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      8: The End of a Nation

      I was brought to a room in which tea was already being prepared by a young man with tanned skin, while a girl kept watch over the door. Nika arrived soon afterward. She looked flustered, and apologized before putting her sword down.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I invited you to tea only to arrive late myself.”

      “I only just got here,” I replied. “But I’m sure you must be rushed off your feet. Are you quite sure it’s okay to make time for me like this?”

      “With Moritz overseeing proceedings I doubt I’ll be needed for anything pressing. More importantly, the place you call home is now practically overflowing with our people. Haring hasn’t been particularly attentive, has he? I was worried that perhaps you all found yourselves under pressure.”

      “Oh, well... I mean, everybody was just doing their jobs...”

      “I knew it. I apologize. It was completely out of my hands...”

      “It’s nothing for you to be apologizing about.”

      Nika, too, was under pressure, I could tell just by looking at her. Her shoulders seemed to shrink with her apology, and it made me feel awful.

      “I’m sure it’s all been quite hard on you,” Nika said, “and while I’m aware it will take some time for you to truly be at ease, I hope you’ll accept some of the food and drink we’ve prepared.”

      In the middle of the rounded table were plates of cheese and bread perfect for a light meal. Nika took a seat while tea and cutlery were placed before us.

      “It’ll be just the two of us,” Nika said. “I’m not particularly well versed in matters of etiquette, so I do apologize in advance if I do anything unbecoming.”

      “I’m not particularly comfortable in formal settings myself,” I replied, “and so I’m happy just to be able to eat casually like this.”

      Having skipped breakfast, I was starving. We ate bread, sipped at tea, and quite naturally our conversation went to the topic of the empire.

      “Wilhelmina is the name of the imperial princess, yes?” I said. “Today was the first time I’ve ever seen her. She cuts quite the valiant figure. Does she always dress like that?”

      “She prefers the men’s uniform for the comfort and ease of movement,” replied Nika. “So it’s no surprise that most people are surprised when they first meet her. She’s much less about jewelry and silk, and much more about horse riding.”

      Wilhelmina was twenty-three and still single. No marriage plans, and no hint of any lovers to speak of. For this reason she was never at a loss for suitors, and rumor had it they were always sending her gifts. One of the more interesting of these rumors concerned comments she’d made upon receiving jewelry from an imperial noble seeking her good graces. The noble had given the princess diamonds of considerable size, and the princess had accepted them with thanks. The noble was overjoyed. He felt he’d made a good investment in future developments only to discover a distressing truth some months later.

      “The story goes that the nobleman discovered that the diamonds he’d given to the princess had ended up in the hands of a jewelry merchant,” explained Nik, “who had bought them for quite a considerable amount of coin. The princess had taken the proceedings and funneled it straight into the salaries of her personal guard.”

      “Oh... So that’s how she deals with gifts, is it?”

      “A few days later the nobleman approached the princess to complain about her behavior, at which point she promptly told him that a gift received was a gift to use as she liked. He was then summarily dumped.”

      Given her entrance, I hadn’t imagined for a second that Wilhelmina was a noblewoman of the silver-spoon-in-mouth variety. In fact, I was somewhat envious of what appeared to be an indomitable spirit.

      “I suppose her stalwart nature is a given seeing as she’s the only heir to the imperial throne, though...I can’t help thinking that she’d be exactly the same regardless of that fact,” commented Nika.

      “She’s quite the woman then, I take it.”

      “Indeed. She leads by example when it comes to pushing for governmental reform, and she’s very popular among women too. Given her own extensive military experience, she’s well aware of the hardships women suffer in the military. Her work has been a blessing to all of us.”

      I could tell by the way she spoke that Nika didn’t despise the princess. This surprised me somewhat, and gave me the courage to ask a more pointed question.

      “Just to be clear, the princess did call Reinald ‘brother’ earlier, yes?”

      “She did, and that’s something I thought I’d talk to you about.”

      “Are you sure? It isn’t a matter of the state?”

      “But you want to know, don’t you? That’s why I called you for tea today.”

      “How perceptive of you. By all means, then; I’m all ears.”
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