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            RESOLUTIONS

          

          THE EARL OF KESMERE, AUGUST 2068

        

      

    

    
      If Derrick needed one further reminder of the approaching deadline and what he stood to lose, seeing Arinna arrive on Captain Vries’ arm, he in full military dress, knocked the reality into Derrick hard enough to empty him of air.

      “Are you alright, darling?” Danielle asked. He couldn’t answer. Danielle glanced at the newest arrivals being introduced at the doorway of the ballroom. She snorted at the sight of the captain, taking Derrick’s reaction for something else.

      “Always with you and the Guard,” she sniffed, linking her arm in his and turning him away. “You left that behind years ago. I don’t know why you allow it to affect you now.”

      “I can’t imagine,” Byran said drolly. Byran’s vivacious wife Isabella, cut off quiet laughter, composing herself without the need to see Danielle’s dark look.

      Danielle, Derrick’s fiancée through a forced agreement years before, and Arinna, the leader of the Grey Guard and his lover of barely a week, were opposites. Danielle le Marc was tall and slender with long, pale blonde hair and grey eyes. Every poised movement spoke of her refined upbringing and taste. Derrick had always thought under her careful exterior lay a frightened girl. Now he wondered how much he’d simply wanted to think that.

      Athletic though petite, Arinna kept her red hair cropped short. Her bright, sky-blue eyes often held laughter, though tonight a serious formality hovered near her, one other than the Captain of the Guard, Jared Vries. Arinna had said she and Jared had a falling out. Whatever it had been was bridged enough for them to arrive together, causing enough of a stir that glances toward Derrick were an afterthought. Which might have been Arinna’s point. She said that she’d wanted the rumors ended.

      The summer had run on whispers fed by her move to the estate of Rhiol set amid England’s northern lakes. Officially she was the retired Grey Guard commander, though she didn’t hold military rank. That was why they called her the Lady Grey. But her skills as a tactician and strategist in battle combined with those of Captain Vries who followed her and so the Guard did as well, had won the war against the Freedom Liberation Front that had run amok in Europe for six years.

      Now three years into official peace, she’d moved to the lakes to reinforce that lie. Only a few people knew the truth. The Guard still fought the FLF, only now the battle waged beyond Europe’s borders and sight. It was a confusing ploy made all the murkier by rumor of Arinna starting an affair with Derrick’s best friend, Byran, despite his marriage to Isabella. Like all good rumors, there was a hint of truth to it. They did love each other, enough not to lose family and friendships to a passion that wouldn’t last. To supplant that came the rumor of an affair with Derrick. That one had become true, at least until Danielle’s arrival the week before.

      Tonight marked the end of the timeline to either end things with Danielle or have Arinna end them with him. He knew more hinged on that decision than simply a relationship. But standing with Danielle’s hand on his arm and Arinna laughing with Captain Vries, the emotion felt paramount.

      “I’ll get you a drink,” Byran said, patting Derrick’s shoulder before walking away with Isabella. Derrick had told Byran some of the conversation he’d had with Arinna the night before, but mostly Byran could read him. That Derrick floundered was apparent to anyone who knew him. That Danielle chatted away oblivious Derrick’s attention lay in a different direction told him quite a bit about his supposed engagement. He just needed to find a way, and the backbone, to tell Danielle.

      Tick tock goes the clock. Had Cinderella felt this way on the night of her ball, Derrick wondered.

      Byran brought him a drink, but didn’t stay. Isabella couldn’t stand Danielle and waited on the far side of the room. When he returned to his wife, Byran led her to a dance. They, at least, were prepared to enjoy the evening. Derrick’s gaze returned to Arinna and Captain Vries. She didn’t look his way, and hadn’t seemed to since she arrived.

      “Stop staring at him. Everyone will think you are looking at her,” Danielle snapped.

      “We should say hello. I know Captain Vries,” Derrick said, offering his arm. Danielle didn’t take it.

      “From years ago, during the war. I’m not going to greet him or feed this love affair you have with the Guard.”

      He nearly told her then, told her that he’d spoken to Jared Vries a month ago, and about his relationship with Arinna. For the first time, the words rose to his lips.

      “Please, let’s not fight,” Danielle pleaded before he could speak. “I’ve come all this way to see you. Can’t we dance?”

      He relented without thought, leading her to the dance floor. In the middle of the waltz, he finally found his voice. “You came all this way to spy on me because I would not return my father’s phone calls.”

      Danielle stumbled in his arms, though he caught her before she truly tripped. “That isn’t fair,” she hissed at him.

      “And pretending it isn’t true is?” He swung her around, waiting until she was close again to add, “We both know that is why you are keeping me away from speaking with Captain Vries – because my father would do anything to keep me from being a part of the Guard, then and now.”

      Danielle looked cross, though she said nothing. After the music ended, she walked away, using the excuse of getting herself a glass of wine. When she finally looked at Derrick, her grey eyes shifted from bright anger to dark hurt.

      “Come, it is a nice night. Let’s take a walk in the gardens,” he said more kindly, while offering his arm. She accepted the invitation with less possessiveness than she’d held onto him earlier.

      “You want to discuss something,” she said quietly.

      “I have always tried to be truthful to you,” he said. “Even when you have not done the same.”

      Her body tensed against him. Before he could react, she pivoted to face the closest couple.

      “Lady Fuller, I have not thanked you for the invitation tonight,” Danielle said, taking Lady Fuller’s hand as if they were old friends.

      “I am so pleased to see you dear. It has been years, has it not?”

      “Surely not that long,” Danielle replied, keeping Derrick beside her with a strong grip on his arm.

      The sympathy and pain in her eyes turned to annoyance. He’d spent days avoiding this conversation with Danielle. And now as he felt the added weight of every passing minute, she seemed intent to delay what he needed to say longer.

      “I think it might be,” Derrick said casually. “Certainly at least two years. You do look lovely this evening, Lady Fuller, and it is a splendid ball.” Derrick added, keeping Danielle from defending herself.

      “Thank you, my Lord Earl. It is good of you to come. Wonderful indeed to see both of you together again. It has been too long.”

      “It has been too long, hasn’t it? But that could be remedied.” Danielle gazed up at Derrick. “We are engaged after all. Perhaps it is time we formalized that commitment?” Danielle said, tightening her arm around Derrick’s. That she would announce it in front of Lady Fuller left little Derrick could do. Tangled formalities were what had led to his acceptance of an engagement to Danielle. And here he stood again.

      “A fall wedding... wouldn’t that be splendid?” Lady Fuller said, her brightness faltering with a glance at Derrick toward the end. “If you have something to announce, I can arrange the time?”

      “There is no need,” Derrick said, his tone edging toward hostile. “There is nothing to announce.”

      Danielle flushed scarlet. As Lady Fuller moved off with a barely concealed smirk, Danielle turned to Derrick. “I want to go home, now.”

      “I’ll make the arrangement for passage to the continent immediately,” Derrick told her. He was done playing games.

      Danielle’s gaze darted sideways to the myriad of guests filling the ballroom. Nearby, Lady Fuller whispered to another couple, eyes glancing toward him and Danielle. “I need to speak to you, now,” Danielle demanded. She headed toward a side door.

      Derrick followed her, temper pushing aside any embarrassment though he veered his path toward Byran. “Don’t let Arinna leave,” Derrick hissed to Byran as he passed. That would be just his luck tonight, to have waited too long. But the night was only half over, even if it felt like Derrick had been there for half a day.

      Byran nodded once, glaze following Danielle where she’d slipped through a narrow doorway. At least they wouldn’t have this discussion in front of everyone, not that the rumor of it wouldn’t find its way out even if they stood in a vault. Too many words and looks had been exchanged that night for no one to guess what was occurring.

      When Derrick stepped through the door, he saw Danielle waiting in the center of the room, arms crossed as she stood staring into a dark corner where two laden bookshelves met. The lights of outdoor festivities spilled across the floor from a set of French doors at the far end, shadows of passing revelers breaking the light. But, most importantly, the room was private and empty.

      “My father’s illness makes him even more controlling. Don’t you see how much I need you? I thought I had a refuge here. That is what we agreed to all those years ago,” Danielle said as he approached. She walked toward him, tears shimmering on her cheeks.

      “And my father never spoke to you about coming?”

      “Why would he? Why do you need to imagine a conspiracy against you? I don’t want to see you become a part of the Guard. Me, not your father. That is how Pietre died. The war took both of my brothers. I will not lose you too.”

      Anger flashed amid the tears in her eyes. He almost believed her. He always almost believed her.

      “Fine, I’ll call my father to let him know you arrived and that we’ve talked. I’m assuming he will not have any idea what I’m referring to,” Derrick said, turning on his heels with every intention of asking Lady Fuller for a phone.

      “Enough. You don’t have to be so cold! Yes, I spoke to your father. He told me you are seeing someone,” Danielle said to Derrick’s back. He stopped. “I don’t care. You’ve strayed. I’ve strayed. But I want this to work. We can have a life together,” she argued.

      “What did you say?” Derrick asked, searching her face as he turned to her. Relief washed over him. “You’ve been seeing someone?”

      “It wasn’t anyone you know,” Danielle stammered.

      “I wouldn’t care if it were Byran,” he said, wishing he’d thought of that option years before. Danielle might profess to hate Byran, but he had a knack for wooing women. His friend could have helped him end this far sooner. “I thought this would be hard, but you’ve made it so easy. Danielle, this ruse is over. Leave. You are not welcome in my home.”

      “For her? Some other woman?” Danielle scoffed.

      “No, because I don’t want to be with you.” That hit home. Danielle flinched. “I’ll have your things packed. Anything you don’t take immediately, I’ll have sent.”

      “But my father⁠—”

      “Is dying. You should be with him,” Derrick said. For that, she slapped him. Then she stormed from the room. Derrick laughed, though he kept quiet about it. There was a ballroom full of people on the other side of the door after all.

      By all rights, he should escort her home. Derrick compromised with his conscience and followed Danielle to arrange his carriage to take her to Kesmere. And to give his driver strict instructions to have Danielle’s things packed. Danielle was on the far side of the ballroom, walking swiftly toward the main door when he emerged from the library. Two steps from the door, the music ceased.

      “There is an announcement to be made,” Lady Fuller said as she stood before the musicians.

      Derrick froze. Across the room, Danielle glanced back at him, both questioning the other with a look. Derrick’s stomach hit his ankles when Arinna joined Lady Fuller.

      “I’m very happy to announce a wedding,” Arinna said, her words carried on a voice used to shouting orders through a battle, though it currently held a great deal more warmth. “Maureen Simone, Captain Jared Vries’ long time partner, has consented to wed him. The nuptials will be held at Rhiol this fall. All are invited.”

      Applause hid Derrick’s burst of laughter, as he leaned against the door behind him. The coincidence of the announcement, much less who gave it, had almost been too much. The relief of undoing years caught in a poor decision combined with the tension of the previous moment left him weak-kneed.

      Derrick caught his carriage before Danielle had convinced the driver to leave. Derrick whispered his instructions on what was to be done at Kesmere, and then backed away without opening the door to check on Danielle. He saw her angry glare through the glass. It did not change his mind one bit.

      Back inside, there were only a few remaining to congratulate the Captain on his pending wedding. Derrick joined them, Byran and Isabella finding him as he reached Jared.

      “It will be the first wedding for the Guard, will it not?” Byran asked.

      “Yes,” Jared confirmed, glowing with both pleasure and embarrassment. He glanced at Arinna where she stood at his side. “We thought it was time a few things changed.”

      “Indeed,” Arinna said. “Speaking of that, I will not have you make a fool of yourself or Maureen at your wedding,” Arinna said to Captain Vries. “My Lord Earl, I need to instruct the Captain here on how to dance. Could you do me the favor of demonstrating?”

      The music had started again. Danielle was gone and the evening was barely half over. “It would be my pleasure,” Derrick said, offering his arm.

      It took them two turns before both forgot the dance was supposed to be instructional for Jared. Her hand in his, the other lightly on his shoulder, and her body adjusting to his movements, following his lead with fluid ease, sent his heart racing. It was like they were sword fighting. It was a prelude to making love. Derrick was having a horrible time not kissing her.

      Arinna flashed him a wicked smile, as if reading his thoughts. She composed her expression into one more polite and faintly serious. “I saw Danielle leave. Are you all right?”

      “Better than all right. She is leaving, heading home. Hopefully tonight. The engagement, however false it may have been, is over and I am so glad of it.”

      “So am I,” Arinna answered. The music ended, leaving them staring at each other in the center of the room. “I couldn’t imagine planning a party, much less a wedding, at Rhiol without your help.”

      Derrick flicked his gaze to Captain Vries, who was in conversation with Isabella. “I think that is already being worked on. Considering you’ve lost your partner to planning wedding arrangements and I’ve lost mine to a lack of them, may I have the next dance?”

      Arinna laughed, the sound mixing with the first notes. She took his hand again. “Everyone will get the wrong impression,” she warned him.

      “I think they are getting exactly the correct impression,” he said. This time he did kiss her, though he kept it brief. “Though I’m not doing any of this for them,” he whispered.” I hate to ask,” he added in a conversational tone. “But Byran, Isabella, and I need a ride home. I’ve lost my carriage.”

      “I may be able to help you there,” she said, amused.

      “I’d be in your debt. Though really, I already am. Thank you for trusting me, for coming here tonight, and for not quite giving up on me.”

      “You were right,” Arinna said. “I couldn’t hide, and I needed to listen to Jared. He and I work best together. Actually, we had a backup plan in place you couldn’t get free of Danielle. Captain Vries was going to swear you into the Guard. His idea, not mine,” she added, her eyes dancing which offset her dry tone.

      Appreciative warmth choked his words for a moment. “That was my other option? Well now I’m disappointed.” Arinna stepped on his foot, hard.
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      “We need someone who speaks fluent Mandarin or Russian, and with ties to China or Russia from before the war,” Jared told Derrick, Byran, and Isabella over breakfast.

      “Someone without ties to the Guard,” Arinna added. “They can’t be traced back to the military. Which is why we are asking you.”

      “Do you really think there are information leaks in your troops?” Isabella asked.

      “Derrick’s informants have proven there are,” Arinna pointed out.

      “So someone old wanting to return, or someone young wanting to find family,” Derrick said, thoughtfully sitting back in his chair.

      “I’m certain we could come up with a few names,” Byran said. “How soon do you need them?”

      “As soon as possible,” Jared said. “It is a long journey, especially before winter.”

      “Not that you’ll tell us how far or why?” Derrick said, his tone more teasing than annoyed.

      “No,” Arinna replied, not in the least bothered.

      “I should head back. Maureen will be awake by now,” Jared said, standing. “I brought you a few things,” he added with an amused look at Arinna that clearly said he thought she must have been running around Kesmere wearing very little.

      Arinna hadn’t been to Rhiol since the night of the ball five days before. Which actually worked quite well, as Jared had taken up residence there along with Maureen and their three children as plans for the wedding only two weeks away moved forward in hurried, and much anticipated, motion. Isabella and Kehm Racée, the Chief Communications Officer of the Guard, had spent more time in Rhiol than Arinna the last few days.

      “I will be over later,” Arinna said as Jared gathered his riding coat. She found it odd to see him dressed formally rather than military garb. But he was planning a wedding, not a war. Though that waited for them too. Jared cocked his head at her declaration. “Unless you left our lieutenants some rather grueling homework, we have other problems to attend to. Unfortunately, I don’t think they’ll wait for a few weeks. Have you decided on a honeymoon yet?”

      “We can’t decide if we’d rather vacation with or without the kids. So no, we haven’t picked a spot. At this rate we’ll stay in Rhiol.”

      “That sounds suitable,” Derrick said. “I like the current arrangement,” he added in defense as Arinna sent him a wry look.

      “Not that I think getting ideas from the lieutenants is a bad idea, but you’re right. We need to look things over,” Jared answered seriously. “When do you want to meet?”

      “After they are done with you for the day as far as the wedding planning, probably after lunch.”

      Jared nodded his head toward the house. Arinna needed no further hint. She rose to her feet as well, brushing Derrick’s lips with a kiss before following Jared.

      Jared remained silent until they were out of earshot. “I like the idea of getting other opinions. Invite your boyfriend along, just tell him it isn’t a date.”

      “You’re serious?” Arinna asked. Jared met her gaze. “He isn’t Guard.”

      “I could swear him in and promote him. He’s smart. I think he could help. It isn’t like I’m suggesting we include him in all discussions. Just the ones where we’re including the other lieutenants.”

      “Beyond the fact I really like him, and thoroughly dislike the idea of breaking up with him since there is that whole not dating subordinates thing - a rule of much longer standing than the no marriage during active duty the Guard honored, I will agree he could help. Goodness knows his father couldn’t hate me more than he does now, I imagine.”

      Jared’s speculative glance carried beyond her to where Derrick sat with Byran and Isabella. “You’re not actually in the Guard, you know,” Jared reminded her.

      “That is a technicality and you know it,” Arinna snapped. As true as what Jared said was, it was skirting a fine line and it felt wrong. She slid her fingers through her short curls, pulling at the tips in frustration. There was only one answer and Arinna knew it.

      “I can’t make this decision for him,” Arinna told Jared. “You’re right. He is a good soldier, he is clever, and we have that in very short supply. I will agree he can join us, but you are making the offer to him.”

      When they gathered in Arinna’s office in Rhiol later that afternoon, Jared laid out his offer and expectations to Derrick. It would be a quick reintegration to the Guard with a promotion to lieutenant when he was up to speed. Derrick listened attentively, sitting on the edge of his chair. No emotion crossed his face, but Arinna did not doubt what his choice would be. She had no idea what it would mean for their relationship.

      She did her best not to have an opinion, or at least not appear to. But the offer made her nervous. When Jared finished, she had to force herself to meet Derrick’s gaze without flinching and revealing her unease.

      Derrick’s silence held weight, but it only lasted a moment. “No,” he answered firmly.

      Jared looked more surprised than Arinna felt. “Why the hell not?” Jared asked.

      “I don’t want you to think I don’t want this. I really do, and have for years. But I’ve been thinking. There is no way you are going to send some kid with no training out into the wasteland to wherever someone who speaks fluent Russian or Mandarin is headed, and expect them to survive. You need someone who is trained, but who won’t arouse suspicions to go with him... and fund him if this is to look like an honest excursion to find lost family. You don’t need me in the Guard. You need me to go on this mission.”

      Arinna sat back in her chair with a whuff. Jared gave her a look that nearly set her laughing. Jared hadn’t seen Derrick’s leap in logic or planning either. They’d given him so little to go on.

      “We’ve been dating – publicly for over a month by rumor. That will be known,” Arinna warned. “You have connections to the Guard and are a member of parliament.”

      “You fought with the Guard in the war,” Jared pointed out.

      “Some connections are inevitable,” Derrick said with a shrug. “We’ll have to risk the rumor of the relationship. It’s been long enough since I was in the Guard, and I didn’t go by my title then. No one knew me as the Earl of Kesmere. As for parliament, I’ve been an inactive member for years. I’m wealthy enough to fund a trip like this. We’ve officially been at peace long enough to make such a journey feasible. If you want to send someone out through the wasteland, you know they’ll need help to survive.”

      “Shit,” Jared said, leaning against a bookcase next to where he sat on Arinna’s desk.

      Derrick was serious. She could see it. That was when Arinna knew she loved him even if what lay ahead, if he undertook this mission, swept all the air from her so she couldn’t find breath to tell him.

      She swallowed hard, pushing herself into strategizing to tamp down emotions. “This would help. The ideal time to leave will be right after the wedding, which means we need to start the arrangements now.”

      “We still need to find whoever I am to escort,” Derrick answered.

      “Am I now the only one worried about what your father will do when he catches wind of this?” Jared asked, glancing between Arinna and Derrick.

      Derrick waved away the worry. “I’m not speaking to him now. For all he knows I’m on a boat to Africa. After sending Danielle back to her father and hearing about Arinna and me, I doubt he’ll want to speak to me anyway. It will buy us some time before he notices I am gone.”

      “Do you even speak Russian or Mandarin?” Jared asked.

      “No,” Derrick said with a laugh. “Not more than a few words. That’s why this will work. You need me to get our guy there and then fade into the background to lose suspicion. It will make sense he, or she, and I will be friends. Then I will be able to send you the information he gives me. You get the advantage of someone trained along with the innocence of someone with a good story to distract them. The ‘them’ I’m assuming is the FLF?”

      Arinna did laugh then. Jared shook his head. “You said he was clever,” Arinna pointed out to Jared. “I don’t think we can argue with that logic. It’s the best option we have if we want to pull it off this fall.”

      “We’ll have to start planning,” Jared said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Routes and getting him set up with equipment.”

      “I’ll arrange it,” Derrick said. “If this is supposed to look like a mission to find lost family, I don’t think military supplies and a planned route are going to cut it. The less I know about where I’m heading and what is going on here, the better.” He paused after he said that, his gaze jumping to Arinna. Derrick knew the risk, she saw in that glance, and he didn’t want to know too much if he ended up in the wrong situation.

      “Then I think the next step is finding the person you are escorting,” Arinna said. “We do need to set you up with some communications equipment. Don’t plan too much yet. It would look odd to find you’d scouted around for old maps of Russia before having someone to take.”

      Derrick nodded. “I’ll see you back in Kesmere?” he asked.

      “In a few hours. There are things here to go over,” Arinna answered. Derrick hesitated at the door, making her wonder if he regretted part of his decision. At the very least, she’d be able to ask him later. They had the next two weeks together. Anything more was difficult to guarantee.

      “His father will discover this eventually,” Jared said, with arms crossed.

      “I know. Hopefully not too soon, though we should develop a way to deal with him when he does find out,” Arinna said. Jared gave her a calculated look. “Not that way!”

      “I wasn’t thinking anything dire,” Jared said in defense. “How do you really feel about this?”

      “Not thrilled,” she admitted. “But he is right. From what you’ve told me of his fighting in Voltzcrag and what I’ve seen when we’ve sparred, he has the skills. Except for him and me, the cover is nearly perfect.”

      “I would think his father being secretly in control of Europe even less of an asset,” Jared pointed out.

      “True, but one that is equally verifiable as having a rift. Derrick will be able to manufacture a story with enough truth to explain his connection. Honestly, the ties might help him. He is connected enough that if the FLF doesn’t shoot him on sight, they may want to keep him around to see what they can learn from him.”

      “That’s a pleasant thought,” Jared said with a sigh. “We should use it to recruit whoever goes with him.”

      Arinna threw a book at him. “Hopefully our second addition is someone familiar to Derrick, though if it is someone Byran could have introduced him to that would work as well. The story is solid.”

      “Well I’m glad that’s fallen into place. Now if we can find enough troops to protect Europe, we’ll be having a good day.”

      They spent the next hour going over troop numbers and equipment. The equipment list was short, but potent between the dactyls and the transport planes. Soldiers were a scarce commodity.

      “We have the troops stationed in Europe that are purely defense,” Lieutenant Kieren O’Dell said over the video link. “They are trained, even if they don’t know about the war outside of Europe. We could transfer them to the active force.”

      “It’s a valid suggestion,” Jared replied.

      “They have families, which I’m sure they’ll share the information with,” Arinna pointed out. “That many people can’t simply disappear into the Guard without being noticed. But it is a good idea. We have more soldiers. Increase their training exercises, and recruit for the Defensive Guard.”

      “So we have them if we need them,” Jared said with a smile.

      “What about increasing current numbers if we are going to track the FLF to their base?” Farrak asked.

      Arinna felt a twinge of guilt. Keeping Crystal City and the mission Derrick was about to undertake a secret from her lieutenants was against her instincts. But she couldn’t risk the information getting out, and the summer had proven secrets could leak even from within the Guard.

      “We’ll have to keep working on that,” Arinna said. “Until then, we’ll keep the Guard on Europe’s borders. If the FLF want to cause problems, let them spend their resources and come to us for a bit.”

      “Aren’t we going to check out the farms that Kehm found?” Gabriella argued. “We should be running recons over there.”

      “We have the satellites to continue gathering information, and to keep looking for their base,” Jared said, his voice taking on an edge. “We’ve been fighting for nine years. I think we can take a break.”

      “You look tired,” Arinna told Jared as they signed off the video call with Command.

      “I’m preparing for a wedding while plotting to infiltrate an enemy we’ve known nothing about for a decade.”

      “Good point. I think you need a drink,” Arinna said, steering Jared toward the kitchen.

      Unlike at any point since she’d moved to Rhiol, the kitchen – really the entire manor – appeared lived in. The kitchen was filled with herbs and flowers, a dash of flour stretched across a counter, while the smell of baking bread permeated the air. Sevrin, Jared’s eldest, raced through the room, banging the door as he dashed outside.

      “Easy,” Jared called after his son.

      “I like Rhiol like this. I should let you and Maureen have it, and I’ll move back to Prague,” Arinna said to him.

      “Don’t tempt her,” Jared said. He was quiet for a moment. “Maybe when the war is really over. It would drive me mad to be so far from Command. I don’t know how you stand it.”

      “I found a few perks,” Arinna said as she pulled out two beers.

      The kitchen door opened again. When Arinna glanced up, Derrick stood in the doorway, his eyes bright.

      “I thought you’d gone back to Kesmere,” Arinna said, startled.

      “I only got halfway before I thought of someone you must meet,” he said, a slow grin spreading across his face.
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      David looked at the printed aerial images a few bribes, and quite a few threats, had bought him. The pictures were small, portions blurred by either the copy or the printing. It didn’t matter. What they showed elated him.

      Small fields of green dotted the brown grassland. Roads were visible, ones that looked to have tire tracks and not merely the pathways of carriages. Roads, farmland, ditches that looked to be for irrigation, even a few buildings that could be like the work camps Arinna had reported being found in Central America: it meant the Guard was closer to finding the FLF. As Miralda Gerschtein continued to whittle away Arinna’s support, David meant to be ready when she was finally gone.

      The one problem in Miralda’s plan was that she threatened to weaken the forces protecting Europe. Not that Arinna herself would be a loss. The days she had truly been needed were gone. But though Miralda chipped away at the public image, and goodness knows what else that lifted Arinna to a heroine, she did little to damage the reputation and loyalty the Guard had of their unauthorized leader. When Arinna fell, the armed forces would stumble as well. Europe would be left open to attack. David would ensure he was there to prevent that.

      He just needed to find a way to contact the FLF.

      David checked the coordinates listed on the bottom of the image. Half an hour later, he’d managed to find a map that corresponded. The farms were in central India, which made sense considering the last outpost the Guard had taken down had been along the northwestern border. The location ruled out visiting the FLF directly, assuming the main base was somewhere nearby, unless he gained access to a plane. That certainly would be a difficult feat to accomplish without the Guard noticing.

      He was mulling over potential long-range communication methods when the maid knocked.

      “Sir, Danielle le Marc is here to see you.”

      David paused, surprised and annoyed at the same time. He’d told her never to come back. That she had meant things were either going very well and there was a wedding to arrange, or things had gone very badly.

      “Is Derrick with her?” David asked.

      “Not that I saw, sir.”

      David frowned. He guessed things were going poorly then or the girl had given up. “Show her in,” he directed, shuffling the maps and photos off of his desk and into a drawer. He didn’t need word getting back to Derrick or Danielle’s father.

      There was stiffness in Danielle’s gait as she entered, breezing by the maid with chin tilted upwards. It was a far sight from the poised and sensual step she’d had the last time she visited his study. David waited until the door closed and Danielle was seated before addressing her.

      “I hope that you are here to deliver an announcement,” David said.

      “I am,” Danielle said, producing a letter from her coat pocket. She dropped the square invitation on his desk.

      To his surprise, David’s hands trembled when he picked it up. That it was a wedding invitation, or at least one to a very formal party, was apparent in the crisp, heavy white paper. After the last few years of minimum communication with Derrick, David never thought the engagement or his plans for his son would stick. So when he read the names of Maureen Simone and Captain Jared Vries, it took David longer than it should have to recognize whose wedding announcement he held.

      “This is impossible,” David hissed. “It is fake.”

      “No. I was in attendance at the ball where the wedding was announced. It is being held at the Lady Grey’s estate,” Danielle said, picking fuzz from her coat sleeve.

      “There is a rule against this! The Guard cannot marry. The Captain of the Guard cannot bloody marry!” David rose to his feet, shouting the last.

      “I don’t think they care about your rules,” she said. “Just as your son does not care about the engagement you forced him into. He threw me out of Kesmere.”

      David stared at her. The stiffness suffusing her was brittle anger. Whatever had come to pass had insulted Danielle to her core. The years of sleeping with her gave him that much knowledge of the woman. As much as David wanted to yell or pick up the phone to call Arinna and demand to know what she thought she was doing, or even to call Derrick – if David thought his son would answer for once, but now was not the moment.

      “Tell me what happened and what you learned,” he said to Danielle.

      Danielle talked through dinner, telling David of her time in Kesmere with Byran and Isabella present in the estate.

      “Did you see the Lady Grey? Is Derrick in contact with her?” David demanded.

      “Not that I saw. I didn’t see her at all until the last night at the ball when she was there with Captain Vries,” Danielle said, looking away.

      “When she made the announcement?”

      “When your son broke up with me! There for all to see, he sent me away,” she snapped, a faint blush giving away her embarrassment. She picked up her wine glass, taking a long sip as she sat back in her chair. “I wouldn’t have learned the truth of it all if I hadn’t stayed for that invitation,” she added eventually.

      “The truth of what?”

      “Who your son has been seeing. I was leaving when the Lady Grey announced the wedding. I went back to Kesmere to pack and decided to visit a friend before returning to Prague. She had been at the ball too and saw what happened after I left. The invitation came the next day. She let me have it to bring to you as proof.”

      “Proof of what?” David asked, weary of how Danielle drew out the story in an effort to save face, most likely.

      “Of how much the Lady Grey disregards you. She is the woman your son has been seeing. You knew?” Danielle asked when she saw the look on David’s face.

      “I’ve heard rumors.”

      “Oh this is far more than rumors,” she said.

      Danielle stayed the night, although she would not share a room with him. That part was over between them, which Danielle made clear with a demand for a room with a door she locked as soon as she stepped behind it. Not that David cared. He too had moved on, or at least had prospects. Danielle could nurse her hurt or go back to the young lover she’d left when she ran to England at David’s prompting in a last effort to keep the engagement with Derrick. Not to mention after the information Danielle had related, sex was the last thing on David’s mind. He’d much prefer murder.

      Alone in his study, he stared at the wedding invitation. David’s thoughts were as red as the fire he sat before, and as hot. He’d learned of the rumors of Derrick and Arinna, but hearing Danielle’s report of the ball incensed him. He paced to his phone, dialing a number he knew well. Renault le Marc answered on the third ring.

      “MOTHER needs to meet tomorrow morning,” David said and hung up. He called Miralda next.

      There were only six people to notify, but the conversation with Miralda lasted nearly an hour. By the time the meeting was arranged, the evening was late, but David’s anger remained. Tomorrow would bring retribution for Arinna and Captain Vries’ arrogance. But that wasn’t the root of David’s ire. He didn’t need MOTHER to deal with it.

      The last phone call David made was to Guard command. A woman answered the phone.

      “I need to speak to the Lady Grey,” David demanded.

      “I’m sorry sir, she is unavailable.”

      The same answer came to his request for the captain. David snarled when she offered to patch him through to the lieutenant on duty. “I do not want a lieutenant. Do you know who this is?”

      “Yes, Secretary Eldridge,” she replied.

      “You are to give Arinna Prescot and Captain Vries a message. They are to stay away from my son. If I hear anything about him working with the Guard or even a mention of him enlisting, I will have Ms. Prescot arrested on charges of planning a coup. Trust me when I say the charges will be strongly substantiated.” David slammed the receiver into the phone without waiting for an answer. It didn’t help him sleep.

      In the morning, he was the last to arrive in the room where MOTHER met. They were not a secret organization, having offices housed amid the European parliamentary building in Prague where they worked alongside its members. To the senators, the seven secretaries of MOTHER were the last advisors of the deceased Prime Minister’s cabinet. They guided a parliament filled with individuals who were not career politicians due to turnover and rules of inheritance created during the war. The secretaries were advisory. They hid the truth of what they were in full view, claiming executive balance, creating the laws they needed, or simply altering votes. There was not an important motion that went through parliament that they didn’t control. The only thing outside their sphere was the Guard.

      “Nice of you to join us,” Miralda said when David arrived. Although they had talked the night before, it had been about Miralda’s plans to rid the Guard of Arinna. David had promised his support and an explanation of why at this meeting.

      David copied Danielle’s dramatic gesture and dropped the invitation onto the table. “I learned of this yesterday,” he said. “It is a wedding invitation between Captain Vries and his partner,” he added as both Miralda and Gilles reached for the paper. Renault, David noted, barely gave it a glance.

      “You knew of this?” David hissed to Renault, wondering if Danielle had really visited him first or had gone home to her father prior.

      “You are not the only one who has contacts around the lakes in England,” Renault answered.

      “And you did not see fit to tell us?” Sabana demanded. “There are rules against this! As if the Lady Grey and her captain haven’t spited us enough. Now this!”

      Ilse laughed, cracking the sour mood of the room. “You are that upset over a wedding? Oh yes, I know the Guard rule we created during the war. No marriage during active duty. Might I remind you, the war officially ended three years ago? I would say the marriage reconfirms that. Honestly, I’m surprised a lack of marriage within the Guard hasn’t been noted.”

      “He is still active on defense. He is the captain of our armed forces,” David pointed out with barely restrained anger.

      “Is he stepping down?” Miralda asked, tapping the corner of the invitation against the table. “That could work for us. We could request it.” She glanced around the table.

      “We, as in MOTHER, who don’t really exist? Or were you thinking of sending notes to all of parliament advising them that the marriage is against the rules and, since the wedding will take place before fall session, the popular captain who helped save Europe a mere three years ago should be punished for disobedience?” Renault asked.

      “They’d laugh,” Gilles said. “And then make a retroactive rule change to allow it.”

      “And as for taking a request to stop it straight to the Lady Grey or Vries, well we’ve seen how cooperative she can be,” Piero added.

      “Exactly,” David replied. “This is just one further example of Ms. Prescot’s disregard. Now we see Captain Vries is as much a part of it as she. This needs to end. They both must be removed and the Guard brought under our control.”

      “Which worked so well the first time when we nearly surrendered to the FLF,” Renault snapped, though the retort brought a wheeze to his breath.

      “We are not currently at war, if you have not noticed,” Miralda replied, waving away the retort Renault began. “Oh yes, there are FLF, but even their incursions and threats have diminished. We are not in the position we were before, and we have learned. There are four trained and competent lieutenants that can advise and lead in the absence of the Lady Grey and Captain Vries. The only question is how to remove them.”

      “I am not for this,” Renault rasped.

      “Do not speak too quickly, apparently there is news that you haven’t heard despite knowing of the wedding. Perhaps your informants were too afraid to tell you,” David said to Renault. “It is not a discussion involving MOTHER,” David added to the rest of the group.

      “But one that will change his mind?” Sabana asked. “I’m sure we’ll hear of it eventually,” she added, but did not press the issue.

      “Well Renault is not alone in his objection,” Gilles said. “So unless you have blackmail on me as well, that still leaves MOTHER divided.”

      “I’m not convinced either,” Ilse said. “We do not know the threats we face beyond our borders well enough to decide we do not need our two most experienced commanders. Even if they do not work well with us.”

      “Perhaps it is we who do not work well with them,” Renault said. “We’ve bickered among ourselves for too long. These problems would not exist if we were a functioning cabinet.”

      “You mean elect a Prime Minister?” Miralda asked carefully.

      “I mean it is time for parliament to elect a Prime Minister,” Renault said. “Maybe for the people to elect a parliament if we face so few threats that you would declare real peace. The worst problem of pretending the war outside of Europe doesn’t exist is we don’t know if it is over.”

      “I concur it would be one way of ending this stalemate,” Sabana said. “Both between ourselves and the Guard.”

      “There are other ways of dealing with the Guard... but I agree the cleanest would be to select a prime minister,” Miralda said.

      “Which would come first?” Piero asked. “Electing a prime minister or electing a new parliament?”

      The seven looked at each other. David hesitated to speak. He wanted Arinna gone. But to ensure he would be prime minister, he needed an edge he didn’t currently have, especially now that Renault’s backing had faded. Contacting the FLF just became even more important.

      “Either decision will not occur overnight,” David said after the silence creaked on too long. “Let’s adjourn and consider which we would prefer, and how to guide parliament to make the decision.”

      “Having parliament elect a prime minister could be done this fall. But to elect a new parliament would most likely take until spring,” Gilles said.

      “That is a long time to suffer with the Lady Grey and Captain Vries,” Miralda said. “But perhaps we can come to a resolution there too. If we think on it.” She glanced pointedly at Renault, Gilles, and Ilse.

      “Shall we meet in a few days?” Ilse asked, ignoring Miralda’s hint.

      The others filed out, with Renault remaining wearing a cool glare for David. “And so what is this news that I have not heard?” he asked when the door closed, leaving them alone in the small conference room.

      “I heard from Danielle,” David said. “The engagement between her and Derrick is over.”

      Renault wilted. He sat with shoulders slumped as he stared at the tabletop. A minute passed before he met David’s eyes. “This is unfortunate, but I do not see why you think this will change my mind. Forcing your son to honor the promise he made is not a feat you can manage.”

      “It is because of why he ended it.”

      “The woman he is seeing?” Renault hazarded.

      “Is the Lady Grey.”

      Understanding filled Renault’s cloudy eyes. It made David wonder when his longtime adversary had become an old man. He looked unwell with sagging, pale skin and yellowed eyes.

      “Your son cannot stay away from the military, can he?” Renault asked.

      David slammed his fist against the table. “I will not lose him to this war.”

      “I thought you said the war was over and that was why we didn’t need the Lady Grey?” Renault sneered. “Perhaps you misspoke.”

      “I will not have you complicating or delaying her removal,” David said, voice quavering with threat.

      “I do not see how either of us has managed to guide the lives of our children in the way we desired. Let him go before you destroy your relationship with your only son as I have with all three of my children. Trust me, I know I cannot right things with the two who are dead, and I fear I don’t have the time to leave Danielle anything greater than the hate she has of me.”

      “But that is the beauty of it, Renault. She will be left with several things when you die. One of which may be to inherit your seat on MOTHER. Though you may have no desire to see Ms. Prescot gone, I can assure you your daughter does not have the same hesitation.”
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      “The Earl has asked permission of us to allow you to go into the wasteland beyond Europe’s borders,” Jared said to the young man who sat earnestly before him. The boy was young enough he was still more lanky than broad. “We wanted to meet with you to see that you are ready for this journey, and that you truly wish to do this.”

      “It will be dangerous,” Arinna warned.

      “I’m ready. I want to go and see if anyone in my family left behind in Russia survived the war,” Pyotr Grekov said.

      “You can’t tell anyone where you are going, even your sister. We cannot risk word of anyone traveling into the wasteland to be known. It is too dangerous out there,” Jared added.

      “I understand, Captain Vries, my Lady. I always wanted to be Guard. If the war hadn’t ended, I would have enlisted. You can trust me. But my sister and Dame Corianne will be gone soon. There is only Aunt Linda with the farm... the Earl said he would ensure she is looked after,” Pyotr said, worry creeping into his tone.

      Arinna glanced at Jared, indicating he was to reply. “We will make certain your aunt has help on the farm and is provided for. When you return, hopefully with your family if not news, we ask that you tell us what you see out there,” Jared said. Pyotr nodded.

      “I didn’t realize your sister and Dame Corianne will be leaving for the winter,” Arinna said conversationally.

      “The Earl must have arranged it as well, though I didn’t realize it. Dame Corianne received an offer from Secretary Eldridge to work as an aide in Prague. Both Corianne and Tatiana are leaving after your wedding, sir,” Pyotr answered. “Otherwise they would have left already.”

      Jared kept his face blank, though he itched to glance at Arinna. The pause before she replied made him guess she was turning that news over in her mind as much as he.

      “It seems you are very lucky in your benefactor,” Arinna said. “We’ll provide you some training, of course, to be certain you have the best advantages while beyond our border.”

      The remainder of the meeting consisted of making arrangements of where to meet, who he’d be training with, and suggestions on what to tell Pyotr’s aunt. After he left, Arinna rubbed her fingers across her eyes.

      “Worried?” Jared asked.

      “I’ll feel better if he manages not to tell anyone the next two weeks. He’s hesitant about lying to his aunt. I know I was hoping for someone innocent and believable, but he is...”

      “Incredibly young,” Jared finished for her.

      “I was younger when I went to West Point and you were far younger when you first had to defend yourself,” Arinna pointed out.

      “Don’t remind me,” Jared said with a sigh. Being around Pyotr made Jared feel his age and every nick of experience across his body. “He has grown up in a different world, kept safe from the fighting since he was young. All the way up here in northern England, I doubt he saw too much of the FLF even.”

      “I can’t imagine,” Arinna replied. “It is encouraging to know he would enlist if we still fought, officially. We may need that enthusiasm from a few more.”

      “Perhaps we can use the excuse he’s joined up on the Defensive Guard as why he is leaving for the winter, and why retired Guard soldiers are helping his aunt?”

      Arinna frowned as she considered his idea. “As long as the word doesn’t spread further. I don’t want the cover for why Pyotr is leaving to be what gets him shot.”

      “There is that,” Jared agreed as he tucked Derrick’s desk chair away. Meeting Pyotr Grekov at Kesmere had made sense to cover the Guard’s involvement, and to confirm Derrick as the initiator of the exploit.

      “Don’t get ready to leave yet. I think we need to talk to Derrick,” Arinna said flatly.

      “About Pyotr’s sister and cousin? You really going to haul your boyfriend in here to question him?” Jared asked, amused.

      “You don’t think I’d do the same if I were nervous about something Maureen was up to?” Arinna countered.

      “I’d love to see you try,” Jared said with a laugh.

      That Arinna barely tossed him a glance told Jared she was pissed about not knowing about the two girls. Normally, he would have followed on her heels out the door, glowering at whoever might have overstepped rules or the strict privacy enforced in the Guard. But Arinna was mad at someone who wasn’t a soldier and whom she was dating. Jared weighed her anger evolving from a personal level with the problems stemming from MOTHER. Either way he had Arinna’s back. If Derrick was working with his father, that put a whole different level of problems in front of them.

      Jared caught up with Arinna where the hallway ended before Kesmere’s entryway. She hesitated in the shadows as Derrick spoke to Pyotr before the open front door. The conversation was about preparations for the trip, and when they could discuss it more. Jared joining her caught Derrick’s eye. He gave the slightest nod their way, while moving Pyotr forward so he wouldn’t see them hovering in the hallway. Jared liked the man. Doubt Derrick was playing them eased his worries. Which led to being more unnerved. He trusted Derrick based on an old friendship and a gut feeling. It didn’t mean things couldn’t have changed.

      They waited in silence in Derrick’s study, Jared leaning against the desk with arms and ankles crossed. When Derrick walked in, he looked between the two of them, hesitated, and then closed the door behind him.

      “You don’t think Pyotr will work?” Derrick asked, remaining with the door at his back.

      “Pyotr will be fine,” Arinna said. Derrick watched her, waiting as the tension thickened.

      “We are concerned about Pyotr’s sister and cousin going to Prague to work for your father,” Jared said, as Arinna remained silent as if unable to voice the suspicion.

      “What?” Derrick asked, turning to Jared wide-eyed enough that it took the worry out of him.

      “You didn’t know?” Arinna asked cautiously.

      Derrick leaned against the door, pinching the bridge of his nose. “No. Pyotr never mentioned it. We’ve only discussed leaving, the logistics and such. He was worried about his aunt needing help ... and this is why? Not just because he won’t be there?” Derrick paused again. “My father? You are certain?”

      “He seems to think you arranged it,” Jared confirmed.

      “Shit,” Derrick swore, pacing across his room. It gave Jared the opportunity to glance at Arinna. She shrugged. “I didn’t,” Derrick added after pausing in front of the windows facing the gardens. “Although I can see why you think I might have. Would have? I don’t know how I can find out what he is doing without contacting him.”

      “We’ll look into it,” Arinna said, voice still retaining the distance she kept for orders that weren’t meant to be questioned.

      “Since I’m the supposed arranger, I might be able to get Pyotr to tell me more when we meet in two days. Now that I know to ask,” Derrick added.

      “That works for me,” Jared said, pushing himself to his feet as Arinna and Derrick continued to stare at each other. This, he decided, was exactly where duty slipped to personal. Jared believed Derrick. It was up to Arinna to see if she agreed. She and Jared could argue about it later. “Don’t forget you need to be at Rhiol at fifteen hundred,” he said to Arinna as he walked to the door.

      “Still ordering me around?” she asked.

      “Not me, Maureen,” Jared said with a grin. “The fitting for your dress?”

      “Right, the marriage thing,” Arinna said with a roll of her eyes.

      “Don’t blame me. It was your idea,” Jared said, deciding Derrick shouldn’t be the only one with questions to answer.

      Jared wasn’t even tempted to glance at them as he walked out the door. It was time for Arinna’s excuses of not talking about her relationship with Derrick to end. He wouldn’t be surprised to get an earful later. Though he doubted Arinna would be moving back to Rhiol, at least not for the next two weeks.

      Jared had been with Maureen since before the war when he’d enlisted in the French Foreign Legion. Under its rules and then the Guard’s, he’d never been allowed to marry her. In the end, he’d been too busy to think about it. Maureen had waited for him during battles he never thought he’d survive, nursed wounds, and raised their three kids. During the last few years when he’d been home more often than not, it had almost felt like the war was over. Despite all that, he was still surprised she’d said yes when he’d asked her to marry him.

      At Rhiol, wedding preparations consumed the austere manner. Fall flowers were being planted, pumpkins gutted for lanterns and flower vases, and any food that could be prepared this early took over the kitchen. It was a fray as organized as a battlefield, and, happily, one that he didn’t need to spend much effort to manage. Without having ever thought of marriage, Jared had no preconceived ideas of a wedding. Maureen was practical and most likely would have settled for a minor ceremony and a ring. But as the first wedding of the Guard, Jared agreed with Arinna and Kehm. This event needed to make a statement.

      Jared found his wife-to-be amid the gardens discussing tables with Isabella.

      “We should locate tents in case it rains,” Isabella said.

      Maureen, shorter than Isabella by a few inches and with darker hair, shrugged. “If it rains, we get wet.”

      That was why Jared loved her. “I might be able to find an umbrella,” Jared said, kissing Maureen.

      “That solves the problem of what to do with Nate! He can hold the umbrella, Emma has the flowers, and Sevrin the rings. Perfect. I hope it does rain now,” Maureen replied, setting Isabella giggling.

      “We can make it a sun shade if it doesn’t,” Isabella assured Maureen with a wink.

      Jared left them to their planning, making his way into the part of Rhiol untouched by the coming celebration, and one that would be very much hidden, and guarded, that day. The cool basement cut off the sounds of people as if he’d crossed into a different world, one of technology and military foreign to the sunlit leaves and snorting horses outside. Kehm was waiting when Jared flipped on the vid screen.

      “The young man?” Kehm asked.

      “Should be perfect. We need to give him some basic survival training, and might need to use the excuse he enlisted in the defensive unit to his aunt to keep his absence quiet. That is not a rumor we need to add to the pot,” Jared answered.

      “No, I imagine not. I’ve arranged supplies and will have them ready in Luhansk. I think that is as close as we can get them to the wasteland without arousing too much suspicion,” Kehm said.

      Jared snorted. “I’m still trying to figure out how to get Pyotr to Luhansk without giving too much away. If we had a month⁠—”

      “We’d use it to get them going. If they rode straight west to Crystal City on horse it would be three months, and that isn’t taking into account winter weather.”

      “Thanks for the encouragement. You are almost as cheery as Arinna. Her best comment so far is hoping both Derrick and Pyotr aren’t shot on sight, and if they aren’t will make great hostages.”

      Kehm chuckled. “And where is my lady?”

      “Still at Kesmere,” Jared said with a grin. Kehm was more of a comrade and Jared didn’t mind sharing the news Arinna had a boyfriend with him. Kehm’s smile softened with an edge of sadness that brought a chill of reality to Jared. The mission was nearly suicidal and highly foolish at the best. “We’ll give them the best chance they have,” Jared said in answer to the thoughts he was certain Kehm had. Kehm gave a curt nod. “Oh, and you need to do some spying on Secretary Eldridge. There are two young women he’s employed to work for him this fall. We need to know what he is up to.”

      “You are guessing not simply a kindness then?” Kehm asked. Jared frowned without answering. “Eldridge has stopped trying to bribe for more satellite images. You don’t think it has something to do with his next step?”

      “I hope not,” Jared replied, rubbing his forehead. “Cause if it does, I haven’t a clue what he’s about.”

      “Speaking of Eldridge, he called late last night and left a message with Terri. We are to stay away from Derrick or he’ll take down Arinna, possibly you as well, in a conspiracy plot to overthrow the government.”

      “Oh that was nice to let us know. You’re on that?” Jared asked.

      “Absolutely. He said he has documentation,” Kehm said with a cold smile. “We are looking for it now. He may have been drunk though, but we can never be too cautious.”

      Jared shook his head at that. “Any other word from MOTHER?”

      “Isle Boje, Gilles Lieven, Renault le Marc, and even Miralda Gerschtein sent their congratulations.”

      Jared over balanced in his chair at Miralda’s name. “You must be joking? I thought someone other than Eldridge would be throwing a tantrum.”

      “Apparently they are better at keeping their anger to themselves, or simply like the illusion of the peaceful life you are spawning.”

      “How sweet,” Jared said with distaste.

      Arinna was disheveled when she arrived later, causing Jared to grin. “I had your room made ready too. You’re not moving back?” he teased as she stood for the tailor.

      “Shut up,” she replied. But there was a gleam in her eyes, which was good to see. The time she and Derrick had together was marked in days. Fighting during some of it would be a waste.

      The next week passed with either the wedding plans or those to send Derrick and Pyotr into the wasteland consuming Jared’s every moment. When a morning came that he opened his eyes to a sky of sun and fitful clouds, he couldn’t understand why no one had woken him for a meeting. Until he realized what day it was. Today he was getting married. He rolled over and kissed Maureen awake.
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