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It
was a beautiful day, unlike the hot and dry summer days from last
month that concluded eventually with a fresh air and a hint of
rainfall. The earthy scent and the greenery outside brought a smile
on Renee’s face as she glanced through her window, sniffing the
cool air. Her long hair kept whirling in the breeze and she reveled
in it, making no attempts at shutting the window but just grinning
and opening it further for letting the cool air provide her the
renewed creative spirit and bliss.


        
Renee had an imaginative and sensitive mind. It
is for that reason she still mulled over her talk with Jean, which
happened weeks ago. She had not heard from him since that day.
Maybe he feared of getting caught. Or maybe he was just taking his
time and waiting for a proper moment. He was just a boy. What was
he? Fifteen? No boy of such age that too with a mind so fragile
could avenge a king like Robert. What was he thinking by visiting
Zesia in such times? She wondered. 

        
The wind settled soon, but Renee’s racing
thoughts did not. One thing was obvious to her by now. That the boy
was brave. And if he was truly what he claimed, then he must cover
himself up if he wished to stay alive in Zesia any longer. Renee
hoped he did not get himself in trouble soon. He was the chosen
one, the future of Zesia. If he was alive and hidden somewhere, she
needed to find him. 

        
She got up and slowly closed the window. She
realized it was time for her to focus on her target and avoid
looking at the tantalizing view outside. She settled down at her
table and opened the drawer. An old map was quickly rolled down on
the table. 
Where could he possibly be hiding?

        

  
                                            
             


        
 

        
Renee got distracted by the doorbell. 
Who could arrive at this hour? She
wondered. It was past evening and her father was traveling for
business. There were no attendants at the residence as Renee had
granted them all a day off. She needed to concentrate on her task.
She stepped down the stairs, wondering who could be at the door.
She guessed the person to be one of her father’s business partners
who was maybe unaware of her father’s outstation plans. She trotted
down the stairs as the doorbell buzzed one more time. She did not
want the guest to wait any longer as it would have been rude.
Besides, she was being curious of the guest too. 

        
She opened the door and a handsome young man
turned around. He was putting on a golden jacket which matched his
hair. His formal attire suggested he was rich. Someone from the
ruler’s class. They both looked at each other for a moment in
confusion. Renee’s mouth was open and eyebrows were twitched. The
young man coughed to break the ice and Renee blinked.

        
“Is Mr. Richards home?” inquired the young
man.

        
“Ah, no. He is traveling, actually. You are?”
The twitch was back.

        
“My name is Roger. I am looking for my father. I
figured he must be here since he is friends with Mr. Richards. They
often conduct public meetings jointly.”

        
“Oh, please come on in. My name is Renee. I
am,”

        
“Mr. Richards’ daughter, I know. Mr. Richards
talks about you all the time. He is so proud of you.” 

        
 “Thank you for saying that.” Said Renee and put
a strand of her hair behind her ear.

        
“But I am still not sure who you are
though.”

        
“I am king Robert’s son.” Blushed Roger.

        
“Oh, I mean, never expected a prince to visit my
house.
”  Renee got nervous all of a sudden,
“Forgive me. Please have a seat. I knew that the king has a
son but..”

        
“But what?” Roger put his hands on his waist,
smiling and stretching his chest forward.

        
 “I did not know that he is so handsome and
humble.”

        
 “What makes you think I am humble?” asked Roger
curiously.

        
“I can tell.” Said Renee making the longest eye
contact since they met.

        
“So Mr. Richards is not home then.”

        
“Yeah. And neither is King Robert.” Said Renee
playfully. Roger smiled and Renee replied smiling back even
more.

        
 

        
 

        
Roger stayed for dinner on Renee’s request. But
he had to return to the palace. Besides, somewhere he was still
concerned about where his father might have gone. He feared that
his father’s disappearances might soon become the talk of the town.
He needed to find out where he was going and for what reason. His
mother was already missing and now he did not want his father
disconnected from him too. He looked at the soup blankly with a
flat face and all these thoughts in his head.

        
Renee clutched his palm, and he glanced up,
smiling awkwardly.

        
“What’s wrong?” asked Renee.

        
“Nothing.” Roger shook his head. “The food is
excellent.”

        
“It’s not much.” Blushed Renee, “I’m a
vegetarian, so there’s not much variation.”

        
“That’s not true.” Said Roger, serving for
himself the greenish red vegetable.

        
“Maybe. But you must eat a lot of meat and fresh
delicacies every day.”

        
“Then you are wrong. I prefer a very simple
diet. Not much fan of the meat and wine.”

        
“Surprising.” Said Renee. 

        
They finished their dinner over a special
custard Renee had prepared for them. Roger loved it. It had been a
long time for him since he enjoyed such great food and even greater
company.

        
  



        

  
              As they emerged from the
dining table, Roger took her hand in his slightly colder than hers
hands. 


        
“I should get going.” He said.

        

  
              “Are you sure? You could
stay.” Said Renee.


        

  
               “I would have loved to, but I
don’t think I can.” 


        
“Your father will be all right, Roger.”

        

  
                “You think so?”


        

  
                “I know so.” Said Renee.
Roger smiled and crept forward to kiss her. She embraced him with a
clutch on his back. The rain began. They broke the hug as the
lightning struck.


        
“I think you should stay.” said Renee.

        
“I think so too.” Said Roger and they kissed
again. Renee took Roger by his hand and directed him towards her
bedroom. The rain started pouring heavily, the windows crackled as
the strong wind blew, the lightning continued, and they made love
in the first rain.
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Robert stayed up late in his bed, skipping his routine morning
breakfast with no specific plans for the day. He appeared sad and
lonely. He had lost interest in his work. He was missing his wife
Tara and couldn’t get over the fact that she ran away from him, the
king. He thought it was his biggest insult considering there were
women in his kingdom who would do anything just to be with him or
accompany him in bed. But he had no interest in such women, no. All
he wanted was Tara.


It had been months since he last saw her pretty face, cuddled
her, dined with her or just listened to her. Anyone could say that
the kingdom had no queen. Such was Tara’s presence. He never
realized how much he would miss her if she leaves him. But the day
had come, wistfully. And even though king Robert tried to deny the
fact that the queen dumped him, considering of it as the queen’s
mistake and being positive that she will return one day. He was now
breaking down day by day, realizing that the queen had truly gone
and may never come back. Maybe she was happy after leaving him. Was
he that bad and unwanted? He wondered.

The approaching footsteps towards his bedroom snapped him out of
his stream of thoughts and quickly he wiped out his tears and
coughed. It was Roger. He knocked on the door twice and swung it
open.

“Roger, my boy!” said king Robert with joy, extending both his
arms wide to give him a hug. Roger stepped forward and hugged his
father. King Robert closed his eyes tight, and a tear rolled down
his eye again. He ruffled Roger’s golden hair and patted him on his
back. It was the longest the king had hold Roger in his hands in a
while. It immediately made Roger realize how lonely his father
was.

“Are you all right, father?” said Roger slowly breaking the
hug.

“Yeah, I am okay. What in this earth could happen to me? But
where were you last night? I waited hours at the dinner table, but
you never showed up.”

“I was at a friend’s house. And before that,” Roger said,
looking deep into Robert’s eyes, “I went looking for you all over.
Where were you anyway? You’ve been escaping somewhere every
evening, I could see. What is it father? Is there something you’ve
been keeping a secret from me?”

“No, no. I go out for a fresh air, that’s it.” Said Robert,
stepping down from the bed and turning his back to Roger. He was
only avoiding the eye contact.

“Very well, then. Let me know when you want to talk.” Said Roger
and gradually stepped towards the door. Robert turned as he heard
the door closing behind his back. He sighed and looked down. He sat
down again and exhaled. He had lost his ability to focus on his
work, he realized. He felt so tired, with no physical efforts.
Sometimes he would be exhausted by being just in bed the whole day.
It resulted from his mental exhaustion, which he was yet to
understand. He had reduced his participation in work and
distributed all his work and rights to people working under him. He
thought his end was near. He had stopped conducting those ruthless
trials and torturing the poor long before, let alone killing
someone for no good reason. His personal life had surely devastated
his work. After all, he too was human first, a king thereafter. His
lack of interest in the work had soon started becoming the talk of
the town. Thankfully, Roger thought, it did not include his recent
evening disappearances. There was surely something fishy and more
than just a walk for fresh air, thought Roger.

He was genuinely concerned about his father’s condition and at
some point even thought about taking over his duty, but he thought
he might hurt his father by bringing such a matter. So he just
waited before his father wanted to talk about the things that
bothered him, all by himself. He thought pushing him to express his
feeling would only complicate things. He left the hall humming a
song, and all his concerns drifted away as he walked through the
grass. He had a marvelous first rain experience the earlier night,
and he did not want to ruin it by overthinking. A smiled popped up
his face as he remembered Renee. The way he walked expressed that
inside, he was dancing with his heart pumping faster than
normal.

He stopped at a juice bar. Everyone made way for the prince.
Some stared in curiosity, others left the bar quietly. They were
the low class mostly, who were afraid even to drink alongside the
ruler’s class. Roger found it awkward, like always. He had tried
requesting people not to leave regularly, but they would never
listen. That is when he first realized it would be much better if
he takes over the kingdom. He was grown up and there was certainly
no work stress his father could handle anymore.

“Yes Sir, what would you have?” The counter boy flashed a
respectful smile.

“An orange juice, please.” Smiled back Roger.
 
 


 
Robert emerged out of the shower in the afternoon. It had become
his routine for him. He would get up late, skip breakfast, stay in
bed till noon, take a shower when the servant announced lunch. Some
nap after the lunch and later he would disappear somewhere quietly,
returning late for dinner. He had locked his chamber for days with
no meetings and trials taking place. All his loyal army would work
on his written orders without facing him. It was strange, but they
too were actually missing him at trials, however rude and angry and
yelling he was. They all missed their king.

Meanwhile, the kingdom was in turmoil. The robbers were on
loose. Women got raped. People got looted and killed on streets.
The kingdom had no law left. And no law meant no fear. Some
believed that Robert was all right, in a way. Fear makes people
stay disciplined. And some restriction was
 healthful for the kingdom. If you are a king, put forth
strict rules which people would not break readily and the one who
breaks it will be punished mercilessly. By this, many believed, the
kingdom was in order. It was normal. People missed their
king. But did anybody ever thought what the king was missing?
Probably love, loyalty, satisfaction and hope. It was time he
needed his people the most and his wife Tara, whose separation had
been his major breakdown in life. All his life he underestimated
her potential and degraded her. But now that she had left, all he
wanted was her. His life was a catastrophe.

His son Roger was his only hope. Like Roger, he too believed
that it was time for him to step down and let Roger rule his
kingdom. But he feared something might happen to Roger as well
because he had gone into such depressive mindset where all had gone
awry. It took him to the heart of all, when the old man, Mohan,
predicted the future. Maybe that boy is of age, he thought, and I
am in no condition to face him. The boy has won already. Maybe
destiny is with him. Maybe it’s the end of all the sins I committed
all these years by killing all those innocent people.

‘Oh God! What I have done!” King Robert hid his face in his
palms seeking forgiveness.
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