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Ashes of the Throne

The Facade of Glass

The train from Nice slid into the Gare de Veloria-Ville with the quiet confidence of money. Lian Mansour pressed her forehead against the cool glass, watching the platform glide to a halt. Polished marble floors. Brass fixtures that gleamed like new gold. A man in a perfectly tailored suit stepped off a forward carriage, speaking rapidly into a phone in three languages. This was not a station; it was a stage set for the performance of prosperity.

She gathered her leather satchel—battered, soft, a gift from her father a lifetime ago—and stepped onto the platform. The air smelled of coffee and expensive perfume. Outside, beyond the station’s grand arches, the city of Montverre cascaded down a hillside towards a glittering sapphire sea. Terracotta roofs, elegant facades in cream and ochre, the distant spire of the royal palace piercing a sky of impossible blue. It was postcard-perfect. A jewel box of a nation.

Lian felt the familiar itch between her shoulder blades, the one that always arrived when things were too clean, too pretty. It was the same instinct that had led her father, Kamal Mansour, to scratch beneath the gilded surface of regimes in Algiers, in Tunis, until they finally scratched back. Hard. He’d died in a London flat, far from his beloved Morocco, a man broken by exile but whose bylines had once made presidents flinch. She carried his legacy like a second skin.

Her new editor at Le Courrier International, a chain-smoking Belgian named Pieter Van Dyck, had sent her here with a simple brief. “Veloria,” he’d said, exhaling a plume of grey smoke, “is a story about nothing happening. That’s the story. How long can a monarchy float on a sea of debt and old-world charm before the tide goes out? Find the cracks, Lian. There are always cracks.”

Her first crack appeared sooner than expected.

She’d checked into her small hotel—a charming, slightly faded place in the old town, a world away from the palatial establishments on the waterfront—and was reviewing her notes on the Crown Foundation. It was the royal family’s primary charitable vehicle, funding everything from arts restoration to youth sports. Its annual report, available online, was a masterpiece of opaque accounting, full of impressive-sounding grants and very few concrete figures.

A soft knock on her door. She opened it to find a young woman, barely out of her teens, with anxious eyes and a delivery bag from a local patisserie.

“Mademoiselle Mansour? A courier service asked us to bring this up. Said it was urgent.”

Lian tipped her, took the bag, and closed the door. Inside, beneath a still-warm croissant, was a plain white envelope with no marking. She slit it open. A single sheet of paper. A few lines of typed text:

The Crown Foundation’s books are a lie. Look at the renovation of the Théâtre Royal. The contractor was paid three times. The money went to a shell company in Cyprus. Ask about the ‘Custodian Account.’

No signature. No demands. Just a trail of breadcrumbs.

Her heart rate notched up, a familiar, welcome quickening. She read the note three times, then methodically ate the croissant. It was flaky, buttery, perfect. Everything in Veloria seemed perfect. That was precisely the problem.

That evening, she stood in the grand foyer of the Palace of Veloria, a cavern of rose marble and towering chandeliers that scattered light into a million dancing fragments. It was the annual Gala for the Foundation of Arts and Letters, a key event on the social calendar, and her press credentials had granted her access to the designated pen—a gilded cage at the edge of the ballroom, separated from the glittering attendees by a velvet rope.

From here, she watched the performance.

The women moved in clouds of silk and the sharp, expensive scent of niche perfumes. The men, in their perfectly tailored tuxedos, exuded an aura of inherited power. They laughed too loudly, kissed the air beside each other’s cheeks, and formed transient constellations of influence that shifted and reformed around the room. It was a theatre of power, and the audience, the people of Veloria, were meant to watch from afar and feel a sense of grateful awe.

Lian’s gaze, however, was fixed on the architecture itself. She wasn’t looking at the paintings or the sculptures. She was looking at the cost. The imported marble. The gold leaf. The army of silent, white-gloved staff who materialized with flutes of champagne and vanished with empty ones. This was not just a palace; it was a monument to a system, and monuments, she knew, were built to be looked at, not questioned.

A stir rippled through the crowd. The sea of tuxedos and gowns parted with a practiced, reverent deference. King Frederic entered, a tall, patrician man in his seventies, his face a mask of benign authority. Beside him, Queen Elara, elegant and remote, smiled a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

And behind them, Crown Prince Adrian.

Lian had seen photographs, of course. Official portraits that presented him as a handsome, generic heir—square jaw, serious eyes, a slight, diplomatic smile. But the photographs had failed to capture the sheer, contained presence of the man. He moved with the disciplined grace of someone who had spent years being watched, every gesture measured, every expression calibrated. He was tall, with dark hair swept back from a high forehead, and eyes the colour of a winter sea—grey-green and, she noted with a flicker of surprise, profoundly tired.

He wasn’t performing, not in the way the others were. He was enduring. He stood beside his father, accepting the bows and curtsies, the murmured platitudes, with a stoic patience that seemed to cost him something. He looked like a man carrying a weight that no one else in the room could see.

The King moved to a small, raised dais. The room fell into a hushed, expectant silence.

“Your Royal Highnesses, Excellencies, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,” the King began, his voice a rich, practiced baritone that carried to every corner of the vast room. “Tonight, we celebrate not just art, but the soul of our nation. For centuries, this family, your royal family, has stood as the guardian of Veloria’s heritage. We are the bedrock upon which our beautiful country is built. In times of prosperity and in times of challenge, we remain. A constant. A promise.”

Lian watched the faces in the crowd. They were eating it up, their expressions a mix of adoration and complacency. She glanced towards the velvet rope. Beyond it, a small cluster of other journalists, local and international, were scribbling notes, recording the platitudes. They were the approved press, the ones who would file the approved stories.

“Our Crown Foundation,” the King continued, “is the living embodiment of this promise. It ensures that the light of culture reaches every corner of Veloria, that our young people have opportunities, that our heritage is preserved for generations yet to come. It is our gift to you, the people, a symbol of our enduring commitment to this nation we all love.”

A polite, enthusiastic round of applause. Lian felt a cold knot tighten in her stomach. The words were so beautiful, so perfectly crafted. And they were a complete and utter fabrication, if her anonymous tip was to be believed. The gift to the people, it seemed, was a shell game.

Her gaze drifted from the King back to the Prince. Adrian’s face was a careful blank, but his jaw was set. She saw his eyes flicker towards a door at the side of the dais, a brief, almost imperceptible movement, as if seeking an escape route. In that moment, she felt a strange, unwanted flicker of empathy. He was a prisoner in this gilded cage, just as much as the guests were prisoners of its illusion.

As the applause died down, a commotion erupted near the grand entrance. Shouts, the scuffle of feet. Heads turned. Lian stood on her toes to see.

A young man, no older than twenty, with a scruffy beard and wild eyes, was being wrestled to the ground by two men in plain clothes—palace security. He was thrashing, trying to shout, but a hand was clamped over his mouth. He’d been holding a sign, now trampled underfoot. Lian caught a glimpse of the painted letters before it was destroyed: MONARCHY = POVERTY.

The crowd murmured, a ripple of shock and distaste. A woman beside Lian, dripping in diamonds, whispered to her companion, “How dreadful. Some people have no respect.” The companion nodded, sipping her champagne. The show must go on.

Lian watched as the protester was dragged, silent now, through the entrance and out of sight. The King hadn’t even paused. He was already accepting congratulations on his speech from a queue of sycophants. Adrian, however, had stopped. He was staring at the spot where the young man had disappeared, his face no longer blank. For a fleeting second, she saw something raw in his expression. Not anger at the disruption, but something closer to... shame. Then it was gone, smoothed over by years of training. He turned back to the crowd, the perfect prince once more.

The rest of the evening was a blur of hollow pleasantries. Lian cornered a few minor officials, asking bland questions about the Foundation’s work. They gave her bland answers. She was just another journalist, easily placated with brochures and contact details for the press office.

As the gala began to wind down, she made her way towards the exit, passing through a smaller, quieter antechamber lined with portraits of past Volmar monarchs. They stared down at her, stern-faced men and serene women in elaborate costumes, their painted eyes seeming to follow her. Ghosts of a dynasty.

She stopped before a portrait of a young man in military uniform from a century ago. He had the same grey-green eyes as the current prince.

“A less complicated time,” a voice said from behind her.

She turned. Crown Prince Adrian stood a few feet away, alone. Up close, the tiredness in his eyes was more profound. There were fine lines at their corners that the official photographs airbrushed away.

“Was it?” she asked, her journalist’s instinct overriding any protocol. “Or did they just paint out the complications?”

He seemed taken aback for a fraction of a second, then a flicker of something—amusement? interest?—crossed his features. “You have a direct way of speaking, Mademoiselle...?”

“Mansour. Lian Mansour. Le Courrier International.”

“Ah, the new correspondent. I read your series on the Greek sovereign debt. The human cost behind the numbers. It was... illuminating.” He said it with genuine respect, not flattery.

The compliment, unexpected from a source, unsettled her. “And you read the international press, Your Royal Highness? I would have thought the palace briefing books were more your speed.”

A ghost of a smile. “The briefing books tell me what I’m supposed to think. Your articles told me what was actually happening.” He paused, his gaze holding hers. It was a strange, intense connection in the middle of this gilded mausoleum. “So, Mademoiselle Mansour, what do you think of our little performance tonight?”

The question was a trap, or a test. She chose honesty. “The set design was magnificent. The leading man has excellent diction. But I’m always more interested in what’s happening backstage.”

He didn’t flinch. He simply nodded, slowly. “Backstage can be a dangerous place. Full of ropes and counterweights. One wrong move and the whole thing can come crashing down.”

“Sometimes,” she said quietly, holding his gaze, “things need to come crashing down so you can see the light.”

For a long, suspended moment, the world seemed to narrow to just the two of them, standing beneath the painted eyes of his ancestors. The air crackled with an unspoken recognition—a shared understanding of the fragility of the facade, the weight of the lies. It was not attraction, not yet. It was the electric charge of two opposing forces recognizing each other’s power.

“Your Highness?” A palace aide appeared in the doorway, his face a mask of polite urgency. “Your presence is required.”

The moment shattered. Adrian’s mask slid back into place. “Of course.” He gave Lian a final, inscrutable look. “Good evening, Mademoiselle Mansour. I hope your time in Veloria is... illuminating.”

He was gone, swallowed by the marble halls.

Lian stood for a moment, her heart beating a little faster than it should. It was the chase, she told herself. It was the story. It had nothing to do with the tiredness in a prince’s eyes, or the unexpected intelligence in his words.

She left the palace, the cool night air a relief after the gilded oppression inside. She walked back towards her hotel through the cobbled streets of the old town, the only sounds the echo of her own footsteps and the distant murmur of the sea.

Back in her room, she sat at the small desk by the window, the anonymous note spread out before her. She booted up her laptop and began to dig. The Théâtre Royal renovation. The contractor’s name was in the Foundation’s public report. A company called Bâtir Moderne. It took her less than an hour to find the link to a shell company in Cyprus. A company called Pythion Holdings. And Pythion Holdings, according to a leaked corporate registry she had access to, had a single shareholder: a numbered account at a private bank in Zurich.

It was a classic money trail. Clean, simple, and utterly damning. The tip was real.

She worked until 3 a.m., her mind buzzing, building a preliminary map of the financial labyrinth. She finally fell into a restless sleep, her dreams a jumble of gilded ballrooms, painted portraits with watching eyes, and a prince whose mask had slipped for just a moment.

The sharp, insistent buzz of her phone dragged her from sleep at 7 a.m. It was Pieter.

“Lian. Turn on the news. Local Velorian channels.”

She fumbled for the remote, her heart already sinking with a premonition of dread. The screen flickered to life. A reporter stood outside a modest apartment building in the working-class district of Montverre. Police tape fluttered in the morning breeze.

The reporter’s face was grave. “...was discovered early this morning by a neighbour. Police have not yet released an official statement, but sources confirm the victim is Jean-Luc Dubois, a former accountant for the Ministry of Culture. Mr. Dubois had been unemployed for several years and was known to be a vocal critic of the monarchy on social media. His death is currently being treated as suspicious...”

Lian’s blood ran cold. She didn’t know the name Jean-Luc Dubois. But she knew, with a chilling, absolute certainty, that he was the young man with the anxious eyes who had delivered her croissant. He was the man who had handed her the truth. And now he was dead.

She stared at the screen, the gilded facade of Veloria crumbling before her eyes, replaced by something far older, far uglier. The cracks weren’t just showing. They were beginning to bleed.
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Whispers in the Marble

The death of Jean-Luc Dubois was ruled a suicide within forty-eight hours.

Lian sat in a small café near the Montverte police headquarters, nursing an espresso that had long gone cold, staring at the official statement on her phone. The wording was meticulous. Mr. Dubois had a history of depression. Financial difficulties. No signs of forced entry. No evidence of foul play. The family has requested privacy during this difficult time. The family. Had anyone actually spoken to them? Had anyone asked why a man with “financial difficulties” had bought a fresh croissant from a high-end patisserie on the morning of his death?

She thought of the anxious eyes, the trembling hands as she’d taken the bag. He hadn’t looked like a man planning to die. He’d looked like a man who had just done something terrifying and desperately hoped it would matter.

Pieter had called again, his voice uncharacteristically gentle. “Lian, I’m not telling you to stop. You know I’d never say that. But I am telling you to be careful. Sources don’t just die in Veloria. People retire to villas in Spain. They don’t fall out of windows or overdose on pills they weren’t prescribed.”

“His statement said there was no window,” Lian had replied flatly. “He was found in his bed. Overdose.”

“Even better. Clean. Quiet. Velorian.” A pause, the exhale of smoke. “Whoever gave you that tip knew the risk. They gave it to you anyway. That means they thought you were worth it. Prove them right. But stay alive to do it.”

She hadn’t told Pieter about the prince. That moment in the antechamber, the strange, charged recognition, felt too fragile, too inexplicable to share. It was probably nothing. A bored aristocrat amusing himself with a foreign journalist. She’d been the evening’s entertainment, a brief distraction from the monotony of inherited wealth.

And yet. He’d read her work. He’d spoken about the Greek series with genuine understanding, not the superficial praise of someone who’d skimmed an abstract. He’d asked what she thought of “the performance.” Not the gala, not the evening, but the performance. The word choice was precise. It suggested he knew he was on a stage.

She pushed the thought aside. The prince was irrelevant. The story was the money. And the money, she was discovering, was a labyrinth designed to swallow the unwary.

Over the next week, she built the maze on her whiteboard.

Bâtir Moderne, the construction company paid three times for the Théâtre Royal renovation. Its registered address was a law firm in Montverre that specialized in corporate anonymity. Pythion Holdings, the Cypriot shell company that had received the overpayments. Its director was a name so common in Cypriot corporate filings—Andreas Christoforou—that it appeared on approximately four thousand other shell companies. A ghost riding a ghost.

From Pythion, the money had transferred to a holding company in Luxembourg called Helios Trust. Helios Trust’s beneficial owner was, according to the public registry, listed merely as “Bearer.” A bearer share. The financial equivalent of handing someone a suitcase of cash and asking no questions.

And from Helios, the trail went dark. Not cold—Lian had been a journalist long enough to know the difference. Cold trails had dead ends, missing documents, plausible deniability. Dark trails had deliberately erased footprints, jurisdictions that answered to no one, and the lingering smell of something hiding in the shadows.

Someone had built this maze with professional care. This wasn’t the work of a mid-level accountant embezzling pocket change. This was institutional. Systemic. And if her anonymous source had died for pointing her towards its entrance, then the people who built it were watching.

She needed a guide. Someone inside the palace who could confirm what the documents suggested.

––––––––
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Prince Adrian Volmar stood at the window of his private study, watching the sun set over the Gulf of Veloria. The view was absurdly beautiful—the sky bleeding from gold to rose to violet, the sea a sheet of hammered copper, the distant lights of fishing boats beginning to twinkle in the encroaching dusk. He had grown up with this view, had stopped seeing it years ago. Tonight, it felt like a painting in a museum. Something to be admired but not touched.

Behind him, on his desk, lay a slim folder. It contained printouts of every article Lian Mansour had written in the past five years. He’d had his private secretary compile them, under the guise of “researching international perspectives on European monarchies.” A flimsy excuse, but his staff was trained not to question his requests.

He’d read them all. The Greek series, yes—six parts, each one a knife blade slipped between the ribs of institutional complacency. A profile of a Spanish judge pursuing corruption charges despite death threats. An investigation into shell companies hiding the assets of a deposed Tunisian dictator’s family. Her father’s daughter, clearly. The same relentless prose, the same refusal to look away from ugliness in pursuit of comfort.

She was dangerous. Not in the way of the populist firebrands who shouted at rallies and burned effigies. They were easy to dismiss, easy to contain. Lian Mansour was dangerous in the way of water against stone. Patient. Persistent. Wearing down the lies one fact at a time until nothing was left but the truth.

And she was asking questions about the Crown Foundation.

He’d learned this from Varro, his father’s chief advisor, during a briefing that morning. A thin, reptilian man with a permanent expression of mild disgust, Varro had slid a single sheet of paper across the polished table.

“Your father asked me to bring this to your attention. The new Courrier correspondent has requested an interview with the Foundation’s director.”

Adrian had glanced at the request. Standard procedure. Journalists asked for interviews all the time. “And?”

“And we’ve denied it, of course. But she’s also been accessing public records. Corporate registrations. Construction permits. The kind of digging that suggests she’s not interested in a profile piece.” Varro’s thin lips had curved into something that was not quite a smile. “She’s hunting.”

“Hunting what?”

“That remains to be seen. But given her history, given her father’s history...” Varro had let the implication hang. “The King feels it would be prudent for you to be aware. In case you encounter her again.”

Adrian had kept his face neutral. “I met her briefly at the gala. She seemed... thorough.”

“Thorough is one word. I might suggest others.” Varro had collected his paper and stood. “Your father values your discretion in these matters. The Foundation does excellent work. It would be a shame if its reputation were tarnished by unfounded speculation from a foreign journalist with an agenda.”

After Varro left, Adrian had sat for a long time, staring at the request for an interview. A simple piece of paper. A woman doing her job. And yet the palace had deemed it worthy of his attention. Worthy of a warning.

Why?

He’d spent the afternoon in the palace archives, a privilege of his position that few ever exercised. The Crown Foundation’s public reports were there, bound in leather, gathering dust. He’d read them cover to cover. They were masterpieces of vagueness—glowing descriptions of funded projects, heartfelt thanks to donors, and financial statements that raised more questions than they answered. The numbers were large, impressive. But they didn’t quite add up. A ten-million-euro grant for youth sports programs that, as far as he knew, consisted of a few soccer clinics and a summer camp. A fifteen-million-euro allocation for arts preservation that had resulted in exactly one restored fresco in a minor chapel.

His father had always spoken of the Foundation with pride. Our gift to the people, Adrian. The monarchy’s way of giving back. But gifts, he was beginning to suspect, came with receipts. And these receipts were missing.

He turned from the window and picked up his phone. A direct line to a number very few people possessed.

“Mansour.” Her voice was crisp, professional, with the faintest trace of an accent he couldn’t quite place.

“Mademoiselle Mansour. This is Adrian Volmar.”

A pause. He could almost hear her processing, recalibrating. “Your Highness. This is unexpected.”

“I imagine so. I’m calling because I understand you requested an interview with the Crown Foundation’s director. I wanted to apologize for the delay in responding. Palace bureaucracy, I’m afraid, moves at its own pace.”

Another pause, longer this time. “The response was actually quite swift. It was a denial. Delivered within twenty-four hours.”

He’d known this, of course. But hearing her say it, hearing the faint edge of frustration beneath the professionalism, made something twist in his chest. “Yes. I’m aware. I’m calling to offer an alternative.”

“An alternative?”

“I can’t speak for the Foundation’s director. That’s outside my authority. But I can speak for myself. If you’re interested in a conversation about the monarchy’s role in modern Veloria, about the challenges we face, about...” He searched for the right word. “...about the performance. I would be willing to meet. Off the record, initially. To establish trust, or at least understanding.”

Silence. He imagined her in some small apartment or hotel room, surrounded by notes and printouts, her dark eyes narrowed with suspicion and calculation. He’d seen that expression in photographs accompanying her articles. The face of a woman who trusted nothing and no one.

“Why?” she asked finally.

The question was simple, direct, and completely fair. Why would a crown prince grant a private audience to a journalist whose investigation was being actively obstructed by his own palace? He’d prepared for this question, rehearsed answers that ranged from plausible to noble. But standing in his study, with the last light of day fading over the sea, he found he couldn’t offer any of them.

“Because I read your series on Greece,” he said quietly. “Because you wrote about people whose suffering had been invisible. Because you made them visible. And because...” He hesitated, then pushed forward. “Because I watched a young man be dragged out of my home the other night, and I did nothing. And I’ve been thinking about him ever since. About what he was trying to say. About why no one in that room wanted to hear it.”

The silence that followed was different. Less guarded. More human.

“Off the record,” she said slowly. “That means I can’t use anything you say in a story.”

“Correct. Consider it a... preliminary conversation. A chance for us to understand each other. Afterward, if you still want an on-the-record interview, we can discuss terms.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then you say no. I’ll find another way to answer the questions that are keeping me awake at night. But I suspect, Mademoiselle Mansour, that you understand something about questions that keep you awake.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
w |

OF THB

THRONE

WHEN DUTY DEMANDS SACRIFICE
&

MOURAD ERRAHLA





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





