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“What is life if not a gamble.” ~F.E. Higgins
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The Vespa Isles

 

ALEXANDRIA

King Stephen Edward Blanchette is a widower with one daughter, Princess Victoria Caroline Blanchette. He passes away and leaves his daughter the crown, but only if she marries a man of royal blood.

 

CASANOVIA

King Winston Alfred Montgomery is married to his new, and much younger wife, Queen Genevieve. He has two sons with his first wife—Price Leopold and Prince Maximus Napoleon Montgomery.

 

EASTWOOD

King Rutherford Laurent rules with an iron fist and not very well-liked. He has three cousins, Adrien, Truman, and Elizabeth, who are all next in line for the throne.

 

CATALINA

The King and Queen have three natural-born daughters and one adopted son. Prince Spencer Lexington is the youngest and not of royal blood.

 

WIMBERLY

Queen Helena has a son, Prince Vittore, and he has a son Prince Julius Churchill Monaco, who is more of a playboy than an heir.

 

MARVELLA

Known as the lost island, it was once ruled by King Archibald and Queen Selena.


THE VESPA ISLES…

 

There were once six small islands that bordered the coast of France. These countries were never French, and when they had the chance to break away, they did. However, they soon discovered freedom wasn’t so sweet.

Alexandria, Wimberly, Catalina, Casanovia, Eastwood, and Marvella struggled, and it wasn’t long before one of them was lost to greed. Sadly, Marvella became known as the lost island. However, the other five managed to survive.

To the outsider, these five countries coexist beautifully. The truth, however, is much uglier. These independent countries are held together by ancient governing royal laws, that, if broken, could mean succession. Cannibalization is the less glamorous way to put it, and there are those who are striving to achieve just that.

Power is, after all, what makes this world go round, and love, is after all, what we fight for.

Finding the balance between the two is difficult at best, impossible at worst.

Can love win out in the end?
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THE KING OF MARVELLA

The Early Nineties

 

Through the window, I can see my driver toying with the brim of his hat while he waits in the dark alleyway. I have to wonder why he’s moved the state car around the building.

As soon as I adjourn the meeting, everyone seated around the table stands. The Prime Minister is not happy with my decision and leaves without a word. In fact, the entire room clears so fast that I have to blink to make sure I didn’t fall asleep.

Asher Boatwright, my Deputy National Security Advisor, is the only one left in the room, but he too moves fast, swinging the back door open and pointing. “This way, Your Royal Highness. I hope you don’t mind, but I had your driver relocate your vehicle.”

I step into the night and notice that a light fog seems to be settling over the city. “I can see that, but why?” I ask him.

A gentle drizzle begins to fall, causing the cobblestone streets to glisten under the streetlights. “The rioting is out of control, Your Majesty. It is not safe for you out there, and I fear you will need to call in the police very soon.”

The driver opens my door, and I step inside, looking up at Asher once I take a seat. “Word of the vote has already gotten out?” I ask in surprise.

His nod is grim.

To say the economy of Marvella had previously been on steroids would be an apt metaphor. In the past, the country had been economically injected by European spending, and for years, it seemed to be only getting stronger. Visitors soaking up what we had to offer, at a currency exchange that only enticed them to return, had given us an artificial high.

Recently, though, the country has begun to suffer from withdrawal symptoms because the dosage of money has been hugely reduced.

Perhaps it’s due to the world’s overall recession. Maybe it’s our inability to fight against the current of crime. Whatever the cause, the exchange rate declines more and more every day, and fewer and fewer people are coming here to vacation. In turn, the people of Marvella find themselves struggling to put food on the table.

With both of us inside, the car rounds the corner, and as soon as it does, we are bombarded by protestors, all waving their signs in the air.

“TURN BACK AND VOTE YES!”

“VOTE YES NOW!”

“SAY YES OR BE BANISHED.”

The people of Marvella are not happy with what I’ve done. I wish things could have been different.

If I could go back and undo the secession from England, I just might. Back then, though, all I could see was the unlimited opportunities that seemed to lie ahead for us. And I wasn’t the only leader. There were six smaller countries whose leaders believed in a better life.

However, pulling away from England is proving much more complicated than any of us envisioned. Sure, we formed a Council, where leadership helps guide all of the countries, but that guidance isn’t enough.

The balance of trade and economic power is declining way too fast. Uniting and forming an entity similar to the European Union has been discussed by the Council, although full execution and proper achievement are years away.

Sadly, the climate of my country, Marvella, is near ruin, and in need of a solution sooner rather than later. This country is on the brink of collapse.

I agree with my people that something needs to be done right away. However, legalizing gambling is not the solution, and that is why I voted no. I want to make things better, not worse by jumping into evil and then watching as this country hits rock bottom in the process.

Our eyes are glued to the chaos in the streets. “Should I order the police to put an end to this?” Asher asks.

I nod my head. “Yes, and stay back to make certain no one gets hurt.”

“Are you certain?” he asks.

“Yes.”

He looks to the driver. “Take the King around the city to the Palace, not through it.”

The driver nods.

Asher exits, and once I’m alone inside the car, I remind myself that Gandhi said it best. “Nonviolence is an intensely active force when properly understood and used.”

In other words, it’s all about peace.

Peace.

A state that is so much more than a five-letter word. It is freedom from disturbance. It is tranquility, hope, prosperity, and the future.

Too bad keeping the peace is impossible to do and even harder to maintain. Pleasing some of the people always means displeasing others. And because of this, unrest will never end. Disparity flairs up and dies down, depending on the issues at hand. Most of the time, decisions are made with the best of interests in mind. What no one takes the time to understand is that there is no crystal ball. Seeing into the future is genuinely impossible.

Still, I want what is best. I am a good guy. Not all kings are. Too bad not everyone sees me that way.

As we drive around, I notice more than the small fraction at Parliament are protesting. In fact, large groups have gathered to demonstrate their anger. They are beyond upset. They feel wronged by the decision I made. By their lack of a voice when it comes to the issues at hand. By the life they think they could lead if things were to change.

If I’d voted yes and not no.

If we were a democracy.

But we’re not—we are a Monarchy. And I am the King of Marvella. I rule this land.

Even as such, I didn’t anticipate the angry lynch-like mobs. Admittedly, I should have. However, I believe, in time, the people will understand that allowing this country to follow Monaco by legalizing gambling isn’t right for us.

When the car pulls through the gates of the Palace, and I reach the stone steps, I can still hear the shouting from the streets, and it seems to be getting worse.

Once I get inside, I call Asher and tell him, “Do what you must to put an end to this.”

“Should I start with a curfew?” he asks.

I glance at my watch. It’s almost eight. “Yes, mandate that everyone should be off the streets from nine to dusk.”

“Yes, I will.”

Turning on the television, I listen to the news, watch as reports of robberies, violence, and overall chaos consume the city.

The streets turn quiet by ten, but I don’t retire to my living quarters where my family is. Something feels too relaxed about this, so I spend the night pacing and getting reports from Asher.

The sun won’t be rising for another hour, and everyone in my house is asleep as I round the large oval desk in my office for the hundredth time. That’s when I see that outside the Palace gates, mobs of angry people have formed. It’s as if someone is leading a revolt by egging the people on, and trying to evoke further unrest.

Just as I’m about to phone Asher again, my secretary enters the room shouting, “Your Royal Highness, you must read this!”

I take what is offered and read the Post headline. “Rebels want to dethrone the royal family and abolish the Monarchy altogether.”

I laugh at the absurd idea.

It isn’t possible.

The Monarchy’s forces are strong and can crush any small rebel factions in our midst. However, a civil war in any degree will always be frowned upon, and I feel I should do something to ease the rising tension and prevent this. “I will address the people at noon today and put an end to all of this madness.”

“Pardon me, Your Majesty, but I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“I didn’t ask your opinion,” I tell him. “Arrange it.”

“But sir—”

“Now!” I interrupt, showing my secretary the door with a point of my finger.

“Yes,” he says as he exits my office.

The decision not to allow gambling is one that won’t be reversed. I won’t be pressured into doing something that isn’t right. The masses will have to learn to live with the no. They must understand gambling will never be a healthy and helpful past-time on this soil. Whether I rule or someone else does, it will bring an end to this country as we know it. Monaco is too close, too vibrant, and we can’t compete with them. We’d become dark and seedy, their evil stepchild.

I will explain to my kingdom that we must do what we do best, and what we do best is excel in tourism for those looking to escape their crazy life. Luxe hotels, boutiques, elaborate parties—we already have the allure. We just need to bring the tourists back, and we can do so by shining a light on our secession and making everyone see it as a good thing.

This is best for my people.

I am not wrong.

I know this with absolute certainty.

Frustrated by yesterday’s events—the strikes, the rants, the demonstrations in the streets, I glance out the window again, but this time I feel more than a tinge of anxiety when the city suddenly goes dark before my eyes, and the castle does as well.

Picking up the phone, I dial the newly named Prime Minister of Marvella, Isaac Brantley, and I am not surprised when the weasel doesn’t answer. He is most likely frolicking with my cousin, Countess Hawkins, and playing father to a boy who is not his son, legally anyway.

I did not want that worm to take the newly open position in my court, but I had no choice. My cousin insisted and earned me some goodwill with Eastwood, as he is the brother to the Queen. Small concessions to keep the peace and all that shit.

Just as I’m re-dialing, Asher comes stumbling through my door with his hand clenching his side.

My blood goes cold as I rush over to him. “What has happened?” I ask. But he falls to the ground before he can respond. There is red staining his uniform. A lot of it—and blood is everywhere.

“Your Royal Highness, you must flee right now,” he manages to say out loud.

“Rubbish. I will do no such thing.”

“You must. They are coming for you.”

“Who?”

“The rebels.”

“We can handle rebels,” I tell him.

“These aren’t just any rebels, they’re militia,” he says in a hoarse voice, and then his eyes roll back in his head.

“Hang on. I’ll get help.”

He shakes his head and takes a shuddering breath. “Leave, King Archibald,” are the last words he manages before he stops breathing.

Militia?

How did this happen?

Where did they come from?

For the first time in my life, I feel like things are out of my control. My forces might not be as strong as I thought them to be. Is the worst truly about to occur?

“Guards,” I call.

When no one responds, I race to the window. The rain has picked up in intensity, splattering off the cobblestones in the courtyard. Through the rain, all I can glimpse are the torchlights. But then the rain slows, and that’s when I see a crowd of angry men dressed in black, marching up the Palace steps. Then, a moment later, the dim light of their torches allows me to see my guards lying on the ground.

They have all been slaughtered.

Quickly scurrying to my desk, I scribe a letter and then run up the stairs as fast as my leather shoes will take me. Without thought, I wake my wife, gather our young son and nanny, and rush them to the secret escape tunnel. Opening the passage, I turn to my love. “Hurry to the boat and go to Catalina. King Caesar and Queen Agatha are trustworthy people. They will keep you safe.”

“What about you?” she asks.

I give her a slow nod. “I have to allow you time to flee.”

“We won’t go without you,” she cries.

“You must! I have to stay back and hold them off so all of you can escape safely.”

“We will wait inside the tunnel then.”

“No! You must go on ahead without me,” I insist. “I will catch up.”

The rebels are getting closer. I can hear the marching of their boots inside the halls.

Time is not on our side.

Turning my attention to Oksana, our nanny, I offer her my small son and indicate that she should move into the dark space. “There are lanterns a few feet ahead. Use them only once the door has closed.”

Understanding my words as an order, she nods.

Gently, I take my Queen’s arm to guide her toward them, but she pulls back. Just then, a shot is fired from the hallway, and she starts to fall. Blood covers her white gown. All I can see is red. Grabbing for my weapon, I shoot until the rebel is dead, and then I turn to see my young son with his feet on the ground inside the dark passageway staring at the mangled body of his mother.

I look at Oksana with grief in my heart. “Take Titan to Catalina, and tell King Caesar and Queen Agatha what happened. They will know what to do.”

“What if they turn us away?” she cries.

“They will not,” I assure her. “Give them this.” I hand her the folded paper that contains the letter I scribed stating my intentions.

Accepting it, she nods.

“Go,” I shout.

Footsteps are loud behind me, and I know there are too many of them for me to fight alone.

“I love you, my brave boy. Be strong. Someday you will make this right. Make this right for your country and your family,” I tell him.

My young son looks up at me with his big blue eyes, and with tears in them, he says, “Yes, Daddy. I will. I promise.”

Slamming the door shut, I blanket the body of my dead wife with my suit jacket, and I don’t bother to take cover, rather I discharge my weapon until every single set of rebel eyes who might have seen the secret entrance is dead.

I shoot my way out of the room.

I shoot until I can’t shoot anymore.

I shoot until I know my son is safe from the wrath of those around me seeking to destroy me.

I shoot until I’m shot over and over again. And then I take my last breath…knowing my son is still alive and hope lives on.



 

 

The Marvella Post

The Early Nineties

 

 

Breaking News

By Stefano Day

 

 

Mere minutes ago, it was discovered that the Palace of King Archibald Monteblanc was stormed.

 

This, after he voted not to allow legalized gambling in the country.

 

Now, violence is taking over the capital.

 

A rebel faction has blocked access to and from the city, and riots have erupted in the streets. Rebels have also been spotted looting numerous downtown stores and buildings. Six police officers have been reported as injured, and several fires have been sighted near Parliament.

 

The peaceful protests are over, people. If you are in the area, please stay where you are. It is not safe in the country of Marvella, and I fear it won’t be for a very long time.

 

I will be reporting the news as it happens.

 

Stay-tuned.


[image: ]

DECLINED
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Present Day

 

Shafts of bright light hit the piece like it’s made from small prisms of glass or perhaps tiny flecks of diamonds. Whatever its composition, it is perfect.

More than perfect.

I had no idea what to get for the couple who needs for nothing and has everything, until right now.

This very second.

As I stare at the artwork in awe, I know I have found something no one else will. This is going to make the most perfect wedding gift for my brother and his bride.

The gift to top all gifts.

It’s brilliant.

Really it is.

A map. But not just any map. There are jewels to mark all the places the happy couple visit together. All the adventures they take. Their life remembered in a masterpiece.

Excitement zings through me at lightning speed as I rush up to the gallery attendant. “Excuse me. I’m in a bit of a hurry, but I’d like to purchase that crystal map with the jewel pinpoints hanging on the wall around the corner.”

The tall woman with a blonde pixie cut and painted blue eyes looks up from her computer screen with a smile. “Oh, you mean ‘The Bucket List’ piece. Isn’t it extraordinary? We just received it yesterday from a new artist.”

Ever in a rush, I don’t have time for idle chatter, so I open my vintage clutch to pull out my platinum card and speak at the same time. “Yes, it is. Do you think you could have it wrapped and delivered to King Rutherford’s yacht within the half-hour?”

Her eyes are too busy scanning me from head to toe to answer straight away. “Wait a minute. I feel like I know you.”

Here it comes—you’re that woman who just broke up with that Prince who was on The Bachelor or something like that she’ll say.

Perhaps she’ll even refer to me as Julius’s ex.

Julius Churchill Monaco. A man who shines so bright that no one ever truly knew who I was when I was with him. His good looks, charisma, and charm took over like a spell. Everyone around us only saw him, knew him, and I rather liked it that way. Gaining attention has never been my thing.

The shop clerk covers her mouth with her hands. All I can see is pure excitement on her face, and I find myself warming up to her. Who cares if Prince Julius Monaco is the catalyst behind her excitement? It’s me it’s directed at, and because right now I couldn’t feel any lower, I’ll take it. “Oh, my God! You’re E. Taylor,” she screeches.

I stare at her blankly.

“I’ve read all of the books in your Single Men Series.”

Surprised that she actually knows who I am, I have to ask, “How do you know that?”

“Your picture on the back covers,” she whispers, “the pink hair doesn’t really do much to disguise your appearance. But don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”

I give her a small smile. “I appreciate that.”

She leans forward. “I heard you left your position as The Art Director at Somerset House Gallery in London.”

“Yes, I did,” I inform her quite bluntly, figuring out easily enough that she knows I’m also Princess Elizabeth Taylor Laurent. “Not to be rude, but I am in a hurry,” I add on.

Quickly, she bends down and fumbles around in a drawer until she pulls out a battered copy of my last book. The book I published just before meeting Julius in Newport, Rhode Island, more than two years ago. Before our whirlwind romance that led me to London. A place where we lived together out of the spotlight of the Vespa Isles. Away from the social media scrutiny of either of our countries. “I’ll hurry. I promise I will. But first, would you mind signing this for me?”.

The book titled Guy #3 is the third in my Single Men Series. Each book in the series is a fictionalized biography of the men in my life. Some who I loved, some who I lusted after, some who I had no idea what I was doing with. So sue me—I’m the Taylor Swift of the literary world—writing about my love life and putting it out there.

First, I wrote, Failing to Remove the Mask of Guy #1 (My teenage royal crush, never mentioned by name, is about the dark prince that left me heartbroken.)

Taking A Knee for Guy #2 (My early twenties romance with a Prince from Europe that everyone knew, and I mean everyone. Heel that he was.)

Not Heard Over the Music of Guy #3 (A short-lived romance with a musician who lived in Los Angeles and wanted to snag it big more than he wanted to snag me.)

The draft I started writing last year about Julius was to be titled Happily Ever After with Guy #4. Now that just sounds like a stupid, stupid title, doesn’t it?. Thank goodness I never announced it publicly. That would have been embarrassing, to say the least.

“I’m so excited for the next novel.”

I say nothing as I stare at the book in front of me.

“I can’t wait to read about you and Julius. It must have been so exciting being his girlfriend.”

Exciting.

Was it?

I’m not sure. Yes, I suppose it was.

Pushing the thought aside, I quickly scribe my signature and push the novel back toward her. “There you are.” I don’t have the heart to tell her I may never write again. That I’ve lost my muse.

“So, please tell me. When should we be expecting his book? I read somewhere that your brother had hinted at a release sometime this winter, and I’m so excited. I mean, Julius is just dreamy.”

My brother?

No way.

Most people don’t know (or care, really) that E. Taylor is my pen name or vice versa. And because I like to keep it that way, my brother never comments on my writing. Ever.

“No, that’s incorrect. I haven’t released a date. In fact, it isn’t anywhere near finished,” I tell her, which is the truth.

“I don’t understand. I mean, I get that you’re heartbroken, but isn’t that what drives you?”

I blink at her.

“The need to release the past and look forward toward the future?”

She’s so right because yes, that used to be true. Now, though, I’m broken. I’m not sure I believe that love is for me anymore, so how can I tell my story with optimism? Give hope that moving on just means moving closer to the real thing.

“I mean, I’m sorry if I’m being overly direct,” she says, “but I read that somewhere, and when I read your work, I feel the same way. It gives me hope.”

Hope.

Once upon a time, when I believed that there would be a happily ever after for me somewhere down the line, I would pick myself up by the bootstraps and write. Write almost manically because I had hope. Now, I’m not so sure there will ever be an HEA for me. Just an endless parade of men. God, how many men will there be in my life? Four. Five. Six. Seven. A hundred. I hate to think about it.

She goes on. “And I could feel the heartbreak you felt on each and every page, especially in the first book. It breaks me every time I re-read it. The angst is over-the-top crazy, and the connection you two shared is insane. Tell me who he is. I swear I won’t breathe a word to anyone.”

A ball of knots forms in my gut. I shag off the distress and refocus, and then I clear my throat and say, “My brother’s wedding reception is already underway, and I’m rather late. I didn’t really wait until the last minute to purchase a gift. I just couldn’t find anything that I felt was suitable…until now.”

With a wink, she says, “Not to worry, I won’t tell,” and then she finally takes my card. After entering some information into the computer, she swipes the Amex. And nothing. She stares at the screen, not looking over at me, and waits.

Tick. Tock.

I glance out the window toward the giant blue yacht my cousin named, ‘The Kings Paradise.’ Rather appropriate considering its ginormous size. However, I actually prefer to call it, ‘Moby Dick.’

Yep, you guessed it.

My cousin, the King, is a dick.

A.

Big.

Giant.

Dick.

The transaction is taking quite some time. Worried I’m going to be super late, I bite my lip. If the yacht leaves the harbor without me, I will have a lot of explaining to do to a lot of people.

A loud beeping sound unlike anything I’ve ever heard comes from the credit card processing machine. I glance over at the attendant. “Is the terminal not working?”

She looks at me sheepishly. “I’m not entirely sure. Let me just try again.”

With a deep breath, I nod and watch her swipe my card for a second time. After what seems to be a lifetime, that same deafening noise vibrates through my bones. Again, I glance at her, trying not to show my irritation. “What’s the matter?”

“I’m so sorry,” she says, “but your card has been declined.”

“That’s impossible. Perhaps you should try again.”

“There’s a chance the transaction amount is too high for the card,” she offers. “Do you have a second card? I could split the amount.”

I pull out my wallet. “Here. Try this one.” I hand her my Master Card. She swipes it, and again, that same noise. Declined. Next, I try my Visa. Same thing. Declined.

Shoving my cards into my small clutch, I smile at her. “There must be some kind of mistake.”

“Yes, of course. Maybe the line isn’t connecting to the financial institutions properly. It happens from time to time.”

“That must be it.”

“I could call the bank for you.”

I shake my head. “I really must go. Do you think you could hold the item for me? I’ll come back later this evening for it, and we can sort this mess out then?”

“I’m so sorry, but gallery policy dictates we aren’t allowed to put items on hold. However.” She lowers her voice, “I won’t actively show it to anyone who comes in.”

I can hear the horn of the yacht warning me the crew is about to untie the ropes and leave port very soon. It must be later than I thought. “Okay, thank you. I really appreciate it. I’m sure it will still be here after the reception,” I tell her, and practically sprint out the door in my Jimmy Choo sandals.

All I can do is hope that the most perfect gift ever will still be here when I return…it has to be.
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THE LOVE BOAT

The Eastwood Examiner

 

 

Breaking Royal News

By Dominick Wilfork

 

 

I’m reporting live from The Promenade Deck at the Royal Marina and Casino in Eastwood, where King Rutherford’s yacht is about to set sail. Everyone that is anyone is here to celebrate the King’s cousin’s wedding.

 

Marriage bells rang earlier today when Prince Truman Laurent wed Rachel Smart at St. Paul’s Cathedral.

 

These newlyweds met two years ago when Truman’s cousin, Adrien Laurent, fell in love with Princess Victoria of Alexandria. Rachel was the Princess’s personal secretary, and the new King and Queen of Alexandria couldn’t be more thrilled about this union.

 

Too bad, not everyone is filled with the same vicarious joy. Some viewers were more than a little disgruntled to find scenes from the ceremony on their television screens during BINGO hour.

 

For those upset viewers—get over it.

 

An Eastwood royal has gotten married, and this is worth interrupting regularly televised gambling for. Prince Truman Laurent is, after all, one of only three cousins to the King. He has also been a close confidant to the King during these troubling times while the King, once again, set out to campaign for legalized gambling throughout the Vespa Isles. Although he was met with reluctance at every turn, the outcome of his latest push is still unknown. However, if you ask me, the chances of the bill passing are optimistic. The Vespa Isles General Assembly convened before reaching a decision, which means it wasn’t a flat-out no. Now he must await their return in the fall. The King wore a smile when last seen, so I think he is optimistic as well. He may be the only one.

 

In the past, Alexandria, Casanovia, Catalina, and Wimberly have all rejected the idea of legalizing gambling. The backlash this time around has been very stiff. Our beloved Eastwood, the only country in the Vespa Isles where gambling is legalized, has been under fire from all of these countries for its newly expanded gambling venues and relaxed laws. The monarchs refuse to allow such travesty into their countries, although they may have no choice.

 

With the underground mafia moving in and personal bankruptcies quadrupling over the past two years, there are many unhappy people. Due to the violent protesting, King Rutherford did not attend the celebration of Prince Truman to a non-royal. This union is the first of such in the Laurent Monarchy but not the first in the Vespa Isles. Earlier this year, Prince Maximus of Casanovia wed a commoner himself.

 

Could this be a trend among our royals?

 

The only remaining single cousin to King Rutherford is Princess Elizabeth, whose notorious relationship with playboy Prince Julius Monaco ended last month when the couple announced they were amicably parting ways.
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