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SWEAT DRIPPED DOWN El’s back. She shifted uncomfortably as Queen Amina slowly moved closer, surveying each of the fighter pilot recruits individually. El hated the dress uniforms they wore. They were the most uncomfortable things she could possibly imagine—several layers of thick fabric, clunky shoulder pads, and big wobbly hats that strapped under her chin. Ugly, yes, but also extremely itchy, hot, and uncomfortable. 

“So.” The queen held her chin high as she surveyed the recruits, hair piled in elegant braids. “Graduation.”

The line of recruits stood at the front of the queen’s ballroom, a huge space with vaulted ceilings and lights strung from every rafter and beam. Located in the Tower, the center point of Rove City that served as the nexus for all tunnels and pods, the room was reserved for events like this: gaudy affairs with too many people, uncomfortable clothes, and the queen bothering to deign everyone with her presence. El didn’t dislike the queen, but the woman did seem somewhat haughty. Although, she was also Ri’s mom, so El knew she needed to work on how she thought about the woman. Just in case.

“Soon,” she continued, “you’ll all be flying solo. Doing missions for the Crown.”

She continued walking down the line at a frustratingly slow pace, skirts swishing around her slippers. El would have preferred to get this over with as quickly as possible, but as top recruit, she was all the way at the end. And it would be rude to sneak off in the middle of the queen’s remarks. She’d have to restrain her impatience as the queen made one leisurely comment at a time.

“We are grateful for your hard work.” Queen Amina wore a stunning blue velvet dress with a modest neckline and an immodest number of gems and sparkly baubles. It was definitely a dress for the history books, and the photographers at the event seemed inclined to agree. Every step she took was another blinding cascade of flashes. El had to work very hard not to blink too much. She tried to keep her face neutral, to avoid any weird expressions showing up in the published photos of the queen.

“And we are proud to have such a competent, talented group of new recruits.” 

Beside El, Ray shifted, likely also uncomfortable in his dress uniform. He had quickly surpassed those who had beaten him in the fighter pilot competition and rose through the recruits as one of the most skilled pilots in their group. Only El stayed ahead of him, and only because she worked endlessly, it felt like, day in and day out to do so. He was strong, fast, smart, an excellent flyer, and a pro at the simulator.

“We are gathered today,” the queen stated grandly, gesturing to the crowded room before them, “to celebrate you and your accomplishments, and wish you the best as you begin your new role as fighter jet pilots.”

El could see Prince Rian walking behind the queen, grinning broadly as they neared. He gave El a small wink. She jerked her eyes away, and keeping a straight face suddenly became much more difficult.

“Ray of Southgreen.”

Ray gave a sharp movement, clearly surprised by the queen’s attention. But then he bowed. 

“You have performed excellently during your time as a recruit,” Queen Amina said, stepping a little closer to him. “You have surpassed nearly everyone who beat you in the competition.”

As she spoke, the queen retained stern expression. Every time El saw her up close, she felt surprised at how old the woman looked—wrinkles under her eyes, drooping skin beneath her neck. But somehow, she was always alert. Always regal. Always calm. Always terrifying.

“Congratulations on being most improved and landing as our second-best recruit,” she finished. “We are proud to have you as one of our fighter pilots.”

Ray gave another bow, and the queen stepped forward again. El gritted her teeth and swallowed. If Queen Amina had decided to speak to Ray, that meant El was next. 

“Eleanor of Southgreen.” 

El gave a small bow, reminding herself to stay calm, no matter how intense the queen’s expression became. She wondered if Ri had ever mentioned her to his mother. Part of her hoped not. But she was certain the queen wouldn’t say anything to indicate she knew. Not now, at any rate.

“You have surpassed our expectations repeatedly throughout your training. Congratulations on being our top recruit.”

El bowed again, heat rushing to her cheeks.

“We expect great things from you in the future.”

El bowed again, grateful for the opportunity to hide her face again.

Fortunately, the queen quickly diverted her attention back to the crowd. Prince Rian hastily stepped back out of her way as Queen Amina abruptly turned and raised her arms to the crowd. “And now, let us celebrate!”

Everyone cheered as the music commenced. The recruits broke formation and began to blend into the crowd, but before El could get offstage, she found Ri’s hand on her arm.

“The queen would like to have a private word with you,” he murmured in her ear. 

El’s heart raced, as it always did when Ri was around, and it was currently made even worse by the sensation of his hand on her arm and his breath on her cheek. Of course, she had spent a great deal of effort trying to ignore him for the last two years. No fraternizing with your superior officer, that was the rule. And for Ri, there was no fraternizing with the recruits. Ri was nothing if not a stickler for the rules. Not to mention, El hadn’t wanted to do anything to jeopardize becoming a fighter jet pilot. Romance could wait. Her future couldn’t.

“Um, yeah,” she replied. Why was his face so close to hers? She hadn’t officially graduated yet. 

A small grin spread across his face. He knew. He knew exactly what effect he was having on her. And he was doing it on purpose. What a lout. An extremely handsome lout.

“In her chambers,” he added. 

The queen had already exited the room, and a short distance behind Ri, the high chancellor stood waiting.

“Ma’am.” The high chancellor bowed slightly to El. “If you’ll please follow me.”

“Roger will take you there,” Ri said, grinning, “and I’ll meet you by the food tables when you’re done.”

Ri always did love the food tables.

El gave him a half smile and followed high chancellor to the elevator.

Up and up and up they rode, for what seemed like forever. In silence, to boot. Though she’d only met him a few times, she knew the high chancellor was not one for chitchat—probably because he held too many secrets in his head. Too much casual conversation with the wrong person, and he might accidentally let something slip. At least she didn’t have to worry about saying something stupid.

When they finally arrived at the queen’s chambers, the high chancellor motioned for El to wait at the ornate marble doors, and then entered. Two guards stood on either side of the door, wearing equally ridiculous costumes as El’s. 

“Coming to see the queen, eh?” one of the guards asked with a grin.

El frowned at him. 

“Shut up, Liam.” The other guard shot him a glare. “You’re not supposed to talk to the queen’s visitors.”

“No, you shut up, Darla,” Liam retorted. He rolled his eyes and grinned at El. “She’s always so uptight about the rules.”

“Rules are there for a reason, I suppose,” El replied, her mind working in overdrive. Was this some kind of test? A measure of her trustworthiness? Was the queen watching? Her eyes flicked to the camera that recorded everything that happened in the hallway. Definitely a test. Or at least it made sense for her to assume so.

“Ugh, not you too.” Liam sighed and leaned back. “Great outfit, by the way.”

El shot him a glare just as the door opened behind him, where the high chancellor stood motioning for El to enter. “Please follow me this way,” he said formally.

The high chancellor led El into what appeared to be a sitting room filled with elegant furniture, bookcases loaded with books, beautiful decorations such as marble busts of the leaders of foreign worlds, and exquisite paintings—and not to mention, lush, thick carpets. She couldn’t even imagine living in this kind of luxury. And to think, Ri grew up like this! Though he lived in the Military District now, which maintained a much more austere and utilitarian atmosphere.

“Wait right here.” The high chancellor vanished through a door on the other side of the room, while El stood at attention in the center of a large round throw rug placed on top of the thick carpets. Rugs on top of rugs. Luxury, she wondered, or unnecessary extravagance? 

A moment later, the queen appeared in the doorway. The high chancellor was nowhere to be seen.

“Eleanor.” The queen had changed her clothes from her elegant formalwear to loose cotton navy pants and a yellow shirt, though with hair still piled in braids on her head. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.” El bowed, her heart racing. She’d never been alone with the queen before. And, in fact, the queen had only spoken directly to her twice—twenty minutes ago at the ceremony, and two years ago, during the ceremony after El had won the competition. All of the other times El had been in the queen’s presence (three times, to be precise) since had been for formal events during which they did not exchange words.

“Please, have a seat.” The queen gestured to a chair near El and gracefully sat down on a settee across from it. “Would you like some tea?”

“Oh, no thank you, Your Highness,” El replied nervously, sinking down into the chair. She perched on the edge, shoulders straight and chin up, hoping the large hat wouldn’t make her look too ridiculous. She wondered absently if she should have taken it off, but the queen didn’t seem to care one way or the other. She knew the queen wanted her to relax a little, but she found she simply couldn’t. Not in front of Queen Amina, High Ruler of Rove City.

“I’m sure you’re wondering why I’ve requested your presence here,” Queen Amina said with a small smile. 

“Yes, ma’am.” El kept her eyes lowered, unable to continue meeting the queen’s gaze.

Unfortunately, the queen noticed. “You can look at me, dear,” she said, a smile in her voice. “I promise I’m not that scary.”

“Sorry, Your Highness.” El forced her eyes up to meet the queen’s.

The queen laughed. “Oh please, you’re not the first person I’ve had up here who’s felt nervous. I completely understand. I am the queen, after all.”

El nodded, slightly less nervous, but also a little confused about how she was supposed to feel and act.

“Anyway,” the queen said with a smile, “I have a proposition for you. It’s a choice, of course, and you have no obligation to participate. I have... shall we call it, a private team of...” She pursed her lips as if trying to decide how to explain it. “...various people with... various skills. The Queen’s Guard, they call themselves.”

El’s eyes widened. She’d heard whispers of the Queen’s Guard, though most didn’t believe the group really existed. Most thought it was just a rumor. The whispers included details like assassinations, spies, and secret missions, but most those who truly believed it existed preferred the more mundane explanation—sometimes the queen needed stuff done efficiently and effectively. They were just specially skilled servants, essentially.

“They are due to go on a mission tomorrow, however, one of the pilots was injured during a training activity and won’t be able to go. Would you be willing to take her place?”

El’s jaw dropped. Obviously she would do it. Who in her position would say no? That would be idiotic. Except... “I... but... I haven’t graduated yet. Not officially.” Surely the queen had plenty of fully trained and licensed pilots she could select, didn’t she?

The queen waved one hand. “That’s a formality, and you know it. You are as good a flyer as nearly all of my pilots, and better than most, in fact.”

“What is the mission?” El asked.

“Well, I can’t give you all the specifics until you agree,” the queen said, “but it’s a recon mission to a nearby planet. Have you ever seen snow?”

El’s eyes widened. Snow! She’d seen pictures, of course. But never in real life. 

“Yes,” she said, and then abruptly corrected, “I mean, no, I’ve never seen snow; yes, I’ll participate in the mission.”

The queen smiled. “I’m glad to hear it. Especially because I have a secret task for you. And I know my son’s fondness for you means you can be trusted.”

El swallowed. The queen knew about her and Ri. This shouldn’t be that surprising, of course, as she was the queen of Rove City. But the weight of this knowledge was quickly subsumed by the words, “secret task.” El’s nervousness, which had somewhat subsided with thoughts of snow and planets, suddenly skyrocketed.

“Secret?” Her heart raced.

The queen nodded. “I am beginning to suspect that one of my guard is... well, selling secrets. I have some ideas about the type of secrets and to whom. But I have no proof.”

El stared at the queen. A traitor? A conspiracy? And she was entrusting El, of all people, with the secret? Because Ri liked her?

“I would like you to do a little digging. Some simple chitchat, be curious, friendly, you know. Nothing major. Keep an eye on the others as you help them complete the task I’ve assigned the Queen’s Guard as a whole.”

“Why... why me?”

“You’re our most promising graduate!” the queen replied with a kind smile. “And I need someone who can ask any range of questions and simply be curious. A sort of... innocence, I guess. You can say, ‘why are we doing it this way?’ and they won’t suspect your motives. Not to mention, you’re new blood. You probably haven’t even met these pilots. You don’t know them and they don’t know you. That will be... good, to say the least. It will give you an edge. They might not trust you, of course, but likely their distrust will be centered around your abilities. They won’t assume you have ulterior motivations, since you don’t have enough connections or history for that. And, as our top graduate, they’ll not question why I chose you, and your skills will likely engender at least a begrudging respect.”

El nodded and took a deep breath. “I will do my best. Thank you for entrusting this to me.”

“Please note, I do not expect you to return with answers to all of my questions. But pay attention. Learn as much as you can. Any information is helpful.”

El nodded furiously. Of course. Absolutely. An assignment directly from the queen! It was the opportunity of a lifetime. It could guarantee her career success—and she hadn’t even graduated yet! It could also destroy her career if she failed, but she had no intention of doing that. 

“We will speak upon your return,” the queen continued. “And please, tell no one of your trip. Not even Prince Rian, though I know he is your commanding officer. Report to the lower dock at dawn tomorrow. You will be briefed with all additional information during your flight.”

El nodded but frowned slightly. “I have drills in the morning. His Highness will notice if I don’t show up.”

“I will handle my son,” the queen said with a smile. 

El nodded. She didn’t like not telling him, but this was an assignment from the queen! Ri would learn about it soon enough. And an order from the queen always trumped an order from Ri.

“Thank you for this opportunity, Your Majesty.” El stood to bow, adjusting the terrible hat flopping awkwardly forward as she did so.

“Feel free to return to your party!” The queen stood as well. “And thank you for your service to the Crown.”

The queen gave a graceful gesture toward the door behind her. Immediately, it opened and the high chancellor stepped into the room. He bowed to the queen and escorted El to the door, led her down the hall to the elevator, and halted at the entrance to the ballroom. 

“Thank you,” he said and strode away.

“Uh, you’re welcome,” El said to his retreating back, wondering if she should have been the one to thank him. 

She stood in the empty hallway for a few minutes, staring through the window at the partygoers inside. They were all cheerfully eating, drinking, and dancing the night away in celebration of the fighter jet recruits. The near-graduates were all too obvious in their dress uniforms, clearly uncomfortable and constantly adjusting them. Most had removed the awkward hats, and a few had even removed their jackets to reveal their sweaty blue t-shirts underneath—now that the queen was gone, of course.

Taking a deep breath, El pushed open the door.

“There you are!” Ri appeared at her elbow, a wide grin on his face. “What did Mom want?”

El shook her head. “Just to congratulate me, you know, for being top of my class.” Lying to him felt weird. Uncomfortable. Awkward. She didn’t like it.

Ri didn’t like it either. He frowned. “She told you not to tell me, huh?”

El turned her gaze away from him and stared out at the crowd. “How’s the food?”

“Hm.” His frown deepened slightly as he followed her to the food tables piled with mountains of breads, cheeses, fruits, and appetizers. It was quite a spread, featuring elegant and exotic dishes that couldn’t be found anywhere else in the city, and certainly not in the Military District, where she now lived.

“Why don’t we take an evening stroll?” Ri suggested. 

“Shouldn’t you be, you know, networking? Congratulating your recruits? Or whatever?” El tried to smile as she gestured toward the crowd filled with government officials, socialites, and business owners.

Ri leaned forward, his lips barely touching her ear, and whispered, “You do know you’re also graduating soon, right? I’m trying to congratulate you, Recruit Number One.”

Her heart began to pound. 

“That means,” he continued, his breath hot on her cheek, “certain rules will no longer apply.”

“Yes... but... I... I...” she stuttered and then scowled up at him. He had a grin on his face, clearly enjoying this far too much. “I haven’t graduated yet.”

He raised his eyebrows and put his hands up in mock innocence. “I wasn’t suggesting anything, m’lady, other than a midnight stroll. Perhaps a brief visit to the local greenhouse.” 

El found herself laughing at his absurdity. Of course she wanted to go for a stroll with him. But she knew she needed to wake up early in the morning, and it was already quite late. Not to mention, it was a good distance back to the Military District.

“I have to get going, actually,” she said. “I have to wake up early.”

“I see.” Ri gave her a contemplative stare. The recruits had the morning off, and he knew it. “In that case, I will see you tomorrow.” He grinned and doffed an imaginary hat. 
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