”
I laugh and tell Kia that everyone would have to wait; I am enjoying myself so much and ask her to remind them I am a Princess. Kia frowns and tells me to hurry as she walks back into the bedroom.
As I am enjoying myself splashing in the water I do not hear another person enter the room and then I sense someone is at the door, I turn expecting to see Kia but it is Omar, standing with his hand on his hip as he speaks, “So what don’t you understand about hurry up.” I am aware he can only see my face as my naked body is submerged under the water however, I can feel my cheeks go bright red as he laughs and says, “You need to hurry up or I’ll dress you myself!”
Omar winks, about turns and leaves. I had not realised just how good looking Omar really is, he stands at least head and shoulders taller than any man on Serenitus. His golden hair is similar to his father’s and his large dark brown eyes are so warm and inviting.
Kia now enters the bathroom and frowns as she says, “How embarrassing Corinna, I told you they want to leave, please get dressed. I don’t want him to come back, can you imagine him dressing you.” Kia begins to giggle and I join in.
Once I am calm I spurt out excitedly, “I know but don’t you think Omar is just delightful?”
Kia looks at me with some surprise as well as a little sadness, “Omar? That’s not Omar Corinna, that’s his younger brother Tacari.”
I feel the smile drain from my face; I had assumed this handsome, kind young man was Omar only to discover he is his brother. Now I can only wish Omar is like this brother as I know I more than like the one they call Tacari. I decide that maybe I should get out of the bath and dress quickly as instructed. My pale blue pants and shirt would be appropriate for travelling and before the day was out I would meet the one who would in fact be my future husband, the one they call Omar and his father the Great Lord Zeal. Kia and I leave what I discover on departure is a great tower and enter the courtyard where a pod is waiting for us. We make these very pods on Serenitus, they are small vehicles which travel several feet above the ground and can only be used in open spaces. Another new experience as pods certainly could never have been used underground on my home planet. I nod and smile at Tacari who responds in the same way then we all enter the pod and leave.



Chapter 6 
Corin and Amasai 

Back on Serenitus, Amasai has left the docking station as his sister Corinna leaves her home planet. Amasai strides through the tunnel back to the underground city and as he glances at the drawings on the walls he growls to himself. The only consolation about the drawings was that Corinna did not have time to absorb the secrets that were carved on them. Great Lord Corin and Amasai wanted to keep the history of their planet a secret from everyone who lived on, or left Serenitus. As Amasai approached the city he considers life on the other planets he has visited over the years, his jealousy makes every muscle in his body become tense as the desire to live in the sun and the fresh air consume him. Amasai makes his way through the artificially lit passages thinking about the warm sun beating down on his face, his people automatically moved out of the way of this dangerous man who is heading to see his father.
Amasai marches up to his father’s room and knocks on the door then immediately enters.
Great Lord Corin sits at his desk and looks up at the son he adores then speaks without concern, “Has she gone?”
“Yes father, Corinna has left to marry Omar.”
“Great news, now I can move on with my life here on Serenitus,” says Corin.
Amasai frowns at his father then says, “You realise Omar is a monster don’t you father?”
“Yes, yes you have told me about the man’s nature, but we had to seal that alliance with Enmitus. We already have a truce with Verdantus, this new truce will mean both Great Lords will trust us and won’t bother to monitor our activity which gives us the advantage, don’t you think?” Corin says in a sly and twisted manner.
“You might be right father. If they trust us then we will be left alone to prepare for our future, which will hopefully result in our people living on another planet one day.”
“There’s no hopefully about it Amasai. Our tribe will live in the sun one day very soon,” Corin snaps with determination in his voice.
Amasai looks at his father as he speaks cautiously, “Omar is the type of person who may well end up killing Corinna. I believe he might be insane, where will that leave us in relation to the treaty?”
“If Corinna is murdered then Zeal will owe us and that man has such a big conscience. He won’t know what to do for us if anything happens to my child on Enmitus, so it’s clearly a win, win situation don’t you think?”
“It is if we actually find out she’s been murdered, they are more likely to tell us she died of some disease,” says Amasai with mistrust in his voice.
Great Lord Corin looked at his son and says with great determination, “They might try to lie but the truth always comes out in the end. Who knows Zeal’s insane son might fall in love with Corinna, which will make our plans for the future so much easier to implement. Amasai you will be a Great Lord one day and I plan to make you more important than Zeal, who I believe is emotionally weak and the more infamous Michio who is cruel. You my son will be both strong and totally merciless. There are only two ways to rule a planet, one is to bend to the whims of your people and the other is to make them fear you. You my son will rule with an iron fist, destroying anyone who shows a flicker of descent, after all it’s what you’ve been trained to do. In the meantime, we must play the game as we need security, we would however benefit from another heir.”
Amasai looks at his father and nods even though he has no interest in the women from Serenitus, with their slight bodies, pale skin and dark eyes; it is the beautiful women who live in the sun who intrigue him. All he could hope was that his father didn’t make him take a bride from this god forsaken planet.
Great Lord Corinna looks down at the papers on his desk as he says, “Come here Amasai. Come and look at my plans. We will have another heir and look I have already started the plans which will determine our planets future.”
Amasai moves next to his father and looks at the papers then smiles.
 



Chapter 7 
Enmitus 

The journey Kia and I are making to reach Zeal is fantastic, we pass very large and small serpents, which I am told are the original species that have always lived on the planet. I find the creatures fascinating as they move so smoothly up and down across the landscape. Each one of the serpents is uniquely patterned and coloured making them stand out on the fabulous backdrop of the lush green land, which I had only ever seen in books, before this experience. There are various fruit trees and wild flowers in so many pretty colours. I can see narrow streams here and there as I watch and try to absorb every moment in this beautiful countryside. My mind drifts back to Alivia and I know how much she would have loved to have seen all this. I glance at Kia ready to tell her what I think, however, she does not seem terribly interested which puzzles me, so I remain silent. We have been travelling a couple of hours when I see an enormous tower in the distance, surrounded by buildings. As we travel closer I realise that the buildings are dwellings where the local people live. Once we approach the tower itself I watch the people of Enmitus as they go about their daily chores but I am a little surprised in the way they dress. Every person is dressed in dark dull materials. The women are mainly in full length dresses which cover their bodies and are tied at the waist with the men wearing dark breeches and jackets. I am hoping life here won’t be as dull as the clothing that this tribe wear. The pod comes to a halt in the courtyard of this great tower; Tacari takes my arm as he leads me into the building. My skin tingles from the touch of his hand and I fear I may have blushed in public but no-one seems to have noticed as we enter the great hall. The Great Lord Zeal walks down a huge stair case to greet us; he has that familiar smile on his face which warms my heart. On reaching us he kisses my hand and I take a huge curtsey with Tacari who is at my other arm supporting me to stand.
Zeal looks into my face as he speaks, “Welcome Princess Corinna, I see you survived the arduous journey, though you still look tired from your ordeal. I have already seen to it, your bags have been put in your rooms for you. Unfortunately, Omar could not make it right now as he is rather busy but he will join us for dinner.” Zeal points his finger at his advisor, the one who had come to Serenitus to ask for my hand in marriage to Omar and continues, “Delata will show you and Kia to your rooms so you can rest until it is time to eat.”
Delata smiles at Kia and I, then beckons us to follow him up the great staircase. As I glance back I can see a look of annoyance on Tacari’s face and can hear him demanding to know where Omar is.
Though I cannot see Zeal’s expression I know he is angry by the tone of his voice when he replies, “Where do you think! Where he always is!” and then I am too far away to make out what else is said.
This conversation has made me curious as I wonder where Omar always is. Delata bows as he throws open the door to my bedroom, then ushers both Kia and I in. He points to a door to the left and tells Kia that will be access to her room, and then he points to a door to the right and says it is the bathroom. Once he knows we are familiar with the layout of the room Delata leaves. I start scanning the room and can feel my heart flutter with excitement.
“Oh my, what a beautiful room,” I declare once Delata has gone.
All of the curtains and bedding are in white silk with black serpents running across them. Above the bed are mirrors however, these mirrors have black serpents in each corner. The vases at either end of my bed are white and each hold a giant black flower. I notice an opening in the wall which lights up the room, when I approach it I find a large balcony and step out. The scenery is fabulous. As I look across the tops of the dwellings I can see woodland, occasionally a great serpent comes into view moving so gracefully across the land. I look down into the courtyard to see Tacari talking to someone who is younger than himself but slightly taller who bears an uncanny resemblance to him and wonder who it can be. When Tacari’s companion looks up and waves to me I nod back at him, and then withdraw into the privacy of my room. My thoughts drift to the closed door, I have to find out if this bathroom is as luxurious as the one at the docking station and I swing open the door.
I can feel my eyes widen as my brain screams, “Unbelievable!”
I now shout and ask Kia to come and have a look. There in front of me is a small swimming pool with the water steadily spilling in through large black vases standing in each corner and out through an overflow at the back. I can feel myself tremble with excitement and have an immediate urge to bathe. I consider my situation and decide as I am meeting Omar this very night that maybe I should start preparing right now. I take off my clothes and slip in. Kia smiles then leaves me to my own devices for some time before she returns to insist I rest before I have to get ready for dinner.
Once rested I put on a tight white gown with pretty pink net flowers around the edges and wear pink accessories. When I look in the mirror at my reflection I am satisfied that this outfit will impress anyone, though my skin is so pale and my eyes are terribly dark. There is a knock on the door and when it opens I find Zeal, who has come himself to take me to dinner.
As we walk out of my room he whispers in my ear, “Just beautiful Corinna, quite breathtaking”
I hold my head up high as I walk down the corridor, and then take the stairs into the great dining room. A table is set at the far end of room and when we reach it Zeal introduces me to my husband to be, Omar. I am told to sit between Zeal and Omar with Tacari and the other young man on the opposite side of the Great Lord. Zeal now introduces me to his youngest son Blayze, he was the one Tacari had been speaking to in courtyard. Blayze is so much like Tacari just slightly taller and heavier built. Now Zeal speaks to Omar who seems preoccupied, I feel a shiver run down my spine. Omar does have a slight resemblance to his brothers but there is something about him which makes me feel uneasy. He stands the same height as Tacari but is thin with narrow dark blue eyes. I smile at Omar and he twists his face when he nods back. Trying to be polite I now curtsey but it is Blayze who steps forward to help me stand. I have a second sense that Omar is not like his father, or other two brothers. When I look passed Omar I can see a woman hovering in the background and wonder what she is doing. As we sit for dinner this woman steps out of the shadows and comes to sit at the other side of Omar. No one at the table introduces me to this woman and no one speaks a word to her all night, except Omar, who keeps whispering in her ear. I do, however, take every opportunity to have a good look at her as the meal progresses. This woman has shoulder length, dark auburn hair with oval matching eyes, thin lips, which never once smile and she is dressed in the same dull clothes everyone else on this planet appears to wear. Once Omar and this woman have finished eating they stand up and leave together, much to my horror. They do not say goodbye and Omar has not spoken to me once, which leaves me feeling annoyed as I am the one he is to marry. I see Zeal, Tacari and Blayze glance disapprovingly in Omar’s direction, and then Zeal asks me to meet him the following morning in his study. Zeal confirms Delata will collect me at 10.00 am sharp. I now excuse myself and leave the table heading for my bedroom wondering what on earth is going on with my husband to be and that woman.
The following morning at 10.00 am sharp Delata knocks on the door and I go with him to meet Zeal. We go directly to Zeal’s study which is near the entrance to the tower; due to its location I know I will have no problems finding that room again. Delata opens the door and I enter.
Zeal immediately stands up from behind his desk and comes to me throwing his arms around me as he speaks, “Welcome, welcome Corinna, you have met all my boys. You know the wedding will not take place until you are a woman, so in the meantime you should get to know your new home. It will be helpful if you get to know a little about your new planet and the people who live here as it will make life easier for you in the years to come.”
I look at Zeal curiously as the only thing I really want to know is what relationship the woman I saw last night has with my future husband, his son Omar.
Zeal now takes me to a sofa where we sit next to one another then he continues, “Omar is often busy and goes to the Outlands regularly to make sure our people are behaving themselves, so I am thinking that it is probably best if Tacari and Blayze keep you company some of the time and show you our countryside, what do you think Corinna?”
I respond cautiously, “Well that sounds fine but it is Omar that I will be marrying, it should be him that I get to know and I did wonder who the woman was we had dinner with last night.”
Zeal becomes agitated and speaks to me firmly, “We do not talk about that woman and we never… do you hear me never speak her name, it is best if you ignore her, whether she is with Omar or alone, getting involved with her will do you no good, no good at all. Do you understand Corinna?”
I look into Zeal’s face and can see sadness in his eyes as I nod back agreeing to obey him.
Zeal once again becomes calm and says, “Good… that’s good, now I think Blayze is waiting in the corridor to show you around the tower, then the grounds, it’s best you know your way about the place, we wouldn’t want you getting lost now would we?”
Zeal hugs me and kisses my cheek as I leave.
Time passes by and I consider the last year on Enmitus has been an education. Tacari and Blayze took me everywhere. I went to see the fruit being gathered, Blayze took me to the markets where people barter with the meagre crops they have grown for other household essentials. Tacari escorted me to the winery, where we taste different varieties of wine; apparently Enmitus is the only planet that exports wine. Most of the food on Enmitus is in fact imported from Animus and Blayze had told me about his visits to that planet. My adventures have been never ending but the best experience ever will be today, I just know it. This will be the first time anyone has taken me to see the great serpents at close hand. This morning Tacari sent Kia with breeches and a pair of boots with orders that state I have to wear them as he is taking me on a mission. When I am dressed I find Tacari waiting for me in the lobby; we leave the tower and walk into the woods where serpents which look like great colourful beasts roam freely in the trees. I am so close to the serpents I can for the first time make a mental note of the finer detail of the creatures. There are black ones with a variety of different colours on them; one of them looks as if it is in flames, with large red flashes down its side and another yellow one has green streaks. Others come in a variety of colours, with so many different markings in an array of shades. Each and every one is individual except for their eyes; they all have golden eyes as I watch them in awe.
Tacari laughs and says we should ride one, I look at him in horror as well as disbelief as he speaks with a grin on his face, “Don’t worry Corinna they are absolutely placid, we have always ridden them, it is really quite exciting, just wait there and I will trap one.”
I watch as Tacari takes a lasso and true to his word catches a great green beast with lemon markings. Tacari does no more than jumps on its back and beckons me to his side; he takes my arm and swings me behind him. As we ride on the beast I discover it elegantly rises and falls and realise how full of life Enmitus is compared to my home planet Serenitus. As we ride Tacari tells me that the smaller serpents we pass are hunted for food and are called Serpeers. He tells me that in the Outlands there are very small serpents with dark eyes that are called Serpasps. Tacari informs me that Serponies and Serpeers are completely harmless however; their tiny cousins the Serpasps are vicious and deadly. It is hard to believe that the tiniest species of these creatures are deadly but I know Tacari is telling me the truth. After this first adventure on the Serponies Tacari says he will take me riding regularly. True to his word Tacari comes and takes me to ride the Serponies and soon I find that I can ride these creatures myself. Tacari and I ride our own Serponies side by side, through the forests in harmony; occasionally we race one another across the fields. My experiences with Tacari and Blayze make me wonder if my father had been wrong about this tribe being vicious but, I have never been to the Outlands and consider that maybe the people there are different. The year that has passed by on Enmitus has been a wonderful year. I am growing up learning lots of interesting facts about the planet, though I do often think of my father and Amasai back on Serenitus with sadness.
During the time I have lived on Enmitus, Omar has almost been invisible, and then a few weeks after my fourteenth birthday he arrives for dinner with that woman, the one nobody is to mention. The evening passes by and then they both leave. The two of them had not been gone long when I say goodnight to Zeal, Tacari and Blayze then begin to head for my room. When I enter the hallway I watch Omar and the woman leaving through a door at the back of the room, which I know leads to the rear courtyard. I decide to follow them to the door listening as they walk away, I hear Omar tell the woman how he has the servant for her in one of the outbuildings, which was precisely where he was now taking her. Even though I know I shouldn’t follow the temptation is too great, I see these two strange people so little and wonder what they are doing. I slip into the corridor and silently follow them to the rear exit. When I reach the door Omar and the woman are crossing the semi lit courtyard holding a torch to further light their way, I can hear the woman laugh, it isn’t what I would call a pleasant laugh but sounds more menacing and mischievous. The very sound of the laugh makes my skin crawl. As I follow them in the shadows to an outbuilding some distance from the tower the two of them stop, and kiss in the moonlight. The sight of that kiss makes my heart jolt in my chest. I am the one who will be marrying this man, who clearly is involved with this woman. I instinctively decide to stay in the shadows, following them on their way, until they disappear into a building. It is clear that this building is no longer in use and looks like it really should have been pulled down long ago. The fact it is derelict will serve my purpose, I can spy through the holes in the walls and observe what is going on inside. I move to the rear of the run down building and search for the biggest opening I can find.
As I peer through the hole I see Omar put his torch into a bracket on the wall, lighting up the room. The woman stands grinning with her hands on her hips as she looks to my left. I change position so that I can see what she is grinning at. There on that wall is tied a young man who is maybe two years older than me. His hands are tied above his head and are fastened to the ceiling. The poor creature’s feet only barely reach the floor. As I peer through the hole I can see he is gagged to prevent him from making a sound. Omar moves next to the woman and asks her what is to be done. This woman simply laughs, which makes a cold chill run down my spine and she suggests that this young man’s punishment could be made to last for days. The fear inside me begins to grow at a pace, I realise that I cannot leave before them as they might hear me, but I really do not want to stay to see what happens next. It is also obvious I cannot stop them and I don’t know what they might do to me if they catch me. The woman walks straight up to this poor young man and slaps him viciously across the face, telling him that he will never disobey Omar again. The young man lifts his head and looks at the woman as she once again viciously slaps him with all her might and his face jerks to one side. I close my eyes for what seems like an age then I once again look. Omar had turned the young man and is ripping the back of his shirt open. The woman is standing next to Omar with a whip in her hand; she tells the young man that tonight he will receive only ten lashes and then who knows, by tomorrow she might have thought of something more interesting that she can do to him. The woman now uses every bit of her strength swinging the whip and lays it harshly across the young man’s back, his body shakes with the pain. I instantly put my hand across my mouth to stop myself from screaming and close my eyes. I listen to each and every stroke ripping across that young man’s back. As each strike makes contact with him I judder. Once the woman is satisfied that the punishment is complete she tells Omar to give their captive a drink. Omar does as he is told, he slips the gag from the young man’s mouth, lets him drink, and then replaces it. The two of them both leave the building heading for the tower. I follow them back to the tower and once I know they have disappeared I go back into the dining room and take a knife. I hide the knife in a cloth from the table then head back to the outbuilding with a lantern I have taken from the corridor to guide my way. When I reach the building I go in and the young man’s tortured and tearful eyes widen in fear.
“No please I won’t hurt you,” I whisper, “I’ve come to help.”
The young man’s head drops forward, I stretch up high to cut the rope that binds him to the ceiling. As the rope gives way I have to support him as best I can, as he crumbles to the floor in a heap. Once he is down I carefully remove the gag which has been tied around his mouth. The young man lays on the floor trembling as he rubs his mouth and then looks up at me as he fights to stop the tears that suddenly burst through and roll down his cheeks, he begins to sob.
I kneel next to this stranger and put my arm around his shoulder making sure I do not touch his wounds and ask what he has done to upset that woman so much, he replies nervously, “I had just got a job in the tower and was learning all about my duties. This morning I walked into Omar’s room with his breakfast and that woman was there. I didn’t understand what she was doing in his room; she had never been in there before. It was my first Wednesday at work and there she was naked on the bed. She began screaming at me, asking what I was looking at and how I had insulted both of them, then Omar sprung at me. He proceeded to punch me in the face, tied me up, and then locked me in a cupboard until nightfall. A servant found me in the cupboard and gave me a drink. The servant told me that woman stays late every Wednesday morning, but no one had bothered to warn me. Once it was dark Omar brought me out here. They both kept saying I disobeyed Omar but I swear no one told me the woman would be there.” The young man shook his head as he grimaced saying, “Everything hurts so damn much.”
The young man shook in my arms as I tried to think, what could I do with him? He couldn’t stay here and I wasn’t sure what anyone else would make of the whole business, after all Omar was Zeal’s son. After some thought I decide to take him back to my room so that he can be cleaned up, which will give me time to consider the matter further. I tell this stranger who I am and watch him stare in fear; I reassure him I will never give him up to Omar and that woman. I now tell him I will take him to my room, he insists it could get me into all sorts of trouble but I will not back down as I help him stand. The young man who tells me his name is Alee needs support as we move towards the tower, he stumbles and with great difficulty maintains his silence, even though I know his pain must be horrific. I cannot believe that the man who would be my husband could be this cruel. We creep through the back entrance, up the stairs and into my room hoping not to be caught. When we arrive there I sit Alee on the bed and go to lock the adjoining door to Kia’s room, to ensure we aren’t disturbed. Now I support Alee to the bathroom where he bathes and I clean up the dreadful welts across his back. I cannot imagine the pain Alee is in as I watch his lips tremble; I gently pat his back dry. I take a very thin towel which I strap across his back to try and protect the injuries, then leave my room to get rid of the blood stained towels and to search for some clothes that he can wear. I move silently through the castle creeping in the shadows until I find what I need in a cupboard near the servants quarters. I leave the stained towels and return to my room. When I look at the boy now that he is cleaned up I can see his natural wavy shoulder length hair, pale skin and hazel eyes. We sit together for sometime looking at one another. I think about what I can do with him as those pained watery eyes look back hopefully. My big concern is to keep him hidden, I certainly should not have got involved in Omar’s business and I have no idea what anyone will make of me having a young man in my room.
Eventually I break the silence, “Is there somewhere you can go where you will be safe?”
“My Aunt lives at the edge of the city,” Alee replies blankly.
“Do you think we could get there tonight, I think it’s best if you disappear?”
“Well we might get there but you wouldn’t get back for morning and then what would happen,” he says sadly.
“It seems you will have to stay until tomorrow night then I’ll take you,” I declare.
Alee looks at me and forces a smile as he says, “If I rest all day I might be strong enough to go alone. I don’t want you to get into trouble, especially with Omar and that woman, but where will I hide until then?”
“Once I am dressed in the morning the closet is all yours, I’ll fetch you food throughout the day but you will have to stay inside,” I reply.
The two of us roll back and lay on the bed until we eventually fall asleep. I wake early, wash and change before Kia is due to make an appearance. I wake Alee and usher him into the closet where there is sufficient space for him to sleep and unlock the adjoining door for Kia. When Kia arrives I tell her I do not want any servants in my room today as I want some privacy, I tell her I have a severe headache and she confirms she will tell everyone. True to my word I take Alee food and drink at regular intervals until evening falls. As dinner approaches I tell Kia to let everyone know that I still do not feel too well and ask for my evening meal to be brought to my room and then dismiss my friend. Once I am alone I bring Alee from the closet and I share my dinner with him. It is early evening and most people will be at dinner. Alee and I begin to slip through the corridors and drift into the shadows whenever we hear other people nearby. Eventually we come to the corridor that will lead us to the back entrance, we silently slip through. We cross the courtyard in the darkness and head for the gates. Soldiers are posted so we wait patiently for an opportunity for Alee to make his escape. We stand in the shadows for what seems like hours but is probably closer to twenty minutes when another soldier approaches to take over the guard. While the two soldiers are chatting I nudge Alee who kisses me on the cheek, I feel his warm lips as I jump slightly in surprise. Alee now silently slips through the gates, then disappears. I now turn to retrace my path when I see Omar and the woman heading to the out building with a lantern in their hand. Once they are far enough across the courtyard I make a dash for the rear door, on reaching it I turn to check whether I have been spotted. It seems Omar is too busy observing that woman who is in the process of opening the outbuilding door; they both appear to be totally oblivious to my presence. I slip through the rear door as I hear the woman howl, I do not look back but dash to the safety of my room.
The following morning comes quickly and I go to the dining hall where there seems to be some commotion. Omar is dashing around demanding to know whether anyone has seen his servant, a boy named Alee, the one with the wavy hair. No one says they have seen the boy and then I feel a tap on my shoulder which surprises me, I turn.
“Princess Corinna,” the awful woman who is always with my future husband is standing looking into my face; her twisted lips make her look like she is sneering at me, “Have you seen a boy with mousey wavy hair on your travels?”
I instantly feel sick and think she must know that I have interfered. I look back at her feigning confidence and reply, “I really have no idea who you are talking about.”
The woman looks me up and down before she walks away as my heart pounds and a shiver ripples through my whole body in an instant. I am hoping Alee is now in a safe place as far away from the tower as possible. While I am out and about the following day it seems the issue around Alee’s disappearance has gone quiet and the servant is never mentioned again.
As the months pass by I enjoy the company of Tacari and Blayze and the thought of marriage to Omar rarely enters my thoughts. I notice on my fifteenth birthday that my body is maturing at a rapid pace and the thought of marriage to Omar slips into my mind like a storm cloud that is about to burst. Time nevertheless passes by and I continue making the most of my adventures with Tacari and Blayze while doing my best to ignore my imminent fate.
It isn’t surprising that I discover I have become a woman two weeks before my sixteenth birthday. I sadly woke this morning and my bed is stained. My childhood, growing up on such a poor diet and breathing stale air had an effect on the entire population on Serenitus, with maturity coming late. Kia becomes excited and dashes out of the room and I just know she has gone to tell Zeal the news. This is what everyone has been waiting for, now the marriage tying Serenitus to Enmitus can take place. On the other hand I am fearful, this now means my marriage to Omar will go ahead and he is besotted with another woman. My husband to be is clearly a very cruel man, someone I barely know and yet we will soon be wed. As I am to marry Omar I have to know what I am dealing with, I have to know more about this woman. My plan is to confront Zeal and find out. When Kia returns to my room she says that Zeal wishes to speak to me that very morning. She confirms that once I am dressed I should go to his study where he is presently working. I take my time getting ready, considering how becoming a woman makes me feel no different to when I was a child; nothing has really changed except I must marry. I put on a low necked pink dress that is covered with netting to my ankles and wear matching accessories. I go to Zeal’s study and on entering, as always, he comes to my side and walks me to the sofa. We sit down and Zeal says how he is pleased that the wedding will soon go ahead. I ask if I can design my own dress for the occasion and he is more than happy to agree to it. Zeal says that the wedding will take place in 6 months time, this will mean my 16th birthday will have passed, as well as the fact it will give everyone sufficient time to prepare for this very special occasion.
As Zeal seems in such high spirits I decide to question him about the issue that dominates my mind, “My Great Lord, I need to know what I am to face with Omar, he is not like Tacari or Blayze, in fact I hardly know him at all and I must know about that woman he is always with? I really think it is time I knew about her.”
Zeal now looks sombre as he replies, “I did tell you when you first arrived that we do not talk about that woman.”
My brain is screaming enough as my neck stiffens and I respond abruptly, “I have to know what I am dealing with; I need to know who she is and what she means to Omar as I am the one who will be his wife.”
Zeal goes quiet for a few moments while he considers his response and says, “Sash, the woman is called Sash, she is his whore. Corinna that woman is very dangerous, just do as Omar demands and don’t disobey him. It has always been my hope that someone as beautiful as you from both the inside as well as outside could win him over. I hoped and still hope he will realise what a treasure he has in you and he will dismiss that woman. You must try to use your feminine whiles to turn his head in your direction for everyone’s sake.”
My mind is in turmoil, I know how evil as well as dangerous that woman named Sash truly is, why did Zeal knowingly bring me here to marry someone who prefers to spend his time with a whore?
I stand up as I slightly shake and try to control my anger as I head for the door, “I will see to that wedding dress then shall I!” and clash the door closed behind me as I leave.
I stand with my back to the door and my insides shake, how was I to find out more? I really needed to know more and the answer that came to my mind was Tacari, I could get information from him.
The same afternoon I ask Kia to bring all of the really special dress materials we had brought from Serenitus to the dining hall where I will select the one I want for my wedding dress. When I arrive at the dining hall I see that woman they call Sash who is slipping out of one of the doors and wonder what she has been up to. Kia and I go through each roll of material as I put aside the one’s I decide I do not want. Eventually, after some length of time, I end up with two rolls of absolutely breath taking fabric. One is a beautiful ivory shade with lace running through it and the other is white with pastel stars in a variety of colours spread throughout. I want both so decide that Kia can choose one to work with and I will task one of the seamstresses from Enmitus to make the other material into a dress. Kia chooses the Ivory material and I ask a woman named Lytia, who we have grown fond of, to make the other. Kia and I work for two weeks designing the dresses. The ivory dress is to simply cross at the front and barely cover my breasts with a tight waistband and flowing skirt that is to be covered with different lengths of ivory netting. The dress Lytia is to make will have a scoop neck at the front and back with layers of netting covered with a full skirt. Once the designs had been finalised I tell the two seamstresses to set about their work. Kia always works from her bedroom and Lytia works from a room in the basement of the tower. Now these tasks are allocated I plan to persuade Tacari to take me riding so that I can question him.
The weeks pass by and Tacari has been to the Outlands, then one evening he arrives at dinner. As he enters the hall he smiles warmly at me, and then makes a slight bow, which makes some of the tensions from the last few weeks melt away, I instinctively smile back. I have to say that Omar and that woman Sash continue to make only very rare appearances and that is a total relief. After dinner when everyone leaves except Tacari, I ask him if he will take me riding as we might not get such opportunities once I am married. Tacari thinks it is a splendid idea and suggests going the very next day in case he is called away on business. The following morning I feel excited as I dress in my breeches and boots, the very ones Tacari had given me some time ago and I dash downstairs with a spring in my step to meet him in the hallway.
We leave the tower and wander through the woods then I casually quiz him, “Tacari, if I ask you a question will you promise to give me an honest answer?”
Tacari laughs and says, “Of course, when have I ever lied to you Corinna? What is it you want to know?”
This was my opportunity; I had his word “Well there are certain things I must know before I marry Omar. I need to know what kind of a person he is. I also have to understand what this whore named Sash really means to him and any advice you can give me on how to deal with the dreadful situation I find myself in?”
Tacari swings to face me and looks annoyed; he knows I have tricked him into promising to answer my questions however, when he actually begins to speak his voice turns to that of concern, “Corinna it seems you have tricked me, I thought we knew one another better than that. I would have told you anyway if you had asked, so feel a little hurt but I suppose you had to know sometime. Omar, in my opinion is evil, father keeps trying to see the best in him but I truly believe he is a monster. I wish you weren’t promised to him but there is nothing I can do about it, he is the eldest son. If I could have intervened in this whole mess I most certainly would have. The whore he has in tow all of the time as you rightly point out is called Sash. I have to say she is equally, if not more dangerous than my brother.” At this point Tacari puts his arm around my shoulder as we walk through the woods, “My advice is to do whatever Omar asks and to stay as far away from that witch as you possibly can, whatever you do don’t offend her as I’m truly not sure what she is capable of.”
I feel myself physically shake as I think of my future. Tacari turns me to face him; I look into his beautiful warm brown eyes as a tear rolls down my face. He now sweeps the tear away and kisses me. I feel my lips tremble before they respond with urgency.
A few moments later Tacari pulls away and then says softly, “Oh Corinna, why couldn’t things have been different? I loved you from the day you stepped off that ship and have had to keep my distance. I am so sorry I kissed you, it was wrong of me; you are promised to my brother. This can never happen again, we should never meet on our own then I cannot be tempted. You see Omar has spies everywhere, if we are caught it could mean death for both of us. Do you understand Corinna? I couldn’t bare it if anything happened to you.”
The tears begin to roll down my face uncontrollably as I reply, “I hear what you say Tacari so it seems I will have to carry a single kiss with me for the rest of my life.” I look into his face and declare what I have known from the day we met, “The truth is Tacari I feel the same way as you, I loved you from the start. I thought you were Omar when I arrived, then was disappointed to find out you were his brother. I have to say I had hoped Omar would be just like you.”
After this encounter we walk slowly through the densest part of the woods in the shade; we make no attempt to ride the Serponies. Tacari keeps his arm around my shoulder as we wander silently with our own thoughts until finally it is time to return home, knowing we will never have an opportunity like this again, knowing we will have to keep our secret hidden forever.
 



Chapter 8 
Omar and Sash 

Omar was a much loved son who could not reciprocate such feelings. Great Lord Zeal had tried to teach him about ruling a nation, about treating his subjects with respect and caring for the weak but Omar would have none of it. Something rotten that lived deep inside Omar continually seeped through. While he grew up he always resented his father Zeal and he despised his brothers Tacari and Blayze. Whether Omar sensed that the two brothers were bright, brave and caring may have caused the deterioration in his behaviour to escalate but no one would ever know the truth.
As a child he bullied his younger brothers and would have other children beaten if they showed any disrespect. Omar was of a tender age when other children began to keep their distance for fear of some sort of retaliation or punishment. Once Omar had no companions he turned his attentions to Serponies and Serpeers. He would take any opportunity that presented itself to make them suffer. Omar often took them deep into the woods to stab and torture them, where no one could witness his sick behaviour.
When Omar reached his teenage years his attention was drawn to women. Omar held no respect for those wanton creatures but his curiosity in them grew at a frightening pace. It wasn’t long before he paid women for their time and took great pleasure from the lessons he learned in bed. It was when Omar became an adult that his true nature seeped out for everyone to see. Once Omar became a man he recognised the power that lay at his finger tips and consequently took whoever he wanted to the seclusion of his bedroom. As for Omar’s victims, they were simply petrified; never speaking of those encounters for fear of having to face that mad man’s wrath.
As for Sash, Sash grew up in an outlying city. She was the eldest of three daughters who were brought up by a drunken father, he would beat his daughters on a regular basis and their mother didn’t give a damn. Sash’s mother spent her time seeking out men who might pay for her company as she planned to eventually run away and leave her family behind. As Sash grew up she began to hate her parents. It was after a particularly bad beating by her father that Sash decided it was time to take her revenge on him. Sash went out in the middle of the night looking for someone, anyone who could help. Outside a nearby inn she found a sharply dressed man who showed more than an interest in her. Sash foolishly promised to do whatever the man wanted if he would help her to take revenge. The smooth tongued man promised her help as he led her away in the darkness. Once the man had Sash alone he bound her and abused her for days on end then, one night, he returned to her in a drunken stupor. After he was finished with Sash that night he was in no state to know he had left her untied. Once the smooth talking man fell asleep Sash did not hesitate, she took his knife and slit his throat. There was no emotion or guilt for what she had done as she watched the blood drain from his neck, Sash simply wiped the knife clean on his jacket. For a few moments Sash gazed at the shiny knife in her hand then gripping it tightly she set off for home. In the middle of the night Sash crept into her home and found her father in a drunken stupor asleep on the kitchen floor. Sash grabbed her father’s hair, pulled his head back and mercilessly slashed his throat. Her father let out a cry and in response her mother ran in. Sash showed no mercy as she sliced at her Mother until she fell to the floor, dead. Now Sash looked around the room and decided that there was no way she would take the blame for these murders. Sash slipped into the bedroom she had shared with her sisters and put the knife in her youngest sister’s hand. While she wondered where to go Sash scrubbed her bloody hands clean, changed her clothes and tied her blood soiled ones together. She had decided those blood soiled clothes would be hidden outside of the city walls. Satisfied she had done everything she could to avoid detection Sash chose to head for the Great Tower, where she had sworn to herself that she would succeed.
Sash arrived in the city penniless and had to work the streets for a living. She hated the men that paid her and the well off pretty woman who lived in their very nice homes who looked down on her with disgust. It made no difference how hard Sash worked, her position in life never improved, until one night a traveller paid for her company. When Sash returned to his room she quickly assessed that this was an opportunity. This business man carried money to the Great Lord Zeal, but Sash could make that money disappear. When the business man finally fell asleep Sash took a table lamp and bludgeoned the man to death. Once the deed was done Sash took her belongings and the business man’s money back to her room where she planned her future. Sash had heard all the rumours about the Great Lord’s son Omar, who was said to often roam the streets at the dead of night, however, she had never seen him in the flesh. That would be her mission, Sash would roam the streets until she found the one named Omar and she would find a way to make him belong to her.
As she walked the streets night after night she finally saw a handsome, well dressed man and something deep inside screamed, “At last Omar!”
Sash confidently approached the man who turned and smiled, however it was Omar who could not believe his luck. He sensed this woman was different; this wasn’t some weak whimpering female looking for a husband. As for Sash, she saw a dangerous man, someone just as damaged and dangerous as herself. Deep inside Sash knew that together they could wreak vengeance on mankind. Two people who should never have met formed an alliance and were besotted with one another from the start. The pair now secretly carried out brutal attacks, as well as, cold blooded murders on adults and children alike. Every time they struck they sought to take their torture to new heights and to find the most barbaric ways to kill people. Everything they did was kept a secret; though rumours of their activities seeped into local gossip and those that talked about those matters did so risking life and limb. At this time neither Omar nor Sash knew that their vengeance on mankind would reach out and touch Omar’s future wife, a princess. The fact that Omar and Sash had even met was no less than a tragedy.



Chapter 9 
A Wedding Dress 

The weeks pass by too quickly and I see little of Zeal, Tacari or Blayze, as for Omar well I never had seen much of him over the years. Every night I toss and turn thinking of Tacari and dismissing my future with Omar. Kia knows something is wrong and asks what it is but I cannot tell her. If I share my secret then I might put her in danger. Besides I had become aware she seems to report everything to Zeal, which is something I really do not understand as we had always been friends. I have now begun to notice when I walk along corridors on my own that there are often people lurking in the shadows and now assume it is probably Omar’s spies trying to find out what I am doing. The fact that people stand in shadows also makes me feel afraid for my own safety, so I avoid being alone as much as possible. I have seen very little of Omar or Sash but am only too aware that they will know my every move, hoping I will do something wrong, something they can report to Zeal to put me in a position of disrepute. The truth is I no more want the marriage than they do however, I cannot stop it and neither will I risk putting Tacari in danger.
Time passes by too quickly and before I know it there are only a few days left before the wedding day. It is getting so close I know I need to try my wedding dresses on for my final fittings; this would help me decide which of those beautiful gowns I will wear on that dreaded day. I decide to go to see Lytia first; I walk to the basement to try the beautiful white dress with those pastel stars. This is one of those occasions when I walk alone. I did not take Kia as it would have been unfair for her to see Lytia’s dress until I have decided which one I will wear on my wedding day. As I move down the stairs everything is fine, however, as I move along the corridor towards Lytia’s workroom door I sense a presence, as if someone is in the shadows observing me. I do not directly look at whoever it is but glance sideways to the floor to try to assess any danger. Whoever is standing in the shadows is resting flat against the wall and does not move. Even in the darkness that clings to the walls I am sure it is a woman, standing silently watching me. When I enter the workroom and look around I am shocked. I can see Lytia to the right of the work table, in the corner and she is in a dreadful state. She is sitting on the floor and is practically hysterical with a swollen red face which is clearly the result of the buckets of tears she had spilled. I dash to her side and sit next to her as I wrap my arms around her to offer comfort.
“What has happened here, why are you so upset? Come, come, tell me,” I urge.
Lytia shakes her head as I ask the same question more forcefully. I can see Lytia’s eyes roll and then stretch passed me so I turn to look. There, at the other side of the table is my beautiful dress in shreds on the floor. I once again hug Lytia close, trying to comfort her until her crying subsides and eventually, she sobs. After sometime she becomes calm so I ask her what has happened. Initially Lytia refuses to answer and the question makes her physically tremble. I go on to tell Lytia it is only a dress and that I am more upset that she has put so much effort into it and then for something like this to happen.
Lytia looks at me and whispers, “Oh Corinna, this is the most beautiful material I have ever worked with and I loved making that gorgeous gown. It was a task I enjoyed so much and I know you would have loved it. I am so sorry that it has been destroyed. I swear I did not do it but for the life of me dare not say anymore.”
I sit a while with Lytia thinking about what might have happened here in the workroom, and then a possible answer springs into my mind. I turn and whisper in Lytia’s ear, “I will say one person’s name, if I am right that this person has in some way been involved just nod your head to confirm that I speak of the correct culprit. That is all I want you to do and that will be an end to the matter.” Lytia’s eyes widen as I barely whisper, “Sash.”
Lytia looks into my eyes and then drops her head to confirm it was Omar’s whore. Once again Lytia physically shakes so I sit with her until she gains control. I tell her not to worry and leave to find out if my second dress is in the same sad state.
I hurry back to my room and bump into Sash at the top of the stairs on the ground floor. Sash looks at me with a twisted smile on her face and I play along. I look back sadly and nod in her direction. Sash now turns away and I hear a snigger as she knows she has caused me pain. Once she has disappeared I run to my room and knock on Kia’s adjoining door to hear her respond excitedly that I should go in. Hanging from a wardrobe door is the ivory dress she has made me, I think about how beautiful it is. I begin to wonder if Sash even knows that there is a second dress. Lytia might have boasted she was making my wedding dress to the other servants. It may have been such gossip that had alerted Sash to the fact the dress was in Lytia’s work room. That would explain why Sash would target that beautiful gown. I am not sure that Lytia even knew Kia had been busy making another. Kia excitedly tells me to try the dress on and I silently undress and put on the gown thinking this should have been for Tacari not Omar. The thought of Omar makes my whole body momentarily stiffen. Once I have put on the dress Kia tightens the back so that the cross over at the front will not move and reveal my breasts when I walk.
As I turn to look in the mirror Kia questions eagerly, “Which dress are you going to wear Corinna? Will it be mine?” I stare in the mirror and know that it would always have been this dress, the one Kia has made for me, though the one Lytia had made would have been worn at some other special occasion.
“Yours Kia, you must have known it would have always been yours, but you must never tell Lytia that, can I have your word? I would prefer it if we did not speak of Lytia’s dress ever again,” I answer holding back tears.
“Of course you have my word Corinna. But what has happened? What is wrong?” Kia asks with real concern.
“Nothing, nothing that’s important. I would rather you did not know but I want you to hide this dress, do you understand Kia, hide the dress. Lock it up safely until my wedding day and tell no one about it,” I say in little more than a whisper.
I feel I am becoming paranoid, why am I whispering when no one can hear. Kia looks at me curiously as she nods and agrees to lock the dress safely away.
It has come around only too quickly, my wedding day has arrived. I woke up early to the sound of birds, which draws me to the balcony where I stand watching those lucky serpents moving freely in the distance without a care in the world. I return to my room when there is a knock at the door and when I open it, Delata is standing with two servants.
“Good morning Princess Corinna on this very special day.” Delata bows slightly in my direction then he continues, “The Great Lord Zeal has sent me to tell you that these servants will take all your belongings to your new rooms, the one’s you will use when you are married to Omar.” I look blankly at Delata so he continues, “When you are married you will move to be with your husband Princess Corinna, that is normal practise here on Enmitus, obviously you will dress for the wedding here but tonight you will reside elsewhere after your marriage.”
Omar, his name makes me feel slightly sick inside and instantly makes me think of Sash. I step to the side to let the servants and Delata into the room. These servants now proceed to pile up my belongings which they then take away. It takes them several journeys back and forth before they have taken everything. I am stunned; this room has been my home since I arrived on this planet some three years ago. It has been my place of safety, my sanctuary and Kia has always occupied the adjoining room… what about Kia? Am I to lose her too? This was all so cruel. I know I cannot dwell on my concerns as today is meant to be the biggest day of my life. Once the servants have finished and leave, Kia comes in with my dress and accessories. I bathe and dress carefully with Kia ensuring my hair is brushed and in place. Once I believe I am ready Kia runs to her room and immediately dashes back with something in her hands.
“This is my gift to you Corinna, I do hope you are happy with Omar, I truly wish you all the best for the future” says Kia excitedly.
My friend does not have the first idea that I am concerned about what my future might hold, but I still wish I will be proven wrong and hope Omar might change. I had already been warned to be careful when I am with him or when the woman Sash is about. Kia now presents me with a beautiful net veil in ivory, it has fabulous embroidered detail around the edges, and as I gaze in the mirror I wonder if I can ever be happy with Omar knowing what I already know about both him and Sash. While I try to place the net veil on correctly I am totally absorbed with my thoughts and do not hear a knock on the door.
Unbeknown to me Kia opens the door while I am still struggling with the veil, which I finally get to sit perfectly on my head saying loudly for Kia’s benefit, “Kia it is beautiful!”
As I look in the mirror Tacari steps into view and I spin around to face him, he stands staring then says, “I have called to say I wish you well in your marriage. I hope you and my brother are very happy together. By the way you are correct Princess Corrina you look quite beautiful.”
Tacari does no more than about turn and leaves. My mind is in turmoil as I am sure that he has misunderstood the situation and thinks I am happy. I can feel the tears well in my eyes as there is another knock on the door, I fight back the tears that fill my eyes which are hidden under the veil. When Kia opens the door this time Zeal is standing in the doorway proudly holding out his arm ready to escort me to my wedding ceremony, I think how ill prepared I am to be a wife, particularly Omar’s.
I walk over and take Zeal’s arm as he whispers, “You look beautiful Corinna, this is a very special day, I am sure you can win Omar over,” then he squeezes my hand to reassure me.
When we enter the great hall people are sitting in two blocks, Zeal proudly leads me down the centre aisle to Omar, who I can see is waiting for me. Tacari is sitting stiffly next to Blayze and I can feel his eyes following me which makes my legs feel weak, Zeal glances at me and offers me more support. From that point on I don’t hear any of the service, not a single word, it’s all a blur. The next thing I know I lift the veil and Omar kisses me quickly on the cheek. I think to myself what will all these guests think, I am this man’s wife and he kisses me on the cheek. As Omar leads me from the great hall I see Sash standing at the back of the hall glaring at me and my beautiful ivory dress, the one that Kia had sewn. I cannot help myself as I misguidedly smile triumphantly at her thinking how I had won that battle!



Chapter 10 
Life with Omar 

After the ceremony we lead our guests into the dining hall. The room has been decorated with fresh flowers from the woods, reminding me of that kiss, the one between Tacari and me, a kiss which made me momentarily feel warm then suddenly sad as we could never be together. There is a magnificent spread which includes roasts of various meats, fresh fruit, vegetables and cake with many different wines in glass jugs set at intervals on the tables. After the meal the tables are pushed back so that everyone can dance. I watch as Tacari and Blayze dance with several different partners however, Omar just sits drinking wine. I am sitting next to Omar as a mere spectator while everyone else celebrates my wedding. At some point during the night Sash slips into the empty seat on the other side of Omar where she lounges whispering in his ear. I now feel totally deflated and alone. As the night progresses Zeal must have noticed how bored I look as he comes over and whispers something in Omar’s ear. Omar glares at Zeal then he takes my hand almost dragging me to my feet and on to the dance floor.
He nods in my direction and I make a short curtsey, when I stand up he utters spitefully in my ear, “My dear, don’t think for a moment I will make a habit of dancing with you in public. This will be your first dance with me and it will most certainly be the last.”
Omar proceeds to take hold of me and he holds me so tight I think I will feint however, his footwork is excellent as he twirls me around the floor. When the music stops he nods again and walks off to once again sit next to Sash. I am left on the dance floor and can feel our guest’s eyes on me as Blayze takes my hand and we dance together when the music once again begins. When Blayze and I finish dancing I glance at Omar who continues to drink wine with Sash. I feel so sad and empty I ask Blayze to tell my husband I am tired and have gone to bed. Blayze looks at me and his eyes tell me that while he knows Omar has not behaved appropriately he also does not approve of me leaving, but there is nothing to be done, I cannot stay. As I sweep out of the hall in my ivory dress I can see Tacari hovering at the back of the room, his sad eyes follow me rushing out through the door.
Kia is patiently waiting outside of the dining hall so that she can show me to my new rooms. We go up the main staircase and along a corridor to the left where Kia opens the door and waits for me to enter. The room is fabulous but feels cold with its black marble floor and black bedding. The bedding in this room is embroidered with red serpents. It is a slightly bigger room than my previous one but something is wrong as it does not look like a room for a husband and wife. Kia goes on to explain that Omar has spoken to her and my husband’s room is an adjoining one and that she now has her own room positioned down the corridor. The thought of Kia not being next door sends a cold shiver rushing through my body. Kia goes on to say that the adjoining room belongs to Omar, it is his private domain and he will be coming and going as he pleases. I have a flash from the past when I imagine Alee walking in on Omar and Sash; it makes me feel momentarily nauseous. Omar has also sent instructions that I should not enter his room under any circumstances. I feel so sad and lonely as I listen to Kia who says I am not to worry as she will never be far away, but to me, at that moment, down the corridor could have been back on Serenitus. My sad pale green eyes look at Kia as I tell her to leave, I feel drained from the day’s festivities. Kia says she will help me change but I need to be alone to think and say that it is not necessary; I motion for her to go by sweeping my arm towards the door. Once Kia has left I notice a red nightdress with a black serpent down the front which has been left on the end of the bed. The nightdress looks quite exotic and I assume I am supposed to wear it on my wedding night. My next move is to explore the bathroom which again is more than impressive with its black serpents pouring water into an area that is probably the size of a small swimming pool, I then return to the bedroom and step onto the balcony for air.
I stand looking out at the clear night sky appreciating the stars above when I overhear a conversation in the courtyard below, “That poor bloody princess, fancy someone as beautiful as her getting lumbered with Omar, he is such a dangerous man and well that whore, what a woman she is. In fact I am sure they are both quite mad.”
I tremble and feel tears form in my eyes as I withdraw to my room. I cannot listen to any more of that particular conversation. It is now time to undress and put on the red nightdress and I slowly roll the back of my hand down the black serpent while I think about being free. I crawl into bed, curl my body into a small tight ball and hold my knees, trying to sleep. I cannot be certain when I finally drift into a restless slumber. At some point during the night I hear a door open and close which wakes me as I listen intently. In my heart I know this is a drunken Omar as he clumsily stumbles across the bedroom floor in my direction. I lay very still in the bed hoping he will just collapse next to me in some semi conscious stupor. When he reaches the bed I can smell the alcohol on his breath and want to gag but think better of it, I remain perfectly still pretending to sleep. He now throws the cover off me and I instinctively turn to face his naked body, bloodshot eyes and stern face.
His stern face looks into mine as he slurs and spits out, “Time to do my duty I suppose, I am your master after all!”
I can feel the panic building in my chest as I try to slip off the bed away from him, to make my escape but he pulls me back, I then unsuccessfully attempt to push him away. He aggressively presses up against me as fear runs through my body in an instant. Omar twists his face and laughs as he rips my red nightdress from my body and flips me over face down. I grip the bed as he thrusts himself into me with force and I begin to scream so he pushes my face into the pillow to stop me. He then snarls and tells me if I scream again he will take great pleasure in choking me. He grips my shoulders tightly as he continues to force himself into me again and again. I felt feint and want to be sick then the room begins to spin.
Finally he rolls on the bed next to me and says in his drunken drawn out voice, “Some wife you’ll be,” while my whole body trembles.
I hear the door at the end of the room open and I squirm as I hear Sash’s sarcastic voice, “Come here darling, you’ve done your duty just like I told you too,” and then she giggles.
Omar rolls off the bed and unsteadily heads towards his whore. Even before the door closed behind Omar my body has begun to shake uncontrollably and tears roll down my face. Sleep does not come to me; I toss and turn wondering what the evil pair has planned, wondering if in the end I will live or die.
The next morning at about 8.30 Kia comes into my room but I do not move. I lay wide awake under the covers staring ahead at the mirror above my bed; I look at my tiny pale face and dark tired eyes and wonder what will happen to me next. Kia comes to my bedside and suggests it is time I get up and excitedly asks how my first night with my husband has been. I do not move or reply. Kia approaches the bed and begins to realise that something is wrong. She moves around so that she can see my face more clearly and gasps. I can imagine what I must look like with my swollen face and bloodshot eyes from the tears I have spilled all night. Kia’s hands cup my face as she pleads to be told what has gone on, and then she begins to pull back the sheet that covers my body. I try to hold onto the sheet but Kia peels my fingers away. The next thing I know I feel her hands gently roll over my shoulders where there are great bruises from Omar’s hands, the hands that had forced me to stay still. Kia immediately goes and brings my robe then helps me to put it on, while I look blankly at her. When Kia leaves the room I shakily walk to the balcony and sit curled up on a chair, looking out into the distance wishing I was a serpent roaming freely in the woods. Kia returns with food and drink but I cannot eat and simply sit on that balcony all day. When evening arrives I have Kia bring me a blanket as she pleads for me to rest in my bed. I refuse and remain on the balcony all night watching the night sky.
Since that fateful night Omar has not made an appearance which brings me great comfort. I hope and pray that Sash’s words when she said, “He had done his duty,” are true and that Omar will never come back to my bed, though that is doubtful. I feel so depressed, I have refused to bathe. On this the third day after the assault Kia insists I wash as she supports me to the bathroom where she helps me bathe and dress in a clean nightdress and robe. Kia now patiently sits watching until she is sure I have eaten something.
Kia goes on to tell me that Zeal and Tacari have been asking after me as I have not been to dinner, she wants to know whether she should tell them what happened on my wedding night, I respond, “What is the point? What can they do about anything? Omar is my husband, or maybe I should say my master!”
Kia looks at me sadly and says that if I do not go to dinner soon someone will come looking for me. I have no interest in what she says and go back to the balcony. The following day as I continue to sit looking out at the serpents I hear a knock on the door; Kia is not with me so I choose to ignore it. The knock becomes louder but I do not respond, then I hear the door open and close. I have no interest in whoever has entered my room so I continue to watch a great black and yellow serpent move smoothly across the landscape.
“Hello Corinna,” I immediately turn as I know that voice only too well to see Tacari standing behind me.
To be honest, at this precise moment in time I do not care what he thinks, I turn my head back to watch the serpent. Tacari moves in front of me and blocks my view; I wave my hand indicating I want him to get out of the way. He now leans forward and puts a finger under my chin, raising my face to look into his.
“What has Omar done?” he demands.
I reply lethargically, “What do you think, I am his wife, and he did his duty as he is the master here.”
“Master… master, yes that is what Omar would say, what a despicable brother I have. Whatever has happened here is not what a husband would or should do,” Tacari says angrily with disdain in his voice. His voice turns to concern when he looks at me, “Please tell me what has gone on here so that I can sort it out.”
I wave my hand at him again, signing that he should move out of the way.
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on Corinna as my father is asking where you are and if he comes here I don’t know what will happen,” Tacari speaks to me with much frustration in his voice.
“Just go away and leave me alone Tacari. I might come to dinner tonight, there again maybe I won’t, I’ll think about it but I want you to leave… now!” I say coldly.
Tacari threatens, “If you aren’t at dinner tonight I will send my father to talk to you himself, you need to try to pull yourself together Corinna before you become really ill and if you won’t tell me what has happened then I can’t do a damn thing about it can I?”
My response remains unemotional as I say, “Bye Tacari.” I can see how irritated Tacari is as he storms from the balcony, and then I hear my door open and close once again.
Shortly after Tacari leaves Kia comes in and I tell her I will be going to dinner that evening but she can have the afternoon off as I will sort myself out. I take my time bathing and dress in brown, this is an unheard of colour for me, and until I actually opened the wardrobe I had totally forgotten I had a dress in the colour. I feel the brown gown reflects how I feel inside which is dark, dull and miserable. I look in the mirror and the reflection of my mood is undeniable. Once satisfied with the look I leave my room alone and walk along the eerie corridor, knowing I am being watched but not by whom. When I enter the dinner hall I immediately know that Omar and Sash are not making an appearance or they would have already been seated. I observe Zeal, Tacari and Blayze who look in my direction with some surprise to see me in such dower clothing. I ignore them and sit down to eat. The Great Lord and his sons chat and try to include me in the conversation but I choose not to engage with them. When the meal is finished Zeal asks if he can speak to me alone, I suggest sometime later however, he will not be brushed off so easily. He walks back with me to my room which is some relief, those eerie corridors have now begun to terrify me, and paranoia is certainly setting in.
Once we are in my room Zeal asks what Omar has done and I looked him in the face and once again say coldly, “I guess he has done his duty.”
Zeal says with concern, “What have I done bringing you here to marry Omar? Maybe he has ‘done his duty’ but clearly not in a befitting manner for a future Lord. I need to know if he harms you again Corinna, do you understand?” I nod but am not convinced I will tell Zeal anything and then he continues, “I expect to see you dressed in something more befitting tomorrow Corinna as I plan to go riding with you.”
I simply look at him as he about turns and leaves.
When I go to bed I drift in and out of sleep feeling disturbed and restless. Once I am dressed the next day I find Zeal is true to his word when he arrives and takes me riding which really has lifted my spirits and his. Apparently Zeal has not ridden for years so he is taking great pleasure from riding a great serpent through the woods. After this delightful adventure the following days turn to a couple of weeks with me seeing very little of Omar and Sash. It seems the two of them prefer to spend time together and that makes me more than happy. Omar thankfully, has not returned to my bed and for that I am grateful, then one night the pair of them are already sitting in the dining hall when I arrive for dinner. I try to be myself as I join in some small talk with Blayze who has always amused me, however, Omar and Sash only whisper to one another, then look in my direction and snigger throughout the meal. I am finding it all very irritating and Zeal secretly warns me to stay calm and I do. The evening draws to a close and Blayze is telling me a story about one of his visits to Animus which has distracted me so much I did not realise Zeal and Tacari had left. When Blayze stands I glance around the room and immediately jump up to follow him out. Once we are in the hallway Blayze says that he needs to go to have a word with the soldiers who are on duty, he leaves through the main door and I turn to go up the stairs.
Sash comes out of nowhere and before I know it she is at my side. The witch proceeds to glare in my face as her twisted lips whisper viciously, “Think you’re something special don’t you Corinna, you will never have Omar, and he despises you with your skinny body and pale skin,” then her voice turns to sarcasm as she continues spitefully, “Bet you didn’t enjoy your wedding night did you?”
I cannot help myself as I stiffen and something snaps so I scream back at her, “You evil witch, what have I ever done to you? I did not ask to marry Omar, it was a contract made between his father and mine. You can have him! You damn well deserve him! He’s no better than a devil!”
Suddenly I think of Alee and what happened to that young man at the hands of Omar and Sash. I can feel my insides shake; I know I should not have said a word but I refuse to let this evil woman have all her own way.
To my horror Sash bursts into tears and begins howling, “Omar, Omar, she says I am a witch and you are the devil,” her voice now changes to a moan, “Omar I’m not a witch am I?”
The tears are pouring down her face as I run up the stairs as fast as my legs will take me to my room. Surely Omar will know that this is all an act, surely he will not believe her but then why would he believe me; he really doesn’t know me at all. I sit on my bed for a while as I try to pull myself together. If Omar is going to punish me surely he would have been here by now. I put on my nightdress and robe then sit in a ball up against the pillows waiting, waiting. At some point during the night I fall asleep. It is an action replay of my wedding night as the opening of Omar’s bedroom door disturbs me and my eyes spring open.
Omar is heading towards my bed as he says, “I am the devil. Am I? Am I really Corinna? Well I must act like a devil mustn’t I!”
“OH NO,” my brain is screaming and what is more worrying it is clear he is stone cold sober.
I am horrified as I hear another voice behind him say, “Oh and I am a witch so I had better behave like one,” then Sash laughs.
I try to spring off the other side of the bed as Omar grabs my ankle and hauls me back. My reaction is to try and get off the other side of the bed to run, but when I look there is no way I can get passed both of them. As they close in I begin to swing my hands at them and scratch Omar across the face but they are bigger and heavier than me, there is no escape.
Omar screams, “Try to hit your master would you, you are like an animal,” my so called husband glances at Sash with a deranged smile on his face and continues, “we can all behave like animals can’t we Sash?”
The two of them lean in and briefly kiss one another before they rip my robe and nightdress from me. Sash drags my hands above my head and kneels on them with Omar on my legs. The two of them begin clawing at my body as I begin to scream so Sash grabs a pillow and puts it over my face. I can feel the pain of the clawing as I begin to gag and she pulls the pillow back off. The energy is draining from my body as Omar flips me over and I kick out and push him away which simply enrages him further. They both pin me down again and claw at my back, my thighs and my legs. My body is exhausted and then that monster of a husband thrust into me over and over again with that evil woman in the room, watching, sniggering. I can feel everything moving away, it is all becoming distant, darkness is falling and then nothing. The next thing I know I am trying to open my eyes and realise that I must have feinted at some point during the attack. Every part of my body hurts, everything feels sore. I lift the bed cover and am totally aghast as there are claw marks all over me, some are surface wounds but others are deep. Suddenly I realise the black sheets will hide the blood that has been spilled and have to wonder if the colour choice had been some deliberate strategy. My cheeks burn hot so I slowly slide my hands across my aching face to thankfully discover there are no surface injuries. I now assume the two monsters have slapped me to try to wake me up to carry on punishing me. I nervously lie down on the bed and pull the cover up to my chin to conceal my injuries. I want to cry but tears refuse to form while a huge anger builds in my chest as I hope and pray that Omar and Sash will die some horrific death. It’s that simple, I want them both dead. I now lie still to minimise the pain, my mind is in turmoil while I imagine the most appalling ways to make the monsters pay.
As the room becomes lighter I know it will not be long before Kia arrives and maybe she can help me clean up these awful wounds, though in reality I do not want to touch them or move at all. When Kia comes in and sees my face she knows instantly that something dreadful must have happened so she dashes to my bed. At first I think Kia is going to feint when she sees the extent of the attack, her face goes grey and I see beads of sweat form on her brow, then like a true friend she pulls herself together. I do not have the heart to look in the mirror; I am terrified at what I might see, so I ask Kia what injuries have been made to my face. Kia says my cheeks are red but there is nothing serious or permanent to be seen and then she helps me to the bathroom. Once in the bathroom Kia supports me into the bath and we both gently clean the wounds, the pain rips through my body. Once I am out of the bath and have carefully dabbed myself dry I ask Kia for some time alone and she reluctantly leaves. I walk to the bathroom mirror, drop the towel and look at my tortured body in horror. As I look at the ripped skin it is difficult to believe it belongs to me. The very sight of it makes my skin crawl, I begin to feel physically sick, my heart races. It seems Omar and Sash aren’t even human beings. In my eyes they are most certainly monsters and should die. I shakily step away from the mirror, reach for a clean robe and put it on. I go into the bedroom where I once again settle on the balcony dreaming of being free, as free as one of the great serpents that wander in and out of the landscape in the distance.
One decision I have made is that until my arms and legs have healed I won’t be going anywhere; the wounds are an awful sight. I know if anyone asks me about them in public I will crumble and that will more than please my evil husband and his whore, besides which, I have very few clothes that can cover these wounds. That bitch Sash would already know that the clothes I wear couldn’t conceal these wounds and I can sense the pleasure my suffering will give her. When Kia returns to my room I make her promise not to tell anyone about the state I am in, though at first she argues about it, in the end she agrees. My friend keeps me company as much as she can in the long days that I remain cooped up in my room. Kia being around most of the time is some small comfort during my confinement. I also know if Omar and Sash attack me again while I am in this state they are likely to kill me.
On the fourth day, after the attack Tacari once again makes an appearance. Kia hears the knocking and lets him in. I hear Kia tell Tacari I do not want visitors then Tacari tells Kia to leave, I hear her refuse. Tacari then orders her to go and she has no choice but to leave us alone.
Tacari comes onto the balcony and even though my face is no longer red he once again can clearly see I am not myself when he pleads, “Come on Corinna, I won’t be put off this time, what has Omar done? You wouldn’t tell me last time but I am not leaving without knowing the truth.”
I don’t know why but I turn on the very person I love and growl, “You don’t really want to know Tacari… honestly you don’t! I cannot believe he is a brother of yours.”
Tacari’s face shows concern but he continues to keep his calm when he pleads for an answer, “I mean it Corinna I will not leave until I know.”
My blood begins to boil, the wounds as well as the long days in my room have left me angry and frustrated, and I do no more than step back saying bluntly, “You want to know do you? Come inside.” We walk into my bedroom as I snarl, “This is what your lovely brother has done!” and do no more than slip the robe I am wearing off my shoulders and to the ground.
Once the robe is off I stand stark naked in front of the man I really love. The shock on Tacari’s face is a memory I will never forget, his eyes slowly move down my body to the floor then he gently takes my hand as he turns me to look at my back. Tacari does not speak but picks up the robe and slips it back over my shoulders, wrapping it gently around me. I can feel his wrath as he fights to control the explosive reaction that is oozing to escape from his body. He lifts my chin then lightly kisses me on my lips, which feels so good, and then he gently holds me close. I can feel his heart beat pound against my body with what I know is burning rage. I don’t know how long we were standing together before he kisses me once again on the top of my head, squeezes my hands and strides out of the room with his fists clenched; he is clearly unable to say a word. I immediately go back to the balcony to sit and watch the landscape. I am convinced Tacari will go and tell his father everything.
Two days later Delata comes to the door and says I should dress, the Great Lord Zeal is going to pay me a visit. I dress in what I think is something which will cover most of my wounds that are now beginning to heal. When Zeal arrives I can clearly see how concerned he is. He enters the room, embraces me as I gasp with the pain and he steps back apologising for hurting me. Zeal goes on to say I am being moved to his wing of the tower at once. He says the only reason it has not been done sooner is that the rooms needed to be prepared.
Zeal goes on to say, “I cannot believe that a son I have raised could do such a thing to a beautiful woman like you but clearly he has, I am so sorry I have made such a terrible mistake arranging such a marriage. I feel totally responsible and will do everything in my power to put this wrong I have done you right. Once you are in my wing he won’t be able to do anything like this again, the servants will pack your bags when I leave and you will be moved immediately. Omar can stay here with his precious whore and you my dear will be under my protection.”
I feel the relief flow through my veins though I cannot imagine Omar’s reaction to this news. I am now convinced my husband and Sash planned to kill me once they had grown bored of torturing me. True to his word Zeal had me moved that very day. As I walk along the corridor to Zeal’s private wing I can hear Omar screaming at Zeal down below saying that I am his wife and he should be allowed to do with me as he please. This conversation simply confirms in my mind that my husband is a dangerous madman who would have eventually murdered me.
The rooms on Zeal’s wing are a delight. My room is very similar to the one I had with Omar but it is Kia who once again sleeps next door. I have had a chance to settle into my new room; over the two months I have now resided here while Tacari and Blayze have been away to the Outlands on business. It is at this time I realise I am gaining weight and my menstrual cycle has stopped. When I tell Kia she becomes so excited and dashes to see Zeal. Zeal immediately sends some expert on childbirth who then confirms I am definitely pregnant. At first I am horrified to think that my own husband who is clearly mad and has raped me twice could have fathered a child so easily. Once I am over the shock of finding out I am pregnant and the distasteful fact that Omar is this child’s father I conclude that this baby will be my child, my companion and I will shape its future not him. Having this much influence I can thus ensure my child is nothing like its father. If I cannot have the man I truly love then at least I can give all my love to this baby. That evening at dinner only Zeal is present and he immediately expresses his delight at the pregnancy as he will soon be a Grandfather. Zeal goes on to tell me he has already informed Omar who had said he wanted to see me but Zeal had refused such a meeting, much to my relief.
The four weeks since I found out I was pregnant have passed by pleasantly and I estimate I must be at least three months pregnant which is not difficult to assess given that I had only ‘laid’ with my so called husband twice. I am delighted when Zeal says that Tacari and Blayze will return from the Outlands imminently and he informs me he is off to meet them at the docking station where he will wait overnight if necessary to greet them. I tell Zeal to let the two brothers know that I look forward to seeing when they arrive at the tower. That night I go to dinner alone but to my dismay I discover that others will be joining me. Omar and Sash must have been waiting for their chance to isolate me. I am just about to eat when the two of them stroll in and sit down on either side of me. They are both clearly trying to intimidate me but I remain calm and finish my meal, while they keep looking at one another with mischief in their eyes. Once I have finished I stand and politely wish my dinner companions goodnight.
I now feel threatened as Sash follows me to the door like a great bird hovering at my shoulder and on reaching it she loses her temper as she spits at me before growling, “You won’t be skinny much longer, you are going to get so fat, let’s see how pretty you are when your great belly is bulging.” Then she laughs in a crazy way before she continues, “Omar loves me not you and your great belly… you do know that baby will mean nothing to him!”
I think, “Jealous bitch!”
My mind is soon in turmoil and as I open my mouth I know I shouldn’t have, I am alone with two crazy people, but once I start I cannot stop.
I stare into the witch’s face and I retort, “Well at least I can give him a baby. How long have you been with him? Mm… How many babies have you had with him? Mm… Let me see, the answer to that question would be none. I will give him something clearly you never can!” I begin to walk away and look over my shoulder and conclude, “Oh Sash and maybe he will discover he loves this baby. He might love his child more than you!”
Sash does no more than start howling like a child. I can hear Omar’s feet crossing the dining room floor heading in our direction; I pick up my skirt and head up the stairs as fast as my body will take me.
Sash is now screaming, “Get her Omar, she says I am barren and can’t give you babies,” and then she sobs.
I can hear Omar’s feet as they reach the stairs. I am now running as my feet reach the first floor, I turn right at the top of the stairs to head for my room when I feel Omar grab my arm. He does no more than swing me around to face him, my foot slips and he loses his grip. The next thing I know I am toppling head over heels down the stairs, pain strikes with every bump until blackness falls like a thunder cloud. I will never be sure if he let go of me deliberately or by accident but from our history together I eventually decide the fall was orchestrated.
When I come around Kia is mopping my brow and Zeal is standing talking to Tacari and Blayze in the corner. They have no idea I am conscious and can hear their conversation. Tacari is saying he is going to kill Omar and Sash. Zeal says it is not that straight forward but the matter will be dealt with. Blayze now notices I have woken up and signals to Zeal and Tacari, the conversation stops as the three of them come to my side.
It is Zeal who speaks when he says, “I am so sorry Corinna, you have lost the baby, the fall down those stairs brought the miscarriage on and there was nothing anyone could do.”
I feel the tears well up in my eyes as my hands slip to where my child had been and I scream. Zeal shakes his head and Blayze looks grim as Tacari takes hold of me and waves his hand telling the others to leave. Tacari continues to hold me long after everyone else has left. I now feel empty inside, it isn’t only the loss of the child that makes me feel this way, in truth I believe I have nothing left. Even though Tacari promises the matter will be sorted out one way or the other I see no future. It is only a matter of hours before I suddenly become ill which has probably been caused by some infection related to the miscarriage. Several days later when I am fully conscious Kia tells me that Tacari has never left my side throughout my illness and that Omar has never been seen. Once I am well enough to move around Tacari calls regularly to take me out for walks so that I can build up my strength, until eventually we go riding. It is after riding, while we are walking through the woods that Tacari kisses me and my heart misses a beat. I look into his warm brown eyes and he says that Omar and Sash will pay for what they have done; he confirms that this is a promise. Another kiss from Tacari makes my knees go weak as well as making my whole body tingle but I am only too aware I am still married to a monster and yet all I desire is this man.
Two months have passed when I hear Omar is being sent to the Outlands to sort out a problem there. It is at this time that Zeal sends for me and tells me Blayze will be taking me away for a few days to recuperate properly after my miscarriage; he thinks that a break from the tower will do me good. Blayze and I will be going to a nearby city where I can relax in a different environment. I have no problem going with Blayze as he is great entertainer and I know there will not be a dull moment, my assumption is proven to be correct. While we are there we listen to music, we dance, we go riding and I have the chance to chat and talk to the local people. The break proves to be a huge success all round, though the loss of my child constantly lingers in my mind.
It is a shock when we arrive home and the first news we hear is about by husband’s whore. Well it is a shock for me but I am not so sure how much of a shock it really is for Blayze. While we have been away so had Omar which left Zeal and Tacari at the tower. It is said that as soon as Omar and I had left Zeal invited Sash to dinner. Sash would not have wanted to attend on her own however, as Omar was missing she was left with no choice as she was in no position to refuse the Great Lord. When she arrived it is said that Zeal and his son Tacari were more than polite and as the night passed by the wine flowed faster and faster. Late in the evening after Zeal had left it is said Tacari began flirting with Sash, even though she allegedly loved Omar she could not resist. Apparently the temptation to trap another of Zeal’s sons was simply too great so she responded by flirting back.
The story goes that sometime in the early hours of the morning Tacari hand fed Sash fruit and cake before he whispered in her ear, “Well you evil bitch, you have twisted my brother’s mind, you have tortured your own servants and that wasn’t enough. You then had to go on and torture Princess Corinna, someone who had done nothing to you and the final blow was playing a big part in causing her child’s death. Believe me when I say you are already dying and nobody on this planet can help you now. Your death will be long and painful but I will stay with you through every dark hour reminding you how you came to this end.”
The servants say that Sash begun screaming as Tacari picked her up and carried her to her room. It is said the blood curdling screams continued both day and night. I am told the sound of Sash’s voice filled the air like some evil spectre trying to consume the tower. Throughout her suffering Tacari had been true to his word and stayed at her side reminding her over and over again about every evil deed he knew she had carried out until finally after 5 days her twisted body slipped away. As far as her remains are concerned, no one knows where they went, they simply disappeared. As for me, I cannot say there is a sorry bone in my body; if anything the information came as a relief in the knowledge the evil bitch had suffered a long and agonising death that served my own need for revenge.
The dreaded day when Omar finally returned from the Outlands had arrived while I watch from the shadows. On hearing the news about his whore Omar proceeds to go ballistic and storms around the castle cursing. He threatens everyone in his path wanting to know the truth about her death. Omar tries to force people to tell him where Sash’s body has been taken but no one knows. I listen at the door as he confronts Zeal who simply tells him that her remains have been disposed of as there is no point in dwelling on the past. Omar now accuses Zeal, Tacari and Blayze of murdering Sash, the one he declares he really loved. The Great Lord informs his son that Sash had taken ill and the sickness itself was a mystery to everyone. He tells Omar how Tacari had stayed at her side doing everything he could for the woman during those last days and hours. Nothing Zeal says seems to calm Omar down. Omar storms from Zeal’s room and his anger simply grows. The knowledge that Sash has been lost to him forever has clearly driven my husband, Omar, over the edge as he storms from the tower screaming he will have his revenge as he leaves. As soon as Zeal receives word about Omar’s behaviour and that he has stormed away from the tower the Great Lord immediately orders everyone available to find him, to seek him out and bring him back. Zeal’s orders state that as much force as required should be used. It seems everyone is tasked to find Omar, so I determine I shall join in. I run up the stairs to my room, change into my breeches quickly and even though Tacari and Blayze tell me to stay behind in the tower I insist on going with them, after all this is my crazy husband that is being tracked like the wild animal he is. I leave the tower with Tacari and Blayze in an attempt to help them find their deranged brother before he does something everyone might regret.
After searching the streets surrounding the tower we find ourselves heading into the woods. As we move deeper through the trees we can hear grunting and know it is Omar’s voice therefore we head towards the sound. When Omar comes into our sights we stop, freeze to the spot and stare at the carnage across the ground. Everything I watch changes as real time moves into slow motion. We all watch Omar who is drenched in blood as he swings his laser sword viciously slicing through one of several assaulted Serponies lying on the floor. The blood splatters through the air from a new wound while blood is pouring from other cuts onto the soil where it forms red stains across the ground. Omar now jumps to his feet and begins chasing one of the wounded creatures.
Blayze is screaming, “Stop it Omar, do you hear me stop now. Are you mad!” as everything suddenly moves back into real time. Tacari approaches Omar and they begin fighting one another with their laser swords. Omar swings at Tacari who then whips up his weapon and flings Omar’s sword some distance away onto the ground. Omar pulls out a laser gun so Blayze comes running in from the side and knocks it out of his hand which leaves him without any weapons. Tacari throws his own weapon to one side as he starts fighting with Omar, they roll across the ground. Even though Omar is being beaten he will not stop so in the end Tacari knocks him out cold. We all look around at the poor creatures that have never harmed anyone and my heart goes out to them, this was yet more brutal behaviour by this monster, my so called husband. Tacari and Blayze kill the injured Serponies as they are in so much pain. The sight makes me wrench but I take control, then Tacari tells Blayze to help him. The two brothers begin to drag Omar’s unconscious body through the woods and then the streets, as I follow. As we walk I cannot help but feel regret for the helpless Serponies, however, there is some satisfaction from the fact Omar is being ridiculed in front of his own soldiers as well as the local people who all watch his unconscious body as it is hauled along. Finally we reach Zeal’s study where Tacari and Blayze place Omar in a chair. When Omar begins to come around Tacari, Blayze and I drift to the back of the room.
As soon as Omar is conscious he begins to rave at Zeal, “You,” he points, then waggles a finger at Zeal, “You had Sash murdered I know you did. You never liked her.” Omar now turns and points at me as he spits out, “And you brought her, this bitch to be my wife when you knew I loved another.”
Zeal now speaks in a way I had never heard before, this is the Great Lord and it is clear he is demanding obedience, “Enough Omar, you and that whore have done enough damage and I feel responsible for not stopping you sooner. You never see the error of your ways do you. I have always tried to advise you but you always know better and now look at the mess.”
Omar is about to argue back when Zeal looks him in the face and he raises a hand warning him not to speak.
Zeal continues, “We will not have that whores name mentioned again, no one will ever talk about her again and you will calm down before I have to do something I might regret, do you understand me Omar?”
Omar looks at Zeal with mistrust as he nods agreeing to conform to his wishes though I know he lies and doubt whether Tacari or Blayze will believe him either. Zeal looks sadly around the room as he tells everyone to leave.
Several days have passed by and then Zeal summons all his sons and me to his study. Zeal remains behind his desk and leaves us all standing while I consider how unusual this is. The Great Lord now goes on to say that there is a mission he requires us all to undertake in the Outlands on his behalf. He says that two villages are in uproar about an order for stone he has commissioned from them but the particular issue appears to be about the amount they are to be paid for the work. The situation seems to be getting out of hand and needs to be resolved before a local or even greater planetary war breaks out. Zeal says that his oldest son Omar is to lead the mission however, Tacari and Blayze will go with him to support the hopefully successful talks.
Omar looks decidedly uncomfortable when he replies, “Father I can sort this out on my own I don’t need my brothers to resolve such a situation. I have done this kind of thing in the past.”
Zeal goes on to say the affair is particularly sensitive and if things go sour he will need his brothers at his side. As all three brothers are going Zeal thinks that this will offer me sufficient protection to visit the Outlands and see just how different life is out there. The fact I am going seems to ease Omar’s disposition as he believes my involvement offers him some sort of security, though I am guessing Zeal is using me for that very reason. Zeal confirms we will be leaving the very next morning for our two day journey and waves to dismiss us from the room. That night Tacari sends me several sets of breeches and shirts with a pair of knee high boots and a message saying that will be all the clothing that will be required when we reach our destination. Kia packs the clothes for me and tells me that Zeal says she will not be travelling with me, she is not needed. I have now convinced myself that there is definitely some secret plan amongst all this as I now know I will be the only woman on this mission.



Chapter 11 
The Outlands 

When I wake the next morning I dress and meet the brothers at the docking station where Zeal waits to wish us well.
Zeal hugs me and whispers in my ear, “Please keep an eye on Omar, he is very dangerous now his whore is gone and it seems he hates you Corinna, stay with Tacari or Blayze if it is at all possible,” then he kisses my cheek.
Blayze now strides over and gives me a small laser gun that will fit into the belt on my breeches and begins to tell me how it works until I explain they are made on Serenitus so I already know, even though I have never fired one before. During my life on Serenitus there had never been an occasion when anyone needed to fire a laser, besides in such a confined environment I could not hazard a guess what the outcome of using such weapons would be.
The two day journey to the Outlands passes by well enough as Omar chooses to stay with the small contingent of soldiers on board. I sit with Tacari and Blayze who explain which villages and cities we pass as we travel along. On the second day the terrain begins to change as fewer and fewer trees are to be seen which is followed by desert. Towards the end of the day we can see vegetation and waterways in the distance as we begin to land at a great cone shaped building at the edge of the desert. Once we land and leave the ship Tacari uses a fob which sends the pod into the air, it settles some distance up above us so that it will be safe from any attack. We walk to the cone shaped building and Omar uses a similar fob to open a door so we can enter. When we enter I discover a large fortress. There is nothing elaborate in this building; everything here is simple and basic. Blayze shows me where the dinner hall is and then takes me to my room. Once we are in my room Blayze says that should things go badly and result in a battle then I will be sent below to the cellar for safety. As he talks one of the soldiers brings water and fruit into my room and then they both leave, telling me that dinner will be at 7.00 sharp that evening. Feeling a little weary I open the bathroom door to find a small closet just like the one’s back home so I shower and rest until evening. Just before dinner is due to be served I begin to make my way along the corridor then down the stairs when I hear footsteps behind me. I do not glance back but continue on my way as the footsteps pick up and get closer. I am at the top of the final flight of stairs when a hand firmly rests on my shoulder, when I turn I am looking into Omar’s twisted face as I instantly stiffen.
He spins me around to face him as I wobble at the edge of the stair and then he says quietly and maliciously, “I know you were involved in Sash’s death, you and my so called brothers, well my dear Corinna, you won’t be returning to the tower, believe me this will be your last journey, you will be left here in the wilderness. Like my darling Sash, no one will ever find you.” I swear he is about to push me down the stairs for a second time when I hear Blayze’s familiar voice which helps me stay in control.
Blayze had to be standing around the corner at the bottom of the stairs so I shout, “Is that you Blayze?” In seconds Blayze is looking up at both of us, his smiling face turns into a frown.
Blayze stands at the bottom of the stairs with his hands on his hips ready to fight if need be as he watches me turn with my heart banging in my chest and I walk unsteadily down the stairs to meet him. I stand a while at the bottom of the stairs listening but not hearing a word that Blayze says until I finally gain some composure and then we go for dinner.
At dinner I deliberately sit between Tacari and Blayze and when we finish eating Omar announces, “We leave for the nearest village tomorrow at first light, make sure you are ready as we cannot be certain how long it will take to get there, it would be best if everyone gets a good night’s sleep,” he then stands up and leaves.
Once Omar goes Blayze tells Tacari about the situation on the stairs and Tacari says I am never to answer my door to Omar again. He also insists I am not to leave my room until either he or Blayze arrive to escort me, and I am absolutely to go nowhere without one of them. At first I want to argue about Tacari’s demands however, when I think about Omar I know he is right, in truth it feels like a great weight is being lifted from both my body and soul. When I go to bed I lock my door and slip into bed. For no apparent reason, sometime during the night I become restless, tossing and turning as I grip my pillow. My eyes are drawn to my bedroom door and when I look I can see the handle moving as I gasp knowing Omar would be the only one trying to gain entry, unannounced. I feel my body begin to shake with fear as small drops of sweat form on my brow. The thought of Omar makes me curl into a tight ball as I watch the door. After several minutes the door handle becomes still. I lie down in bed feeling terrified as I stare at the door handle until it is time to rise.
The next morning at first light Blayze knocks on the door. Having been awake for half the night I am ready and waiting for my escort as we both go downstairs and pick up some light provisions for the journey. My eyes drift to Omar who keeps looking at me with his narrowed evil eyes so I smile sweetly at him knowing how much it will irritate him. I consider whether I should share the incident regarding the door handle and conclude how unsettling it would be for Tacari and Blayze so decide I will wait and tell Zeal what occurred on our return home.
When everyone has gathered what they need we head off into the desert in the direction of the vegetation. Once we reach the edge of the vegetation Omar and the others look for a path to the village, while Blayze waits with me. It takes an hour to find the path and then we join the group and begin to move forward. The vegetation has become overgrown in places so the soldiers reopen paths with their lasers. Tacari comes to me and warns me that the only serpents in the Outlands are the deadly Serpasps, I should be alert at all times though they were unlikely to be this far out, they prefer to be close to the waterways. We walk for three hours then we can see buildings in the distance, I assume we have reached the village. Omar leads the way as we approach the small settlement and several elders come from the village towards us. These are simple people who explain that a meeting room has been prepared for some days while they have waited for the Great Lords representatives to arrive. We are led to a room in the middle of the village and as we walk towards it I notice that none of the buildings have windows, they all have very secure doors. When I ask Tacari why this is the case he tells me that it is all precautionary just in case the Serpasps choose to set up a colony nearby. When I ask what he means by a colony Tacari explains that Serpasps live in large groups and will hunt their prey, either individually or in groups, they are deadly on their own but in a group they become a killing machine.
Once we reach the room we enter to meet all of the leaders of this village. Everyone sits down and the tone of the meeting is sombre when the locals state that the new demands made upon them by their own Great Lord are too great and they cannot buy what they need to survive on, with what they are being paid. They go on to say that their neighbours are in the same position but have begun stealing from them and how small skirmishes are beginning to get out of hand. Omar says that the Great Lord has decided that they must supply the quota as stated and they must also use the money they receive wisely. Omar suggests they stop buying unnecessary or frivolous things if they want to survive. He further tells these people if they continue to fight with one another that Zeal’s soldiers will execute each and every one of the perpetrators.
These leaders look at one another and one of them says, “But Omar look at us, we have nothing, surely Great Lord Zeal will negotiate, to ensure his people have adequate food and clothing, he has in the past. If we had enough food then the stealing and fighting with our neighbours would stop.”
I knew Zeal would have come to an agreement with these people but Omar continues to insist that they must meet the terms which are already set. As we sit I notice more local people wandering into the room as Tacari signs to Blayze, confirming we are in danger. The locals now disclose home made weapons and old lasers that would be no match to the one’s our soldiers carry.
Omar’s face twists when he sees the weapons and screams, “You are all traitors and you will all die for this. Who do you think you are?” Omar turns to the soldiers screaming, “Kill every one of them, do you hear me, no mercy or I will make you suffer later.”
Before I know it Blayze is pushing me to the back of the room out of the way where I spot a table and creep underneath it to watch the battle. All of Zeal’s men are swinging their laser swords and firing their laser guns at these villagers. I can see the villagers falling to the floor instantly as they are shot. A hand now comes under the table and when the face comes into focus I panic. Omar has spotted me retreating under the table and has followed. His face twists as he stretches in and grabs my ankle.
He spits and splutters as he snarls, “Got you, you little bitch, I told you you’re not going home and this is the perfect place to die.”
As he begins to haul me out I kick viciously at him with my lose foot and catch him on the shoulder which pushes him away. I now moved back to the wall. Omar must have been distracted by the action behind him once I had kicked him away as he disappears into the crowd. I now see one of the villagers heading in my direction and the next thing I know his hand is under the table, he also tries to drag me out. I struggle for my gun but miss the hand grip. I kick with my free foot and his grip slackens, I once again grab for my gun. This time I manage to get a hold of it and as the villager starts to pull my leg I am slowly being hauled into the open, I take the gun, close my eyes and fire. When I open my eyes the fact I have successfully shot him actually annoys me as it should have been Omar that I had killed. I am once again loose so I retreat yet again to some sort of safety. I watch Tacari and Blayze stand back to back shooting these poor people as they fall one by one. Soon enough there are no villagers standing and only two soldiers lay dead.
I crawl from under the table and Omar’s twisted face frowns at me as he shouts to the whole group, “As an example to all villages in the Outlands I order you to kill every person who lives in this village, go and round them up now. Do you hear me bring them to me at once?”
Tacari walks confidently to Omar and says quietly, though I am close enough to hear what is said, “I think we should wait until we have been to the other village, what if the news travels there, those people might run and hide which will delay our mission. We could sort this little problem out on our way back.”
Omar looks slyly at Tacari and after a short silence says to the group, “No wait, I will leave two soldiers who will round these traitors up and we will deal with them when we return, no one will escape, do you understand, if they try to run shoot them.”
Within the hour everyone had prepared to leave for the second village with the exception of the two soldiers who were out and about rounding up the villagers. We head out yet further away from the cone shaped fortress at the edge of the desert. As we walk we pass even denser vegetation until suddenly Blayze stops and places a hand on my shoulder to bring me to a halt.
Blayze speaks loudly with some earnest, “Omar, Tacari, STOP! Look there is a Serpasp on Corinna’s boot. He now looks in my direction and says calmly, “Corinna… Don’t move an inch! Don’t even breathe if you can help it.”
In an instant Tacari turns and is heading back to us however, Omar sniggers then says, “Death by Serpasp seems a suitably painful way for you to die Corinna, I have seen men scream and cry as they died that way. I have to admit the agony is more than beautiful to watch.”
Tacari does not turn to look at Omar but his face hardens which says it all, he draws his laser sword. Blayze and I are standing completely still when Tacari reaches us, he does not hesitate; he swings the sword at the Serpasp that has reached the top of my boot. The Serpasp which I can see clearly for the first time is black with a fork tongue and piercing steel blue eyes. It now begins to spin through the air towards my face as I lean to one side. Tacari brings his laser backwards then swings as it flashes past so close to my skin, I close my eyes instinctively then open them again to see the Serpasp’s tongue flying through the air. The Serpasp’s body instantly goes limp, falls and hits the floor. Tacari holds the creature under his boot and then beheads it.
Blayze puts his arm round my shoulder while I try to compose myself then he says, “They say the only way to be sure one of those evil creatures is dead is to behead it. Are you Ok?”
I reply quite honestly, “I am fine, I will get over it, I have experienced much worse,” and he squeezes my shoulder to confirm he understands.
Tacari looks me up and down and then tells us all to keep up. I am puzzled by his lack of interest in what has just happened and wonder if he has something else on his mind. As we walk on we can see a wooden bridge ahead and Tacari shouts to Omar who is in front saying he needs to talk to him. Omar looks annoyed when he turns around but Tacari insists that he needs to talk. We all catch up with Omar at the entrance to the bridge and Tacari confirms that what he had to say is not for the soldiers’ ears so maybe they should scout on ahead. Omar waves the soldiers on and demands to know what is on Tacari’s mind.
Tacari looks into Omar’s twisted face then begins to speak, “I think we should follow father’s instructions and negotiate with the people at the next village.”
Omar snaps back, “Father put me in charge, not you! If I say we kill them, we kill them. Do you understand? I am in charge!”
Blayze who is rarely aggressive to those he knows turns to Omar with hatred in his eyes and growls, “You think you are in charge do you? Well I have to say you really aren’t. We’re all sick of you Omar, you are cold and cruel. You don’t give a damn about anyone but yourself.”
Omar goes bright red and his eyes begin to bulge as he screams, “I will rule Enmitus and I will kill all of you despicable traitors. Each and every last one of you will die!”
Tacari now intervenes and looks at Omar as he says coldly, “Our father wanted to give you one final chance and you have failed badly, he wanted you to show some compassion for the people and you wanted them dead, he wanted you to use some leaderships skills on this mission but you don’t know how to lead, under these circumstances our father said I was to take charge of this venture.”
Omar is now boiling over; he is shaking from head to foot as he hurtles out of control and attacks Tacari. This is clearly what Tacari expects as they fight hand to hand with their lasers. My heart races when I think Omar is going to strike Tacari, his sword almost slices his throat but Tacari moves like lightening backwards to safety. It is then Tacari’s turn, he flicks Omar’s laser out of his hand and across the side of the bridge. Omar proceeds to pull out his gun and aims it towards Tacari, Blayze dashes towards Omar and kicks it out of his hand and it lands near my feet. I watch Tacari and Omar now begin to fight one another as they roll across the bridge floor punching each other until Tacari is eventually on top. When Tacari tries to secure Omar he breaks free and begins to run for his gun. When I see what is about to happen my instincts take over, I spring in front of Omar who goes hurtling over me falling flat on his face. I grab my painful ribs and wobble back to my feet. As I turn I can see Blayze pounce on Omar and Tacari goes to assist him.
Tacari and Blayze drag Omar to his feet and then they look in my direction, Tacari who is out of breath speaks brokenly, “What do you think Corinna? Shall we throw him over or do you think we should let him rule Enmitus.” Tacari glances at Blayze then continues, “Our father says this decision is yours and yours alone.”
I look from Tacari to Blayze then my eyes rest on Omar’s narrowed eyes as he stares at me, I know he expects some sort of support even after the horrors he has put me through. I hesitate for a single moment then my murdered unborn child flashes into my mind. I look from Blayze to Tacari and respond to the question without emotion, “Throw him over!”
Once Omar truly understands his end is now imminent he begins to scream and looks in my direction begging me with his eyes to change my mind. When he realises his look does not move me he begins to promise he will change his ways, become a good and true husband. Everything around me seems to happen in seconds. I look back at Omar and I shake my head in disbelief; there is no sympathy for him in this heart. Before I can think Tacari and Blayze haul Omar up on to his feet, Tacari removes the door fob for the cone shaped tower from his pocket and the two brothers push Omar over the side of the bridge. This action puzzles me, I stride to the side of the bridge to watch and can instantly hear a strange noise that I had not noticed during the skirmish having been distracted by the brawl. As I look I can see Omar sailing through the air with his arms and legs rattling around as if he is trying to fly. While he sails down his piercing screams echo through the air. Now my husband seems to drop like a stone hitting something with a huge slap, not a crunch, it was definitely a slap as I realise what has been done. When I look down and focus I can see Omar has landed in a colony of Serpasps and that was strange noise I could hear. He has actually hurt several of the creatures which is clearly enraging the whole colony. As I stare I can see my husband’s arms reaching up to us as many of the creatures enter Omar’s body while they twist, twitch and move inside him. Omar by this time must be dead as he is engulfed by Serpasps but he still looks alive. A shiver runs down my spine, I stare at his rippling body. Tacari comes to my side and puts his arm around my shoulder then draws me away. Tacari asks Blayze to go and bring the soldiers back as we are returning to the village. Once Blayze has left Tacari explains that the people in the village are not dead but are stunned. It seems Zeal’s soldiers had been briefed earlier about what might happen and the Great Lord had planned the whole thing, he really had wanted to give Omar one last chance and it had been a disaster. The only reason I was even at the Outland was to ensure Omar came; he would not have even travelled out here if it had been with Tacari and Blayze, he would have suspected foul play. I had not been told the full plan in case Omar had managed to isolate me and access the truth. In fact I did not care why I was there, Omar was dead and that was something I had wanted so badly, my whole body felt relieved. I had hated my husband for his propensity for cruelty.
On returning to the village we find that the people are well on the way to making a full recovery, yes they are all suffering from headaches but they are safe, however, we have sadly lost two soldiers. Tacari now apologises to the villagers for his dead brother’s behaviour and tells them about his tragic accident on the bridge, when he had slipped and been attacked by Serpasps. He then begins to negotiate terms with the villagers who seem more than happy with the outcome. As darkness approaches we stay the night with the locals in their basic but very clean homes and they show us great hospitality. When we rise the following morning we dress and bid these hospitable people farewell and leave to make our way back to the cone shaped fortress in the desert. After a goodnight’s sleep in the fortress we board the pod and leave for the Great Tower where we will tell Zeal what has transpired.
On the second day of our journey home Tacari whispers a message in my ear, a message I do not understand but will not forget, “Corinna all might not be lost for us. We might still have a future together.”



Chapter 12 
Secrets 

We had been back at the Great Tower for three days now; I had not seen Tacari or Blayze since our return. Delata arrived at my room to say that Zeal wanted to meet at 3.00 pm in the afternoon. Without any hesitation I agree as I want to know what my fate might be now I no longer have a husband. Even though I love my father and Amasai I have experienced living on land and fresh air has ran through my lungs, there is now no way I want to return to living under the surface of Serenitus. Over the years Enmitus has become my home and Zeal is in fact like a second father to me. I am anxious in case I do have to return to that barren planet Serenitus where I will be viewed as a failed Princess, who has borne her husband no children. To try to impress Zeal I put on a rather exotic pale green outfit and wear black accessories. The outfit has a great drape at the front and the back with layers of netting down the skirt to my ankles, though one can still see the tiny pants I wear through it. Delata comes to collect me and he takes me directly to Zeal’s study. When I enter Zeal comes from behind his desk straight to me so I do a huge curtsey. Zeal puts out his hand to help me to my feet and when I look up there is a huge warm smile to greet me. The Great Lord now leads me to the sofa at the back of the room where he has drinks waiting for us.
Zeal now thanks me for my involvement in the mission to the Outlands; he says that he knows that I had once again faced danger at the hands of Omar; I assumed Tacari or Blayze had told him about the incident on the stairs, in the dome shaped fortress. He also says that he approves of my involvement in Omar’s demise and feels my decision to end his life was the correct one. Zeal asks me if the injuries I had incurred when tripping Omar have healed and I confirm that my ribs now bring me little discomfort.
At this point Zeal begins to talk about the future, I cannot help but intervene when I say with concern, “Don’t send me back to Serenitus, please don’t send me back, I love living on Enmitus it has become my home. While I love my father and brother I have lived in the fresh air and walked in the sun, please don’t make me go back?”
Zeal smiles which surprises me then he goes on to say, “I have absolutely no intention of sending you back to Serenitus my dear, you have become the daughter I never had. It also appears that you do not know all our laws. You see if a Great Lord’s heir dies and his younger brother is unmarried then he must take his brother’s widow in marriage. Once that younger brother is married then he must also claim his older brother’s children as his own. Unfortunately, Omar destroyed the one good thing he brought onto this planet and that was your precious child… Do you understand what I am saying Corinna?”
I sit a few moments in disbelief as I begin sifting through the information that Zeal has shared with me and then I feel a smile come across my face as I reply a little hesitantly, “Are you saying I am to marry Tacari?”
Zeal laughs as he says, “Yes my dear, you will be Tacari’s wife as he is now my heir. I certainly don’t want to lose a daughter like you and I knew from the first time I met you that you would be a perfect match for Tacari but sadly Omar was my eldest son.”
I cannot help myself as I jump up and embrace Zeal, thank him and say with some excitement, “I have loved Tacari since the moment I saw him. I had actually thought he was Omar when we first met.”
Zeal speaks to me with mischief in his eyes, “Yes I know, I have always known how you felt about him.” The Great Lord Zeal now looks more serious as he continues, “So many secrets and lies Corinna, it is time you knew it all. I feel like you are my own child and therefore, I have a responsibility to tell you everything I know so we can move into the future more honestly.”
I look at Zeal with curiosity as his face becomes stern and he begins to tell me about the past.
Zeal begins by telling me about his brother, this was his older brother who became the Great Lord when their father died. It seems that his brother was very cruel.
I could not help but think, “Like Omar.”
Zeal said he married a woman who was simply evil.
I thought, “Someone like Sash.”
The pair of them had ruled for a short period of time but during those years they treated their people badly making them work till they dropped and killing anyone who disobeyed their orders. To ensure they maintained the population’s fear of them they put the tortured remnants of their victims on public display. Zeal’s brother apparently went on to upset the new Great Lord Michio of Verdantus and sadly war looked imminent. Michio managed to get a message to Zeal to tell him if the matter of his brother’s behaviour was not sorted out then he would attack Enmitus. Zeal said he felt he was left with no choice so he began to plan his brother’s downfall in the Outlands. Once the plan was in place he persuaded his brother to join him to deal with an alleged uprising. This had been the same scenario as the one we had experienced with Omar; Zeal had thrown his own brother plus his evil wife to the Serpasps. At this point I feel a shiver run down my spine as I listen to this story unfold in awe.
Zeal looks into my pale green eyes and says, “I killed my own brother while stopping a war with Michio who I still, to this very day believe is dangerous. As far as Omar is concerned I truly brought him up as my own flesh and blood but he was always my brother’s son, in every sense. Remember what I told you Corinna, I took my brother’s precious boy and brought him up to be the next Great Lord but he was too much like his cruel parents, it seems I was unable to influence him.”
I now understood why Omar was so different to his brothers.
“Tacari and Blayze are both mine and Jena’s boys,” Zeal announces proudly.
I can see the sadness in Zeal’s eyes as he continues to tell me about their Mother, “Jena, my beautiful wife brought me so much happiness, I married her after I became the Great Lord and she loved Omar as her own. Jena quickly gave me my two other precious sons Tacari and Blayze. It did not matter what Omar did as a child, and he did some terrible things, I never stopped loving him, having to kill him broke my heart. Jena, my wife, was the kindest, most thoughtful woman, she loved all of the boys, and she was very much like you in nature Corinna. Unfortunately, while the boys were still young she became very sick, no one could help her and she died, it took me years to recover from the loss. I never found another woman I wanted to marry.”
Zeal looked briefly away then looked back at me continuing with a tear in his eye which was something I had never seen before.
“I apologise Corinna, talking about Jena makes me melancholy and I have so much to tell. I knew what Omar and Sash were doing but I hoped he would change. When you came to Enmitus I truly believed you could win him over but it seems the evil in him was too strong. I knew he had tortured and killed people but as he was my son, I turned a blind eye. Don’t think I didn’t find out how you saved Alee from a painful death, he now works for me in the Outlands. My biggest regret is that I did not kill Omar years ago but unfortunately we cannot turn back time.”
Zeal now begins to tell me about our history, “I know you’re father and brother let you believe that the other tribes sent your people to Serenitus. The truth is the leaders of your tribe chose to go to Serenitus. The situation back then was complicated, as there were only three inhabitable planets, the three strongest tribes obviously took the best for themselves. Your tribe was offered two different choices. The first option was that they joined another tribe of their choice to co-exist with them. The second option was that your tribe split up and merged with the three tribes across the planets. Your leaders at the time did not want to lose their power and they chose to live as a separate tribe on the barren planet Serenitus. They knew if the people found out that they did not have to go to that planet there would be an uprising so they invented their own history to cover up their misdoings. Creating somewhere to live on a barren planet like Serenitus cost many lives Corinna.”
I was aware this story had shocked me, I sense my eyes widen and realise my mouth is open as I swallow closing it. Zeal takes my hand in his and continues, he says that my father and brother had always known the truth; it was my ancestors who had in fact stopped the writing of any history for a century to avoid any evidence of the consequences of their decisions being discovered. I now realise my own family had lied to me when they had told me we had been sent to Serenitus. My mind flashed back to the docking tunnel on Serenitus, I realise how few people had ever been to the tunnel and I begin to think about the drawings on the wall. My brain begins to analyse what I had glimpsed in that tunnel, those drawings had been made by what where probably rebels, who had created those pictures on the walls, it was our own history during those dark beginnings on Serenitus etched in stone. It felt like a bolt of lightning had struck my chest, our real history was carved and painted in that dark tunnel where few people would ever pass by and even less would notice. My ancestors and family had kept my people underground in controlled conditions for centuries, for no good reason. I could feel the anger mounting as I now fully understood that my own father and brother had lied to me and my people throughout our whole lives. Zeal had sat quietly for a few minutes while letting me think about what he had shared before he continues his story.
“When I visited you on Serenitus it reminded me of a visit Michio and I made years before. On that occasion your father had been in talks with Michio through his advisors prior to the visit, which had been something I knew nothing about. When we arrived Michio was introduced to a pretty young woman, a woman that looked something like you, oh not as beautiful as you Corinna but the similarities cannot be denied. It seemed your father wanted to trade your sister Neeva for a truce with Michio and the planet Verdantus, he wanted to be left alone without any interference from other planets. You see at the time both Michio and I wanted to set your people free but your father would do anything to maintain his control.”
I now look at Zeal with disbelief, “I have an older sister?”
Zeal’s mouth must have dried as he took a sip of wine then continued, “Oh yes, she was older than Amasai… Amasai and Neeva were full brother and sister. Amasai’s mother died delivering him then your father married your mother. To be honest Corinna I don’t know how your own mother died as you were no more than a baby.”
I felt as if someone had slipped a knife through my back. I am only Amasai’s half sister and they had never told me, but why?
Zeal stops speaking while he waits to see if I have any questions but I am too shocked to think about what to ask.
We sit a few moments with our own personal thoughts before Zeal goes back to the story, “When we were visiting Serenitus your father brought Neeva into the room and Michio, who was still unmarried was mesmerised. Before we left your father had signed a treaty with Michio and said if he had any other daughters then another bargain could be struck and a similar treaty agreed with Enmitus. I knew what your father was up to and so did Michio but he had made his mind up, your sister, Neeva was to be his wife. As soon as you were born your father contacted me looking for a deal to ensure that I kept the peace, I never replied. Until I saw you on Serenitus that day I had agreed to nothing and then when you walked through the door I immediately decided, I could not leave such a beautiful creature as you on such a barren planet, I think you mesmerised me but in a different way to that of Michio and Neeva. I think I knew the moment I saw you that you were meant to help rule this planet with my son, only back then I had assumed it would be Omar. My determination to bring you back to Enmitus grew after we had spoken, as you are just as beautiful inside as out. On his return from Serenitus, Delata told me about his meeting with Corin when they discussed the terms of the treaty for you on my behalf. He told me about the farce when your father played you, pretending if you didn’t come to me that there would be a war, what a liar Corin is. For your whole life you were led to believe that we couldn’t understand your language and that your conversation with your father at the meeting with Delata was confidential, when in fact, all of the tribes speak every language so my advisor knew exactly what was said. Delata recognised how upset you were and told me how you’re father and brother pushed you into agreeing to come here; however, I must say I am so pleased you did.”
I am finding this news traumatic as I begin to shake with anger, how could my father do this to me! I had always been a good and obedient daughter and they had deceived me, my whole life on Serenitus was a lie. The people on Serenitus were being held there on a bed of lies. For all these centuries our people had lived underground in miserable conditions when they could have walked in the sunlight breathing fresh air.
Zeal looks at me with concern, I am in no doubt my face is on fire as he gently asks if I am alright and I feel my voice harden as I reply, “I want to kill my so called father and brother. They are cruel and selfish people. The people of Serenitus have a right to know the truth. They have a right to decide whether to leave that barren planet even if some of those people die in the atmosphere making their escape.”
“I agree my dear, I totally agree, we must share this whole conversation with Tacari and Blayze, they know bits and pieces but they need the full picture however, we must keep all of this a secret for now. We need to get Verdantus and Animus on board if we are to free your people and we must plan how we will do just that. If we can get all of the planets together then we have a chance but such a venture on our own could lead to an interplanetary war. I will talk to Tacari and Blayze tonight about our meeting. There is one other small confession I must make Corinna, it is in relation to Kia. Kia came here immediately after we first met on Serenitus with two other servants. You see I wanted to be sure if you survived the journey and successfully adjusted to the atmosphere on Enmitus that you had a companion, someone from your original home, someone you could trust. I must confess only Kia survived in our atmosphere.”
I think about how it is now so clear; all those years ago on Serenitus, Kia hadn’t gone to see her sick mother but had been brought to Enmitus as a test. Kia had been a guinea pig so that I had a company when I began my new life. I had always thought my father had sent Kia to Enmitus with me when all along it had been Zeal’s idea. I can now appreciate how brave my friend Kia truly is.
I once again listen to Zeal as he continues, “Kia has become a close friend of mine over the years and I know how much she loves you, you mustn’t hold the fact she did not tell you against her. She was instructed to never speak of her first visit here and she has obeyed her orders. Promise me Corinna that you will not hold it against her.”
I feel a tear in my eye as I nod in agreement, Zeal’s story makes me love my friend even more.
“Don’t look so bleak Corinna, you will be married tomorrow,” announces Zeal.
I take a great intake of breath before I stutter, “Tomorrow, it is impossible! I am not prepared. I have nothing to wear.”
Zeal returns one of his adorable smiles and says, “I think you have. Kia has been busy in your absence and I know when you get back to your room there will a fabulous surprise for you.”
I can feel my cheeks burn this time with excitement. A wedding, my wedding, and to Tacari tomorrow, how is that possible? I must put Serenitus to one side until after the celebrations; it is an issue that will not be going away any time soon.



Chapter 13 
A Marriage 

I jump to my feet and kiss Zeal on the cheek before I thank him for his honesty and for allowing me to marry Tacari, the one I really love. My mind turns to the outfit Kia has been preparing as I leave Zeal’s room and sprint up the stairs to my bedroom, my curiosity has taken over. When I reach my room the door is open and Kia is waiting for me so I enter and close the door behind me.
I throw my arms around my servant and say softly in her ear, “I know everything Kia, Zeal has told me everything.”
When I let Kia go, she smiles warmly at me and then points to the dress. The dress is outstanding, the neckline is low and square, the bodice is tight to the waist and then the material moves tightly round the hips then the legs to ankle length. From the shoulders to the waist the dress is a flat white material, edged in some silver star decorations. There is also a band of the same stars around the waist. From the waist downward there is a variety of layers of coloured soft pastel netting which has been intertwined and swirls around tightly so that it is thick enough to avoid being transparent. I quickly change into the dress with Kia’s help and then we both look in the mirror. The dress is amazing as I turn and twirl admiring it. Kia now brings me the accessories which are all in plain silver and include a delicate coronet, fine bangles and a necklace. I thank Kia for her hard work and for all of the years she has been there for me, helping me. In name Kia might be my servant but she has turned out to be the best friend anyone could have. After trying on the gown I find the day passes so slowly, I go to dinner and can tell that Zeal has spoken to Tacari and Blayze about Serenitus even without it being mentioned once; in fact it was the avoidance of the topic that confirms the conversation had taken place. During dinner Tacari keeps glancing over and he cannot help but grin, then I smile back. Eventually, we retire for the evening. When I go to bed I find it difficult to sleep, thoughts of the people of Serenitus keep interrupting my desire to imagine the next day’s exciting event, my wedding. Sometime during the night I drift into an exhausted and much needed slumber.
Even though I have only had a few hours sleep I wake up early so that I can wash and prepare for this special day. I have been told I should be ready for eleven so I make certain I am dressed in good time. Kia tidies my hair and puts my accessories into place. I watch my reflection in the mirror as I twirl one final time while wishing that I had married Tacari from the start. It seems to me that fate had played its part; if I had married Tacari when I arrived on Enmitus then it was likely that Omar and Sash would have killed us all as time had passed. At eleven there is a knock on the door and Kia opens it to Delata and Zeal. I see Delata wink approval in my direction which makes me laugh, then Zeal takes my arm to lead me to the Great Hall were Tacari and I will become man and wife. As we leave I hear Delata tell Kia he has the perfect spot that will enable them both to get the best view of the ceremony, I hear my friend laugh lightly with delight which warms my heart.
As we walk down those stairs Zeal whispers in my ear as he did the first time I married, “Corinna you are still as beautiful as the first day I set eyes on you.” then he squeezes my hand.
Zeal and I enter the hall which has been set up in exactly the same way as it had been when I married Omar. I am led forward and can see Tacari beaming at me as he waits. I am ecstatic as I walk down that aisle for the second time in my life. When this ceremony starts I listen to every word that is spoken, I will not forget a thing about today. At the end of our vows Tacari takes me in his arms and says how much he loves me, then he kisses me. This is a long and sensuous kiss that makes my heart flutter, then I hear everyone clap and cheer, something that did not happen the first time around. The applause makes me momentarily consider how much Omar must have been despised. Now the ceremony is over Tacari and I lead the way to the dining hall as our guests follow us chatting about what a wonderful couple we make. Once we are all seated in the dining hall we eat, drink and make merry. While we eat I scan the room and to my delight I notice that a small number of the women have chosen to wear pastel colours. The very sight of those dresses makes me feel good inside when I consider that maybe I have begun to have an impact on the dress sense of the people who live on Enmitus. After dinner Tacari and I dance from late afternoon to night, when we slip away to my new home. Yes I have been moved once again to share new rooms with my darling husband.
When we arrive at the rooms I am delighted. It is obvious that the main bedroom is for two people, no separate rooms for Tacari and me. There is a huge bed with silver covers and colourful serpents in each corner. The mirrors above the bed are etched with the same colourful serpents. Large silver vases hold pastel coloured flowers. I run to the bathroom where an enormous silver bath stands. The water is pouring into the bath from the mouths of silver serpents; I strip out of my wedding dress to plunge in. Tacari comes to the door and laughs before he does exactly the same thing. We bathe together, and then dry one another before we make our way to the great bed. Tacari takes me gently in his arms then we kiss. His lips meet mine and I feel myself becoming lost in the heat of the moment. As his hands move across my body and mine across his it all feels so natural, then my heart begins to race and we make love. For the first time in my life things feel right, Tacari is making love to me and I respond without a single doubt.
Tacari and I spend the next few weeks in one another’s company. We do everything together we eat, drink, dance, ride serpents and make love. I want this life to go on forever but there is work to be done and then one day Zeal asks that we meet with both him and Blayze in the study. Even before we go to meet Zeal it is obvious that the future of Serenitus is to be discussed. While I truly want to free those people who live underground I wish it could have waited a little longer, but that is not to be.
When we arrive at Zeal’s room both he and Blayze are waiting for us. Blayze closes the door behind us and Zeal immediately says that it is time to make some decisions about the way forward. It is clear Zeal has already given the matter some thought and he says that he believes the best place to start is to get Animus on side. Zeal believes that Animus will be far easier to win over than Verdantus. As the conversation progresses it seems that Tacari, me, Delata and Kia will be travelling to Animus to try to come to some arrangement, a one that will involve them in supporting us to free the people of Serenitus. Zeal says that this should be handled with a great deal of care and should be planned as the visit progresses. At this point Blayze expresses his unhappiness at not being able to go with us. This puzzles me as he usually follows orders from his father without question. Zeal says he is not prepared to let both his sons leave the planet at the same time in case the plans in relation to Serenitus are somehow leaked. He says that Tacari and I will be perfect for the visit as the people of Animus are likely to appreciate meeting the newlyweds. Zeal smiles at me when he says I am to win the leader of the planet over and that I will understand what he means in due course. He says Kia might prove an asset if things go to plan as well as being able to serve me on the visit. Throughout the conversation I can see that Blayze is irritable and do not know why. Finally, Zeal says that we are to leave the next morning as the journey will take 3 days. We are told to stay 7 days but no longer unless staying might prove to be productive, if we decide to extend our visit we have orders to send Delata back with an update. I ask what sort of wardrobe I should take and Zeal says that he had previously ordered Kia to prepare a new one, which is already packed and ready to go. When I look in Kia’s direction she blushes, nods and smiles to say that I will approve. Zeal now dismisses us. Blayze is dawdling behind and as we leave we can hear a heated discussion. I ask Tacari what is going on and he says he has no idea. That night when we go to bed I ask Tacari why I am so important on this mission and he laughs and says that the reason is a surprise. I use all my feminine ways with him but I cannot squeeze the information out of my husband no matter how I try, which amuses him no end.



Chapter 14 
Animus 

Everyone arrives at the docking station at first light. Our bags were packed prior to departure so we can leave immediately. Zeal hugs his sons and finally me, when he kisses me on the top of my head he says he knows I will succeed in getting Animus on side.
I laugh and reply, “Oh Zeal, I wish I was as confident. I have no idea why you think I can do such a thing, we shall see.”
We all board the cone shaped spaceship and leave Enmitus. I think of the journey from Serenitus to Enmitus and shiver inside but as we move towards Animus it is clear that travelling through space can be a pleasure in normal weather. Throughout the journey we read, play games, and enjoy the views, I feel so relaxed and rest during the journey, three days later we have Animus in our sights. As we approach the land I can see seas, rivers, forests, animals which are very different to anything I have seen before and then finally we approach the docking station. The landing is smooth and we quickly smarten ourselves up to meet our guests. Tacari holds my hand as he presses the switch on the control panel, the door to the ship opens and we step out together, followed by Kia and Delata. Oh my, this is a shock, the people waiting to meet us are all woman, huge women, and I am astonished as they are all as tall as Tacari. At first I think they look fierce but as I take the time to observe them properly I realise they are beautiful, truly beautiful with their dark skin and bold features. All of these women wear jackets, breeches and boots, a stunning individual with red hair approaches us.
“Hello Tacari,” both Tacari and the woman nod to one another, it is obvious they have met before, she continues, “So you have come to order supplies or that is what I am led to believe,” the woman now looks around as if she has lost something. “It is so good to see you but where is your brother Blayze? Surely he has come with you, he is the one who usually visits us on such matters?’
Tacari smiles at the woman then says, “Unfortunately Blayze could not make this visit, it does however, give me great pleasure to introduce you to my wife Princess Corrina,” the woman nods in my direction as Tacari continues, “Corinna this is Princess Erryn ruler of Animus.”
I feel my cheeks blush, so this is what amused Zeal and Tacari, this planet, the planet that produces all of the food, the cloth and holds most of the resources is ruled by women. At this point I feel I should display some respect so I take a huge curtsey and Tacari helps me to rise to a standing position.
“So pleased to meet you Princess Corinna, can you all please come this way and we will take you all to the Dome,” says Princess Erryn then she turns and leads the way with her people.
We walk from the docking station towards a city where each building is Dome shaped and in the middle of the city there stands the biggest Dome, which I assume is Erryn’s home. As we get near to the great Dome we pass a huge creature which scares me as it turns in my direction. It has short stumpy legs, a long body, several horns dotted around its head and small squinty eyes. The creature grunts as it drags a loaded trailer through the streets. Erryn spots my concern and laughs in my direction but it isn’t a sarcastic laugh, one that is more of pure amusement. Finally we enter the Dome and Erryn instructs a man to take us to our rooms then she winks in my direction acknowledging how different she knows life is on Animus. Erryn’s final statement as we take to the stairs is to say that there will be a celebration of our arrival that very evening at seven so we should take the opportunity to rest before the party begins.
When we enter our room I notice everything is dull, while the people on Enmitus choose dull clothing they have delightful bedrooms however, on this planet there is no colour. Everything is spotlessly clean but dull. The bathroom is a large closet so is better than the ones used on Serenitus but certainly not as exquisite as on Enmitus.
On the wall is a single colourful painting and when I go to look at it Tacari stands behind me and places his arms around me as we both stare at the picture he says, “What are you thinking Corinna?”
I reply as I examine the picture, “It’s beautiful, the picture is beautiful, those Dome shaped homes, the people going about their business, the land behind the Domes then those animals, just look at those birds and in the distance that green forest, it is simply beautiful!”
Tacari laughs, turns me to face him and kisses me then he takes me to a window next to the painting. I instantly gasp as this picture must have been painted from this very window. I look out but this time the animals in the distance are moving around, the birds are flying and the people go about their business. On top of one of Domes are two large blue birds who twitter merrily to one another before flying off. I can hear Tacari laughing behind me as I turn and pull him close to kiss his warm lips before he drags me to the bed with no intention of resting.
Later in the afternoon Tacari dresses and leaves to speak to Delata though it will be a while before the celebration takes place. Kia then comes to my room and brings me an outfit, one I have never seen before that she has made as directed by Zeal. I gasp when I see it as I am surprised. It is obvious how revealing it will be when I put it on. Kia says that Zeal had insisted that she made the most exotic and revealing clothes to impress Princess Erryn. I slip into the turquoise hipster pants and the band that is to cover my breasts. There is a silk turquoise waistcoat to wear over the scanty top and a single layer of turquoise net that is the skirt. I frown as I dress in the outfit I did not design but once it is on I am surprisingly impressed. Yes it is revealing, yes it will most definitely attract these people’s attention as it is so scanty but I have to admit it is a delight. I still worry that so much body is being exposed to those with such a stiff dress sense.
When Tacari comes back to escort me to the celebration I express my concern and ask if he thinks the dress exposes too much flesh and he replies, “You look simply ravishing, come lets impress our hosts,” he wraps his arms around me as we kiss passionately and I can feel his heart beating heavily against my own.
I draw back and say in little more than a whisper, “I think we should leave or we might decide to stay here all night. I don’t think our absence would go down too well after all the effort that has been put into a celebration prepared especially for us.”
We both laugh as Tacari says huskily, “The sooner this celebration is over the better and then we really will have all night,” this final comment keeps us both smiling all the way to the Dome’s dining hall.
There is a great entrance to the hall and two male servants swing the doors open as we approach. The room is mostly full of female guests, some of whom have a male companion. All of the guests are dressed similarly to Princess Erryn when we first met; they are all wearing dark jackets, breeches and boots. It is now obvious I will be the only woman who is dressed in what I would describe as female attire. Tacari leads me down the stairs, I can feel everyone’s eyes following each and every step, and I feel nervous as well as positively naked. Once we reach the hall floor I take a huge curtsey and linger for a few seconds composing myself before I allow Tacari to assist me to my feet. Tacari must sense my embarrassment as he squeezes my hand and winks in my direction, to calm my nerves. Princess Erryn comes to us with a warm welcome and takes us to our seats placing Tacari directly next to her. The meal is even more delicious than the food we eat on Enmitus though this should not have been a surprise, given these people grow most of the food for the other planets. There are great pies, joints of meat, cold and hot vegetables, plus trays of luscious looking fruit and then I spot a huge fancy cake. Everyone eats and chats while I try to listen to the conversations around me before joining in so that I understand the protocol and don’t make a fool of myself. The great cake is left until last, Erryn goes and takes a very fancy knife to make the first cut into it, and then everyone claps with approval. A servant now comes to cut and serve the cake. As Erryn walks back to sit next to Tacari he leans over and whispers to me that cake is traditional at celebrations and big parties that are held on this planet. He goes on to say that we should eat every piece we are given as not to do so would show disrespect. Before Erryn has reached her seat Tacari also says that he must open the dancing with the princess of Animus, then he is all mine. I tell Tacari that I cannot wait to dance with him. The cake is served and I have no problem eating every morsel, it is truly delicious and I make sure everyone around me knows how much I have enjoyed it. Once the tables are cleared the servants bring in jugs of wine and the music begins. Tacari stands and bows slightly when he invites Princess Erryn to dance and she immediately accepts his invitation, taking his hand as she glances at me to see if I will react. I look at Erryn and nod my approval, she responds with a wide warm smile. As Tacari and Erryn dance I cannot help but notice that the princess’s skills in dancing are limited and after they have circled the floor twice other couples join them on the floor. Tacari plays the true gentleman and makes sure that the dance flows throughout before coming back to the table. Erryn sits down and sweeps back her red hair with her hand as she thanks Tacari for the pleasure. Tacari now invites me to dance. I jump to my feet with excitement and we head for the floor. We spin around and around on the floor with ease then I realise that everyone in the room has formed a circle around us, they are all standing staring. I almost stop until Tacari whispers that we should really finish the dance as everyone is watching. Once we stop dancing every guest claps with enthusiasm as does Princess Erryn. As much as Tacari and I love dancing I suggest we sit down for the rest of the evening so that the other guests don’t end up as pure spectators. This makes Tacari laugh as we go and sit back down with Erryn. I take the opportunity to ask Erryn politely if she will take me out to show me the countryside on her planet, she says that she will let me know if she can fit such a visit in as I respond by smiling and thanking her. The evening passes a little slowly as Tacari and I are not dancing but I find Princess Erryn’s conversation entertaining, she is an excellent story teller. She tells us tales about her family, her childhood and adventures in the wild areas of her planet. At midnight Tacari suggests we leave for bed and we bid the Princess and her guests’ goodnight. On reaching our room Tacari has not been telling me lies, we get very little sleep as we are more interested in being together, alone in our room. Finally when we are somewhat exhausted we fall asleep.
Tacari and I wake up mid morning when we discuss the splendid party held for us the night before. At dinnertime Delata comes to tell Tacari that Princess Erryn wishes to meet him that very afternoon to discuss business. Tacari tells Delata to let the princess know that he will be there and he suggests that Kia and I might want to have a look around the Great Dome and its grounds. I think this is a brilliant idea and that is exactly what Kia and I do. The top of the Dome is Princess Erryn’s private domain so we have no idea what that looks like, we find all of the bedrooms are at the top of the Dome though that is no surprise; the biggest space is on the ground floor where we find a library, a study, the huge dining hall where the celebration had been held, the kitchens, two sitting rooms (one was in use so I guessed that was where Tacari would be) and the entrance hall where there is a great open staircase going down beneath the building. Kia and I follow the stairs which leads to the most beautiful underground garden. The room is lit by a particular plant which grows up the walls and spreads gentle warmth across the room. There are great flowers in vibrant colours in clusters which have been laid out in a variety of patterns. Between the clusters are small water features where the light makes the water twinkle as it travels through the air and lands in the still water causing gentle ripples? In the centre of the garden is a great water feature, seats have been placed around it and between each one stands beautiful statues of men and women embracing. I can only think how coming here is so peaceful, this is somewhere you could come and think things through, somewhere where you could truly relax. Kia and I sit a while enjoying the treasures in this basement as we watch a variety of strange but beautiful insects fly amongst the plants. Once we feel refreshed from our rest we continue on our way. When we reach the other side of the garden we find a different set of stairs so follow them up into the natural sunlight. The stairs lead us into the Domes external gardens, which while being outstanding with beautiful trees, bushes and flowers it just does not compare to the underground retreat Kia and I have discovered. Finally, when Kia and I are satisfied we had seen everything of interest we return to my room where I begin to prepare for dinner, only to be disappointed. Delata arrives to say that Tacari is busy and that food will be sent to my room for both me and Kia. The food arrives as promised then after our meal Kia leaves, I slip into my nightdress and collapse into bed; I have no idea when Tacari slid into bed next to me but when I sensed his body next to mine I roll over and hold him close, immediately falling back to sleep.
Two days have passed and Tacari has been in meetings with Erryn, I am bored. Kia tries to persuade me to walk and sit in the underground garden, which we do, but as soon as I return to my room there is no Tacari and I am once again listless. A further two days pass by and Erryn sends a message to say I should be ready for ten o’clock that very day as she will take me to see a little of her planet. Tacari says there is plenty for him to do and going out with Erryn is an excellent idea. He reminds me that I should remember the plan; we have to gain an ally while we are here. I dress in my waistcoat and breeches and run down the stairs enthusiastically to meet Princess Erryn. When Erryn sees me she smiles with approval and says how pleased she is to see I have dressed appropriately, followed by giving me a huge hug which is when I realise just how strong these exceptionally tall women are. Erryn now walks me out of the grounds and there stands one of those great beasts with horns on its head, the very kind I saw when we first arrived. It stands grunting as its beady eyes watch us approach.
The beast has an open carriage harnessed to it and Erryn assesses how reluctant I am to mount it as she giggles and says, “Don’t worry these animals are the most placid on the planet, they are absolutely harmless.”
I follow Erryn onto the carriage which she drives herself. We are alone as we ride out into the countryside. The land intrigues me as it is full of life and being close to the land makes me appreciate the trees that hold so much fruit, I wonder how the branches don’t snap, and then we come to vegetable plots and fields of grain as we travel along.
Erryn opens the conversation as I have been so distracted by the sights, “How do you find married life Corinna?”
I am still a little distracted by her planet when I speak dreamily, “Oh it’s marvellous, I love Tacari so much. You must know I was married to Omar first,” I cringe automatically once the words have spilled out then continue, “We really weren’t a good match but when he died I found true happiness with Tacari.”
I now wonder why I found it so easy to share so much information with Erryn and what she would make of what I had said. She would now know that I did not like Omar and probably had loved Tacari throughout the duration of that fateful marriage.
“Mm, Yes I can see why you would love Tacari and I am not surprised how things would not go well with Omar. I did meet Omar once when he came here on a visit and I found him rude and totally obnoxious.” Erryn hesitated for a moment then continues, “How do you rate the younger brother Blayze?”
Ás I care for Blayze so much it is easy to be honest, “Blayze is like a true brother, he makes everything fun and he has helped me learn about Enmitus, I value him greatly.”
Erryn begins to laugh and then says, “Oh yes, Blayze is certainly great fun, he has visited us many times, I was a little disappointed when he did not arrive with you but never mind, maybe next time.”
We carry on travelling until we come to three buildings then Erryn pulls the carriage to a halt.
“Come, Come Corinna, this is where they make the material for those beautiful clothes you wear,” Erryn says with enthusiasm.
When we go into the first building we find men who are working with various machines making threads. At the other end of this building the different threads are being died and hung to dry. I follow Erryn into the second building where men and women are weaving the thread and creating so many rolls of different coloured fabric. Finally, Erryn takes me to the third building which is full of material. The wide variety of material has been placed in rolls from white through the colour spectrum to black. I walk along touching each one and can now appreciate all the hard work that is needed to create the cloth I wear every day. While we pass the material I tell Erryn which colours I prefer, as well as, which I view is the best quality for different items of clothing. As we leave I wish I could take some particular pieces of that material but know it would be terribly rude to ask.
While we walk back to the carriage Erryn turns and looks into my face with those large dark eyes, which look a little sad and says quietly, “Will you do me a favour Corinna?” I continue walking while I wait for the request, “Will you teach me to dance please?”
I respond sadly, “I would have loved to teach you to dance but we are leaving in a few days.”
Erryn’s words rush out excitedly, “No, no you’re not! Tacari has agreed to stay for another two weeks. He is enjoying himself so much; he has sent Delata to inform Great Lord Zeal of his plans.”
“Oh Tacari didn’t mention it but if that is the case,” I say enthusiastically, “I would be absolutely delighted.”
Erryn keeps looking at me then says, “That is only half the favour Corinna, will you also design a dress for me and maybe one of my servants could make it. If I have a fine dress then we can have a party the night before you really do have to leave.”
This makes me think how such an opportunity would help me to really get to know Erryn and decide whether she will support freeing the people on Serenitus as I say, “I can do one better than that, we can design a dress together and my servant Kia can work with one of your servants to make it, that way you can make as many outfits as you want when I leave.”
I can tell by Erryn’s face that she is relieved with my positive response. On our way back Erryn decides to take a detour on the way, she smiles as she says this is her secret place. When we reach the end of a turning around a hillside, there is a waterfall with a dome standing next to it. As we get closer I can see the waterfall drops into a large natural basin which gently spills into a stream. The setting for this dome is truly beautiful and I tell Erryn my thoughts, which pleases her no end. We pull up at the dome and Erryn strides in as I follow. Erryn proceeds to pour us refreshments and asks if I would like to bathe in the waters at the foot of the waterfall. The temptation is too great, I have learnt to love the great baths on Enmitus and this outdoor experience is something I do not want to miss. Erryn and I walk to the end of the dome that faces the waterfall where she opens great doors and steps out. I stand still in amazement; there is a great picnic area to the right and several canopied swings to the left. In front of us is the basin with the waterfall behind it. The water glistens in the sun as it falls through the air. Erryn does no more than strips off her clothes and dives into the water. The splash as she enters brings me back to reality as she shouts for me to follow her in. As this place is clearly Erryn’s private space and no servants are around I follow her lead by stripping and jumping in. During the years on Animus I have gained some small skills in swimming but when I jump into that basin the cool water makes my skin shiver, I gasp as I reach the surface, which makes Erryn laugh and I join in. Erryn is an excellent swimmer, she moves around the basin with ease. I on the other hand barely manage, though I thoroughly enjoy myself. After a while Erryn says we should dry and dress as the daylight will soon be gone. Erryn springs from the basin and holds out her hand to help pull me out. Once we are ready we leave that tiny paradise and head back to the city and while travelling I ask if I can visit that special place again. Princess Erryn makes no promises but says we will have to wait for the right moment; it might be difficult to slip away again.
As we head back to the city we chat about our childhoods and Erryn tells me that no one from Animus has ever visited any other planet. Her people have never needed to go anywhere as everything they could want is here on Animus. She also says I am the first woman from another planet she has ever met and she has found me to be a real eye opener.
Once I have dressed the following morning, Erryn and I begin working together. Each morning we dance together and by the second week I have Tacari involved. Tacari encourages Erryn to take the female role which is much easier for him as they spin around the floor. Erryn and I had begun designing her dress as soon as I had said I would help her. As Erryn has red hair we chose the colour for her dress carefully and we discovered she really suits light blue. As she is a tall, muscular and a lean woman the design we agree on is a draped neckline. I insist the neck is low enough to expose her beautiful full breasts, with the back being draped to her waist. The dress will have a broad blue waist band with a full length skirt which will be tightly fitted to just above the knees. I advise Erryn to let Kia and her servant choose any fancy edgings as well as the accessories which she happily allows. At no stage do we interfere with the making of the dress. It is during the middle of our second week that Delata returns with a message from Zeal stating we must return immediately once the two week extended visit has elapsed. The two weeks extension to our visit has flown by only too quickly and I start to feel as if Erryn and I have become real friends.
On the day of the party, our final day on Animus, Kia comes to my room and says that Erryn wants to know if I will join her so that we can dress together. This sounds like a brilliant idea. Kia and Erryn’s servant carry everything I will need for the party to Erryn’s rooms at the top of the Dome. When I enter the room I am delightfully surprised. I expected a dull room and the cloth certainly is however, Erryn has large vases of beautiful flowers and bowls of colourful fruit everywhere. While we prepare for the party I suggest she might want to put some colourful materials in her room and she nods enthusiastically. Once we are ready I step in front of the mirror. I decided to dress down to ensure that Erryn takes pride of place. I have put on a simple lemon dress that ties at the shoulders, floats to the ground, has a sash around the waist and I wear matching accessories. I ask Kia to fasten my hair up and make sure that Erryn’s gorgeous red hair is worn down. Now Erryn steps next to me to look at her herself in the mirror and she gasps. She is stunning in her pale blue gown that has been trimmed around the waist and hem with blue beads. On seeing her reflection Erryn’s immediate reaction is to cover her chest with her hands, I tell her that she is truly beautiful and being a Princess she should hold her head up high. This seems to have the desired effect as she drops her hands and nervously twirls in front of the mirror. Erryn’s accessories are also blue and are a perfect match. As a final touch Kia threads more blue beads through Erryn’s lustrous hair.
I plan to make sure I arrive before Erryn so that I can enjoy her special moment. When we are ready Kia goes for Tacari who escorts me to the party and we sit waiting for Erryn’s great entrance. As Erryn steps through the door at the top of the staircase the noise level drops and everyone stares. At first I think Erryn is going to turn and run until she begins to slowly descend. Tacari stands and begins to clap and then I follow as one by one every guest joins in. I can see Erryn’s face beaming as she walks towards us to sit down. After dinner the music begins and Tacari takes Erryn’s hand for the first dance, they move across the floor gracefully which appears to impress everyone present. I decide not to dance at all; I really want Erryn to have centre stage.
Tacari is now distracted by Delata who wants to discuss our plans as we are leaving in the morning and while he is gone Erryn whispers in my ear, “I really need to talk to you Corinna, I have a secret I must share and I need your help, will you come with me please?”
I follow Erryn who takes me to one of the nearby sitting rooms and closes the door. She then walks me to a sofa, where we sit down.
As she begins to speak she drops her head, “I really need to tell you something Corinna.”
I lean towards her and lift her head gently with my hand so that I can see her face.
Erryn’s eyes have filled with tears and she continues to speak softly, “I asked you about Blayze because I love him. You see it is Blayze who usually visits us and when he was here on one of his visits we fell in love. The thing is I have not seen him for some time and I need to know if he has found someone else or if he still loves me. Tell me honestly was it Zeal who truly stopped him from coming?” Erryn stares into my face as she continues, “I fear Blayze is no longer interested in me.”
I can see the pain in Erryn’s tear filled eyes as I reply, “I am pretty sure Blayze hasn’t found anyone and Zeal would not allow Blayze to come, he didn’t want both of his sons away from their home planet at the same time. I wondered why Blayze had argued with Zeal about us coming on this visit.”
Erryn’s face looks a little easier as a single tear bursts from her eye and runs down her cheek before she speaks again, “Will you find out if he still loves me Corinna? We had talked of marriage the last time he was here but Blayze was afraid his father would not allow it.”
I smile at Erryn and wipe her tear away before I reply, “Of course I will speak to Blayze and I think there may be a way forward for the two of you however, I will need to speak to him first, then I will see Great Lord Zeal.”
Erryn smiles but I can see it is a struggle as I try to lift her spirits, “I promise you Erryn I will speak to Blayze and see what can be done but come, we must get back to the party, you are a Princess and have all those guests who will be wondering where you are and you must make the most of that adorable dress.”
As princesses often have to do Erryn stands, wipes her face then smoothes down her dress and we return to the party. The party passes too quickly, nevertheless, it has proven to be a huge success as everyone leaves for bed. While I lie in bed that night I think about Erryn and Blayze which brings a smile to my face as they would make a wonderful couple. I also consider how Erryn can now wear beautiful dresses for special occasions, which might even change the dress sense on such a fantastic planet as Animus.
The next morning we prepare to leave Animus for home and go to the docking station. Erryn arrives at the dock to bid us farewell and her servants carry several rolls of material, she announces it is a gift for me. I am overwhelmed by the surprise, it seems Erryn had been listening as well as watching me when I looked at her stocks of material, she has given me the very one’s I had lingered to look at.
I thank her and kiss her cheek as she takes the opportunity to whisper in my ear, “Let me know the outcome of your discussion with Blayze and Zeal, please Corinna? Find a way to get the information to me. I know I have found a special friend in you, in my heart I know I can trust you with this task.”
We have all said our farewells as we step into the ship and leave. As we move away from Animus I remember my visit to Erryn’s secret hideaway and that beautiful waterfall which sadly, I never did visit again. On the bright side Tacari and I have both enjoyed a wonderful visit to Animus, what a delightful planet with equally delightful people. On our way home I share the secret about Blayze and Erryn with Tacari who seems to find the whole thing amusing and says he is not sure how his father will take such a marriage. I make Tacari promise not to meet his father or tell him anything until I have had a chance to meet with Blayze.



Chapter 15 
Blayze and Erryn 

Blayze had started travelling to Animus for his father, Great Lord Zeal when he was a mere fifteen years of age. Zeal recognised Blayze had good negotiation skills and was aware he would ensure a good deal when trading with the young and new Princess Erryn. Princess Erryn had lost her Mother when she was only twelve years of age but was incredibly mature when she began to rule her planet, Animus when she reached her thirteenth birthday.
When Blayze arrived and met Princess Erryn for the first time they were both no more than teenagers. The two youngsters initially became great friends and whenever Blayze visited Animus they spent more and more time together. Due to the successful trading that took place between the planets Zeal always sent his son Blayze on such business matters. Periodically Tacari tagged along but this was to ensure that Princess Erryn recognised that Zeal valued their special relationship by sending another of his precious sons. Omar had visited the planet once and refused to return when he told his father that he had no interest in trade negotiations with Erryn however, the truth was he despised the idea of a woman ruling any planet.
As time went by Princess Erryn’s interest in Blayze grew. What she saw was a strong, opinionated, honest and fearless character which was so different from the men on Animus. This was the type of man Erryn wanted for a husband, she recognised that Blayze was someone who could help her rule. While Erryn was developing a strategy to draw Blayze into a serious relationship, this Great Lord’s son had in fact become besotted with her. The feelings between these two young people caused an awkwardness which only grew during several subsequent visits until Erryn decided it was time for the two of them to have a serious talk. As for Blayze he was only too aware that they needed to clear the air once and for all, if he could not have Erryn then there was no point going to Animus at all, his father could send one of his brothers instead.
When Blayze arrived on his next business venture he made small talk for most of the night with Princess Erryn, he spoke of Princess Corinna’s imminent marriage to his brother Omar. Blayze confided that he worried for Princess Corinna as his brother’s behaviour had not improved over recent years. Princess Erryn remembered Omar’s one visit to Animus when he was both rude and outwardly hostile to the women and men on her planet. Erryn couldn’t help but wonder what Princess Corinna’s fate would be once married to the infamous man. At the end of the evening Princess Erryn suggested that she would take Blayze out alone into the countryside the following day where they could discuss some outstanding issues that required resolving privately, they bid one another goodnight.
The next morning Princess Erryn and Blayze set off in a carriage. Erryn led the beast that took the couple to her secret hideaway. This was a place only she and a handful of trusted servants knew existed. It was somewhere she could come to escape the pressure of ruling a nation, a place where she could rest and think alone. As the carriage drew to a halt Blayze looked at the beautiful waterfall and sighed. Princess Erryn did no more than pull Blayze in close and kissed him. This was what Blayze had waited for and wanted. Blayze was aware he had been pursued by many women on Enmitus but they weren’t for him. It was this tall, lean, redhead that he wanted to marry.
Erryn and Blayze spent the whole weekend at the waterfall. They swam in the water, chatted like children and made love. When it came to the end of the weekend the sole topic of conversation was the matter of their future together. The two lovers wanted marriage and the one thing that stood in their way was Zeal. Blayze promised he would discuss the matter with his father but he knew only too well the timing had to be right. He explained the difficulty he was about to face trying to resolve this matter as he had no idea how his father would react to his request. Erryn recognised the problem they had to overcome but she wanted Blayze to be her husband and was prepared to deal with any consequences that might arise. Blayze thought it was best if he had a chance to gain his father’s blessing amicably and as soon this was done he would return. The glorious weekend ended and he promised when the time was right he would deal with the matter of their marriage with his father, Great Lord Zeal on Enmitus.
Once Blayze’s business negotiations were complete on Animus he returned to Enmitus where he would wait for the right moment to speak to his father, Great Lord Zeal about his desire to marry Princess Erryn of Animus. It seemed Blayze never found the right moment as one crisis after another befell his family until Corinna visited Animus and identified a possible solution.



Chapter 16 
A Treaty with Animus 

On returning to Enmitus my priority is to talk to Blayze. I really didn’t want to tell Zeal anything until I knew how he felt about Erryn. It was night when we reached the Great Tower so Tacari and I tell everyone that we are tired and need to go straight to bed. We cannot wait to sleep together in our own bed between those silky sheets.
I rise very early the next morning and dress in my breeches and waistcoat as I am in a hurry to go downstairs and find Blayze. As Tacari is still asleep I kiss his brow and leave. It takes me a while to find Blayze and I seem to have arrived just in time, he is about to leave the courtyard on his way to the streets of the city to sort out some problem between two families. I run across the courtyard and Blayze turns smiles and catches me, swinging me round in a circle. When he hugs me I whisper that there is something both important and confidential that I need to discuss with him. Blayze raises an eyebrow and I can see that mischievous twinkle in his eye, I know he has put two and two together and realises that I must know something about Erryn. We walk to a seat that rests on the tower wall and we sit down to talk. I go on to tell Blayze about the conversation with Erryn when she wanted to know where she stood with regard to their relationship.
Blayze is very honest about how he feels when he explains, “I had not been visiting Animus long when I felt attracted to Erryn and my feelings for her simply grew with every visit. Once I knew I loved her then I visited the planet whenever the opportunity presented itself. The last time I visited which I have to say was at least eighteen months ago was the first time we openly declared our love for one another and we managed to spend two whole days together. We even sealed our love and now my heart yearns to be with her yet I cannot see any future in our relationship unless I can get father’s permission to marry.”
I interrupt Blayze when I smile smugly and say, “Ah, two days in paradise next to that fabulous waterfall.”
Blayze smiles thoughtfully and continues, “No one realised that I was the one who always volunteered to negotiate any business deals with Erryn and no one else was really interested in why. I knew how father would be about the relationship, he wouldn’t want me take such a great responsibility in case anything happened to Omar and Tacari as he would think that two planets were just too much for one Great Lord to manage. When Omar was killed I could see that it would be even more difficult to get his permission. So now you know why I argued with my father about being kept here when you and Tacari were sent to Animus where my Erryn rules. I keep meaning to discuss the subject of my love for Erryn with my father but there never seems to be a right moment.”
I smile sympathetically at Blayze; I understand how he feels as I loved Tacari and yet was forced to marry Omar, which was the deal that my damned father had made.
Blayze drops his head as I take his hand and say, “It might not be totally out of the question. I will have a meeting with your father and maybe I have sufficient bargaining power to get you and Erryn what you want.”
This seems to lift Blayze’s mood when he looks at me curiously and says, “How? What do you mean Corinna? I cannot see father letting such a marriage take place.”
I smile reassuringly and reply, “I cannot say just yet and it might be a no, but I will do my best to sort this out, I promise. I think you two would make a delightful couple.”
We both stand and Blayze then hugs me before he steps away and says, “Thank you Corinna, it would mean so much to me if father would agree to such a marriage.”
When I get back to my room Tacari is already bathing so I join him and tell him about the conversation with Blayze and he laughs saying, “My brother is a sly one, fancy he never mentioned that he had a woman, let alone a princess who had fallen for him. What is it you said Corinna they had two days in paradise alone.”
Tacari and I prepare to go and meet Zeal that very afternoon. I put on a lilac vest and baggy net pants for the occasion, pretty and slightly revealing. When we enter the study Delata and Blayze are waiting with Zeal. Tacari looks at Blayze and winks so I nudge him which makes both of them laugh. Zeal and Delata then looked curiously at the three of us. Zeal suggests we sit and talk so I explain that things are a little more complicated than we had first thought and that it might be best if Tacari and I talk to him first, alone. Zeal waves at Delata and Blayze signing that they should go, which they do. Blayze glances and smiles in my direction as he slips out the door.
Once they have left Zeal leads us to the sofa at the back of the room and demands a full explanation about why we want to see him alone. Tacari nods to confirm that I should take the lead. I explain how Erryn and I had hit if off from the beginning and how she was one of the nicest people I had ever met. Zeal is interested in hearing about my visit to the weavers and then I tell him about the way we helped Erryn to learn to dance, as well as making that beautiful pale blue dress.
Zeal now looks into my green eyes and I think for a moment he can read my thoughts until he demands, “So have you struck a deal?”
I feel Zeal’s power for a moment which happens so rarely and makes me hesitate, then I drop my eyes for a few moments before I lift up my head and continue, “No, not exactly, we have no deal but there is a way we could have one. There is no easy way to put this Great Lord but Blayze and Erryn are in love.” Zeal looks at Tacari who nods to confirm my statement. I can see Zeal is annoyed so I continue, “Erryn wants to marry Blayze… I think this is an opportunity, we could make a deal through such a marriage.”
Zeal’s stern face slowly begins to melt as he thinks through this whole situation. We sit silently for a while until Zeal tells Tacari to fetch Blayze and Delata back in.
Once we are all together and the door is firmly closed Zeal begins to speak as the ruler of Enmitus, “Delata you will be the one who returns to Animus with a proposition,” everyone looks at each other waiting for Zeal’s decision, “You will ask for a private meeting with Princess Erryn when you will offer her the following deal, oh and I am not negotiating the deal, this is a one off proposition. Blayze will ask for Erryn’s hand in marriage if in the first instance she agrees to make him Great Lord of Animus so they can rule together. Secondly she will support us in principal to free the people of Serenitus; we don’t want any actual help from her. Thirdly she will wait until the outcome of our mission to Serenitus before the marriage is announced and then it can take place. Finally, this whole treaty is to be kept secret until the mission to Serenitus is complete. Just for those of us in this room, we don’t really want to upset Michio by a marriage between Enmitus and Animus, well not at this stage, not until we have tried to free those people.”
Blayze misguidedly speaks, “But father I am not sure she will agree to those terms.”
Zeal growls back, “If she refuses then she simply does not love you enough my son!”
Zeal waves everyone out of the room and as I am going he takes my hand and kisses it, “I think you handled yourself splendidly on Animus. What do you really think Princess Erryn’s reply will be?”
I reply with a sarcastic smile on my face, “You know as well as me that she will agree… she loves your son.”
Delata leaves the next day on his mission to Animus. He returns after ten days. Delata says that negotiations took four days and that Princess Erryn has one request, she wants Blayze to visit, it did not have to be a long visit but she needs to see him again before the mission to Serenitus begins. Zeal decides to bend a little as he has what he wants and agrees that Blayze can go to Animus and stay for two days after which time he must return, he has other more pressing business for him. What I could never have known was the next mission was for me and Blayze.



Chapter 17 
Verdantus 

Of course when Blayze returns he is happy, he has been with Erryn for two days and he admits to me in private that they never left her private paradise. Blayze also confirms he loves Erryn more than anyone he has ever known. Tacari on the other hand finds the fact his younger brother is irrationally in love as highly amusing and goes on to tease Blayze relentlessly about his wicked behaviour with a Princess. Blayze has hardly had time to unpack when Zeal sends for his entire and trusted planning team to attend a meeting with him in his study. Behind the closed door of his study Zeal tells everyone that Blayze, Delata, Kia and I will be leaving for Verdantus.
Zeal says he will give Blayze the details of the business that is to be carried out once everyone else has left then he turns to me saying, “Corinna, this assignment might be the biggest and most dangerous task of your life. I need you to get to know your sister; you need to persuade her to get Michio on side so that his army will assist us on our mission to Serenitus. Are you prepared to do something as challenging as that?”
Tacari looks furious and interrupts, “I will go with Corinna she is my wife which makes me the best placed person to protect her!”
Zeal immediately responds, “I cannot have my heir on Verdantus with what we plan, if any of the information has leaked you would be in grave danger, no you will certainly not be going and that is final. I know Blayze would lay down his life for your wife, Princess Corinna.”
I squeeze Tacari’s hand and look at him as I reply to Zeal, “I would love to meet my sister and I really do want to get to know her and my nephews.” I then turn to my husband, “Everyone here knows that I will do whatever I can to free the people of Serenitus so I feel I must do as your father asks.”
I now turn once again to face Zeal who smiles at me and concludes, “Well it is all agreed. You should all go and prepare to leave the day after tomorrow.”
Tacari is annoyed with his father for the whole day even though I have explained to him that I understand his father’s reasoning. What would the people of Enmitus do without a leader, while Blayze would rule well alongside Erryn he certainly was not ready to rule a planet on his own? Eventually Tacari accepts his father is right and he holds me while telling me that he is really concerned about this mission, he tells me I should be extremely careful as he believes Michio is a very dangerous man and he does not trust him. He says on the rare occasions he has visited Verdantus he has found the people harsh and cruel so I must not put myself in any danger. I agree that I will be careful and will do my best to stay with Blayze, but I also know he is there on business and will be busy most of the time. The day before I am about to leave Enmitus has arrived and Tacari helps me pack my clothes; he suggests outfits that are less revealing as he is sure that many of my clothes will offend the Great Lord Michio. I take Tacari’s advice as he knows much more about the people I am about to visit. We walk in the courtyard and talk about the future which makes me feel he wants to believe things will go well on Verdantus. That night Tacari holds me close all night as if he is afraid to let me go and I drift in and out of a restless sleep.
When I wake it is time to prepare to leave for Verdantus where I will meet my sister, Princess Neeva. Tacari takes me to the ship where we meet Blayze, Delata and Kia. Zeal comes along before we leave and wishes us all well; he gives me one final hug before we enter the ship. The journey passes well enough and we have been travelling on the ship for four days when I experience my first eclipse, everything outside goes dark and Blayze confirms that it always happens on the way to and from Verdantus. A thought flashes through my mind that the eclipse may be an omen, a warning that this planet is equally as dark. As quickly as the darkness comes it goes. The following day I wake up, dress and am told we will shortly have Verdantus in our sights. It is late morning by the time our ship lands at the docking station and we prepare to disembark. I wear a sleeveless lemon dress with a jacket over the top which covers my arms to ensure that I do not offend our hosts. Blayze takes my arm and we stride out of the ship to meet Great Lord Michio and my sister, Princess Neeva. Once we have approached the couple I take a huge curtsey with Blayze assisting me to my feet, as I stand I glance at my sister. Zeal was right, there is a likeness between us, not a strong likeness but I have to wonder if it is living here with Michio that has changed my sister into such a stern looking woman. I am now 18 years old which makes Neeva about 37 years of age though she looks much older. Her hair is brushed tightly back and tied. She has pale blue washed out eyes that look tired and her face is expressionless, it shows no emotion at all, not even when I smile straight at her. Once I am fully upright Michio grunts and waves for us to follow. We march to a pod and Michio’s warriors follow us. The pod takes off heading towards a great castle in the distance and as it grows closer I can see that the people live outside the walls in appalling conditions. I look out of the windows and see some serpents restrained in a corral near the castle walls; my heart feels heavy seeing those creatures being held in that way; on Enmitus they are carefree, wandering the land. I see a huge arena and when we pass I have to wonder what it is for, I have not seen anything like this on any other planet. The pod comes to a standstill at the castle entrance. On entering the castle grounds I can see warriors posted at intervals along a parapet, I stiffen, Michio’s men look fierce and Blayze who must have noticed my body language takes my hand squeezing it. No one has spoken a word to us since we left the docking bay. Michio with Neeva at his side walk into the castle with our small entourage following. Once inside Michio orders a servant to take us to our rooms and the man who appears to be extremely nervous immediately obeys. I begin to ascend the stairs and can hear Blayze thank Michio for his hospitality, the next thing I know he is once again at my side.
Blayze and Delata are given rooms on the second floor, Kia and I thankfully have adjoining rooms, on the third. The rooms are large as is the bathroom but the accessories look tired as if no one really cares about the decor anymore. When the servant leaves he says that dinner will be at 6.00 sharp and afterwards there would be some entertainment which has been organised especially for our arrival. I sit on the bed thinking about Michio and his men all dressed up as if they are going into battle in their anti laser body wear and helmets, whereas my poor sister Neeva wore a drab dress as well as looking positively miserable. It is clear that Michio does not value my sister in the slightest even though she had provided him with his valuable heirs. My emotions are going crazy as I think of my sister living here with these cruel people and she doesn’t even know it was our father who had sealed her terrible fate.
When I dress that night I decide to make sure I wear outfits that cover my body as I am now certain that these people will at best frown at my exotic ones. While I dress Kia goes to discover the layout of the building so we can find our way around this great castle. I must confess I would hate to get lost in this cold foreboding place. When Kia returns she says that there are lots of places that we are not allowed to visit but she has also discovered the rooms we will need to find. It is almost 6.00 and Kia walks with me to the dining room where Blayze loiters against the door frame waiting for me to arrive. I momentarily feel nostalgic as his pose reminds me of the way Amasai propped himself in my doorway on my home planet of Serenitus. Blayze now notices me approaching and stands upright, takes my arm and we walk into the dining hall.
When I scan the room I discover what I can only describe as a Serpasp colony. Yes, this place reminds me of the Outlands and this tribe are the dangerous and deadly Serpasps who I believe are capable of striking other tribes at any time. I notice there are the guards, who are placed strategically in the shadows at entrances around the room, should there be any misdemeanour here no one will escape. I see Michio sitting next to Neeva but on his other side there sits a younger man. Michio has his arm around this handsome man’s chair as he whispers in his ear however, once he realises we have arrived he comes to take us to our table. Blayze and I are seated to the side of the Great Lords table which offers me plenty of opportunity to observe. The food is brought out on great dishes and everyone from Enmitus begins to tear into it as if they had never been fed. Blayze and I put what we want on our plates and I notice Neeva doing the same. The gorging of food seems to go on for hours and has begun to make me feel slightly sick as well as decidedly bored. Finally, and much to my relief, the tables are cleared and large jugs of wine are carried in. Some music begins to play from a darkened area in the room and several couples start to dance. Blayze and I join in and spin elegantly around the room. While I am well aware that many eyes follow us across the floor, being observed is hardly a surprise, given our expertise. I thought the night was drawing to an end when I observe Neeva slip away and assume she has gone to her children. There appears to be so many drunken people in the room and then Michio announces he has some special entertainment for his honoured guests.
My eyes widen as a dozen or so almost naked men and women are driven into the centre of the room. I look at Blayze who shrugs his shoulders as if to say there is nothing to be done. One of the guests grabs a woman and drags her into a semi lit corner and begins ripping off her clothes. I whisper to Blayze to apologise to Michio if I am missed and quietly slip away. There is no way I can watch these savages rape and torture these people. As I go up the stairs the very thought of what is going on makes the muscles in my arms and neck tighten. I now know that this is the planet to be feared; it is on Verdantus that you will find the cruel and evil people my so called father had talked about even though I know he was really no better. I go to bed with thoughts of Michio’s entertainment crawling around my mind and hug my pillow tightly until I drift into a restless sleep.
I wake up early from a restless night’s sleep, by the time Kia comes to my room I am ready and suggest as it is a sunny day that we explore the castle grounds. Kia thinks it is a splendid idea so we both make our way down the stairs to the main entrance. When we stop briefly in the entrance on our way to the garden I now notice a great locked door with a guard posted outside of it which is located to the rear of the room in the shadows. I cannot help but wonder what has to be kept under lock and key behind that door. We go out into the sunlight and it feels as if we are back on Enmitus. Tacari had told me the two planets were extremely similar but it was now apparent that the information he had shared was accurate. The two of us walk aimlessly around the grounds with its gardens and water features which are really quite pretty until we hear children’s voices. Curiosity gets the better of me as I follow the voices through the trees with Kia following. Finally, I peer around a tree to see Neeva and what has to be my two nephews. As I watch I notice the elder boy is pale with dark hair, he is like his Mother whereas the younger boy is thick set with bold, strong features, definitely his father’s son. As they play fight with sticks it is clear that the younger boy is the warrior. I could not help but think that the older boy would always be in danger with such a younger sibling. Neeva spots me watching in the trees and walks towards me leaving the boys play fighting in the sun.
When she reaches me she says calmly, “You shouldn’t be here, my husband would be furious if he thought you were wandering around unescorted. If he catches you there is no saying what he will do.”
I pretend to be shocked as I reply, “Oh! My apologies Princess Neeva no one told us, I must make sure it never happens again.”
Neeva’s curiosity seems to have got the better of her when she says, “I don’t believe you are from Enmitus, you have too small a frame and you are so pale skinned?”
I smile as I reply, “You would be correct Princess Neeva, I too am from Serenitus, your home planet I believe.”
Neeva now looks puzzled as she quizzes, “How do you know where I am from?”
I smile and say, “I think my answer should probably remain a secret. A secret just between the two of us, at least for now… As you know I am married to Tacari but what you probably don’t know is that I am your sister.”
Neeva now looks annoyed as she snaps, “That is not possible! I only have a younger brother named Amasai.”
I remain calm as I respond, “Yes that would be the same older brother I have. I had considered breaking the news in instalments but now I am here and can see how things operate I don’t know how often I will see you on your own, or even if we will get the chance to talk again, so here it is. Our father did a deal with Michio for you; the deal was a treaty to maintain peace with Serenitus. You see our father wants to keep his people believing they have to live on our barren home planet and were forced to stay there by others. He wants the Great Lord’s from the other planets to carry the blame for our people having to live underground when the truth is; it is our leaders who have always kept us there. Our people have been made to stay on that planet through a very old lie that was fabricated by our ancestors so they could retain power and control. You were not the only daughter who was used for our father’s purposes. Father went on to do a deal with Zeal for me; the same deal resulted in a treaty to leave Serenitus alone, to keep the people in ignorant isolation. The fact is sister we have both been exploited, we have been treated no better than goods to be bartered with.”
I can see a disturbed expression on Neeva’s face as she brushes a single tear away and says more calmly, “For your own sake I think you should go, I need time to think about what you have said and if you are caught here there will be no end of trouble, I am sure you don’t want to be the cause of a war between Enmitus and Verdantus any more than I do.”
It is at this point the two boys see us talking and sprint over to us laughing. 
Neeva smiles at the boys which momentarily makes her look ten years younger as she says, “Boys this is Princess Corinna who is married to Tacari, you remember Tacari,” both boys nod as she continues, “Princess Corinna please meet my eldest boy Pedra.” I do a small curtsey and the boy who looks like Neeva giggles in my direction. Neeva looks to the other boy and says, “And this is my youngest boy Exon.” I curtsey again and this boy simply frowns at me, I conclude he is definitely his father’s son.
I now look at them both and say, “It is an honour to meet the Great Lord Michio’s sons.”
Neeva flashes her eyes at the mere mention of her husband’s name, telling me that Kia and I must go at once as she says, “It was truly a pleasure meeting you, and who knows maybe our paths will cross again in the not too distant future though it is unlikely.”
Both Kia and I nod showing our respect and I wave to the boys as I turn to return to the castle the same way we had come.
It has been two days since I saw my sister, as for Kia and I; we have stayed in our rooms with servants bringing our meals and have become seriously frustrated. Finally Blayze arrives to say that I will be attending a spectacle at the arena the following day. Kia and Delata are not invited and he says that I should be waiting in the entrance hall at 11.00 sharp. The next day I dress in turquoise baggy silk pants and a matching long sleeved shirt with black accessories and make sure I am downstairs in good time to leave. As I arrive early I hover around the stone pillars watching what goes on, unnoticed. There seems to be several warriors coming and going through the guarded door at the back of the room, and then Michio appears at the top of the stairs. I realise that still no-one has spotted me standing in the shadows, the Great Lord marches down with the same young man who had been sitting down next to him at dinner. The man is dressed immaculately and stays one step behind Michio to the right.
When they reach the bottom of the stairs Michio confronts two warriors who are talking, “What are you doing you lazy bastards, get out there and help at the arena, if I find you slacking again you’ll find yourselves in the cells and you won’t like it down there will you?”
I feel myself moving backwards until my back presses against the wall, I now wish I was invisible.
The two warriors look terrified as they scuttle out of the door. As soon as the two warriors disappear Michio and the young man start sniggering as they saunter out behind them. It is only a matter of seconds later when I see Neeva wearing a dark maroon dress with her sons, my two nephews, at the top of the stairs so I subtly move into the open to greet them.
Neeva nods politely but shows no emotion as she says, “Princess Corinna I will be escorting you to the spectacle today,” then she whispers discreetly with an eyebrow raised, “I really do hope you have a strong stomach.”
I cannot help but cringe at what is about to happen next. If Neeva has been living here for years and still thinks that the spectacle is awful then how will I react? What are we about to see? We walk through the courtyard, out of the gates and through the streets to the arena. I chat to the boys while Neeva keeps a watchful eye over us. We enter the arena through a private door which is located at the nearest point to the castle when Neeva suddenly pushes the boys ahead.
Neeva now whispers, “So you are my little sister, I am really pleased to meet you. Does Michio know who you are?”
I reply in little more than whisper, “I don’t know, he has met me once before but I was only a child and he certainly doesn’t seem interested in speaking to me.”
Neeva raises an eyebrow and looks in my direction then says, “Mm that would Michio, he is so devious. I have thought about what you said in the garden and it seems my father is yet another monster, to be honest Corinna; I have lived here so long now and endured so much I have no interest in what goes on at Serenitus. Michio was besotted with me when I first arrived though that didn’t last long; he changed and was so cruel. Now my husband has his heirs he leaves me alone and I can spend my time with our boys. I am pleased I have met you, though I seriously doubt we will ever meet again.”
As I look up the last few steps I can see Michio looking down and I realise I have physically gasped. Neeva on the other hand continues climbing the stairs and walks out into the open with her emotionless expression. On leaving the staircase we arrive in a private section of the arena which offers very good views of the area below. There is food and drink in Michio’s private section which everyone enjoys as they chat with one another and spectators pour in, filling the seats around the arena. The spectators are the very people, with their children who live outside the castle and are wearing dirty worn out clothes. It seems the people of Verdantus are valued no more than the Serponies who live here.
Once the arena is full Neeva speaks openly so everyone can hear, she says that wrongdoers on Verdantus are locked up, and then there is an annual spectacle when all of the convicts are to fight until there is one survivor who will be given a full pardon. So it seems this is another barbaric event on this cruel planet. I notice there are several doors around the arena and at precisely 1.00 o’clock, warriors open those doors. Over 100 prisoners, both male and female are now herded into the middle of the arena. The warriors proceed to throw weapons in after them and lock the doors. These people are now sealed into this space with a variety of weapons. The prisoners immediately panic, pushing and shoving as they run to the weapons, there are fewer weapons than people. It is also obvious that the weapons come in a variety of sizes and types so each person is fighting to secure the best. Eventually, the weapons are gone as the blood bath begins. This is a horrific sight as those unarmed are the first to be slaughtered, body parts are strewn across the earth. Knives are plunged into people, laser weapons slice open flesh and blood is spurting everywhere, as well as pouring into the soil. I feel sick to my stomach, my throat burns but I can feel both Michio and Neeva glance in my direction from time to time as I force myself to keep an emotionless expression on my face. People are falling either dead or injured all around the arena, I can hear blood curdling screams which make me want to cover my ears. There are soon only a dozen people left standing, who had clearly secured some of the best weapons. Two women who I had seen fighting bravely are amongst the last few prisoners battling in the arena. Lasers and knives are being swung, I see a man’s leg severed and he consequently falls to the floor. His assailant comes in for the kill when much to my surprise the man on floor plunges a knife through his foot. Both of these men are now wounded and consequently have little chance to win. This is pure carnage which consequently leaves a man and woman standing. When I glance at Michio, I can see his face is twisted, but it isn’t clear why. The woman fights bravely however, her small laser knife is clearly no match for the man who carries a sword. Once the man makes his first strike the woman collapses then lies twitching on the ground. Michio jumps to his feet and claps with delight while the people in the arena begin cheering. The man who has won the battle now proceeds to kill anyone who is injured or appears to be alive. Finally, the man stands in front of the Great Lord with his head bowed forward. Michio declares this man is the winner of the spectacle and says he can go free on the understanding that should he ever be brought back to the prison he will be immediately put to death.
As soon as the man who has been given his freedom leaves the arena Michio takes the lead and everyone follows him back to the castle where he announces that there will be a continuation of the celebration that very evening. When I glance at Neeva I think I see her momentarily stiffen, and then I consider I might have imagined it. I dress carefully for the celebration making sure my body is reasonably covered and head for the dining hall. On arrival I search for my sister but she is not to be found. Michio sits with the young man on his own table and we are placed to the side. This night is so similar to the last one, I fear they will drag some poor people into the room for their own pleasure and I won’t be a witness to such brutality again, I decide to leave early.
I leave the dining hall and go into the entrance hall to climb the stairs when I glance at the door at the back of the room which is always guarded. I watch the guard who is on duty disappear through the door. My curiosity gets the better of me as I wonder what secret can be hidden behind that door which is normally locked. There is no one else about so I wait a few minutes and then slip through the door. Once I am through I can see steps descending below the castle. I creep down the steps while I look around. The area is lit with torches placed at intervals along the cold stone walls which cast shadows and make the place feel eerie. I reach the bottom of the flight of steps and can hear footsteps so I hide inside an alcove. It is the guard to this secret place who appears and climbs the steps; I assume he is returning to guard the door. I decide that as I am now in a precarious position and am not sure whether I can get back out of this place that I may as well take the opportunity to explore. If I am caught and punished then I may as well be punished for something rather than nothing. I see a second flight of steps that go even deeper down this forlorn castle and decide to follow them below.
Once I reach the bottom of these steps I come to a tunnel and therefore assume that there are two different levels hidden beneath this castle. I begin to silently move along the opening and as I approach several doors I can hear the quiet groans of people who are suffering. I creep to one of the doors and peep through a barred opening to see a skeleton of a man lying on the floor who simply is not moving or making a noise. When I look through the next door I can see a woman who is naked with huge welt like wounds all over her body as she groans quietly. I shiver at the thought of what has taken place in the depths of this castle. I choose not to look through any more doors as I follow the tunnel, until I arrive at an open space. This area brings a chill to my spine and I can almost smell my own fear. The area is obviously the torture chamber where so many different pieces of nasty equipment hang from the walls and ceiling. The whole room has recently been swilled but I can smell blood and death. From the back of the room comes a shallow moan so I silently go to see who is there. To my horror the man who was supposed to have been freed at the spectacle is spread eagled across the wall and has been beaten so badly I know he has little time left to live. I cannot stomach seeing this man in so much pain so I quickly search the room and take a knife. The dilemma facing me is whether to put this man out of his misery or to cut him down so that he can die in a more comfortable position as it is impossible for me to move him elsewhere. If I cut this man down and he is still alive when the warriors come back they will want to know who has released him. They will no doubt torture him further to try to discover who has set him free. The man can barely open his eyes but I know those eyes plead for an early release from his agony. I glance at his battered body and see a wound near his heart; I aim the knife, close my eyes and plunge it into him with all my might. Before I open my eyes the smell of this man fills my nostrils while my stomach churns and I fight the urge to be sick. When I do open my eyes the man’s head has dropped forward and he exhales heavily as blood runs from his mouth. I notice how the room is now so silent, this stranger is dead. I move to the side of his body, away from the knife before pulling it out in case the blood spurts onto me. The knife slides from his body too easily, I wipe it clean on what cloth the dead man is wearing and take it back to its original place. As I creep from that death room I feel my skin crawl, I have just killed a man without any difficulty, and now wonder what I have become. Moving away from the room I now come to a different set of steps which lead to the upper floor. I silently climb the steps wondering what I will find. When I reach the top of the steps I can see a corridor in one direction as well as more steps on the opposite side. The steps must go back up into the castle, though I have no idea where that exit will lie. I immediately determine that these are the steps I will use to return to the castle while I hope this particular route has no guard.
Before leaving I decide to look around this upper level where I quickly discover more cells. I look through the bars in the doors where both women and men are being held in several of the rooms. It is also fairly obvious that it was some of these people who had been brought to the entertainment Michio had provided for his guests the other night. These poor people all look terribly thin with some of them appearing to have been beaten. I creep further along the corridor past the cells and come to a number of great decorative doors with closed hatches on the front. My curiosity once again gets the better of me, I slowly open the hatch to see what is kept inside one of these rooms. When I look in the room it is clear it has been decorated with care and in the corner are numerous pieces of equipment, equipment that can restrain a human being, a cold shiver runs down my spine. I now realise this is some kind of sadistic brothel, with these prisoners having to comply with whatever is demanded of them.
“Barbaric, barbaric, Michio is truly another monster who deserves to die” I think as I am about to turn and creep away and then I feel a hand on my shoulder.
I feel my eyes widen as I turn in panic to see Neeva with a finger to her lips warning me not to make a noise. A great exhale of air leaves my body as I realise I have not been arrested by one of Michio’s warriors. Neeva beckons for me to follow her, I silently obey. Without a sound she leads me back to the steps I had just discovered and we take them to go up into the castle. These steps lead right into the heart of the castle and then Neeva directs me up some stairs, we go up four floors and creep along a corridor. When we hear voices coming towards us from some distance ahead, Neeva grabs my arm and pulls me into a nearby recess. My sister and I stand with our backs pressed to the wall while I hold my breath. It is Michio and the young man he always has with him who pass by laughing as the Great Lord says what a great evening it has been and how his guests from Enmitus simply do not have the stomachs to really enjoy themselves. I feel myself begin to tremble with fear at the thought of these people who believe their savage behaviour is acceptable. Neeva must have felt me shaking and she pulls me close. Once Michio and his companion have disappeared I breathe out slowly, my heart racing. Neeva takes my hand as we creep further on and finally she draws me into what I immediately know is her bedroom.
In the drab, brightly lit room I can now see Neeva more clearly. She has a badly bruised eye and a swollen lip.
I know my jaw has dropped and then she speaks to me in a whisper, “This is because Michio knew we had spoken on the way into the arena, can you imagine what he would do if he caught either of us down there in his dungeons or even here in my room for that matter. As for me, I go down below to help those poor people but why would you do it? Why would you be so stupid as to take such a risk?”
I feel a little guilty as I whisper back, “My curiosity got the better of me and I wanted to know what was down there. I needed to find out what was such a big secret and to my disgust I did.”
Neeva shakes her head as she replies, “Yes and now you know! Alas it is not a secret to so many of the monsters that live on this planet who take advantage of the weak and poor. As you are my sister I should slap you silly for putting yourself in such danger. Please don’t do anything rash again at least I know my way around that great prison, although in reality that is what this whole planet is just one great big prison.”
I look sadly at my sisters injured face and ask, “Oh Neeva, what sort of an existence have you had here? I can’t imagine how you have endured this life.”
As Neeva replies I can see tears forming in her dull eyes, “I came here as no more than a child; as I told you Michio was obsessed for a short while. Once the obsession wore off he was cruel. He would attack me and beat me for nothing. It was one of those beatings that killed our first child and then along came the boys. When I was pregnant with them he had me locked away so he would not lose his temper with me. He has left me alone for years to bring up the boys. He lets me do it as long as I make sure they are educated and trained in the skills of war. In truth the whole arrangement just suits me fine… I keep out of his way as much as possible; I work at survival for the sake of my children.”
I now quiz my sister, “So who is the young man your husband is always with?” Neeva smiles, “Oh Corinna, I wish I could have made him that happy, Michio and the man Ferand are lovers and I am happy for them as it means I am less noticeable.”
I recognise that this is the kind of life I would have endured with Omar if I had managed to survive living with him and breathe a sigh of relief knowing he is dead. I now think about Michio, my heart sinks and I feel so much pity for my poor sister.
Neeva continues, “I have thought about what you have told me about father and Amasai, I will never be able to forgive them but I have my life here and my two boys to consider. There is absolutely no way I can get involved.”
“Well Neeva, you see that is why I am really here. I can see from the life you have led with Michio which is similar to the one I was enduring with Omar that I am able to trust you, we seem to be more alike than you would think,” I say confidently.
Well I might have said it confidently however; I was in no way sure how Neeva would react as her boys were absolutely her number one priority, as any child of mine would be.
Neeva looks at me with concern, “Beware Corinna, I won’t betray Michio, remember the boys are as much his as mine, even though he is despicable”.
“I don’t want you to betray him; I want an alliance between Enmitus and Verdantus so we can free the people on Serenitus. They are our people and no one should have to live like that!”
Neeva’s face hardens again as she says, “I am not convinced he will listen to me. I have kept out of his way for so long. Look what he did to me for speaking to you, I dread to think what he would do if he thought I was here with you like this.”
“I think the way forward would be to say how sorry you are for speaking to me when we visited the arena and make it clear that I instigated the conversation as I had wanted a meeting with him, make sure you tell him Blayze knows nothing of this. Make it clear that you are simply the messenger. Maybe if we can cause Michio some discomfort he will feel he has to agree to an alliance,” I say while thinking about what sort of situation that Great Lord would not want to be made public.
I was pretty sure Michio would not want it known far and wide that his wife was estranged and he had taken a lover.
“Neeva, can you try to arrange a meeting when you know I will catch him with his lover? I can turn up early and hopefully find him in a compromising situation, will you do that for me Neeva. I think that will give me some bargaining power.”
“Corinna you are playing a dangerous game, he could simply make you disappear.”
“What and cause a war with Enmitus!” I declare.
“I take your point Corinna. Very well, I will see what I can do,” Neeva says nervously as the harshness on her face once again begins to melt.
“Remember Neeva, under no circumstances put yourself at risk, you have the boys to think about, I will have to look after myself!”
“Don’t worry I will be doing my best but I cannot promise anything,” Neeva declares as she approaches me and we hug.
I feel my sisters body tremble and know she is not used to such tenderness.
Neeva now orders silence and she leads me back to my room. We creep along the corridors always listening and watching for any movement in that great eerie castle. As she leaves me my sister says she will let me know if she has managed to organise a meeting. She warns me against any more adventures down below the castle and makes me promise I will not foolishly put my life at any further risk. I tell her I have to complete this mission and that I will be careful but cannot make a promise I may not be able fulfil. I now have to wait to find out if I will receive any response from Michio.
Blayze is thankfully given two days absence from negotiations and once he gains permission he takes me out to look around the countryside. We go to a corral and access two Serponies. My heart aches to see the Serponies kept in such conditions. Such harmless creatures should have been left to roam the land. The Serponies are kept in a corral and are tethered to wooden stakes to prevent their movement; I determine something really needs to be done about life on Verdantus. We mount the Serponies and as we ride through the trees I ask Blayze what he really knows about this planet. Blayze says that he has never strayed far from the castle and has certainly never been taken to have a good look around. From what we can see the forest, flowers, grasslands and Serpents are all the same as the ones which exist on Enmitus. The difference here on Verdantus seems to be how everything operates; cruelty seems to be the norm. The Serponies are kept in abysmal conditions and their demise was expressed through dull golden eyes. Even the Serpeers had been rounded up and put in pens. The people are generally dirty, barely fed and used as slaves. As we ride along I ask Blayze if there are Outlands and Serpasps on Verdantus and he says he really doesn’t know. It seems Michio likes to keep a lot of things a secret from his neighbouring planets.
The following day Blayze has once again arrived to keep me company, we practise dancing to pass the time away when a knock comes to the door. Kia answers it and comes to tell me that Neeva is in the corridor and wants to speak to me. Blayze looks at me with a puzzled expression and I shrug my shoulders to declare I have no idea what is going on. When I go to talk to Neeva she has a warrior standing at her back.
She maintains her harsh look as she speaks, “The Great Lord Michio says that he will speak to you at 8.00 pm tonight. Neeva looks straight into my face and winks knowing the warrior could not witness her action then she continues, “Do you understand Princess Corinna, he said he will be waiting for you at 8.00 pm, no sooner and no later. It has been nice to meet you however; it is unlikely we will ever meet again. I wish you a safe journey home.”
Neeva smiles so briefly no one would ever have witnessed it, she turns with the warrior at her shoulder and leaves. I go back into the room considering if indeed I would ever see my sister again and think it is quite unlikely. When I turn to face the room I spot Blayze talking to Kia and am sure he did not hear the conversation at the door.
Blayze looks in my direction and I say flippantly, “It was Neeva and she says I must go to meet with Great Lord Michio at 7.30 sharp tonight.”
“What on Enmitus would Michio want a meeting with you for Corinna?” Blayze says with concern.
“I don’t know I just want to know where his room is located and I’ll do as I have been told.” I say as nonchalantly as I can.
Blayze looks at me curiously and then says firmly, “I will escort you to the meeting so that we can both deal with whatever he wants to see you about. Don’t go there without me, do you hear Corinna, besides I know where his room is.”
His manner has changed from nonchalant to that of someone who is worried, he turns and leaves.
I know there is no point arguing with Blayze when he has made his mind up, I am pretty sure that he could sense I was up to something so I have to accept his offer. My biggest concern is for his safety as I do not want him involved at all. Bad enough I have got myself into some serious situation but I do not want that for my Blayze. As I sit waiting for the dreaded meeting to come around I begin to fret about what I have done and how Tacari will feel if things go wrong. Neeva had been right I really did not want to start a war. Michio is clearly a barbaric Great Lord and I am trying to push him into doing something he might not want to do. I could be putting both Blayze as well as myself into grave danger and it is too late to go back. Tick, tick, tick, the time it drags so slowly, making me more and more nervous. As the meeting time approaches I dress in another lack lustre dress and consider I will be getting rid of these outfits if I ever leave this evil planet alive. I wear no accessories and keep my hair simple. At 7.15 Blayze knocks on the door and enters, he asks once again if I know what this meeting is all about and once again I lie, telling him I have no idea. One thing I do know is that I don’t want Blayze to attend this meeting at all. At 7.20 we leave my room and Blayze takes me to Michio. We pass guards as we walk along the final passage but when we approach his door I breathe a sigh of relief, there is no one guarding it. I knock on the door and immediately push it open; as I do I can see Blayze trying to stop me from the corner of my eye but it is too late. The door has swung open and I step in and turn to face Blayze.
I put a hand on his chest to prevent him entering then say, “Thank you for escorting me here Blayze but this meeting was arranged for me and Michio, would you kindly wait here for me, I won’t be long,” and close the door in his face.
My insides cringe; Blayze will be mystified and furious. I have never behaved so rudely to him before. I turn to face Michio who sits in a chair with only a towel around his waist. His lover Ferand is naked behind him massaging his shoulders. Michio looks in my direction with an eyebrow raised with that normal expression of distain; I conclude at this point he simply does not like women. This man outwardly continues to behave unconcerned then suddenly his mood changes as he sits upright directly facing me.
“You are early!” Michio snaps.
“Oh, am I? So sorry Great Lord,” I say with as much surprise in my voice as possible and then do a small curtsey, I know Michio will not be assisting me to my feet.
“Mm… You don’t say. What do you want?” he demands.
“This is of a sensitive nature Great Lord Michio,” I reply trying to feign shyness.
I glance towards Ferand’s naked body and Michio laughs.
“You are a married woman so a man’s naked body holds no mystery to you. As for Ferand, we have no secrets he knows everything that goes on here, speak now! Tell me what you want!” he demands.
“Well Great Lord, I was hoping you would help me with a mission I have been planning.”
I had started so I thought I may as well take all the blame and if Michio wanted to execute someone it would be me and not the whole party from Enmitus.
“You see I wasn’t sure if you recognised me, I am from Serenitus and you know I am married to Tacari. I am seeking your support to release the people on my home planet. I have spoken to Great Lord Zeal who says there is no way he will help unless you also support me. You see he feels it would be so much easier if you both worked together.”
My eyes stray to Ferand then I smile sweetly and then once again look at Michio with my eyebrow raised. I know he witnessed what I did as I had hoped he would; I wanted to make a tiny sign that I was aware of everyone’s relationship in this room as well as the castle.
“So Great Lord Zeal won’t help you unless I do,” he responds sarcastically. I nod then he continues, “I despise Great Lord Corin, he organised that marriage with his daughter Neeva, a marriage that was such a bad match. I needed a strong woman not one of your kind… You know you must never discuss what you have seen here tonight don’t you Corinna.” I could feel the threat in Michio’s voice then he continues, “Even though everyone probably knows that I share my life with Ferand it cannot ever be openly spoken of. The consequences of such a folly would be disastrous all round and I can clearly see you are anything but stupid.”
I can feel my heart flutter as it is so obvious Michio has worked out my little plan. He knows I have arrived early to catch him out and I sense how much danger I have put myself in.
It is important I look calm as I speak with sincerity, “Absolutely, absolutely I would never discuss what goes on behind closed doors Great Lord Michio. Your relationship with Ferand is a private matter,” I lower my eyes to make sure that he recognises my complete subservience in the matter.
“I have always wanted to get rid of your father and this seems the perfect opportunity. Very well, you shall have your people set free, even though so many will die in the process. Why not, it is so long since we have had a decent war.”
Michio laughs lightly then looks to Ferand who smiles sweetly at him.
“Go Corinna, tell Great Lord Zeal what I have said, tell him to prepare a treaty and then the fun will begin.”
Michio’s face melts as he looks lovingly at Ferand and throws a hand towards the door dismissing me, I think fleetingly of what a different life my sister would have had if only that Great Lord had loved her as much. I walk out the door looking confident though my heart is racing in my chest and drops of sweat have begun to form on my brow. On entering the hall Blayze is standing waiting for me looking furious with a hand on his hip.
I look at Blayze who is frowning and say, “So when are we leaving, I think our business on this depressing planet is now complete.”
Blayze looks at me as his frown turns to an inquisitive yet puzzled look.
It seems we have three days left before we can leave. Each morning when I’m dressed I go walking in the gardens even though I know how dangerous it might be. I continually look for my sister and nephews without any success. By cornering Michio to get his agreement to free the people of Serenitus it seems likely I have annoyed him a great deal. I cannot help but wonder if he has arranged that his wife and children will never set eyes on me. Each time Blayze and I cross paths he presses me for information on my meeting with Michio, I will not discuss the matter for fear of spies listening in.
Finally we have left that dangerous planet named Verdantus and are off the ground. As we are all now safe I tell our little group everything. At first Blayze is seething when he hears how much danger I have put myself in. Delata and Kia look at me with disbelief wondering why I have engaged in such risky behaviour however, once all the initial emotions have ebbed away they understand why and what I have done. Now we are on our way home my heart yearns for Tacari, I want to be back on Enmitus where the man I love is waiting for me.



Chapter 18 
Michio 

It was Princess Corinna’s meeting with Great Lord Michio’s when she had sought his help which had confirmed that the woman was one clever piece of work. When Ferand had left late that night he sat thinking about freeing the people of Serenitus who lived on that damned grey planet.
As he sat thinking his mind drifted back in time. No one but Michio knew about how he had become what he was now. His father and mother had an arranged marriage and hated one another. Once sufficient heirs had been born his parents lived separate lives. His mother had always made it clear she despised him and would have nothing to do with him due to the fact he was like his father. Even though Michio was the heir to Verdantus his father beat his every day and his mother could not stand the sight of him. It transpired as the years passed by that Michio’s father took a preference for his two younger brothers. His father took his two youngest sons riding on the Serponies and hunting for Serpeers however, Michio was always left at the castle alone where he had to amuse himself. Something eventually snapped in his mother who went mad and had to be locked up and isolated in an upper room in the castle as Michio watched with vengeful glee. While left to his own devices Michio began to plot against his bully of a father and his two favoured younger brothers. Over time Michio’s hatred grew beyond reason as his plans to take his rightful place as Great Lord of Verdantus formed. When Michio was only thirteen years of age all of the hatred and loathing he had gathered from birth exploded into pure revenge. In the early hours of the morning he slipped out of his room and crept through the dark castle corridors to where his siblings’ slept where, without blinking an eye he slit their throats. The blood that ran from the two boys throats mesmerised Michio as the beginning of his revenge for a miserable childhood began. Once his brothers had bled out in front of his eyes Michio returned to bed and fell asleep.
The following morning Michio was awoken by his father’s tortured screams as they echoed throughout the castle and he lay in bed with a contented smile on his face. His father summoned Michio to his side and knew instantly his eldest son had killed his other boys. Angry to the point he wanted to kill his only remaining son he chose to send him to the Outlands so that he would never have to look upon his face again. The years in the Outlands turned Michio’s heart to ice. The life was hard and dangerous with Serpasp Colonies amongst other deadly creatures prevalent and waiting to attack. Michio felt isolated as no one wanted to become familiar with a person who would become the all powerful Great Lord of Verdantus. Loneliness and hatred fuelled the young man. As he matured Michio was feared like no other man on the planet. No one dared cross him in any way; to upset the man who would eventually be the Great Lord could only lead to torture and death.
Michio was twenty when news came to the Outlands requesting his return to the great castle as his father had died suddenly in his sleep. A smile crept across Michio’s face as he was now the all powerful ruler and he planned to make sure everyone on this planet feared him. Anyone alive who had known him as a child was put to death on his return and he had their tortured bodies hung on the castle walls. These worthless people had not helped him as a child and their deaths served as a warning to all his subjects that he now ruled the land. Michio believed his mission was complete until he discovered his mad mother still remained alive confined to her room. The hatred in Michio exploded as he ran up the castle stairs to find her. He dismissed the guard on the door and entered. There sitting looking in her dressing table mirror sat his mother.
This strange woman had not aged a day as she looked at him with curiosity and said, “Ah, I knew you would return to take your rightful place and as much as I hate you, I hated your father more. See what I did… I poisoned him so you could become the Great Lord.”
When Michio looked into his Mother’s eyes his heart began to pound. If this mad woman was capable of killing his father then she could certainly do the same to him. Michio took off the belt from around his waist and drew it around his Mother’s neck and began to strangle her. As his Mother choked she smiled at Michio, this was a smile he would never forget as he felt a flash of fear run through his cruel heart.
Michio had only been a Great Lord for a matter of months. He had killed everyone who had served his father while he had lived at the castle and true to his word their corpses hung to rot on the castle walls. It was not long before Michio heard news that the Great Lord from Enmitus was a serious threat and the information that came suggested that this Lord and his wife were insane. This was a matter that Michio would not tolerate. He had heard that the Great Lord’s brother named Zeal was a reasonable man and immediately contacted him demanding his support to avoid an imminent war. When Zeal succumbed and removed his brother permanently, the two men formed an uncomfortable alliance. While Michio would be tolerant of Zeal for the moment, he wanted everything for himself. The way Michio maintained Zeal’s alliance was through a plan to free the trapped people of Serenitus.
Some months after Zeal had become a Great Lord both he and Michio were invited to Serenitus. After some consideration both of these young Lords agreed to visit Great Lord Corin. Until the Great Lords arrived on Serenitus, Michio had known nothing of the possible treaty that had been negotiated by his advisors and Great Lord Corin’s son, Amasai. It was not until Great Lord Corin brought his daughter Neeva into the room that the terms of the treaty were to unfold. When Neeva walked into the room Michio’s ice cold heart began to melt and his advisors were delighted. He was besotted with the beautiful woman in front of him and as marrying her was part of the treaty it was consequently signed.
Michio felt exultant, any thoughts of freeing the people of Serenitus were put to one side. He had the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and he returned to Verdantus with Neeva, who he planned to marry immediately. As the day of the marriage approached Michio began to have doubts. Yes, Neeva was beautiful but deep down he had realised she simply wasn’t what he wanted.
Michio found consolation in the idea she could give him children, then thought, “She had better give me heirs or she is of no use to me.”
Michio’s heart once again turned to ice.
The marriage took place on a glorious day as Neeva looked at her husband with love. All Neeva could see was a handsome Great Lord who had only shown her respect but this was all to change in an instant. Michio took Neeva to bed and realised that he didn’t want her at all. This was a fragile woman from a barren planet who he had no interest in, or feelings for. Michio did his duty on the wedding night and then left Neeva wondering what she had done wrong. Over the months ahead Michio became frustrated to the point that Neeva daren’t even speak to him. He considered having her murdered then found out she was with child. One day as he walked along the corridor he passed Neeva who was laughing and his anger at having been besotted with her sufficiently to marry the woman spilled over into rage, he beat her on the spot. Neeva lost her child. Michio struggled on managing his relationship with Neeva purely because he needed heirs. Each time Neeva became pregnant she was banished to a room and locked away for her own safety. So it came to pass he had two healthy sons. Michio had decided that as long as Neeva kept out of his way she could bring up the children but only if she followed his rules. Those boys of his had to be educated and fit for war. Neeva distanced herself from Michio to save her own life so that she could care for the children she loved. Over the years he finally found companionship with Ferand and that at least brought him a little comfort though his personality never changed.
When recently Michio had visitors from Enmitus he could only wonder what they wanted. Gradually as the visit begun to unfold he discovered through that half breed sister of Neeva’s, the one called Corinna, that Zeal wanted a treaty agreeing to a joint attack on Serenitus. Michio could not help but think this was the opportunity he had always waited for. This was an opportunity to carry out his own personal retribution on Corin, the one who had arranged the treaty when he was tricked into marrying his daughter. Michio could only wonder if this was his time to dominate, the answer was maybe. That was a matter he would certainly have to consider carefully.



Chapter 19 
An Interplanetary Arrangement 

When we land on Enmitus, as expected Tacari is waiting to greet us. As I step off the ship onto the ground he picks me up and swings me around then kisses me. I can feel myself tremble as my heart quickens in my chest with the excitement of seeing my husband. This is home and I am in my husband’s warm arms. It is approaching evening and Tacari confirms that Zeal is happy to wait until morning to have a more formal meeting about what has happened on Verdantus. Tacari and I spend a delightful evening alone together in our room where we feed one another fruit, drink wine and make love. Being with Tacari eases all the tension and worries of the past weeks. As the evening progresses I shed tears as I speak of my sister and the life she has led with Michio. It is my sister with her sons who are now trapped on that great big prison, Verdantus. Tacari tries to comfort me when I speak of her. Though Tacari is aware that Michio is barbaric he had not realised how cruel that Lord could be. I choose to save the details of the agreement with Michio until we meet with Zeal. Eventually we drift off to a peaceful sleep, resting in each other’s arms.
Morning comes too soon. I dawdle while we bathe together and then we dress preparing for the meeting with Zeal. As we walk down the stairs to the study Tacari mentions that his father has not been well but his condition is improving. When we go into the study it is true, I can tell immediately that Zeal is pale and truly hope he will be back to his normal self soon. Zeal, his sons, Delata, Kia and I sit together as I begin to tell everyone of my discussion with Michio. I expect Zeal to be delighted with the result however, initially he is seriously angry. Zeal has never lost his temper in front of me in all the years I had lived on Enmitus. He strides around the room telling me how I have risked my life and the lives of my companions. As he marches he says I have been reckless and what if Tacari had lost me. When I glance at Tacari he is shaking his head in disbelief, it is clear he thought what I had done was rash. What I assumed had been a game when I tricked Michio through his lover, and a game I appeared to have won, I can now recognise was seriously hazardous. I had not only put my companions in danger but I could have put Enmitus at risk of attack. Oh my how stupid, but I did have a result and I could not think of any other way I could have achieved it.
Zeal calms down and acknowledges that we had secured the desired outcome, though it could have proven to be too costly and he would now set things in motion to ensure a treaty was drawn up, and then plans for our mission would be discussed. I now tell Zeal about the dungeons on Verdantus. It is clear that Zeal and his sons new all about the annual spectacle, however, it is also obvious they did not know what lay beneath the castle. They all listen intently as I speak of every detail. I tell them everything, from the winner of the spectacle being tortured to the point when I killed him putting the man out of his misery, everyone looks shocked that I could coldly put a knife into another person. At this point I tell them about the people who had been tortured in the prison cells. My story continues when I speak about the women and men on the floor above who were being abused. It finally seems appropriate to tell them all about the dreadful life my sister is leading with Michio and how she is the one who led me away from the cells beneath the castle to safety. I reinforce it was Neeva who put herself in danger and arranged the meeting for me with Michio or we would not have made any progress in securing an alliance.
Zeal sits a short while then he speaks, “One mission at a time, we must do one mission at a time and we have our sights on putting things right for the people who live on Serenitus, so that is what we must put all our efforts into first. I need to think about the situation on Verdantus. You can all go and I will call another meeting when we have that signed treaty, until we receive it we must wait, I don’t trust Michio, we must be certain he is with us. Princess Corinna will you wait a while I would like a quick word.”
Tacari looks in my direction and I nod to let him know I am happy to stay. Once everyone has left Zeal sits on the sofa at the back of the room and beckons me to sit with him.
I open the conversation, “I am so sorry for putting myself in danger, I just had not realised how significant my loss could have been but there really was no other way to make contact with Michio.”
“Yes my dear your meeting was very significant and I just want to be sure that you don’t do it again. You are now a Princess of Enmitus and it would be a great loss to this planet if something should happen to you. Tacari would be heartbroken if he lost you and I am not sure how he would cope. I am a selfish old man Corinna and I want you here with me. You must be aware Blayze sees a sister when he looks at you. Can you imagine the devastation that would be caused if you were taken from us? I do admit you have achieved a great deal for Enmitus with the prospects of a treaty and the intelligence regarding the behaviour towards people on that planet. Such information will be of immense use in the future but I beg you not to put so much at risk again.”
When I look down I notice I have begun to ring my hands as I respond quietly, “I do realise now but honestly I didn’t really understand or appreciate what could have happened. Neeva did try to warn me and I shrugged it off. I will definitely be more careful in future.”
“That is good to hear Corinna. You are a real treasure, something I doubt we will find again. I think you and Tacari have spent enough time apart, go and enjoy yourselves before some other problem arises that leads to the two of you being parted,” Zeal had spoken with much affection in his voice.
I stand; kiss Zeal on the cheek and leave.
Tacari and I spend several weeks together catching up on the details of what had happened on Verdantus when we also ride the Serponies, walk in the woods and spend alone time in each other’s arms. When we are alone we read, dance and make love. There is never a dull moment while Tacari and I are together. It is now two months since our visit to Verdantus and Zeal summons everyone for a meeting. There on his desk is the signed treaty with Verdantus. Michio has agreed to fight with Zeal to free the people of Serenitus. The negotiations are now complete with Animus supporting us in principle, though not in battle.
Zeal has clearly spent weeks alone planning this mission. All he wants is our agreement and he will send details of it to Michio. As his plan unfolds I know Tacari is not happy. As Zeal is now feeling well, though he still looks pale, he will be heading up the army with Blayze. I am to go along as I know the people and there is a better chance they will listen to me and believe the truth. Tacari, Zeal’s heir is not to be put in danger and is to remain on Enmitus as acting Great Lord in his father’s absence.
It is clear Tacari is uneasy as he says with some outrage, “Father it is I who should be at Corinna’s side. She is my wife and my responsibility. Blayze can stay and look after our people.”
“I fear this mission is more dangerous than we might think. It is vital you are safe Tacari just in case anything happens to me. Blayze will not be Great Lord of Enmitus; he will be walking a different path on Animus. You will have to stay. If we are to make the people of Serenitus understand the truth and realise the option they have to be free then we must take Corinna as she knows the people as well as understands them. I don’t want to take her but it is a necessity. Don’t worry Tacari we will look after your Corinna well,” it is clear these are Zeal’s last words on the matter.
As everyone agrees to the plan with the exception of Tacari who remains silent throughout, Zeal says he will be sending the details to Michio with the date when we will all depart. As soon as Michio confirms that he agrees with the arrangements we will be leaving for Serenitus. That night Tacari is moody and slightly annoyed with me for agreeing to go without him. In a way I understand as we have been separated twice in a short period of time however, he is Zeal’s heir and has to be kept safe. I try to explain that I understand why his father wants to give the people of Serenitus every opportunity to leave and I am the one they might listen to and trust. Tacari will have none of it, we are to be separated yet again and it is something he does not want. We both lie awake for hours in silence before drifting off to sleep. The next morning things don’t look quite so bad in my husband’s eyes and he decides that he wants to make the most of the days we have left together. How I love my Tacari.



Chapter 20 
Friends 

Three weeks later I am told to prepare to leave. I have had two days to pack and say my farewells. Kia informs me she will not be going as there is no need for her on this mission and says she wishes I was not leaving. I laugh and tell her that Zeal did not really want me to go either but there is little choice in the matter. Kia looks directly at me then frowns. She goes on to say she knows my secret and I look at her as I tell her sarcastically that I know hers. My concern is, if she really does know my secret, how did she find out and who else knows? I have been so careful over the past few weeks to keep it to myself and to avoid detection.
I think for a few moments and turn towards Kia looking at her with some curiosity, “What do you mean you know my secret?”
Kia looks at me and shakes her head, “Princess Corinna we have known each other most our lives and I know!”
I abruptly respond, “Know what?”
“Corinna, you are pregnant and you cannot go on such a dangerous mission, it would be wrong, what of the child?” she says as she frowns.
I think for a moment and then ask urgently, “So have you told Zeal yet, have you?”
Kia takes my hand as she replies, “I know I share a lot of information with Zeal but what I share has only ever been for your benefit. Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t tell him about this when you will be putting his grandchild in danger? More importantly what about this baby’s father, what about Tacari?”
“I will tell you why I won’t tell them Kia, those people on Serenitus are our people, and would you want to stay on that barren planet if you knew you could leave? Even if leaving was a risk, would you stay there under the ground for your whole life, tell me Kia would you?”
“I see your point, I do understand, but…”
I stop Kia in mid sentence and respond with a tinge of threat in my voice, “Promise me Kia, promise me, I need your word that you will never and I mean never tell anyone. When I come back safely I will tell Tacari, do you understand, it is Tacari who must be told first not Zeal.”
Kia shakes her head, “Very well Corinna, but you must promise to look after yourself, I expect to help bring up that precious child, I want to see it grow into a worthy adult.” Kia says with resignation in her voice, she finally realises I am going no matter what, she concludes, “Promise me you will come back.”
I hold my friend as I say softly in her ear, “I love you Kia, you know how much I love Tacari, and it is my love for you all that will bring me back from Serenitus.” I step away and cannot help but smile as I change the subject, “Oh Kia,” I look at my friend with mischief in my eyes as I continue, “I hope Delata plans to make an honest woman of you, I have seen the way you look at one another and how you both hover together in the shadows, tell me all.”
Kia looks at me with some embarrassment before we both giggle and hug. I truly hope my friend has found her true love, I already know what a special person Delata is, Delata, the Great Lord’s trusted servant, friend and companion. These two special people would make a wonderful couple. Kia tells me how they have grown together as time has passed on Enmitus and that they are now so much in love. She goes on to say that once this mission to Serenitus is complete their marriage will be arranged. If there is someone in my life who deserves happiness it is my friend Kia.
It now appears that Zeal, Blayze, Delata and I will be leaving with soldiers to confront my so called father and brother with a view to freeing the people on Serenitus. It has crossed my mind several times while we wait to leave whether Michio is genuinely interested in freeing those people or does he have another reason for signing the treaty… only time will tell. Kia and I spend as much time as we can together, two friends who hold each other’s most personal as well as precious secrets.
The following two days pass too quickly and the next thing I know Tacari is taking me to the docking station. He makes me promise not to do anything rash and to listen to his father at all times. It has been arranged for two ships to be used to take us to Serenitus. The soldiers have been split into two groups, one group with Zeal and the other with me and Blayze. This will then mean we have two separate chances of getting to Serenitus, this is a tactic just in case things go wrong in that dreadful atmosphere. I hear Tacari tell Blayze to watch my back when he hugs his brother and says farewell. Zeal enters his ship and wishes us well on our flight saying we will all meet again on Serenitus. Finally, Tacari takes me in his arms and makes me promise I will return no matter what. I make the promise not knowing what lies ahead but one thing that is certain I will be doing everything in my power to come back to my husband, the one I love.
As we leave there is an ache in my chest, I am leaving Tacari again, we will all be in danger as we travel through that treacherous space that surrounds Serenitus and I know if Tacari finds out about his child he will never forgive me. After due consideration I know this mission is greater than either of us as there is a nation in need of help, all those people have to be given the opportunity to leave Serenitus and live a more fulfilled life in the sun. I have to go to play my part in giving them that freedom.



Chapter 21 
Freedom 

The journey is almost as harrowing as the one I made from Serenitus to Enmitus. As we travel through space we hit deadly storms and finally enter the hazardous atmosphere around the barren planet Serenitus that was once my home. The ship is battered and flung around while I worry about Zeal and hope his ship makes it through. My thoughts now drift to Michio as I consider what he really wants out of freeing the people of Serenitus. I know enough now to determine he is a cruel ruler who will have some underlying reason for agreeing to this mission. If there was nothing in it for him I am in no doubt that he would have found a way to get rid of me on Verdantus without anyone knowing what we had really spoken about. I also hope my sister Neeva has not been punished for setting up the meeting between us. If Michio is really on this mission for the right reasons I have to hope he will make it through the storms safely to assist in forcing my father’s hand in freeing his people. This was the tribe I had grown up with and these were the people who had been lied to for centuries. Even though this weather is ferocious it is in fact timid in comparison to what we had endured leaving this destination some years previously. The ship begins to slow as the great hatch lifts to let us enter the docking tunnel. It is not long before the ship has come to a halt and we open the doors to what I now realise for the first time in my life is repugnant stale air.
On arrival we find Michio is already docked as he and his men hover near their ship. Both Zeal’s ship and the second ship from Verdantus are nowhere in sight. Blayze goes and speaks to Michio and between them they decide to wait for a couple hours to see if the other ships arrive before taking any further action. I know that a worker from the docking bay will have already gone to warn my father and brother of our arrival and that someone, probably Amasai, will shortly be on their way to greet us. It is not long after Blayze and Michio’s discussion that the second ship from Verdantus lands however, there is still no Zeal. Michio now has twice as many soldiers as those that have arrived from Serenitus. I am becoming seriously worried about the number of Michio’s men and I do not want to go on this mission without Zeal. It was Zeal who had planned all this and it was his strategy we were meant to follow. An hour has passed, my brother Amasai arrives and looks at the three ships with suspicion in his eyes as I notice how he is beginning to age. He now goes to greet Michio and Blayze and offers to take them to meet his father, Great Lord Corin. Michio is abrupt and tells him we are waiting for Great Lord Zeal and suggests he waits with us for a short while. The second hour passes by slowly and my heart beat has begun to race as I worry about Zeal and wonder if he simply has been delayed by the atmosphere or whether we might have lost him in space. Amasai who has noticed me hovering in the background moves to my side and tells me how well I look and asks if there is anything he should know. I smile sweetly at my deceiving brother and tell him that as far as I am concerned all is more than well. Michio now tells Amasai that we are ready to go to meet my father. I can feel my insides tremble at the thought of Michio leading this mission as I watch his smug face. We are just about to enter the tunnel to the city when a ship begins to descend and I feel my pulse quicken in the hope it is Zeal who is arriving. Blayze now takes the lead and insists we wait a short while longer as it might be his father, Great Lord Zeal who is about to land. Michio frowns displaying his disappointment and disapproval but reluctantly agrees. I am now convinced that Michio had hoped Zeal would not arrive at all!
As the doors to the ship open Zeal steps out and I am already there, outside the doors to his ship, on the platform waiting for him. I am so relieved I fling my arms around his neck and he hugs me. The hug takes away all of the tension that has been building up, I can feel it melt away and then I turn towards the others. Standing straight in front of me is Amasai who has one hell of a frown on his face; he clearly recognises that I have developed a strong bond with Great Lord Zeal. I smile sweetly back at Amasai as he orders everyone to follow him into the city. Once again I look at the drawings we pass in the tunnel, the ones that tell our history and were carved in secret by workers who feared for their lives. As a consequence of their location and the level of lighting in the tunnel they have been hidden from the masses for centuries. Now I am aware of their existence I find it easier to focus on the story that is being told. There are great cone ships carved on the wall that appear to be travelling through space followed by a scene that depicts some great meeting. The next drawings are of the ships parting and moving to different planets. The drawings show people being driven from one of those ships to work. Now our story really begins, people are dressed in protective clothing, working machines as they drive through the barren planet crust and then create a bubble under the ground. Around these scenes are bodies that must mean a loss of life. There are pictures of tortured faces and masters beating workers as well as dead people discarded on the stormy surface. Even as the place I had once called home begins to form in its present state there are pictures of rebellion that result in massacre until finally a city emerges out of the chaos. No wonder the leaders of Serenitus tried to hide their barbaric past. I could not help but wonder what more I would have found on those walls if I had been given the time to explore the carvings more carefully.
As we leave the tunnel and approach the great open area of the city Amasai looks in my direction and I can tell he knows I have discovered the secrets of our past. My brother now suggests the soldiers rest a while in the great open area in the middle of the city where there are overhanging balconies which was created as a market place, while we meet with Great Lord Corin and this is agreed. Immediately my brother orders food and drink to be brought for the soldiers while they wait. My brother now takes Michio, Zeal, Blayze, Delata and me to meet my so called father.
My father quite rudely has our entire party wait outside his room. With the exception of Michio we all try our best to be patient. After an hour Michio begins to walk the floor and his body language says he is raging. Once the door opens and we are announced I follow Michio and Zeal as I enter the room alongside Blayze with my head held high to a real surprise. Sitting next to my father is a pretty little girl who must have been about four years old. The little girl is wearing a beautiful pink dress with a full skirt to her ankles. My father looks at me with some surprise and it is now clear he had never anticipated seeing my face again as I consider Amasai had not told him about my presence. Amasai’s error was probably due to the confusion over our surprised arrival. I am just about to launch into a verbal assault at my father when he begins to speak calmly to his guests.
“Welcome everyone and particularly you my daughter Corinna.” I look at my father with so much anger I do not doubt my face is bright red as he continues, “I do hope your journey was not too severe and that you have a pleasant visit here on Serenitus. As you will know we are unprepared for you as we were not informed in advance that you were coming or for that matter that you planned on bringing so many warriors. It is truly all these warriors that puzzle me greatly.” My father now glances at his visitors and then turns directly to me as he says, “I can see you are puzzled my daughter,” my father points to the little girl, “This, my dear is your sister Princess Helina.”
My brain begins to scramble, my sister Helina. It now becomes apparent that my father has waited until I was out of the way and then had another child. He has been bartering off his daughters one by one so that he could legally have more children, but why? The only assumption that popped into my mind was to try to secure more male heirs. Well if that was his intention he had got what he deserved, another daughter. Poor little Helina stepped forward and did the prettiest curtsey as my blood began to boil.
I cannot control myself any longer as I sadly point to the child, “My sister,” and immediately turn and snap at my father, “It did not take you long to replace me did it father, you just married me off without any idea of what kind of a life I was going to lead so you could have another child. I truly think you are a monster. I can only wonder what you have planned for this poor child.”
Blayze takes my arm as a warning that I should stop speaking which is just as well or I might have begun to discuss Neeva which would have caused no end of grief for her when Michio got back to Verdantus. As far as Michio was concerned I had to assume he knew nothing of the relationship that I had formed with Neeva while I was on his planet. Zeal, ever the true gentleman went and helped my little sister to her feet. The poor girl was as white as chalk with her dark sunk in eyes and immaculate clothes as I considered I must have looked something like that at her age which certainly had a calming effect on my emotions. Helina also had a look of me with her dark hair however her eyes were washed out blue; in fact the exact colour of Neeva’s which made me feel slightly unsteady on my feet. My poor darling little sister was living with these deceivers and their lies with my older sister having been married off to a monster.
Zeal now takes the lead and speaks like a true lord, “Great Lord Corin we have come here with a proposal. We are here to come to some agreement about the future of your people. It is time your people had the choice to leave this barren planet and find a healthier place to live, somewhere they can grow strong and thrive. Look how your daughter Princess Corinna has blossomed on Enmitus. We need and value the great skills your people possess; they have carried those skills through the centuries so we have no wish to see them lost. The options we offer you and your people are these, you can take everyone from Serenitus to any planet of your choice and set up a colony or alternatively you split the population up between the planets and you can rule remotely from a planet of your choice. We are not trying to take away your sovereignty over these people we simply believe they deserve a better life. Those that choose to stay, well that is their decision. I also understand all of this will be a shock and we are willing to do some negotiation around both of the options but we are determined to move this matter on… No doubt you would like a little time to consider our offer?”
I could not help but think that this was not what Michio wanted as he had told me himself he wanted my father dead. As I glance in his direction I note his twisted face as he tries to maintain some composure.
My father has gone red in the face as he retorts, “You call this an offer! What about the agreements we have made? Can you dismiss such arrangements so easily? You call yourselves Great Lords and yet you would ignore signed treaties agreed in the not so distant past. You both willingly took my daughters and said you would leave us alone but no, the truth is you want everything. What will happen if I don’t agree to your not so generous offers?”
Michio steps forward and answers aggressively, “If you don’t agree then we must tell your people the truth and let them decide their own fate but I must tell you this Great Lord Corin, once we leave we will not be coming back to this forsaken hole in the ground. Do you understand no one will ever come back! You will have no one to trade with and your people will eventually die here anyway, isolated on this miserable barren planet.”
I have to confess Michio has been more than clear about the position these people are now in. My father’s face is purple and Amasai is shaking in temper, when something totally unexpected occurs.
To my horror my father stands pointing around the room at the individuals present and says loudly as his voice trembles with rage, “You will NOT have my planet or my people, do you hear me I am the Great Lord on Serenitus. Who knows I may even end up ruling Verdantus and Enmitus you fools. Guards I order you to kill them all! Do you understand kill them now!”
Hidden doors, doors I had never known existed open around the room as more than a dozen men who are dressed for battle enter. I do not understand what is happening, I never knew we had guards or soldiers on this planet. I began to think lies, lies and yet more lies. My father must have chosen the strongest men and had them secretly trained in the art of war which would be of benefit if something like this ever happened, or had he naively planned to attack someone else. In my heart I wondered how physically strong these guards could be. These men had been born and lived underground with limited food for the duration of their lives.
My father now shouts, “Attack, kill them!” as chaos consumes the room.
Blayze passes me a small laser gun and I know that I have to fight my own corner. I dash to my sister Helina, grab her hand and drag her to the back of the room and tell her to stay behind the sofa as her great blue eyes look at me sadly. When I turn around everyone is fighting. I am looking for my father and can see him hovering at a doorway with Amasai as they whisper to one another and then my brother seems to disappear. As I had thought the Serenitus guards are no match for Zeal, Michio, Blayze and Delata. Zeal slices two men open and turns towards my father. My father attacks and his laser swords slices through the air. I scan the room briefly to see Blayze and Michio mercilessly killing their enemy as Delata makes his way towards me. Delata signs and I turn to see a guard coming towards me so I shoot him with my gun. The laser hits him in the shoulder however, he still comes forward. Much to my surprise the tiny girl I had put behind the sofa crawls forward and hits the guard on the foot as hard as she can which distracts him as I shoot him again. This time my aim is deadly as he falls to the floor. Delata takes my arm as he tries to lead me away but I have to see what happens between Zeal and my father. I watch from the back of the room as the two men fight. Finally, Zeal thrusts his sword towards my father and it slashes his neck as blood spurts everywhere. This was a fatal blow; I know his carotid artery is severed. I had truly thought Amasai had left but he had been hiding like a coward, watching from some hidden place behind the door throughout the whole fight, my heart skips a beat as I see him holding a gun which he fires at Zeal. The shot is on target and hits Zeal’s heart as his eyes bulge he wobbles, and then he falls to his knees, finally collapsing on the floor. I look back to where Amasai had been and run towards the door planning to shoot my own brother, the miserable coward. Delata is at my side and when we reach the door my brother has fled. I plan to follow but Delata wants to take me back to the ship as he has rightly determined I am now the new Great Lord’s wife. I push Delata away and run back to my sister who is shaking behind the sofa, it is clear she has seen everything and I cannot be sure how she will have assessed what happened here. I lean down and beckon for her to come with me, she reluctantly crawls out and I grip her hand. Michio now calls for calm and when I turn it is obvious why. All of the Serenitus guards are lying dead on the floor. Michio and Blayze are splattered with blood, as I scan the room where I observe blood running down the walls while puddles are spreading on the floor. I look towards the place where Zeal has fallen and hot tears burst from my eyes and burn my cheeks as they flow freely. I run to Zeal dragging Helina along and kneel next to him as the tears bounce uncontrollably down my face.
I gently lift Zeal’s head into my arms as he takes his last shallow breaths I whisper, “Zeal you saved me from a dull life and you are loved so very much. Before you leave us you should know that I carry Tacari’s child.”
Zeal looks back at me and murmurs, “You think you are weak Corinna but you are so strong. What great rulers of my people you and Tacari will become.”
Zeal’s blood shot pained eyes looked into mine as he forces a slight smile and is gone. This Great Lord had been a true father to me and my chest aches with sorrow. When I glance towards Helina I can see her staring at our father and guess she is in shock. Blayze now comes to my side and wipes my tears away, he tells me I have to remain strong if we plan on making it back to Enmitus as that is what his father would have wished. I lean forward and kiss Great Lord Zeal on the brow one final time. Helina squeezes my hand which brings me back to that bloody room as I stand up and look around.
Michio automatically takes control of the situation as he orders us to go to our soldiers so that some kind of order can be maintained on Serenitus. Blayze moves back to Michio’s side and the rest of us follow them to the market place at the centre of the city without anyone speaking a single word. While we walk I carry Helina in my arms as my mind chews on the fact we are leaving Zeal’s body where he fell, on what to him would be foreign ground.
On reaching the soldiers I become puzzled by the lighting in the city as it has clearly been dimmed. At this point Michio says that we should be ever alert as he believes that the lights being lowered could only mean there is mischief afoot. Michio now orders a group of soldiers to go in search of my brother Amasai and another group to round up the people of Serenitus so that we can speak to them when they will be given the facts about their future. These people have to decide whether to take a risk and leave this foreboding planet or whether to stay with the likely consequences being an eventual death. The Great Lords Zeal and Michio have already stated that no one will be travelling back here ever again, leaving the people who remain no chance of survival as supplies would eventually run out. As the troops prepare to leave to fulfil their orders Serenitus guards begin to emerge from the darkness. I could only wonder how my father had kept what now appeared to be an army such a secret, I consider he might have had some devious plan of his own to kill Zeal and Michio. Blayze shouts ordering everyone to form an outward circle facing these guards. I give Helina to Delata who argues bitterly about me being involved in such a battle and I retaliate by ordering him to stay in the centre of the room with my sister out of harm’s way. Michio and Blayze are at opposite ends of the circle so I go to support the soldiers from my Enmitus. Just as I reach Blayze, my brother Amasai makes an appearance in one of the balconies above.
Amasai looks down and shouts liked some deranged wild creature, “Give it up you are surrounded, why don’t you all leave our planet, there is no call for all this bloodshed. Put down your arms and I will let you go unharmed.”
I look at Blayze and shake my head as I whisper, “I don’t trust him, look at the state he’s in. I didn’t even know there was an army on this planet so I am guessing Amasai will do anything to win after all he is his father’s son which means he is an experienced cheat and liar.”
No sooner have I got the words out of my mouth than Michio roars back, “I suggest you yield you fool! Do you think we have come all the way here to return without these people? Your father thought he could dupe us and look what he was doing tucked away here on Serenitus” Michio raises his hands and sweeps them around the room then continues sarcastically, “He was building an army and I wonder what that was for?”
My brother yells back, “Why should we stay here any longer when we have built an army that can take over and rule the planets! You all think you are so tough; we are the tough one’s surviving here for centuries… Enough, I have heard enough from you all. Guard fire!”
As soon as Amasai has said this I realise both my father and my brother are clearly mad. It is fairly obvious that we appear to be at a disadvantage as Amasai’s men have access to the balconies above as well as the fact they are attacking us from ground level however, the soldiers from Verdantus and Enmitus are an ominous foe. After seeing what Michio, Zeal and Blayze had done in my father’s rooms; killing all of those guards so easily I do not give our enemy much of a chance.
The battle commences and several of our soldiers are shot from above. While this is going on Blayze orders a small troop to leave and find their way to the balconies where they are ordered to kill those guards who are shooting at us. When the guards come at us from ground level we shoot at them and then we all go into hand to hand combat with laser swords. As my gun begins to lose power I snatch a sword from a dying man who lays sprawled on the floor. I know how weak the people on Serenitus are and how strong I have become over the years on Enmitus so I too stand in one to one combat as the lasers slice through the air. Blayze is surrounded by three guards and it is clear he is being targeted as he is Zeal’s son. I turn and run towards him striking one of the guards through the heart. The battle is ferocious as the laser shots continue from above until we see a body fall from a balcony and we know our soldiers have reached our enemy. There are piercing screams from above as our soldiers kill the guards on the balconies and some sail over the barriers smashing to the ground so hard. Once the guards in the balcony have been killed we quickly overcome the ones left on ground level. There are bodies strewn everywhere and the centre of this city is marked and stained in blood. I spot Michio in combat with my brother Amasai. As I watch I feel a twinge of sorrow for what my brother and father have done to their people but then I think of Zeal and my heart hardens. I know Amasai can never beat Michio fairly as a shot flashes across the room. Michio is well versed in the art of war and he grabs Amasai swinging him to protect his own body from the blast. The shot hits Amasai as Michio lets go of my brother who drops freely to his knees. The laser shot has gone through my brother’s shoulder, he proceeds to turn looking towards Michio with his face distorted growling and then he gets back on his feet attacking again. I know he should have simply admitted defeat, I am also aware that unless he does Michio will be merciless and he is. As Amasai struggles with one arm Michio turns swinging his weapon at shoulder height striking my brother accurately across the neck. My brother’s head is now sailing through the air in my direction; it then crashes to the floor close to where I stand. I stare for several moments as Amasai’s eyes seem to look into mine. Blayze suddenly distracts me when he shakes my arm and says that I should go to Helina and Delata.
Blayze informs Delata that he must take us to the entrance of the tunnel to wait in safety for news as we leave the carnage behind. After several hours one of our soldiers comes to bring us back into the city. Once we arrive in the city it is clear that the soldiers have been busy. The dead bodies from the battle have been piled up in a corner. The area is now full of people from Serenitus and I still recognise several familiar faces from my past while I consider for the first time in my life what a small population live on this planet. Michio comes to my side and says it is now my turn to contribute to this mission and that I should persuade these people that they will have more chance of survival if they leave with us. I do as I am asked and explain our history and tell the people the truth. I also explain that the story of our history is carved on the walls that lead to the docking station, if anyone is in any doubt they should take a look. Some of these people on Serenitus must have known about the guards and that they were a secret, I explain that they have been established for some purpose that is unknown to me or any others present. There are gasps when the story about me being bartered for some sort of misguided peace was told (I still thought it was better to keep my knowledge of Neeva a secret, the less Michio knows about me and my sister’s conversations the better). Finally, I explain that the people on Serenitus have two options; the first is to stay here and eventually die as Michio as well the new Great Lord Tacari would not be coming back for them or secondly they could take their chances on the ships. I tell them that yes, it is a risk to leave as I explain the horrific and possibly fatal journey that they will have to endure leaving Serenitus. I also explain that there is a possibility that the air on other planets might even kill them. To conclude I say they have little time to make a decision as both armies want to return home with their wounded as soon as possible.
The crowds go into deep whispered discussions about the information they have been given which Michio allows to continue for some time until he finally demands a decision as he roars, “Silence… Those of you who want a chance of a real life follow us. The rest of you I pity.”
There is now a brief exchange between Michio and Blayze before they lead the way back through the tunnel to the ships. It is clear that the vast majority of the people have decided to leave with only a handful of the population choosing to remain and take the slimmest chance of survival. As I walk through the tunnel I think about Zeal, the person who had told me the truth, the one who had brought me away from this barren life in the hope he could offer me something better, the person who had been a father to me as tears ran down my face. As I glance at the people of Serenitus I can hear their whispers as they walk past the carving on the walls, the drawings which tell their own history, one of a traumatic past as many of them begin to cry. As we leave the tunnel I dry my face to avoid people seeing how upset I am, it is now up to the rulers of Enmitus and Verdantus to make these people feel wanted and secure. Michio, Blayze and I all head towards our own ship doors so that we can begin to let everyone on board when to my horror Michio’s men turn on our soldiers. I gasp as yet another fight ensues and I acknowledge I had been right all along, Michio could not be trusted and had come to Serenitus for some reason that was not yet clear. I tell a reluctant Delata to take Helina onto my ship for safety while I fight alongside Blayze and the soldiers from Enmitus. A number of our soldiers fall and I whisper to Blayze that we should try to secretly filter the people from Serenitus onto our ships and away from danger as best we can. Blayze sends a small contingency to usher those people around the fight and into ships.
Our soldiers have been successfully filtering people to the safety of our ships for some time when there is a commotion and I hear Michio’s angry voice, “Trying to sneak away with the people then Blayze! I am taking all of these people back to Verdantus where they will work for me and I will have the best ships, I will rule all the planets, not you and your snivelling brother who didn’t even bother to come!”
I am furious, how dare he insinuate Tacari is a coward. Tacari wanted to be here and now I know why Zeal left him back on Enmitus. Even Zeal must have had his doubts about Michio’s motives. It is also clear I have been right all along; Michio had his own agenda when he decided to come to Serenitus. I totally lose my temper as I begin to fight my way towards Michio. Once I have him in my sights I attack him however, he strikes my arm with the laser and the pain rips through my whole body, though when I glance the damage is in reality superficial. Finally he aggressively pushes me to the floor. I watch Blayze who comes in from behind and begins fighting Michio. The two of them fight like demons then Blayze manages to slice Michio across the chest. Blayze who is always honourable now demands that Michio comes to yield. Michio glares at Blayze as he moves his hands to his wounded chest to stem the flow of blood. To my horror two of Michio’s men attack from behind and strike at Blayze. I gasp as Blayze falls to the floor and these two soldiers drag Michio to one of the Verdantus ships. Initially I freeze and cannot move as everything goes into slow motion. I shake my head to discover I am running so slowly to Blayze’s side. On reaching him I kneel and lift his head as I realise he is barely hanging onto consciousness. Delata and a soldier dash from our ship towards me as everything moves back into real time. Both Delata and the soldier carry Blayze back into our ship. I am now so enraged I scream at the soldiers and order them to get as many people on the ship as possible as we will be leaving in a matter of minutes. As I scan the dock there are dead soldiers everywhere and I observe Michio’s ships are leaving. It is clear from what has happened we have taken the majority of the people from Serenitus which is a huge relief as I cannot imagine what sort of life lay ahead for them on Verdantus.
Once everyone is on board we shut the doors and leave as I think good riddance to Serenitus and to bloody Michio. As we journey back Delata dresses my wound which turns out as I had assessed to be fairly minor. Throughout the journey I sit with Blayze at one side of me as he drifts in and out of consciousness and Helina at the other. As we go through the ferocious atmosphere I hold Helina tight as she trembles but she never speaks, not a single word. I can hear the moans and cries of fear that come from the people of Serenitus.



Chapter 22 
The Future 

Once clear of the atmosphere my thoughts are now of the future. My darling brother Blayze, I hope and pray he will make it, he is such a good person and I have to wonder if Princess Erryn might blame me for what has happened. Yes, please let Blayze survive. We have dressed his wounds and constantly monitor his temperature and he must pull through. I really do not want to lose either Blayze or Erryn as they are my dear friends. I turn to look at Helina as I worry about what she makes of all this, had she loved our father? If she had she might never forgive me for has what happened on Serenitus, or had the battle opened her eyes to expose what a monster our father really was? Would Helina ever speak to me? I was beginning to wonder if she could talk at all. If she does blame me and those around her for what happened to our father would I be able to make her understand what a liar he was as she grows up? This is a worry, something I will have to address over the coming years.
My thoughts now drift to the man I love; I remember the day we met, the day I arrived on Enmitus, when I almost died. I loved Tacari from the moment I saw him.
I remember his words when he entered the bathroom at the first tower I ever slept in on that planet when he said, “You need to hurry up or I’ll dress you myself!”
Oh how those words had amused Kia and I.
As I close my eyes I can see the two of us riding the Serponies and can feel that first kiss. My Tacari killed that evil woman Sash for what she did to me and then gave me the chance to wreak my own revenge on my first husband Omar. Our visit to Animus had been a delight and I met my estranged sister on Verdantus. Here I was on my way home and I was pregnant. I cannot wait to see Tacari again, to hold him and tell him his child and heir is on the way. This would be a child that would be loved so very much. My biggest concern nevertheless was the future.
Something would have to be done about Verdantus, one way or the other life on that planet had to be addressed. As we are now deadly enemies war might already be imminent. If Michio recovers he will want revenge for what happened on Serenitus and his rage will be directed at Tacari. Michio has well and truly proven himself to be both cruel and merciless. After some consideration I assess such savagery as his might be sufficient to defeat my Tacari and our army, but not if we prepare ourselves. It could take years for Michio to overcome his embarrassing escape from Serenitus which will give us time. On the other hand what of my poor sister Neeva, could she be left on that awful planet? Maybe the element of surprise is the answer and we should attack Verdantus first. I have kept my conversations with my sister on Verdantus a secret from Michio but will he still take what had happened on Serenitus out on her? I am aware he is spontaneous and cruel. Would Enmitus be able to secure sufficient know how from the people of Serenitus to build better ships and more sophisticated weapons so that we have the upper hand in any war that might occur? I now hope and pray Michio dies on the way back to Verdantus either from his wounds or because of the deadly space he is travelling through.
I have to wonder whether Princess Erryn will support us and fight at our side if a battle has to be fought. If she marries Blayze she might, how I wish Blayze would begin to make a recovery. One thing is certain we will have to plan, we will need several options. If Michio dies it might even be possible to negotiate some sort of peace with Verdantus, though that is doubtful.
Maybe we should task the people of Serenitus to build new space ships, ships that can take us to another universe if the worst comes to pass. All the problems that Tacari and I have to face make my head hurt. The only thing that feels right at this moment is this precious child, the one I carry back to Enmitus, Tacari’s child and I know my husband will make the right decisions to protect both of us as well as his people.
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