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            TASHKENT

          

          CAPTAIN JARED VRIES, DECEMBER 2068

        

      

    

    
      "We have a convoy of FLF military incoming," Lieutenant Farrak Assad said over the comm.

      Jared swore before he opened the line on his end to reply. “How far out?”

      “Six hours to your location,” Farrak replied. The sound of explosions mixed with his words. If Jared listened carefully, he could hear the same blasts after a slight delay from the distance.

      “Can you make it take them eight?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Farrak confirmed. Jared dropped the comm link so that Farrak could deal with the more immediate, and explosive, problems.

      Six days had passed without finding or creating access to the underground weapons depot in Tashkent. And now they were out of time, but not just because the FLF was arriving. Events in Europe were pressing for his and Arinna’s return as well. MOTHER’s trial would begin in less than three days. They needed to get back. Cracked weapons bunker or not.

      Arinna swore when he told her of the convoy closing in. She tapped her finger on the stack of maps and schematics laid across the table of the transport plane used as mobile headquarters, but her gaze rested on the nondescript building visible through the small reinforced window.

      The sun was beginning to set. The slanting light cast the square concrete building into stark relief, its shadow stretching over what looked to be a dead and mostly barren lawn. The building was the most visible sign of the existence of the underground warehouse. Standing four stories tall, the structure was pot-marked and unmaintained, windows boarded over.

      Jared was surprised that such a decrepit looking building had kept them, the Guard, at bay for so long. But the underground bunker hidden beneath the ramshackle lawn was well built and heavily defended. So far, they had not been able to find a weakness in the fortifications or defensive weapons. Such was the problem of trying to raid a weapons storage depot. The enemy simply had too much available to use in an effort to keep them out.

      “Eight hours and then we’ll be fighting on two fronts pinched between an outside line against a defensive wall,” Arinna said.

      Her expression was grim as she looked down at the plans to the underground portion of the warehouse that multiple scans had produced. The complex was incredibly well fortified and defended. It seemed impossible to breach, and if they did make it into its narrow halls the massive amount of stored weaponry made it a costly prospect to take in soldiers and remaining weapons. If they could. Costly in time too, as it had already proved. Jared was at a loss, but wild leaps of strategy wasn’t what he was known for. That was Arinna. And that she stared at the maps without her usual canary that ate the cat expression left him nervous.

      “I’d really hoped to take those weapons too,” she said with a glance at Jared. There was more fire in her eyes than he’d thought. “I guess we are on to plan B.”

      “Which is?”

      “The option where we don’t have to get in.”

      Jared rocked back on his heels. “You want to blow it.” He swore quietly. “We don’t even know what is in there.”

      “We can’t let the FLF keep it. From what Derrick learned in Crystal City, this is the main weapons depot on this continent at least. The fact they are racing here to help defend it means it is important.”

      Jared’s mind reeled as he adjusted from what he thought they were planning on doing to how to detonate the weapons depot. He ignored the craziness of the suggestion and focused on how to accomplish it. And live. He’d finally married his long time partner, and he really wanted to enjoy that a bit longer.

      “We need something to protect the troops up here, and something to set off the bunker,” Jared responded. “Something strong on both accounts.”

      “That is why I wanted shields on the dactyls,” Arinna replied. “We can move the transports farther from the blast zone and use their engines as generators to create power for a large shield.”

      “It doesn’t bother you this will be the first use of the shield outside of testing?” Jared asked. It made him nervous.

      “Not as much as fighting the FLF on two fronts or leaving them a bunker full of weapons. A really big bunker full of lots of weapons based on the schematics. Here,” she said, pulling out a map showing the upper level of the bunker and pointing to a spot near the tree line far from where the main fighting had been. “The ventilation system runs close to the old natural gas lines and down to a small room next to the main storage area.”

      She flipped to the schematic with the deeper levels of the bunker roughly mapped out.

      “Should be easy to fill with gas,” Jared said, wishing he could think of an argument why it wouldn’t work. But Arinna hadn’t gotten them killed yet and it had been a long and deadly war. “Too bad we can’t just pump in carbon monoxide and knock them out.”

      Arinna hesitated before shaking her head. “We only have one chance at this. God knows what they have in there, but I’m sure it includes gas masks and fire suppressant. Which is why we need one good trigger to set the whole place off.”

      “Gabriella and I will create the detonator. Should be ready in an hour,” Jared said.

      “We’ll start the troop movement then and use it as a screen to mask work on the gas line. It should take a few hours for the room to fill for maximum potential ... damn, we’ll be cutting it close.” Arinna swore. “I should have just blown it the first day.”

      “And miss time together in the field?” Jared drawled, earning a faint smile. “Come on, you know we wouldn’t risk using the shields if we hadn’t run out of options.”

      “True, and speaking of options, I want you in your dactyl back with the transports. I’ll stay within range and detonate the trigger.”

      “No,” Jared said, stomach twisting.

      “That wasn’t a suggestion.”

      They stared each other down, Jared fighting his instincts to obey her order. A year ago he would have followed her without question, even if he didn’t like it. But since the spring, leading the Guard had become far more of an equally shared responsibility. Jared no longer felt he had to agree without question.

      “You have to give me a good reason for that,” he said, crossing his arms and leaning against the desk. He wasn’t leaving until this was worked out.

      Arinna took a long breath, but the tension went out of her as she looked away. Which at least meant she wasn’t going to yell at him. “Because I trust the shield. I found it originally, helped design it, and can handle a problem if one comes up. But you’re right. We don’t know what is down there. Both of us being here is risky enough. I won’t have you sitting on top of the depot with me when it blows.”

      Jared held her gaze another heartbeat, then swore. “Fine,” he said, uncrossing his arms. “I still don’t like it but you did just rationalize why it can’t be one of the Lieutenants sitting in a shielded dactyl instead. Not that having a problem with the ones protecting the troops isn’t just as big of an issue.”

      Arinna’s lips twisted in a dry smile. “Yes, but you and they will be farther from the blast, and should be able to survive it shieldless. The shields will simply help with unknowns.”

      “The whole bloody thing is an unknown,” Jared said, raising a hand when he saw Arinna ready to reply. “I’m off to work on setting up the trigger before we make this any closer than it is going to be.”

      So many things about this mission felt off. Jared didn’t know where to start on the problems, but he promised himself he wouldn’t spook himself over superstitions that things would go poorly. If the attack in Prague, the first since the war had ended on European soil almost four years before, hadn’t been bad enough and been the initiator for the attack on the depot, needing Byran’s permission to go ate at Jared. Byran, whose life Arinna had saved in the bombings and was someone Arinna claimed love for, and his first act as Prime Minister had been to bring the Guard to heel.

      Arinna was still tight lipped about what had happened in the new Prime Minister’s office other than to say Byran had forced Derrick into a role as Secretary of Defense in order to approve the Guard attack on the FLF depot. That she wouldn’t comment more than that told Jared she was still pissed, and unlike most problems hadn’t found a solution. This wasn’t MOTHER who she could ignore or threaten. It was also a problem that waited for them back in Prague. First, they needed to blow up a massive underground weapons depot and survive. Jared put his mind on that.

      Lieutenant Gabriella Faronelli had worked in Italian Intelligence before the war. She had a penchant for explosives. It made Jared wonder what Italian Intelligence had been doing before the world went to shit, but that hardly mattered now. What was important was she could craft a remote detonation device in under half an hour. That left the natural gas.

      Outside the transport plane where he’d been working with Gabriella, the sun had set. A low hum vibrated through the fleet of boxy planes as their configuration altered from defensive stationary units to mobile. Wings unfolded as engines warmed up. Troops were already loading. Jared scooted to where Arinna organized the relocation near the back hatch of her dactyl.

      He handed her the trigger. “I’m going to go place the detonator and reroute the gas line,” he said.

      Arinna almost said no, then paused. “I know better than to argue with you and we need to get this done. I’ll be in my dactyl to offer cover. And Captain, don’t go alone,” she said. He didn’t need her to say that nothing about this mission sat well with her either.

      Lieutenants Assad and Faronelli were needed to organize the relocation and prepare for defense as the FLF convoy drew closer. Jared wished briefly that Derrick was with them before finding two other soldiers to tag along.

      The gas lines were north of the depot, far enough away that he moved his dactyl closer, just in case they needed a hasty exit. The only thing that proved easy on the entire mission came when he made it to the network of pipes. The system was old, from at least the 1980s. Jared stared at the bolts on the flanges and wondered why he’d brought a cutting torch. When he yarded on the rusted mess, he expected it to be stuck. He nearly fell over when the entire seam gave way from a poor weld. He had to keep himself from laughing.

      Rerouting the gas into the ventilation system proved no more difficult than affixing a flexible hose. Once he was sure the system worked, he placed the detonator. When it exploded the flames would follow the gas to the room below with hopefully enough force to start a chain reaction.

      “In place,” Jared said into the comm when he was back in his dactyl. “Moving to join the troops.”

      “You have command,” Arinna replied. “I’m going into silent for the duration.”

      That crashed the elation he’d felt. Jared waited until his dactyl was settled to offer a protective shield for his third of the troops and he was alone before calling Command in Prague. Ostensibly it was to warn them of the operation, but Jared knew he didn’t want to be chasing the thoughts in his head alone for the next three hours. Chief Communications Officer Kehm Racée liked the news even less than Jared, but didn’t argue. He secured a video channel and double checked the satellites. Which was how he saw the FLF had closed in a lot faster than expected.

      “I hope you are ready to use the shields because you have company coming one click out,” Kehm reported.

      “This is going to get interesting very quickly,” Jared warned his two Field Lieutenants.

      “We can push them back, Captain,” Gabriella offered.

      “No! You can’t move the dactyls or the transports. Everything needs to stay put for the shields to work.” Jared glanced down at his clock. “Plus, we need to stay this way for another two hours.”

      Farrak swore, which Jared was fairly certain was a first. “Two hours, sir?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      Sporadic gunfire became a pitched battle by the end of the first hour. They couldn’t move the transports, but they could move soldiers. As long as the troops didn’t get too far and could return immediately. The situation was tense, with long range fire coming from the depot and the tip of the FLF mobile army setting up on their other side. If there wasn’t a plan to deal with at least one of the two problems facing them, Jared would have been far more anxious. Instead, he just hoped the plan worked. Then he got too busy to worry.

      “Five minutes, Captain,” Kehm warned over the comm.

      Jared blinked, uncertain where the last hour had gone except in offering continuous fire from his dactyl, while ordering troops to fill any hole in the line. There wasn’t even time to swear.

      He gave the order for all troops to pull back into the transports and checked the GPS location of each. The transports were the generators. The dactyls held the shield technology. But the shields were only so big and centered around each dactyl. To fit everyone and everything in resembled a jigsaw puzzle made out of army pieces, 3D army pieces. If the spacing was a little off the shield would cut through a transport literally and figuratively. The shields protected by obliterating anything that crossed them. But everything was in place. Jared glanced to see how close to the depot Arinna’s dactyl lay and that no FLF had disturbed it. Before he could, the ground rumbled.

      A spout of fire erupted to the north of the complex. That meant the detonator had been triggered. He waited a panicked second for the roomful of gas in the depot to ignite and spark off the munitions housed next to it. A rumble burst into what looked and felt like an underground volcano exploding. Dirt and flames shot skyward, ripping in a widening circle to envelope the building on the surface. Jared flinched as rocks fell earthward. None touched the planes.

      The generators on the transports hummed to maximum output as they fed the electricity into the shields manifested by the dactyls. Nothing crossed the barrier. Even inside his dactyl, Jared could smell scorched earth and stone as it vaporized. He’d seen the shields in testing but he’d never stood inside one. Now he saw why Arinna had worked so hard to recreate the strange phenomena she’d seen the day the FLF bombed Europe.

      “Looking good on your end, Captain?” Kehm asked. He sounded nervous.

      “Yeah. I love these things. Remind me to tell Arinna tha— Shit.” Jared ducked as the front screen of his dactyl blazed white. Immediately the electricity in the shields arced blue, absorbing the energy of the blast to increase in strength with the surge and blocking the Guard troops from whatever had just detonated. Nothing could stop the violent aftershock that swept through the ground though. His plane bucked. The extra energy integrated into the shield backfed static, blinking the screens and lights in his plane. Jared was certain the shield was about to fail.

      “I repeat, Captain, are you there?” Kehm sounded frantic.

      “What the hell?” Jared said, finally taking a breath. Which is when he realized he hadn’t died. “Kehm, what did that look like on your end?” Jared started flipping open comm channels, trying to ping Arinna. His plane couldn’t find hers. “Kehm?”

      “The satellites are still a little blind from the blast. It looked nuclear,” Kehm said, his voice trembling. “It looked like Kiev.”

      Jared should have thought of that. Arinna should have. The bombs the FLF had detonated in Kiev had to have come from somewhere, been stored somewhere. They never should have assumed the FLF had utilized their entire arsenal because they hadn’t used a nuke the rest of the war.

      “Do you have contact with all troops? Is everyone okay?” Kehm asked.

      “Lieutenants report!” Jared ordered. He knew he couldn’t do anything to help Arinna, but he didn’t want to stop trying even long enough to check on the troops that were his responsibility. Please not only his responsibility now. Outside the ground rumbled and a wind hissed around his plane, blasting it with a powdery dust.

      “Lieutenant Faronelli reporting. This section is holding,” Gabriella said, sounding amazingly unruffled. “Minor electrical discharge across my plane and I’m pretty sure there will be some melted wires in the transports, but my allotment of troops is reporting only a few minor electrical injuries.”

      “Lieutenant Assad reporting.” Farrak sounded a bit more unnerved. “Situation is the same. Surprisingly no radiation indicated behind the shield, which is good. Otherwise the EMP would have fried everything and we’d be dead. Sir, have you heard from the Lady Grey?”

      Jared didn’t want to answer that question. He turned off his links to everyone but Kehm and the ghost of Arinna’s plane.

      “Dammit you better still be alive,” Jared swore into the mike. “Arinna!”

      He got only static. Outside the blue-white light dimmed as the shield weakened. What he could see beyond the small circle of safety was terrifying. It looked worse than Kiev. Her plane remained unaccounted for as his radar stabilized with the fading blast.

      “Arinna!” Jared yelled again, angrier than he remembered being when Michael had ordered him to stay behind when the main Guard force had flown to Kiev. Because it had been too dangerous to not separate command of the troops, Michael had said. Damn Arinna for being so much like her late husband. Jared swore every curse word he knew.

      “Man you sound pissed.”

      Jared dropped to his chair at the sound of Arinna’s voice. “Don’t ever do that to me again,” he said. It took him two tries to speak.

      Arinna’s laugh was off, even though her tone was as dry as usual when she spoke. “I don’t ever want to do that again. From where I’m sitting, I would say the target has been neutralized.”

      “Where are you sitting, my Lady?” Kehm asked. His voice shook.

      “Probably at the bottom of the damn bunker. Could you come dig me out, Captain?”

      Jared hadn’t laughed so hard in years.
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            TESTIMONY

          

          CORIANNE HEYLOR

        

      

    

    
      “That is why Tatiana never mentioned you,” Corianne said to Pyotr. “You weren’t home.”

      “She wasn’t allowed to tell. Heck, I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, even her,” Pyotr confessed.

      Corianne snorted. Ever since she’d been reunited with her family and learned what Pyotr had been doing, she found she got along with him better than anyone else. He too had been doing things her mother would rather not know about. And he didn’t look at her the way her mother did, like she was constantly on the verge of tears. Or the way Tatiana avoided looking at her until she had to, and then it was with a forced smile.

      “So Tatiana is engaged to Phillip?” Corianne asked.

      Pyotr frowned. “Yeah, I heard. I haven’t met him yet. She said he wanted to come, but offered to stay behind to take care of the farm.”

      “Which is nice and responsible,” Corianne said, surprising herself by defending a man she wouldn’t recognize unless Tatiana was clinging to his arm. “Your sister really loves him. She’s a bit more trustworthy than me.” Corianne meant the last as a joke, but her voice trembled.

      “Corianne, don’t,” Pyotr began, taking her hand.

      She pulled away, using her freed hand to wipe away a stray tear. “I told you, it is Cori now.”

      Pyotr coughed on a laugh. “I would like to hear you introduced at a ball as Cori,” he teased.

      “I think we both know I’ll never be attending another ball, especially after the hearing today,” she replied.

      Saying it hurt. But it was a fact. She accepted it. Eventually her family would as well. The future they’d hoped for her was beyond her reach now. The door opened following a knock, stopping Pyotr from speaking the thought on his lips. He frowned at Gabriella who waited in the hall. Corianne stood, not needing to be told it was time.

      “You don’t have to do this, Cori,” Pyotr said. “It will be a rumor forgotten in a season. You could move on.”

      “Not go on record and ‘ruin’ myself?” Cori cast Pyotr a sad smile. Despite what her cousin or any of her family might think, she’d thought on this over many a long night. “Testifying is the only thing that makes what happened have meaning. I know my mother and Tatiana just wish I’d go home and forget everything that occurred. But I can’t. Even if I did, pretending it didn’t happen won’t make me forget. At least this way I know something good came out of it.”

      “Something good already did,” Gabriella said. “You saved Byran’s life and his family.”

      “It’s a start. Now to finish it,” Corianne replied.

      The session was called a hearing, but really it was a trial held in front of the full Parliament, and she was the main witness. Settling into her chair in the front of the large audience room, Corianne did not see anyone involved in the events of the bombing. Byran wasn’t there, nor was the Lady Grey. Gabriella had stopped escorting her after opening the door to the room. Cori did not see her family, which balanced the momentary isolation she felt. She’d rather be alone than have her mother sitting nearby. This was going to be difficult enough. So Corianne did her best to ignore the many faces of Senators she had worked for over the last few months. Instead, she focused on the face of the man in front of her.

      Corianne did not know the man questioning her. Legislator Tilton was patient with his questions, asking for details when she hesitated, but kind enough to ensure she had water or verifying if she needed a break. Not knowing him made it easier to say the details she wanted to forget. Surprise or shock never registered in his brown eyes. His tone never condoned or condemned her actions. The vast hall of people faded and Corianne concentrated on him.

      “It was the man who raped you who said he was FLF?” Tilton asked. Corianne confirmed it. “He freely told you that?”

      “No. He said Mr. Eldridge had asked him to fake an attack on Byran Vasquez’s residence and to make it look like the FLF organized it. He laughed and said there they were in the flesh. He thought it was funny.”

      “What else did he say about Mr. Eldridge?”

      “That he, Mr. Eldridge, had been trying to contact the FLF to create a peace deal and that was where Mr. Eldridge had gone when he’d left a few days before the bombings,” Corianne said clearly. She knew this was the important part.

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes. That I was payment from Mr. Eldridge to the man who attacked me for the help in contacting the FLF.” Corianne ignored the muffled words and shifting chairs the statement brought.

      Tilton did as well, continuing without pause. “What else was said by this man?”

      “That he and the men, the FLF, with him were going to attack Parliament the day of the vote on the election proposal, but had decided against it because of Mr. Eldridge’s request.”

      “To bomb the Vasquez house? Why was that important, at least more important than the whole Parliament as a target?” Tilton asked at Corianne’s nod.

      “Because he said something would be found alongside Byran’s body that would remove the Lady Grey as well, and with her gone Europe would give itself to the FLF in a month.”

      Tilton waited this time for the flurry of conversation to fade. “That would be the satchel of letters found in Mr. Vasquez’s office?”

      “I don’t know,” Corianne admitted. “He didn’t say what. Only that Mr. Eldridge and those like him who really controlled the government would use them to destroy the Lady Grey.”

      “Did David Eldridge ever give you documents to take to Byran Vasquez?”

      Surprise filled Corianne, smarting her eyes with a new wound. They thought she had a role in this after all. Tilton waited for Corianne, gaze unwavering and not judging. He looked like it was as fair a question as any. That made Corianne take a breath to steady herself. It wasn’t just speaking about what had happened to her that was going to make today difficult.

      “No. Mr. Eldridge never gave me documents to take to Mr. Vasquez.”

      “Or ask you to put in his briefcase?”

      “No.”

      “Did you ever see Mr. Vasquez and the Lady Grey together?”

      “Yes. After the vote on the election proposal,” Corianne said.

      “In public? Did you ever see them together in a more private setting?”

      “No.”

      “But you worked for Mr. Vasquez?”

      “I worked for Parliament. I photocopied papers and arranged meetings for Mr. Vasquez whenever he asked.”

      “So you were around him quite a bit?”

      “During the day, yes.”

      “But you did not see them together? Make appointments for them to meet? See correspondence between them? Anything like that?”

      Corianne shook her head with relief. “No. Nothing like that, ever.”

      “Danielle le Marc also worked with Mr. Vasquez on the election proposal. Did she ever ask you to give Byran paperwork?”

      “All the time. I made copies of draft proposals and notes she’d written and carried them to Byran.”

      “Did you ever see anything other than these draft proposals or notes?”

      “Not that I noticed,” Corianne replied.

      For what felt like the first time, Tilton looked down at his notes. Corianne blinked in the release from the quick succession of questions. “That is everything I have for you. Thank you for your testimony today, Ms. Heylor.”

      There was no applause as Corianne walked to the small door she’d entered. But she didn’t need it. The relief to have it done was more than enough. That and knowing she could go back to her room and be alone. Only when she opened the door, her mother was there.

      “I’m so proud of you, sweetie. You were so poised,” her mother, Linda, said, embracing Corianne.

      “I didn’t think you were there,” Corianne said over a dry throat.

      “An upper balcony,” Pyotr said, making Corianne realize that he and Tatiana were in the room as well. “They didn’t want us to distract you.”

      “You should have seen how the Senators reacted to what you said. I could tell how much they respect you,” Tatiana said as Linda led Corianne with an arm around her shoulder to a small couch. She didn’t let go as they sat next to each other.

      “For testifying?” Corianne asked, doubtful.

      “Because they know you from all the work you’ve put in over the last few months,” Tatiana said firmly. “You aren’t just a nameless girl, you know. You worked with them and they saw you every day.”

      Corianne leaned into the sofa back. She hadn’t thought about that.

      “You really did well,” Pyotr said. “You should run for Parliament when they open elections again. I think you’d win a seat.”

      Her eyes stung again at the compliment. “Hah. I’ll think about it, but I’m not certain I’m ready for that right now.”

      “Goodness no,” Linda said. “You need to come home and help us prepare for Tatiana’s wedding this spring. We need to think about what flowers to plant and the dresses,” her mother rattled on for a moment. The idea felt as suffocating as her mother’s tight arm around her shoulders.

      Corianne leaned forward, trying to catch her breath. “I don’t want to go back,” she said, interrupting her mother into sudden silence. Her family stared at her.

      “You don’t want to come home?” Linda asked. Her mother looked ready to cry again. Corianne took her hands.

      “I want you to be in my wedding,” Tatiana said quietly.

      “I want to be there,” Corianne said, reaching for Tatiana as well. “I’m just ... I can’t come home. I’m afraid if I do I’ll never leave.”

      “Then what do you want? You can’t stay here,” Linda trailed off, even though Corianne could guess what was supposed to come after – without supervision.

      “I want to join the Guard.”

      Three voices, each rising to be heard over the others assaulted her.

      “Is everyone all right?” the Lady Grey asked from the doorway.

      “Why are you here?” Linda asked in a tone more fitting of the words “what do you plan to do with my daughter?”

      “I came to thank you, Ms. Heylor and to see if you need anything.”

      “Before she enlists, you mean?” Linda said, hand protective on Corianne’s shoulder as she stood.

      “Actually, I already told Corian— Cori,” the Lady Grey corrected. “I told her she could not enlist right now.”

      “Why? You need soldiers. I won’t change my mind,” Corianne said firmly.

      Arinna held Corianne’s gaze for a moment, a faint smile crossing her face as she looked away. “Then waiting a month won’t be so much an issue since you’ll still feel the same.”

      The answer disappointed and gave her hope at the same time. “That’s it then, you’ll be coming home,” Linda said.

      Corianne looked at her mother ready to argue and then closed her mouth. She hadn’t seen her mother so close to falling apart since they’d learned of her father’s death in the war. Her mother who had raised her and her two cousins, managed a farm despite myriads of setbacks, and found ways of trying to make a better life for her daughter. A dream that Corianne had destroyed. Yet still her mother wanted her to come home.

      “I’ll go home, but when the month is over, how will I contact you to let you know I still wish to enlist?”

      The pique in Corianne’s tone earned a smile from Arinna, one that flashed in her blue eyes. “The Guard is going to fly you home. If in a month you still wish to join, you need only send word to Rhiol. The Guard will come and get you. If that is acceptable?”

      “It is,” Corianne said, sitting a bit more properly in her chair instead of slouching. Perhaps all the years spent following good manners wouldn’t be wasted. Without them she never would have spoken to the Lady Grey so. “Did I make a difference, today?”

      “Your testimony? Yes. It confirmed much of what else was heard, and you did do very well. I had my turn in front of Parliament, too, and Tilton was far less pleasant. I’m glad he was kinder to you.”

      “Why were you questioned?” Pyotr asked before Corianne could.

      “I hid the existence of MOTHER and a war. I daresay Parliament is not very pleased with me at the moment.”

      “But what the FLF said ... they wouldn’t, I don’t know, remove you?” Corianne asked.

      “I highly doubt it, but I really don’t know. All of us make choices, Cori, that result in events we might not foresee. I do not regret most of mine and will live with the consequences. Remember, go to Rhiol if you need anything,” Arinna said, leaving Corianne with her family and new worries, as well as the promise of a long, cold wait of a month spent in a farmhouse in northern England.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            COMPROMISES

          

          PRIME MINISTER BYRAN VASQUEZ

        

      

    

    
      “You didn’t stay to hear the deliberations,” Byran said to Arinna when she arrived in his office.

      “No. I wanted to see how Corianne was doing,” Arinna said.

      “How is she?” Derrick asked from where he stood by the windows.

      “Doing far better than I would expect considering what she’s been through.” Arinna paused, gaze sweeping between Derrick and Byran even though her expression remained unconcerned. Byran knew her though, and read the tenseness underlying the relaxed pose. “So what was the decision?”

      Byran spoke when Derrick made no move to, although they’d sat through the long afternoon side by side. “Miralda for her confession and cooperation, not to mention the note from David Eldridge in her hand when she was arrested, will remain under a rather genteel imprisonment in an estate far from anything. The remaining members of MOTHER will be under house arrest here in Prague for the foreseeable future. However, Danielle is being released due to lack of concrete evidence.” Byran couldn’t keep the distaste out of his voice.

      “That is ... unfortunate,” Arinna said. She opened her mouth to speak, stopped herself with a quiet laugh. “I was going to offer to have her watched, but I guess that depends on what they decide to do with me?”

      “Well, the majority of Parliament would like to see you removed,” Byran said matter of factly. “They didn’t appreciate that you helped MOTHER hide the war. It makes your assertion that you did not approve of what they did and tried to direct them to return power to Parliament rather difficult to confirm.”

      Arinna frowned, her gaze resting on the view outside of the window. The lack of an answer or a defense bothered him. “That is what you called me here to tell me?” she asked, tone just as conversational as before. Byran was beginning to doubt he understood her as well as he thought he did.

      “No. The FLF has contacted me, via a man delivering a letter before you ask how,” he said in response to her sharp glance and tried not to feel injured that it was toward Derrick and not him. “They would like to discuss a serious peace treaty.”

      Arinna snorted, looking away again. “There is a line we haven’t heard before.”

      “They are offering us peace!” Despite his intentions, frustration rose to the surface.

      “Yes, and that worked out so well for David,” Arinna said dryly.

      Byran glared at her. “You took out a very important weapons depot. They are serious now.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Are you asking me to question them or you?”

      It was Arinna’s turn to fire a heated look. “Why am I here, Byran?” she asked. “According to you, Parliament has asked for my removal. If you want my opinion on the FLF and this newest peace offering, I would say don’t trust them. If you want me to hand over the Guard ... I’ll think about it but I need to speak to Captain Vries first.”

      By the windows, Derrick shifted uneasily but withheld any comment. Which irritated and bothered Byran most of all. Derrick hadn’t been the same since his father’s death, since Byran was elected Prime Minister, maybe since his return from Crystal City. Byran needed his friends now when he faced pulling together a nearly unraveled Europe. He needed both of them.

      “I said that was Parliament’s recommendation. Not that I was going to follow it,” Byran said, sitting with the weight of too much responsibility on his shoulders.

      Arinna regarded him with an evaluating stare. Something warmer touched her eyes. “You don’t need me if they truly want peace.”

      “I don’t trust them either,” Byran said with a frown. “What is that old saying, ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me?’ Derrick, you lived with them for two months. You have the most experience of anyone in Europe with the FLF and how it thinks at this point. Say something, dammit.”

      Derrick took a breath, paused, and let it out with a sigh. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Some help you are,” Byran grouched. “Fine, we’ll talk about that after. First I have something to say to both of you. The real reason why I asked you here,” he said pointedly to Arinna.

      “Derrick, I know you feel I conned you into being Secretary of Defense. I’m sorry. I need you though. I don’t know anything about the military and of all the people in Europe, I trust you implicitly to tell me what to do here and when I’m doing something wrong. Which is why I want to thank you for giving me your father’s letter.” Byran pulled it from a desk drawer and set it on the table. “Did you read it?” he asked Arinna.

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      “Good. That will make this easier. Derrick, I want you to be Secretary of Defense because I need you, but I don’t want you to replace your father. I hated the man. If anything, I want you to emulate Arinna. She was the liaison with the Guard before she became the Lady Grey. Be an advocate for the Guard as much as for what Europe needs.”

      Byran paused, hating that tears came to his eyes as he forced out the last, “Dammit, if it means you must do as she has done and fight in order to lead, I accept that. I know your loyalty and love is with the Guard. Just remember Europe needs, I need, you too.”

      “And you,” Byran continued looking at Arinna before Derrick could collect himself enough to reply. Arinna flinched under his hotter gaze. “Enough of this bullshit that you are not military or officially in charge of the Guard. I’m bloody well in charge of everything and your superior, whether or not you bother to acknowledge that, and I appoint you leader of the armed forces. I suppose I’ll have to swear you in to make that official, but I’ll need Captain Vries to guide me through it.”

      Arinna stared at him, lips parted and without words for a minute. “You are serious? But Parliament⁠—”

      “Doesn’t have a friggen clue what is best for Europe or they would have been doing their job and noticed MOTHER and that we were still at war three years ago. They put me in charge and I’m making the final decision. If they don’t like it, they can vote me out. But I’ll damn well do what is best for Europe until that day.”

      Arinna chuckled. “I almost think you’ve gone insane. Really, Byran, I don’t know what to say.”

      “Obviously neither does Derrick. Still,” Byran said.

      “Shit. I want to hug you,” Derrick finally spat out.

      That pulled Byran to his feet, opening his arms for his oldest friend. They held each other tightly for a moment, both close to tears and too choked to speak when they stepped back. Byran had to clear his throat before he spoke again.

      “Before you think you are getting off without a hitch, I need you, both of you, to make me one promise. You must swear that you’ll both survive. Don’t tell me you can’t guarantee that,” Byran growled as both hesitated, glancing at each other. “I know it is dangerous. I know what I am giving you permission to do. For God’s sake, you nearly died a few days ago, Arinna. I don’t even want to talk about what happened in Tashkent. I’m still mad at you. But I’ll take back everything I said unless you promise. This is as important to me as saving Europe.”

      A tear slid down Arinna’s cheek. “I swear, Byran. We made it this far. We just need to go a little longer.” Her glance fell on Derrick. He nodded.

      “I swear too, Byran. If I go with the Guard ... it’ll only be if I’m really needed,” Derrick said, voice rough. “Thank you. I think you know what this means to me if anyone does, but I know you don’t understand.”

      “So, with that out of the way,” Byran said, feeling like he’d fought all of Parliament and now very much needed a drink. “What about the FLF offering peace?”

      “Did you see much in the way of weapons in Crystal City?” Arinna asked Derrick.

      Derrick shook his head, pulling a chair from along the wall to sit next to Byran’s desk. “No. They had guns, some tanks, enough weapons and soldiers to defend the city, but I didn’t see anything that appeared to be a weapons depot. The sections of the city I wasn’t allowed in appeared related to technology, computers maybe and government offices. Unless they stored bombs in the basement, I didn’t see much of a stockpile at all.”

      “No planes?” she asked. Derrick shook his head again. “That gives us an advantage. Maybe this was a big depot for them ... but I just don’t know. I think it will take me a lot more than a signed piece of paper to believe in truce with the FLF. Look at the countries that did sign peace agreements with them. From what Captain Vries saw in South America, Brazil didn’t fare better than Russia, and Brazil was one of the first to agree to peace with the FLF.”

      “The soldier who told me about Tashkent made it sound like a big weapons depot. But it doesn’t mean it was the only one. He might not have known about any other. The FLF is pretty tight about the information it lets out. It took quite a lot of drinking to get the tiny pieces of information I managed. Tashkent and another FLF city in North America, supposedly, are the biggest things I learned.”

      “Plus the layout of Crystal City and counts of soldiers were useless,” Arinna said with a roll of her eyes.

      “Another city?” Byran asked. “In North America?”

      “Isle Royale. Yes, it’s real. We found it,” she said to Derrick. He leaned back in his chair.

      “But the bombs in the US were nuclear,” Byran said.

      “It looks like not all of them. There was a perimeter strike using dirty bombs, especially on the east coast. It made anyone looking for radiation find it,” she said with a shrug as both Byran and Derrick stared at her. “But the bombs on the west coast must have been stronger or spread radiation farther than expected. Based on where crops are growing, the FLF poisoned most of the arable farmland near the city. That is why Jared found workcamps growing food all the way to Central America. We’ve been mapping everything we see off the satellite imagery.”

      “You were going to tell me this when?” Byran asked.

      Arinna huffed a laugh. “I’m not used to sharing information with the ruling power ... I’ll try harder.”

      “Seriously, Derrick, you are going to have to spend time in Guard headquarters and go over everything they are doing, and then tell me, please. Between a second FLF city and the shield technology they have on planes I didn’t know existed, I’m lost.” Derrick laughed in answer.

      “I’ll think about letting him in,” Arinna said. “So what are you going to do about the peace offer?” Arinna asked.

      “I don’t trust it, but we have to try. I can’t risk them being sincere. I need to, would like to, use the Guard systems to talk to them and make arrangements. When this happens in person, I’d like the Guard to escort whoever goes.”

      “Which will be you,” Arinna said. “Yes, of course. I’ll tell Kehm Racée, the Chief Communications Officer, to set up whatever you need. When you go, you will be under Guard protection, of course.”

      “Good. Now that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Byran asked with a smile. “I think we should make a habit of this. Especially since we are currently at war.”

      They ended the meeting there, Byran preferring to stay amused at what Captain Vries’ reaction would be when Arinna told him that she was now officially in charge of the Guard and that Derrick was joining as well. It kept him from worrying that he’d just agreed his two closest friends could go to war.

      Arinna met him at the entrance to Guard Headquarters later that evening. She gave him the tour, walking the hallways together as they had when they’d both worked in embassies. Only then they’d been flirting. Now between the two of them, they controlled Europe.

      “What are you thinking of?” she asked, pausing in an empty hallway.

      “That when we were running around Madrid and I was trying to get you to sleep with me, I never would have imagined we’d end up here,” he admitted.

      She smiled, one more tender than he’d seen in months, at least not since the summer and parties with him and Derrick acting inappropriately for her benefit. “Probably a good thing. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have wanted to know how crazy things would go.”

      It was when she was introducing him to the Chief Communications Officer in Command that Derrick and Captain Vries joined them. Byran was still in awe of the computers, massive video monitors, and satellite links. Kehm pulled up images of both Crystal City and Isle Royale.

      “What else are you looking for?” Derrick said, nodding toward images flickering on a smaller monitor.

      “Another potential resistance front,” Jared said. “The refugees I met in South America were going somewhere.”

      “Not being alone ... that would be nice,” Byran said. Behind him the door to Command slid open.

      “Prime Minister, I would like to formally introduce you to the three Lieutenants, Farrak Assad, Gabriella Faronelli, and Kieren O’Dell,” Arinna said as the three officers entered. “Lieutenants, meet your Prime Minister. I want you to be familiar enough with each other to help immediately if needed.”

      “You promised,” Byran said to her.

      “I might be busy!” Arinna said with a laugh. “Nothing dire.”

      Jared cast the two of them a glance, but when he spoke it wasn’t about the referenced promise. “I think everyone is here. Shall we get started?”

      It took everyone a minute to organize. Byran faced Arinna with Captain Vries by his side while the Guard officers stood in a circle around them. Arinna repeated the enlistment oath without the need for prompting.

      “I swear to protect the people and laws of Europe from terrorists both foreign and domestic. I will honor the code of the Guard and uphold the government of Europe in peace, as well as battle. This I do solemnly affirm and willingly swear with my life.”

      There was a pause when she finished speaking. “That was a long time coming,” Jared said, breaking the silence first. “At least now you really are in charge of all of this,” he added with a grin.

      “No, I’m not,” Arinna said with a sly smile in return. “Byran allowed me to choose my rank. I chose Captain. We are equals ... as we have always been.” Jared stared at her, finally pulling her into an embrace without speaking. “Seriously, Jared, you didn’t get this choked up at your wedding,” she said, punching him in the arm as he released her.

      Arinna glowed in a way he hadn’t seen her ever before. It gave Byran some relief, seeing her happiness and those of her officers, and offset knowing the dangers she would face. But she would tackle them anyway, with or without the rank, with or without his permission.

      “Thank you,” she said to Byran.

      “Trust me, I realize that if I’d listened to Parliament and asked you to step down, I know the first thing you would have done would be to turn around and enlist. He would have promoted you as high as he could,” Byran said with a nod toward Jared. “We’d be right back to where we were. Only this is the proper way, and you deserved it for all you’ve done.”

      Arinna’s eyes shimmered with tears over dancing laughter. Byran didn’t need her to tell him he was right. She cleared her throat when she went to speak, turning to face Derrick. “Now you, if this is what you want?”

      “You know it is,” Derrick answered.

      Arinna took Derrick’s oath, his sincerity in swearing it no less than hers. This time, Byran choked up as well. He’d given two people he loved something they both dearly wanted that was in his power to allow. It felt good. It felt terrifying.

      “Congratulations, Lieutenant,” Captain Vries said when Derrick had finished speaking, offering his hand.

      “Sergeant,” Derrick replied. “I was only a Sergeant.”

      “Do you not think your time in Crystal City was not enough to earn you a promotion?” Arinna asked.

      “That is a bit more than a promotion,” Derrick pointed out.

      Kieren bumped him with her elbow. “They’re your superiors. Don’t argue. Besides, we’ll get you up to speed in no time. First up is flying lessons!”

      Byran laughed at the hesitation on Derrick’s face.
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      “I’m willing to put the last few months behind us,” Danielle said to Derrick.

      They met in the le Marc estate, Derrick having accepted Danielle’s invitation to visit. Loneliness inflicted by her recent arrest had inspired her to reach out to someone who had always offered her protection. What surprised her was that Derrick accepted.

      Derrick watched her from across the table, gaze steady though somewhat uncertain. “I’m not sure what you mean by that. I came to see if you were all right, and to say I’m sorry for your father’s death.”

      Danielle did her best to ignore that he dressed in military grey. That he’d enlisted again wasn’t much of a surprise, but it made her uneasy. The Derrick she’d reached out to and expected was the Earl of Kesmere, the person who’d once offered her a home and refuge.

      “I think we both know there is no need to offer condolences for my father’s death. It took too long and that is the only pity. I’m sure you feel the same regarding your father, although his was somewhat nobler if you ignore how misplaced his trust was.”

      Derrick coughed on his tea, setting the cup down to keep from spilling the cupful. She waited until he’d recovered, trying to judge what route to take with this man who sat across from her. He was someone she thought she’d known for over six years. But despite their engagement she couldn’t read anything in his reactions. The only guide she had was that he hated to be lied to.

      “I had no idea where you were. I guess that was the point. But really, you walked to an FLF city and stayed there as a spy?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he confirmed, and said nothing else.

      She shook her head at his lack of information. “I’m not surprised. Well I am, but I guess part of me isn’t. I know how much the Guard meant, means, to you. Here you are, enlisted again and a Lieutenant while serving as the Secretary of Defense. It makes sense of what happened in the fall, your breaking off the engagement and the supposed affair with Arinna.”

      “You want to know how much of that was a ruse to cover my mission?”

      “I’d like to think I know how much of it wasn’t truly meant,” she said, staring at him over the rim of her cup. She let the pause linger. “As I said, we could put the past behind us. We are now both free from our fathers, free to choose what we wish to do with our future. You found one with me attractive once.”

      “I offered to protect you once,” Derrick said. “Considering current events, I imagine you are unnerved and looking for protection again.”

      Danielle laughed to cover her annoyance. She might not be able to read him, but he had a good understanding of her. “I guess that answers my proposal.”

      “Even if I harbored some affection toward you for your situation, don’t you think it would be difficult for me to move beyond the accusation that you plotted to kill my best friend and his family?” Derrick’s voice reverberated with barely restrained anger.

      “I am innocent!” Danielle protested. “Why do you think I sit here free?”

      “Because they didn’t have evidence,” Derrick said. “Which is not the same as innocence.”

      “Do you really think I would plot to kill Byran and his family? I worked with him for months this fall on the electron proposal. Seriously, Derrick, that is accusing me of something worse than either of our fathers plotted. I am not that cruel and ... it hurts that you think I am,” she said, tears flooding her eyes. She held Derrick’s gaze until he looked away.

      Danielle smeared the tears from her cheeks. “Enough about me. How are you? Is re-enlistment what you’d hoped?”

      “Better,” Derrick replied.

      “Really?” she asked, drawing out the word. His clipped answers and stiffness made her want to make him react. It was dangerous territory to be skirting. “I’d heard Parliament under the new Prime Minister is far more regulated than life under MOTHER. How is that relationship with Arinna, your superior officer, going?”

      “If you are looking for someone unhappy with the changes, you should try Captain Vries,” Derrick said, setting down his cup. “I’m expected back. Thank you for the invitation, Danielle. I’m glad you are doing well.”

      Derrick managed to say the sentiment as if he were truly disappointed she were doing well. It was all she could do to have a maid show him out without screaming.

      The weeks in prison made her appreciate the luxuries of her life. Having not expected to ever enjoy them again made each that much sweeter. Danielle had no idea why in Miralda’s confession to having plotted the attack on Byran’s residence and remove Arinna, or at least sully her so much that she would be ineffective, Miralda had omitted Danielle’s part. But she had and now Danielle walked free. The only one of the conspiracy who did, and she wasn’t certain what to do with her freedom.

      Just as after her father’s death, Danielle was directionless. She had her family name and wealth. Having nearly lost her freedom, she knew neither would protect her. Instinct told her to bundle herself up and head to an out-of-the-way chateau to spend her days in a delirious drunken stupor. But having only just begun to discover what power she could wield, such an option felt too final as if she was skipping to the end of her life without having the courage to live the best part.

      Courage, that is what it would take to go back to Parliament. They had heard the testimony against her and chosen to free her. Before the bombing, she had held prestige second only to Byran. Now he was Prime Minister. If she played the situation right, she could have a place, a powerful place, in the government and that could lead to many opportunities. Danielle just needed to be smarter than Miralda and David.

      Danielle fidgeted with her hair and dress the next morning. Presentation wouldn’t really help if the Senators chose to snub her, but she hoped to at least appear indifferent. She needn’t have worried. From the moment she exited her carriage, members hurried up to her. The first few sought gossip, anxious to know the appalling conditions of where she’d been held, if she’d been interrogated, and if there was any truth to rumors. Danielle remained polite, choosing not to cast blame as much as she wanted to.

      “It was a misunderstanding, perfectly reasonable,” Danielle said, tears fluttering from her eyelashes. “My father was part of MOTHER after all. But like Derrick Eldridge has shown to be more than his father’s son, I am not simply my father’s daughter.”

      It took until a break in the mid-morning session for another sort of well wisher to appear. “You are not disappointed that the elections have been cancelled?” Evan Capitelli asked.

      “Of course. We worked so hard for the proposal. But after the bombing and so close to the holiday recess ... I suppose a delay is understandable,” Danielle answered.

      “Delay?” Sari Ahuja said. “Delay would imply there had been discussion to reschedule the elections.”

      “Hasn’t there?” Danielle asked. “You must forgive me ... I’ve been indisposed and missed quite a bit of the aftermath the last two weeks.”

      “Yes, you have. I don’t wish to be forward, but perhaps we, and a few other interested members, could meet with you. Simply to fill you in and welcome you back to our ranks,” Evan said.

      “That would be most welcome. Please accept my invitation to dine at my house. Tonight if that is not too soon? I feel rather lost and there isn’t much time to reorient myself.”

      There shouldn’t have been any time to rejoin Parliament. The bombing and trial had stretched out the fall session to the cusp of the December holidays. The offer of a peace treaty, a real one, with the FLF added a few more days. Danielle had learned that much before returning to her position. As she listened to the conversations around her, she learned quite a bit more.

      The assembly was over three-quarters full, which was a large turnout. With so many Senators in Prague to vote on the elections and offer up their seats, only a few had given up after the bombing and left. Apparently discovering that they hadn’t controlled Europe had motivated more than one to try to run it. By the boredom pasted on faces as elements for a sanctioned peace treaty were debated, Danielle expected the holiday recess would lure away a dozen or so. But for now, she could poll the remaining Senators for dissatisfaction.

      More than a few were angry over Byran’s choice to leave Arinna as leader of the Guard. That he’d sworn her in as the official leader galled others. Side debates raged between insidious preference between Byran and Arinna versus those who pointed out she had saved his life and that of his family. Old friends or old lovers were the choices. Miralda’s legacy continued to function even if MOTHER no longer did. Danielle laughed silently at that. Miralda had given Danielle freedom and fertile ground.

      For dinner that night, Danielle decided to roll out the le Marc prestige: fine china set in a grand formal dining room, wine in crystal glasses, and servers in suits. Her six guests ogled the house and arrangements. She wanted to make sure they knew who had the power to lead any resistance.

      “Why do you think Prime Minister Vasquez kept the Lady Grey in charge of the Guard?” Sari asked after the directionless grumblings of unhappiness over recent events died down.

      Danielle shrugged from her place at the head of the table. “Byran and Arinna are old friends. If this peace treaty falls through, I’m sure he believes we will need her experience fighting the FLF.”

      “You don’t think she will poison him against peace?” Evan asked.

      “I’m sure she will caution him about the FLF,” Danielle answered after a pause. She sipped her wine as if to keep herself from saying more.

      “We elected Byran to lead us and the first thing he does is not to listen to us!”

      “Old feelings are difficult to overcome,” Danielle said smoothly. “It is Parliament’s role to make him listen. That is why we are debating on proposals for the peace treaty. It will get much more serious once we hear what the FLF’s demands are,” she added as if she’d seen the process a dozen times.

      “And if he won’t listen?”

      “Well, we can influence those he listens to. Probably not Derrick Eldridge or the Lady Grey, but there will be the others in his Cabinet once he selects members. It would be advisable to establish a relationship with them. And if that doesn’t work ... well, Parliament voted him in. We can vote him out.”

      She was pleased by the nods around the table.  It was only six, but it was a start.
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      “Danielle denies having anything to do with the attack,” Derrick said.

      “Do you believe her?” Byran asked.

      Derrick, Byran, and Arinna met at Byran’s house, Miralda’s old home, on the outskirts of Prague. For all the complaints he’d made when Arinna had given it to him, Byran had settled in just as he accepted the role of Prime Minister.

      Derrick frowned at Byran’s question, his gaze drifting to the window. He understood he spoke to the leader of Europe while his superior, the leader of the armed forces for the continent, sat nearby. This was not a social call and didn’t feel like one. “She told you she spied on me for my father?” he asked.

      “Yes. One of the first things she told me in Parliament this session. Why?” Byran asked.

      “Because she was very good at denying that, and making me feel like a suspicious idiot for the six years we were engaged every time I asked,” Derrick said, running his hand through his hair. “So no, I don’t believe her. She is too good at lying.”

      Byran sighed at the news. For a moment, Derrick saw his friend and his anxiousness for his family, and not the new Prime Minister for Europe.

      “What else was said?” Arinna asked.

      “I told her if she was looking for someone unhappy about the changes in the Guard to speak to Captain Vries as you both instructed,” Derrick answered.

      “I can’t imagine she will buy that,” Byran huffed.

      “Others have,” Arinna said with a half smile. The smile was only offered to Byran. When she turned back to Derrick, Arinna’s expression was serious again. “Nothing else?”

      Derrick shook his head so he didn’t have to clear his throat. Most of what he’d said to Danielle had been rehearsed. The only thing he’d lied about was not caring that his enlistment had cost him a relationship. Though he wouldn’t have chosen differently, it very much stung. Especially that he knew Arinna as someone other than his Commander. But lately he’d been lucky to receive a brusque question or order from her. A sense of humor, even friendship, never surfaced.

      “Well I would have liked it better if she’d simply confessed, but I suppose after time in prison followed by a trial, she wasn’t going to volunteer much,” Byran said.

      “I think she is a little too clever for that,” Arinna said. “The circumstances are too weighted. I’m sure she had some part in the attack. That Danielle and Miralda spoke several times prior is documented. But why Miralda would protect Danielle, I don’t know.” Frustration cracked her erect posture and firm tone, but only a slight degree.

      “If she did,” Byran replied. Derrick fidgeted. “Dammit, speak! You are my Secretary of Defense. When he is in that role, he is not under your orders,” he said to Arinna.

      She held up empty hands. “Of course. We are equals here. He doesn’t need my permission to speak.”

      That made Derrick hesitate. Because he very much felt like he needed permission to speak. “I’m still getting used to this,” he said, eyes sliding from Arinna to Byran. He resisted the strong desire to rub his temples to relieve the ever present headache that being in the same room with Byran and Arinna spawned. “She was trying too hard to charm me. She is guilty of something and frightened. She contacted me because I offered her protection before and she was hoping for it again. She offered to put everything behind us, and mentioned renewing the engagement. If she is that frightened, there is a reason for it. She had a part.”
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
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