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            FIRST MEETING

          

          JANUARY 2055

        

      

    

    
      Dammit, he wouldn’t do this. Not to her.

      “Would it make a difference if I told you I was a Barón?”

      “Perhaps,” Arinna snapped, “if this were a Jane Austin novel.”

      “Arinna, it is just a lunch date!”

      “I heard the stories. It is never just lunch with you, Byran. Excuse me - Baron Vasquez, I am married. Happily, actually.”

      Byran sat back in the café chair, crossing his arms while giving her that trouble-making smile that Arinna wouldn’t admit jumped her pulse. His black hair and dusky skin contrasted with a white shirt that cost more than she made in a month. Everything about him exuded his heritage and confidence.

      “Then why are you here talking to me?” he asked. Two weeks and she already hated him.

      “The only reason Michael hasn’t gone to the ambassador,” she said, “is because I assured him I could make you back off. That is why I’m here. You’ve been ... impossible since the holiday ball. Why do they even hold such things anymore?”

      “You should learn to appreciate a good party. They are a way to forget how crazy the world is getting.” Byran leaned back enough to sweep her with his eyes and gave her a wicked smile. “And happy 2055, by the way. Since you haven’t let me say it in person before now.”

      “Let you say? You can’t track me down in the embassy whenever you like or call and say it is for an important meeting. Do you want to lose your job? Or make me lose mine?”

      He sulked. “Allow you to be sent back to that agujero de mierda of a country? No. I’d rather you stay here.” Byran held up a hand as she prepared to berate him. “But you are wrong. I’m not trying to interfere. I am trying to help.”

      “How is stalking me a help?” Arinna hissed, keeping her voice low. The customers seated at nearby tables glanced toward their animated discussion. Arinna sat back, her hands shaking too much to reach for her teacup.

      She wasn’t certain what to do. If she were home, she would demand Byran’s arrest. But here, in the EU, the rules she knew didn’t apply. And if she caused too much of a fuss, she’d be replaced and sent home. She had to handle this for herself and for Michael. Arinna squeezed the bridge of her nose, strategizing how to deal with Byran.

      He was watching her without the amusement that had lit his eyes at the ball as well as the beginning of this hastily arranged meeting. Michael had agreed to its necessity, but not liked the idea. Arinna expected to see him through the front windows, watching them from across the street.

      “I forget how different it must be for you,” he said, refocusing her scattered attention. “You are unmoored here, aren’t you? No military law to organize everything you can and cannot do.”

      Arinna swallowed hard, refusing to admit how right he was. “What of it?”

      “Don’t you wonder why all the previous occupants of your post failed?”

      “Terissa’s term was over and she was rotated out. I was rotated in. She didn’t fail.”

      “After six months? Please, no embassy has that short of a staff rotation. She wasn’t effective. They sent you, hoping you will be more so. Just like her previous counterpart and the one before that.”

      Arinna’s mouth was dry. She reached for her tea, savoring the warmth of the cup in her hands as she took a sip. The day was cool for Madrid, so everyone said. It was cool compared to home. Two weeks had not been adequate to acclimatize. Across the café table, Byran watched her with the same observant look. Doubt grew in her like a strangling vine.

      “So you are trying to say you haven’t been stalking me since the ball, but that this is your way of offering to help me succeed? Why?” The last came out forcefully, fueled by exasperation.

      “What can I say? You seem different from your fellow countrymen. I thought you might even have been enjoying yourself.”

      “Hardly. Fun is against the law in the USA.”

      Byran shot her an amused glance over his coffee cup, one that warmed his eyes. Arinna was dry-mouthed again.

      “See? I’ve not met anyone else from the New States who’d dare make that joke. I like you. Are you happy? I admit it - you are beautiful, and you are unfortunately married,” he added hurriedly as she opened her mouth. “As well as possessing a smart sense of humor. What is wrong with liking you? You are too good for that country you call home. I cannot believe a delicate redhead with such blue, blue eyes can be from such a cesspool. You should stay here in Spain. I can help you.”

      “I can imagine what you want to help me with.”

      “I might surprise you,” he said with a grin, something wicked and a little wild in his looks. It didn’t add to her confidence that he wasn’t going to cause more trouble.

      Arinna shifted in her chair. “I doubt it, considering what I’ve heard about you,” she shot back.

      “You’ve been interested enough to research me. Bueno! I will behave, as you say,” he added. “If you will at least treat me as a friend.”

      “I didn’t think you knew any women with whom you were just friends,” Arinna said, sitting back in her chair, and trying to measure his sincerity. It was hopeless. She hadn’t known Byran long enough to be able to read him. Not to mention that he refused to conform to any standard she tried to place him in. Arinna had never expected the EU to feel so alien.

      “Ah see, you will be good for me,” he said, leaning forward to squeeze her hand and immediately letting go when he saw the spark in her eye telling him he’d not merely crossed a boundary, but had leapt over it doing the salsa. He leaned back, grinning again.

      She wanted to hit him. Instead, she laughed. Damn her if she couldn’t tell him to leave her alone and make it stick. Two weeks she’d been telling him or avoiding him, and it led up to this. “I’m not going to lunch with you. Or dinner, so don’t ask. And don’t call my embassy every day. We danced at the ball. That is it. Everyone thinks we’re having an affair!”

      “Well you certainly weren’t with your husband that night.”

      The comment and look in his eyes scalded her cheeks. “He was there meeting other staff and our NATO officers, networking.”

      “If you were my wife, I wouldn’t leave you unattended,” Byran said low enough she leaned forward to hear. “You need connections to succeed. Correct?”

      Arinna nodded, too flustered to trust her voice or words.

      “I will introduce you. Your counterparts do it wrong. They barge in like your military government and demand quick answers. That isn’t how it is done here. I’ll show you.”

      She’d wondered if Byran understood the risk he put her in. What did a handsome Spanish baron know of famine and riots? Back home, if a state wasn’t being shredded by the weather, it was being torn apart by its populace. The militarized government kept tight control, at least of the things it could. The EU was strained, drought and unrest more common than in decades past. But Europe rose above the darkness spreading through the rest of the world. It had food, industry, and stability. Byran had a sport’s car for goodness sakes.

      But now she wondered what she understood of Europe. Its people hadn’t grown up with gunfights over food or with martial law locking down riots while the military organized relief after the most recent storm.

      Thoughts like that made his company dangerous, Arinna thought, rubbing her forehead. But he might be right. He might give her an edge others before her hadn’t had. Others who had failed and been sent home with no promotion to help in a turbulent world and a deeply troubled country.

      “Okay,” she said in answer, pulse picking up a step. “But only work related! Nothing else, understand?”

      “Yes. We are to be work friends,” Byran said, purring the final word.

      Arinna meant to say, “As long as you respect my boundaries.” Instead, she shook her head at the glint in his eye and how he unrolled a smile, fighting one of her own.

      “Yes, work friends,” she choked out, attempting to be serious. Which was not going to be easy with him. “We’ll only see each other in our official duties.”

      “Good! What are you doing tomorrow?”
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        * * *

      

      “You had tea with Count le Marc and his heir ... what is his name?”

      “Jacque,” Arinna answered, pulling off her boots. She eyed the worn scuffs on the toes. Polished silver and fine porcelain cups sprang to mind. “Damn him,” she swore under her breath. To Michael, she added, “He is an actual baron. The family is political. He grew up with most of the elite sons and daughters of Europe.”

      “Yes, I know,” Michael said, bending to kiss her forehead.

      “You researched him,” Arinna replied with a laugh.

      “You are not the only tactician in the family,” he teased.

      “So you see how useful he can be? One day, and I’m on first names with the best political dynasty of France!”

      “Yes, well, I think he was trying to impress you.”

      Arinna waved her hand. “So what? I can use Byran. If he wants to introduce me to everyone of importance in Europe, why not let him?”

      “Are you certain you’re fine with this? With spending time with him? You seemed ... unnerved last week,” Michael asked, his light hazel eyes concerned.

      “I misread him. I thought,” Arinna shook her head, dismissing old ideas. “Well, I still don’t entirely trust him. But if our assignment is to build connections, then he can be useful.”

      “Useful, yes. But that doesn’t mean he is worth the risk. I heard the rumors,” Michael said.

      “He tries to tumble every woman on staff at every embassy in town. Do you really think he’d interest me?” Arinna asked, snorting at the idea. Michael chuckled as well, sliding his arms against her waist when she turned to check the contents of the fridge. The dinner choices overwhelmed her nightly. Most of the produce they had here was beyond their budget in the States.

      “I think if he touched you, you’d most likely drop him to his knees before he blinked,” Michael said, voice husky as he whispered into her ear.

      “Oh, like our first meeting?” Arinna said, leaning back to swipe his lips with a kiss.

      Michael’s smile brightened the grey flecks in his eyes. “What is it?” Michael said, as Arinna’s gaze remained on him.

      “Old memories,” Arinna said, shaking her head before pulling out a packet of cheese. “Remember when we used to camp in the Outlands and explored those empty towns back before I finished college?”

      “Of course. It is where I spent my time when not flying. Other girls I dated wanted to go to nice restaurants. You wanted to explore places emptied of people by disease and tempests, tempting fate to see ruins. Not that I ever minded spending a weekend in a tent with you.”

      “Hah. We were both immune to HALO, why would I worry about old contagions? I barely remember when the world was so full, before the diseases.”

      Michael looked over at her as he put a pot on the stove. “It’s not like you to think about the past,” he said. “Are you sure you are alright here? It was a difficult choice to come to the EU.”

      “Really, I’m fine. It is an adjustment. I’d barely been off the east coast, but for our little explorations inland. Maybe I’m a little homesick, but it hasn’t been a month yet. I’ll adjust.”

      Thankfully Michael let it go, turning on the stove instead of replying. To herself, Arinna admitted how much easier the States had been despite the problems of the last decade with its devastating storms, droughts, and fires. The only thing she hated about the new military government had been when they’d locked down the Outlands. She’d loved those wild and empty places, witnessing a world unlike any before with a world population not seen since the 1970’s.

      She’d enlisted, just like Michael, because of the riots that erupted after hurricane Lempert drowned Florida when she was fifteen. Because if she didn’t fight the chaos, she would become part of it. The riots after hurricane Dexter devastated New York in 2048 proved she’d made the right choice. They’d needed the military and its martial law to control the fighting and organize relief aid. That was also the year she met Michael. It had been her first as a student in West Point and his first as a new officer in the Air Force, fresh from his two years of training.

      She’d never dreamed of going so far from home. Here in Spain, they were with a handful of embassy staff, most pseudo-military rather than having actually served in the forces. The military government was only three years old and still adapting to be more than a defensive force. She and Michael had left their country and traditional military careers behind for this assignment. Their altered government needed allies, food, and new industry to rebuild from the chaos of the decade before. Her country had changed, but it was growing strong again. She wanted to help.

      That was why they were here. Why she had to adapt to Europe and its ambiguous rules of conduct of who was entitled to what rank and privilege. It made no sense. Byran was the first person who had bothered to explain any of it to her. She never would have imagined she’d be grateful to him.

      “What about you? How are you doing? You gave up flying for this assignment. We could be here at least a year, assuming we are moderately successful,” she asked her husband, realizing that she at least had Byran showing her around.

      “I miss flying, of course. But it’s hard to start a family if my feet are never on the ground. Besides,” he added, more serious, “I’m DSS and dealing with the intelligence and orders coming through. Most of my day isn’t much different from home. I just don’t get into a plane right now. It’ll be worth it when we go back. My rank will be high enough that I can train or command and still come home to you.”

      “That would be nice,” Arinna replied, imaging a life returned to normal after this ordeal was over. For that possible life, she could struggle through her time in Europe. “Byran already has another visit set up for the day after tomorrow, but he won’t tell me where.”

      “You really are going to spend time with Byran and let him take you around?” Michael asked after a pause. His tone and sudden stillness made Arinna glance up from the tomato she was slicing.

      “I ... yes. For now at least. He really has been useful despite having to fight him off and remind him constantly that I’m happily married.”

      Michael snorted, crossing his arms as he leaned against the kitchen counter. He didn’t laugh.

      “If you don’t mind? I think he can give us an advantage. All the previous incumbents of this post didn’t last six months. I checked into it.”

      Michael frowned. “He might be useful. Just, Arinna, be careful around him.”

      “You really don’t like him, do you?” Arinna asked, walking over to slip her arms under Michael’s. The tension left Michael’s frame as he pulled her against his chest.

      “No. I don’t like the interest he has in my wife.”
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        * * *

      

      “You look quite beautiful today,” Byran said, glancing over at her.

      Arinna waited for the inappropriate remark to follow. When Byran said nothing else, she glanced at him. He was focused on the road ahead. Which was good. They were cruising at nearly a hundred.

      Beyond Byran lay rolling hills flashing by at a pace that should have felt far too quick. It definitely shouldn’t make her grin. Sunlight warmed her face, falling through the open top of Byran’s convertible. The world raced by, wind streaming around the car. But she and Byran were insulated from it, bathing in sunlight and music. It was so easy to forget herself.

      “I figured if you were going to drag me to every politician, duke, and prince for tea, I’d better do some shopping.”

      “You should get a dress, something lightweight for the summer.”

      Ah, there was the comment. At least the thought. “Byran, I will never wear so much as a skirt around you.”

      She didn’t even need to open her eyes to see the wolf’s grin on his face.

      “So do you want to know where I’m taking you?”

      “No.”

      Byran darted a glance toward her. The car veered into the other lane.

      “For God’s sake, Byran! If you are going to drive this fast, please keep us on the road.” Arinna swore, pushing herself out of her relaxed pose.

      The car oscillated once more before stabilizing in its hurtling orbit. A mile went by before Byran broke the silence. “You are getting used to our game then?”

      Arinna rolled her eyes at his lack of apology. “By game, if you mean ‘work related outing,’ then it is easier to find out where we are going when we get there than trying to get it out of you beforehand.”

      “I could be just taking you for a drive down the coast.”

      “In which case, this will be our last work related outing.”

      “Ah see, I think you are starting to enjoy this. No,” Byran interrupted as Arinna began to respond. “I know the truth. It is good to see you are having fun. I won’t tell. You said it is against the law.”

      Arinna’s exasperated sigh held a hint of laughter. She knew it. Byran did too. He sang to the music as he floored the gas pedal.

      When they pulled up at a gated compound half an hour later, Arinna realized this visit was different from the last five. She sat up, smoothing her blouse as she looked down the long drive.

      “Where are we?”

      Byran didn’t stop at the gatehouse, but rolled through at a steady pace. The gate swung open a breath ahead of the car.

      “Ambassador Eldridge’s compound.”

      “The ambassador for the UK? You hang out with Ambassador Eldridge enough the guards don’t stop you at the gate?”

      “I’m friends with his son,” Byran said with a grin.

      “Of course you are,” Arinna deadpanned. She frowned as a thought stirred. “He lives less than an hour from Madrid. We’ve been driving for over three.”

      “I took the long way. Scenic route as you say?”

      She nearly hit him, but a worse realization occurred to her. “Please, Byran, don’t tell me we showed up at an ambassador’s house unannounced because you are friends with his son!”

      “Okay, I will not tell you,” he said, tossing her a wink as he opened his door.

      She considered not getting out of the car. But Byran walked to her side, opening the door like she was royalty ... or a prisoner. She felt like the latter. Byran waited for the space of a breath before he leaned closer, moving to see her face since Arinna sat staring straight ahead.

      “Byran, so help me if you get me fired,” she hissed, forcing strength into her voice to offset the liquid fear in her.

      “We are expected! I want you to meet my best friend. You know I would not do anything to get you sent back to that country. I don’t want you gone as much as you look like you don’t want to go back. Trust me.”

      “I haven’t known you even four months, Byran. How would I know if you’d dragged me somewhere with no plan?” Arinna said, brushing moisture from her cheek before swinging her feet out of the car. “And what have you done to earn my trust?” she asked as she stood.

      They stared at each other a moment. Byran finally glanced away. He placed a hand on her shoulder to guide her up the steps.

      “I will be a better friend, I promise,” he said to her quietly.

      The time it took to be shown into the study was enough for Arinna to shake off her fears. They were there now. She had to make the most of it. When the door opened, she was ready. But even Byran appeared surprised by who walked in.

      “Mr. Eldridge!”

      “Good afternoon, Byran, and Ms. Prescot was it?” Ambassador Eldridge asked, giving Arinna’s offered hand a squeeze. He stood a fraction taller than Byran, granting him a younger and more vigorous appearance than his light grey hair suggested. “Derrick was called home. His uncle is ill, my late wife’s brother,” he said to Arinna. “He told me you were coming and I said I would entertain you both, no need to call and cancel. Very noble of you, Byran, introducing Ms. Prescot to other embassy staff. Please come. There is tea in the back parlor. It gets lovely sun this time of year. Oh, and Charles Lewin will be joining us. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Thank you, Ambassador Eldridge,” Arinna answered. “It is a pleasure to meet you and very gracious of you to take the time.” Eldridge waved the gratitude away as he escorted them through the house.

      “Who is Charles Lewin?” Byran whispered in her ear.

      “Minister Lewin. He is on the UK Defense Council, liaison with NATO.” Arinna glanced at Byran, who shook his head. “For working as PR staff at the Spanish embassy, you really aren’t into politics are you?” Arinna asked with a laugh.

      “And you are,” Byran responded as they turned into a sunlit room.

      “I am a political officer for the embassy,” she pointed out.

      Introductions were made. Lewin offered a firm handshake, his neat suit not hiding broad shoulders or efficient movements. All of which hinted at Lewin’s military training. Arinna kept her guard but felt relaxed around the tall, black man whose eyes were kind as he evaluated her and Byran.

      The conversation remained polite for almost an hour. Tea and sandwiches were served along with comments on the coming spring, the new road along the Costa del Sol, and the flooding in the UK. Arinna waited, sensing an undercurrent. It was not her place to steer the conversation.

      “You were active in the military, were you not Ms. Prescot?” Minister Lewin asked. Arinna released her tension on an outward breath. Now, they would talk.

      “Yes. Four years,” she answered, pleasantly.

      “I didn’t know that,” Byran said, disgruntled.

      “You never asked,” she pointed out. Byran shrugged.

      “Was that before or after hurricane Dexter and the riots on the east coast?” Eldridge asked.

      “After. Dexter happened my first year of West Point.”

      “Tactical training, wasn’t it?” Lewin asked over the rim of his cup, eyes holding no doubt of the answer.

      “Yes. Military tactics and strategy.”

      “So what do you think of the USA’s response,” Eldridge asked fluidly, as if it were the natural flow of conversation ... or very well rehearsed.

      “In regards to?”

      Lewin offered polite laughter. “The riots after Dexter, the personal weapons quota, the roundup of excess weapons in depots?” Lewin waved a hand to encompass all the policies enacted since 2048 and the response after Dexter.

      “The laws were, of course, unfortunately necessary,” Arinna answered by rote. “The riots were ... terrible. Dexter destroyed New York, but it also badly damaged Boston. After the riots, the city was unlivable.”

      “Yes, but military rule of the government? That doesn’t seem extreme to you?” Lewin asked, leaning forward.

      “Extreme,” Arinna paused on the word. “The military rule started the year after I graduated from West Point. I was already active duty by then. It felt like ... a blessing. We finally were able to restore order and dissipate the chaos.”

      Byran shifted uncomfortably.

      “It isn’t a popular sentiment in Europe,” Arinna acknowledged. “Things have been bad here, for certain. But you retain a large portion of your agriculture and manufacturing. You’ve lost cities to the flooding, and people to HALO. I don’t know what it felt like to you the last decade, but I can tell you that I have only vague memories of a life that didn’t involve fighting. Lempert took out Miami and the Everglades when I was twelve. HALO hit when I was fifteen. There has been little but fighting for supplies and clean water for years. Most states were under martial law before the government transitioned to military control. At least under the new military government, there is no fighting in the street anymore. Sections of cities have rebuilt.”

      “So you have no problem with the loss of democracy and the suspension of voting?” Lewin asked.

      “Of course. But it is temporary.” Arinna set her cup down and leaned forward. “The change in the US government has made the EU uncomfortable. You cannot imagine the chaos we were dealing with back home. We’ve had to reorganize states, abandon others as unsustainable due to the storms, pollution, or cost of repairing infrastructure. The choices are difficult and politically unpopular. Which is why politics was taken out of the equation. Once things settle, the government will revert. For now, the military does the best it can to select acceptable leaders.”

      “Yes, the military. And here you are with a qualified background and at a strategic post making connections,” Eldridge mused. “You do not aspire to a leadership position, do you, Ms. Prescot?”

      “To rise higher than Warrant Officer? Certainly. I want to help guide the country. But I would think by the time I returned and was promoted, we will have returned to a democracy. I will help as a peacekeeper, not a politician,” she answered. Eldridge broke eye contact, glancing away thoughtfully.

      “You support all of your government’s, excuse me, military’s policies then?” Lewin asked flatly.

      “No,” Arinna said with amusement. She sat back in her chair. “I think the weapons depots are a mistake. They make too tempting of a target for those who are unhappy with the current state of things.”

      “Yes, but obviously they are protected,” Lewin responded.

      “Yes. But people can be bribed, soldiers can be lax. There are too many, spread too far apart to be strategically and efficiently monitored. Though I cannot say how many or where, of course.”

      “I’m with NATO. I know how many weapons bunkers there are,” Lewin said.

      “You know how many they told you there are,” Arinna answered. Lewin put his teacup down.

      Eldridge snorted. “Did you really think the USA liaisons with NATO disclosed everything?” he asked Lewin. To Arinna he said, “My son served with the British Army. It is a shame you could not meet him today.”

      “Yes, it is,” Byran said with a yawn.

      “My apologies, Baron Vasquez. I did not mean for the talk to trend toward military topics. But what do you expect with three, at least, interested in defense in the room?”

      Byran’s easy smile took on a cold cast. But his response was interrupted by a knock on the door. Eldridge rose to speak to his servant. The humor fell from his face, glance darting to Lewin.

      “You should return to your embassy, Ms. Prescot. I think you will be needed there,” Eldridge said, returning but not sitting down.

      “Why? What has happened?” Arinna asked, rising to her feet along with Byran.

      “We’ve just had news of an attack, a large one, in the USA.”

      “Where?”

      “New Chicago. A group has claimed responsibility. They call themselves the FLF, Freedom Liberation Front. Have you heard of them?” Eldridge asked, waving for Lewin to stay behind as he escorted Byran and Arinna out of the room.

      “No. There are several groups that formed in response to the martial law. But I don’t recognize that name.”

      Eldridge paused, holding her gaze. “You should.” The moment passed as he turned, indicating a waiting maid. “Clara will see you out. Have a safe drive back,” he said as he left them.

      “I didn’t know any of that about you,” Byran said as he drove them back to Madrid. Thoughts circling on the conversation with Eldridge, Arinna had forgotten about his presence.

      “Well, you are usually too busy showing off to ask about my childhood,” she responded, blushing at the words as soon as they were spoken. “Byran, I ...”

      “No. It is true,” he said, surprising her with his unruffled ownership of a fault. Michael would have stormed off. The comparison sent a jolt of confusion through her. She looked away, hoping it didn’t show on her face. “You, though, you seem more than a political officer,” he added, voice serious but without accusation.

      “What would you think a political officer for a country under a military government and stationed at a foreign office would be like?” she asked, careful her voice betrayed no nervousness. “I kept my rank. I am military.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t think they’d be so cute.”

      Arinna rolled her eyes, not fighting the smile he elicited.
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        * * *

      

      “FLF?” Michael asked.

      “Freedom Liberation Front,” Arinna told him. “Ambassador Eldridge made it seem that we should have heard of them. You haven’t either?”

      “No. I can ask,” he offered.

      “Quietly,” she cautioned.

      “You got the impression we haven’t been told about them on purpose?” Michael asked, amused. His smile evaporated when she didn’t answer. “Our country wouldn’t lie to us.”

      Arinna leaned across the table and took his hands. “How many diplomats and foreign officers are here under the same orders? We’ve seen the change over in staff at this embassy. We’re lucky to have lasted this long. And that’s it. I’m starting to realize how replaceable we are if we don’t create the connections they want,” Arinna said, not wanting to admit how much she’d come to question their assignment. Some days it felt like they’d been shipped to a minefield without any warning and no map. “If this is something high up back home, why would they tell us? We aren’t exactly in the loop of terrorist threats and containment over here.”

      “I’ll see what comes over the bulletins the next few days. And there are a few people outside our operation I could ask,” Michael said, giving her hand a squeeze.

      “How bad was the attack?” she asked.

      “From the reports, the blast took out half the city.”

      “How did they locate the materials to make a bomb that big? There aren’t enough unregulated supplies or ammo for that.”

      “Black market could have improved since we left?” Michael hazarded.

      “In four months?”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Michael said, leaning into his chair. “After what you heard from Ambassador Eldridge, you think they got government supplies. Someone let them into a depot.”

      “It is the only thing that makes sense.”

      “From where we are sitting.”

      “Which is out of the loop,” Arinna admitted with a sigh. Michael would never doubt his commander or his country. These days, those amounted to the same thing. “You’ll tell me if you hear more?”

      “Of course.” Michael said, giving her a smile that touched his hazel eyes. It stirred a memory of a campsite in the wilderness when they had been explorers of abandoned worlds. “How was your day with Byran?”

      “Oh please, if I talk about it I’ll get mad again.”

      “That bad?” Michael asked, amused.

      “I thought we had shown up at the Ambassador’s unannounced.” The choking memory of sitting in Byran’s car flooded her again. “He drives too fast, he never listens, he ...”

      “He took you to the Ambassador’s where Minister Lewin was waiting.” Michael said, taking her hand and then pulling her to his chest. “You made more progress in contacts this last month than I have in the four we’ve been here,” he added, kissing her scalp.

      “I don’t know if he is worth it.”

      Michael chuckled at her exasperated tone.

      Arinna used the attacks as an excuse to avoid Byran for a few days. Not that there was much to do. But she needed the break from him. The blast and hunt for suspects afterwards consumed all resources, at least those in the US. Communication to the embassy in Spain dropped to a few scattered updates or obscure questions. It was nearly a week since the attack before Michael came home, expression serious.

      “You heard something?”

      Michael shook his head. “Not about who they are looking for or that group, the FLF. We have orders.” Michael finished, cutting off Arinna before she could speak. Her mind went blank.

      “They are recalling us.”

      “No,” Michael paused. “You don’t want to go home?” His steady gaze splintered her thoughts.

      Blushing, Arinna glanced away. “No! I ... it’s just.” Arinna took a deep breath and looked back at her husband. “I’ve seen the families here, and at home, and ... here it’s different. It reminds me when I was a kid, before the fighting in the streets and the riots. Children run and laugh and don’t just play war. I didn’t believe this sort of world existed. I ... I’ve been thinking. Michael, this is where I want to start our family. Then when the US stabilizes, we’ll go back. I know how important that is to you.”

      It was his turn to be at a loss for words. Finally he stammered, “You’re pregn⁠—”

      “No! Goodness, you think we’d talk about it first. Maybe, in a few months ... if you want? If we can manage to stay here that long.”

      Michael pulled her against him, his arms pressing her tight. “Of course, I ...” He pulled back to look in her face. Arinna was relieved to see the light in his eyes and the smile. Her heart flipped as his lips found hers, passion taking her breath and thoughts.

      It was several minutes later before Arinna remembered the start of their conversation. “We have orders?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Michael laughed. “Apparently to avoid being sent home for a year, at least,” he teased. She elbowed his stomach. “We are to feel out what countries will be willing to send troops or supplies to deal with ‘internal unrest.’“

      “They are preparing for a civil war,” Arinna said on a whoosh of breath.

      “It looks that way,” Michael agreed, hooking her shoulder length hair behind her ear. “It might not happen. It is just a feeler. You know our government. They like to be prepared.”

      “True,” she agreed, holding him tight to block her unease.

      

      
        
        —

      

      

      

      “You don’t look like you’ve taken a break since I last saw you,” Byran said, appearing beside her desk.

      “You are back. How did you get in here? Only US Embassy staff is supposed ...”

      Byran waved her question away. “I told them we had a meeting. No one cares. So you knew I was gone?” Byran asked with a suggestive smile.

      “Don’t be too pleased. I wasn’t looking for you. Ambassador Eldridge sent me a note in response to my thank you for his entertaining us. He mentioned you and his son were in the UK at a funeral. The sick uncle?”

      “Yes, Derrick’s uncle. David’s, Ambassador Eldridge’s, brother-in-law, not that he bothered to come. I wouldn’t trust him too much,” Byran added, frowning. “I’ve known him a long time and he is hardly the nicest of men.”

      “Yes, and I could imagine what he’d have to say about you, having watched you grow up with his son!”

      Byran coughed on an embarrassed smile. “Perhaps you have a point.”

      “So what are you doing here?”

      “I came to take you to get a good cup of coffee. I can imagine the pathetic crap they serve in here.”

      “I drink tea, Byran.”

      “Well, then I know you are suffering. Americans cannot make decent tea. Come on, get your coat. It’s raining.”

      Byran wouldn’t leave. Curious eyes watching their exchange convinced Arinna to go with him faster than any promise Byran could come up with. Byran was full of chatter as they made their way to a café and ordered. The funeral, Derrick’s new title, and the slight to Ambassador Eldridge that the title went to his son rather than him. The information meant little to Arinna, washing over her without sticking.

      “You’re not going to ask what it is?” Byran was grinning.

      “Ask about what?”

      “I said I had information for you,” he repeated.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying attention. Information about what?”

      “The FLF,” he said, sipping his coffee. Arinna’s focus snapped into place. She stared at him, noticing the sun had come out and slanted across his face, brightening his dark curls. He had brown eyes, a soft sable. She hadn’t noticed that before. “Ah, now I have your attention. They formed in response to the military rule, I think.”

      “You think?”

      “It might have been due to the quotas on personal weapons and limits on ammunition,” Byran said with a shrug. “The beginnings are a bit murky.”

      “So they are US based,” Arinna mused.

      “They are the US. From what I read a quarter of the government is part of it. You haven’t been asking about them, have you? It looks like a witch hunt over there after the bombing. Anyone with suspected ties has been detained.”

      “No. I haven’t. Michael,” Arinna shook her head, wanting to race home to warn Michael and rejecting the idea at the same moment. He’d promised to be careful. “How did you find this out?”

      “I told you, people do not ask questions. Even in my embassy. I have friends in intel. I went in and asked, they showed me. No one cares what I hear. I know what my reputation is. They don’t believe I’ll do anything with the information.”

      Arinna smiled into her teacup. “I don’t know what to say. You’re sure you won’t get into trouble?” She almost said that his friends probably thought he’d use the information to impress a girl. Then she realized he just had. Damn him.

      “No. That is the beauty of it. I can learn things for you, take you places that you would not be able to go because they would consider you a spy. But if you are with me? No. They think you are with me. I will help you with the real reason you are here.”

      Arinna leaned against her chair, eyes locked in his. “I’m just a political liaison, one of the newest assigned to the embassy.”

      “Of course. You belong to a militarized country and are a tactical expert with recognized field leadership that became a low rung political liaison in a key ally embassy.” He paused, the half smile he wore a tad sharper than his usual easy-going smile. “I’ve been doing my homework.”

      “I’m here to promote ties and secure food. We need to rebuild our country. You know very well your agriculture and industry has been less impacted by the changing weather patterns.”

      “Probably because we prepared. And by industry, do you mean weapons?”

      Arinna gritted her teeth. “Who have you told this theory to?”

      “No one. I like you Arinna. I want to help.”

      She shook her head. “Everyone has a motive. I’m not going to be blackmailed into ...”

      “Yes, I realize that. As much as I’d thoroughly enjoy a relationship with you, a mutually agreed to one preferably, that isn’t why I’m doing this. Certainly not to force you into one. I have nothing better to do. After all of these years of working at the embassy, you’ve actually gotten me interested in politics. Even if it is just to scare myself with what it is your country is doing. We are friends, yes?”

      “Yes,” she answered, taking an easier breath. “Some days, I don’t know what to think of you. What else did you learn?”

      Byran grinned. Then he told her.
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        * * *

      

      It was uncomfortable, pretending to be Byran’s latest girl. The impression pricked under Michael’s skin enough that his hostility to Byran authenticated the rumor. It was perfect.

      Michael would never have agreed to it if two days after Arinna had told him of Byran’s offer and information on the FLF, Michael hadn’t been called to speak to his supervisor. But not in the office. Instead they met on an open runway at the airport, supposedly inspecting a potential security threat at the US hanger. Michael had been distracted enough at the longing to fly again that he hadn’t realized how quiet his supervisor had been. At least not until they were alone in an empty building and the Major pulled a gun.

      The conversation had been brief and off the books. Otherwise, the gun would have been used. The thought unnerved Arinna so much that she’d fretted for days afterwards whenever Michael was late or didn’t check in. Michael’s informal, and thankfully not persistent questions, regarding the FLF had gone back to the Major, but no further. If Michael dropped the questioning and said where he’d heard the name, as well as anything else he’d learned of the group, the matter would be forgotten. In the half year he’d been with the embassy, Michael had proved himself. It was what kept him alive that day.

      Michael lied. He protected Byran and instead said the FLF had been mentioned in chatter he’d picked up from the Italian flyboys visiting the week before. Michael hung out with any pilot that flew through Madrid. It was believable and got him off the hook. It got him home to her. He was safe, but she could see the doubt in his eyes. He wouldn’t talk about it. She’d never seen his faith in the military shaken before and wasn’t certain how to help him.

      Now the only source for information came through Byran, and the world he opened for her. The price was to pretend to enjoy it while being nothing more than the newest girl on Byran’s arm. She wasn’t certain who disliked the situation more, she or Michael. Byran loved it.

      But the information made the ruse worthwhile. For every late night out with Byran as they attended balls, clubs, or private dinners, Arinna would stay up until dawn giving Michael information and assurances. The strain ate at her, but as unrest at home grew and official information became more unrealistically bland, she and Michael both knew Byran was their best source. What she overhead in unguarded moments while staff drank wine, flirted, or complained was invaluable. So she continued while Spanish spring changed to the heavy heat of summer.

      Arinna’s cell phone buzzed silently in her pocket. She pulled it out without checking the number. Only two people typically called her and it was too early for Michael to be checking in.

      “What are you wearing?”

      Arinna smiled at Byran’s smooth voice, as she pushed the report she was idly working on across her desk.

      “That is not your concern,” she answered. But she laughed, undermining her cool tone.

      “Hmmm ... I get to use my imagination then. Bueno.”

      “I do hope there is a reason you are calling,” Arinna said, cheeks hot.

      A new political officer, barely two days at the embassy, glanced over while the woman’s trainer whispered to her. The new staffer’s eyes grew wide. Such was the price of knowing Byran. Arinna turned away from the snooping two.

      “Of course. I missed you and wanted to hear your voice ... which is why I managed to get us invited to the ball at the Brazilian Embassy tonight.”

      “I see. And give me one good reason I should change my evening plans to go with you?”

      “Because there is someone there with news on the bombings,” Byran said, the teasing gone from his voice.

      “Plural?” Arinna asked, keeping her tone light. The new woman blushed scarlet.

      “Yes. You’ll come?”

      “I can arrange it,” Arinna said, feeling breathless.

      “Good. Wear something low cut. The night is supposed to be warm even for late July. Besides, you know how the Brazilians like a good display of skin.”

      “Not just the Brazilians, I think,” she replied drily. Byran was laughing when she hung up.

      Michael wasn’t home when she needed to leave. She left a note wishing he could answer his phone, but personal calls were limited while he was on duty. When they spoke at work, it was in code and often stilted. At home they barely saw each other with the time she spent gathering information.

      Byran picked her up, his black convertible spotless. “Not home?” Byran asked, glancing toward the house as he met Arinna at the gate.

      She shook her head. The pressure of his hand on the small of her back deepened with the motion, edging her closer as they walked toward his car.

      “I didn’t get a chance to tell him I’d be out,” Arinna said as Byran opened the door for her.

      “Well, we’d better go before we need to explain,” Byran said with a wink. Even though doing nothing wrong, he made her feel a tremble of illicitness.

      Byran’s arm was around her waist again when he handed over the invitation. She leaned against his chest, feeling his warmth through a fine shirt. In the summer heat, the fabric of clothing created what felt like an ephemeral barrier over skin.

      “I almost wish they’d refuse to let us in. We’d have to find another way to spend the night,” Byran whispered in her ear.

      “Yes, I could spend some time with my husband for once,” Arinna replied.

      Byran let out a puff of breath. “Well, we are all out of luck, I guess,” Byran said as they were waved in.

      Arinna had become an expert in pretending to drink. Byran kept her distracted and laughing enough to appear tipsy. The rest of the act required carrying a half empty glass and occasionally raising it to her lips. Sometimes she simply filled her wine glass with water. Together, she and Byran danced, chatted, and waited. The times before had taught her that information came after the first two hours. The best came after at least three. This time, though, the informant was as sober as her and wouldn’t talk.

      “Not in Madrid,” he said, accent thickening the quietly spoken words. “There are too many dangers here, for both of us.”

      “Then where?” Arinna asked, frustrated.

      “I own a boat docked in Porto Banus. Come for the weekend, both of you,” Marco said with a glance at Byran. “We can talk there.”

      That wasn’t enough to entice her. “That would not be possible.”

      Marco’s gaze fell on a woman standing at the far end of the hall, her sleek summer gown contrasting with the frown pulling at her mouth as she stared at them. The look in her dark eyes was not jealousy.

      “If I could borrow your lovely companion for a dance,” Marco asked Byran before leading Arinna away. “Smile,” he said to her in a low rush, “please.”

      “You can’t expect me to believe you have information just because you say so,” Arinna replied, providing the requested smile.

      “Two bombings after the first,” Marco whispered in her ear. “And one depot has been emptied.”

      Her eyes jumped to his as he pulled away. She remembered to laugh, a blush rising by accident more than design. He relaxed.

      “If that is true ... but why tell me? What do you want?”

      “Information as well. We can help each other. They are not just a US problem.”

      The dance ended, Marco returning her to Byran before disappearing. She was still pondering the information and the offer when Byran dropped her off at home, peeling out as he raced off.

      “No,” Michael said, pacing across their living room. “This, THIS, is bad enough!” he said, gesturing to the clock. Arinna winced when she read 2:20 in the morning. She rubbed a hand across her eyes, not relishing an argument.

      “What if it is true?”

      “What if it is just a ruse of Byran’s to get you away for the weekend?”

      Arinna blushed, but couldn’t deny there was a note of truth in the accusation. That would be something Byran was capable of. But would he? Michael was staring at her. “You’re right. If we could verify the information, it would be worth going. But I don’t know how to without a risk. Not after ...” Apparently, she didn’t want to talk to the threat their commander had made to Michael as much as he didn’t.

      Michael ran his fingers through his hair. His buzz cut was growing out, she realized. She’d never seen him with hair longer than a half inch.

      “Well?” Michael asked.

      “I’m sorry. I’m half asleep. What did you say?” Arinna admitted.

      He sighed, sitting next to her on the couch and taking her hand. “I said, I can at least see if there were other bombings. If there were, we’ll decide then.” Michael glanced away, uneasy with the idea.

      “Agreed,” she answered. “Can we go to bed now?”

      Michael checked the satellite imagery. The data wasn’t closely watched, he’d learned. Scrolling back through the records, he found the signs of two large explosions: one in Georgia and the other Michigan. It took a lot more pacing, but he agreed she should go.

      Arinna found two benefits to the weekend. The first was that Marco gave her and Byran separate rooms, as if he knew the relationship were a ruse. The other was information. Marco had knowledge of new exclusion zones and stricter curfews. Her government was tearing itself apart looking for members of the FLF.

      “The focus is not on gaining allies to rebuild. Surely you’ve noticed that?” Marco asked.

      “Yes. We’ve been told to look for commitments of arms and troops, not food or industry,” Arinna admitted.

      Marco painted a similar, if less paranoid, picture of Brazil.

      “They are there too?” Arinna asked.

      “Yes. I’m not certain where else in the world or who else I can trust to find out. Be careful who you ask. The US measures are total. Either you aren’t aware of the FLF or you are with them.”

      Arinna nodded. “I noticed. I’ll contact you if I learn anything of use. It will be small details, more a lack of information in most cases than not.”

      Marco’s gaze was appreciative. “Good. It is good you can see the blanks in what they say.”

      July fed into August with deeper heat and storms lashing across the Mediterranean. The US felt distant, its problems locked behind silence an ocean wide. Staff was not rotated out. Despite that, everyone eyed each other nervously in the halls of the embassy, but no one knew why. Or at least no one would admit to knowing why.

      Outside the embassy, Arinna spent most of her free time with Byran. Compiling information on home became more of a mission than finding allies or securing promises of weapons. Michael’s job was to keep their superiors happy. Hers was to know why they really wanted the information they asked for, hoping this new chaos would end soon. She wanted her country to return to emerging out of the decade of darkness that had plagued it before. She had believed in the future she and Michael had mapped out before coming to Europe.

      Weekends away to Marco’s boat made her miss Michael’s company, but they proved to be worthwhile as her network grew. Though not every moment was an investigation. As if sensing the strain, Byran worked hard to distract her. The nights spent drinking wine and talking with Byran until dawn jarred her when she returned to the embassy. She lived two lives, not always certain which was meant to be the serious and which promised moments of fun.

      As the months turned toward a slight coolness of promised fall, Arinna began to hope for a return of normalcy. No new information on attacks came from any source. In fact, information on some admitted problems, dealt with now, did come through the official channels. The embassy no longer felt oppressive, even if people watched each other from the corner of their eye.
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        * * *

      

      “We could go to the Pyrenees this weekend. We haven’t gone hiking in years,” Michael said.

      “I think there is a ball at the Chinese Embassy to celebrate Moon Cake Day.”

      “Of course.”

      It was Michael’s flat tone that pulled Arinna’s eyes away from the autumn jackets in the window display. She made a mental note of the store name, not daring to buy a coat that expensive while out with Michael. Especially considering his mood. Catching up to his side as he paced away, Arinna threaded her arm under his, clasping his hand.

      “You’ve been away every weekend since ... I can’t remember the last time you were home,” he said, injured heart in his eyes.

      “I know. I’m sorry. You’re right. We should go away. Hiking sounds nice.” And a weekend with her husband would seem a rational reaction to save their marriage. People would expect that.

      “It wouldn’t be so bad if,” Michael stopped, turning his face away.

      “If what? Michael ...” The confusion cemented into a terrified truth when Arinna saw the tears in his eyes. Her thought of needing to pretend to save her marriage the moment before sickened her stomach further. “I’ve never cheated on you. I swear. I haven’t so much as kissed him.”

      Michael’s eyes shimmered as he held back whatever emotion rose. Arinna couldn’t read his face. Desperate to understand her husband, and realizing she didn’t, made her shake.

      “What do you do on those weekends away then?” he asked, voice harsh. He stared at her, not reaching to erase the tears leaving cold lines on her cheeks.

      “Talk. He tells me about growing up here and life in Spain.”

      Michael snorted. “You expect me to believe that?”

      Hearing it, Arinna didn’t believe it. She fumbled to explain the truth, while the strategic part of her mind caught the people staring at them, giving a wide berth as they walked by. Perfect, her mind hummed, this will make the affair seem that much more real!

      “You agreed to this,” she hissed, not wanting her words to carry. “I’ve told you everything!”

      “Do you know how many people have come to warn me about you and Byran? I have seen you together, you know. You are more than friends. I think you forgot to mention that.”

      Standing in front of Michael while trembling so that her hands shook, Arinna wanted to scream. I haven’t done anything wrong! The other side of her counted every weekend away and the times she hadn’t given Michael her attention, but had given it to Byran. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d kissed Michael. Her mind repeated that thought over and over. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d really kissed the man she married. Now, he was staring at her like she was a stranger. And she was. She didn’t know who she’d become. Almost become?

      Michael waited for her answer, expression a storm of anger and separation. As if to add the final insult, her phone rang. Fumbling it out of her pocket, she could barely read the number. It was Byran. Of course. Michael laughed a cold rasp as who was calling registered on her face.

      “Go on. Answer it.”

      “No.” She flicked it off and shoved it back in her pocket before she threw it against a wall. Anger cleared her mind, erasing the trembling in one rush. “I can’t do this. Not anymore.”

      Michael paled, swallowing hard. A bit of the anger was replaced with an expression she recognized at last. He was afraid.

      She managed the next words with warmth fueled by emotions other than a desire to lash out. “Michael, nothing is worth losing you. We can go home, if that is what you want. If that is what it takes. Things seem less crazy back there. But either way, I’m not doing this anymore.”

      His phone rang in answer. He tensed when he saw the number on the screen. “Call him back.”

      “What?”

      “Something has happened. Call him back and see what he knows. I’ve got to go in. But,” he turned back to her, hazel eyes dark again. “This isn’t over. Be home tonight. God dammit, come home tonight or it is over.”

      He left her standing in the boulevard, people glancing at her as they walked by. She was trembling again when she hit redial.

      “Arinna, why didn’t you answer? There has been ...”

      “Byran, we need to talk,” she managed to choke out before she started crying.
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      A touch traced the hollow of her temple. Arinna flexed her fingers as she woke, surprised to feel the smooth nap of the couch. The reminder of the night shot her into consciousness. She opened her eyes to see Michael’s tired face cast in the blue light of predawn.

      “It was a depot,” she said, sitting up. Michael shifted from kneeling to sitting next to her. That small act sent her heart into flips. “Are you just getting home?”

      A dark emotion flickered in his eyes but didn’t stick. “Yes. There was a lot of relaying info and responding to questions for help. They wanted eyes on all potential routes from the area.”

      “Did they say who did it?”

      “Nothing more than rebels or terrorists. No names. I can’t guess what they imagine they’ll gain blowing a full weapons depot?”

      “It wasn’t full. It was empty,” Arinna said.

      They stared at each other.

      “You are certain? Byran is sure?”

      “Yes. I saw the data. The blast signature is too small. It was empty except for the bomb that took it down.”

      “Shit. He didn’t tell me that.”

      “Who? Byran?” Arinna asked, confused. “You talked to Byran?”

      Michael gave in to a bashful smile. “After you left, he called me to give me an earful. Said you had been crying and that ... well, it ended with I didn’t deserve you if that was all the faith I had in you.”

      “You believed him?” Arinna asked, hardly daring to dream anyone could make this work out, much less Byran.

      “I don’t think he was going to let me off the phone till I did. I hope you see why I thought that?”

      “I do. I’m so sorry. No more weekends, no more Byran at all if you want.” She was crying again. This time Michael smudged the tears away.

      “We need his information. More than ever. But this weekend you are mine. And no more nights away.”

      Arinna answered by making up for her earlier realization. She kissed him and made certain they’d both remember it.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to Ambassador Eldridge’s farewell party?” Byran asked, his breath visible on a rare chilly day of January.

      “Yes. With Michael. My husband, remember?” she teased.

      “Right, him. I still don’t think he likes me that much.”

      “I can’t imagine why.”

      “Well, there is so much ...”

      Arinna laughed. The compromise she’d found in her life was to not need Byran’s information. She’d developed resources of her own, though most were a result of Byran’s introductions such as Marco. And it took time. Months passed during which the news from the USA grew darker, at least what she learned. What they were told remained unchanged. Now the time she spent with Byran was less intense and more social. And it was enjoyable, becoming a refuge from uncertainty and bad news. That was something she never would have expected.

      “Well, you must promise me at least a dance.”

      “Perhaps, if you behave yourself,” she replied.

      “Ah, well that is a lost cause then.” She shook her head, amused. “Come with me on a drive. We’ll go to this little café ...”

      “I have work to do, Byran. I actually need to get paid. I can’t run off and drive around with you.” Arinna waved her hand at him, which he caught and annoyingly kissed.

      “Of course, that is why you are still here. You are busy. Your hands are freezing!” He said, breathing on where he’d tucked both of her hands between his. The warmth of his breath moving over her skin captured within the heat of his hands unleashed a shudder through her. Heat rose to her cheeks without her meaning it to. “Come on, no one will question if you are with me. They have wonderful soup.”

      “I ...”

      “Do you have any appointments the rest of the day?”

      “No. But I also swore I’d never go to lunch with you,” Arinna replied, pulling her hands back in an effort to regain control.

      “Or dinner, if I remember correctly. Do you realize how many times you’ve broken that?” He grinned. “Not that I mind. You can break any promise to me that you like. Especially that one. I’ll even have you home in time for a nice quiet dinner with Michael,” he added.

      She really couldn’t come up with an argument against that.

      Byran dropped her off half an hour later than promised. A light sweat swept her forehead as she hurried through her front door, attempting to decide if an explanation or an apology was needed first. Michael paced the living room, guilt over time with Byran dropping into her stomach before she saw the phone held to his ear. Guilty relief sent her to the kitchen to make coffee. Wondering how she could allow Byran to again flood her with anxiety, Arinna didn’t hear Michael walk up behind her. He pulled her against his chest as he swiped her cheek with a kiss. Gratefully, she let the turmoil Byran caused go.

      “Something happened?”

      “Yes. You didn’t hear anything?” he asked.

      “No. Not today. You beat me this time.” Michael laughed a breath against her neck. “So what happened?”

      “Good news for once. They caught a terrorist cell with most of the weapons from the depot raided a month ago.”

      “Oh, the one they claimed was a small depot with only a minor break in? And not one of the three largest and the whole thing was emptied?” Arinna sighed with exasperation. “Still, that is good ne⁠—”

      “What is it?” Michael asked, turning her to face him when she froze.

      “I didn’t learn of anything. You did. What if there wasn’t anything to hear?”

      He rested his forehead against hers, the happiness draining from him. “They made it up. It didn’t happen.”

      “It might have,” she suggested. He gave her a disbelieving stare. “What is going on back home?” she murmured.

      “There are some days I wonder.”

      “Hah. Some days, really? I know you.”

      “No,” Michael said. Her heart constricted as he paused. “Maybe when we first got here. But now ... I’ve got a different perspective. They’ve lied and keep lying. At first, I was angry. Now, I wonder how far back the lies go.”

      Arinna took a long look at her husband, finally seeing his hair that had outgrown any resemblance to a buzz cut months ago. He was wearing a T-shirt, one that wasn’t white, black, or brown. On the street, she might not take him for a former soldier at all.

      “Why didn’t you say something before?” she asked.

      “I didn’t want to think it, much less say it.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Try to stay here as long as we can and when we go home, be as smart as we can.”

      The unease growing in her felt like it had taken permanent root. To fight it, she found herself spending more time with Byran. He became her refuge. She didn’t want him to be. But he was so good at making her fears disappear. Instead of luring her with information, he became her balm from too much. They’d grown accustomed to lunches together by the time Ambassador Eldridge’s farewell gala finally unfurled.

      When she entered the ballroom of the UK’s embassy, Arinna swept her eyes over the assemblage of ladies in sleek gowns and tuxedoed men, seeking a head of dark curls and a suit that would be a cut above most present.

      “Looking for Byran?” Michael asked.

      Arinna blushed. “Yes, I ... promised him a dance. We’ve been having lunches,” Arinna said in a rush.

      “Yes. I know,” Michael scanned the crowd before focusing again on her. “When your wife spends time with a person everyone firmly believes she had an affair with, the word gets back to you. Quickly.”

      “I should have said something.”

      “Yes. You should have. But ... I know the truth. I do trust you. We’re both aware we won’t be here much longer. Have fun ... not too much fun! And save me a few dances,” Michael instructed.

      “And what will you be up to?” she asked.

      “The RAF boys like to brag. Once you get them going, it is amazing what they’ll say.” He winked at her before heading away.

      Planes were Michael’s way to unwind. Especially fast planes. The transfer to the embassy had taken aircraft from his duty but not his life, not when he snuck in every chance to make friends with other airmen.

      “Abandoned?” Byran whispered in her ear.

      “No. Left to a sad fate of a night spent in your company,” she answered, taking his arm.

      “Tsk. He should be more careful to whom he leaves you unattended. I would certainly never leave you to a night spent in the arms of another man.” Byran swept her onto the dance floor, his dark eyes serious in their teasing.

      “Oh, especially someone like you?”

      He gave her his wolf’s grin. “Most definitely.”

      It was a night of polite charades. Arinna moved through the ball and toasts with Byran, fellow diplomats kindly offering snide sympathies for the difficulties Arinna’s home country faced: famine, fighting, rumors of a new disease, riots, storms, and drought. Away from the insulation of her embassy, Arinna found the conversation overwhelming. She was relieved when Eldridge stood for his farewell speech, Byran pulling them to the side of the throng.

      Eldridge droned on, laughter falling at perfectly timed intervals as he paused. Not listening, she rubbed her temple, glancing up to find Byran’s attention on her and not the speech.

      “I hadn’t realized things had gotten so bad. I haven’t looked for information ... we haven’t talked about your home in months.”

      His hand was warm on her arm. Standing a fraction too close, Byran’s presence blocked out the rest of the room.

      “It is worse than what they’ve said here tonight. Everyone knows it, Byran. Well, everyone but you apparently. A little more fighting and they’ll call it civil war. They’ll call us home.”

      Anger flickered in his eyes, tensing the lines of his jaw. It was not a reaction she expected. “You don’t need to go.”

      “Yes. I do,” she said with a laugh, surprised he didn’t understand.

      Laughter and clapping interrupted Byran from speaking. He glared at the surrounding crowd, before tugging her the few paces to a doorway and out into the gardens. It was a warm night for February, which really wasn’t that unusual. She just still thought it was. Byran pulled her to the quiet in the shade between the lights softly illuminating the paths.

      “Do you want to go back there? You said before you did not,” he asked while standing close enough that she took a step back. His gaze caught her.

      “No,” Arinna answered after a moment. “No. They’ve made too many bad decisions, lied to us. No. I don’t really want to go back. But it is my duty, which is more than a job. I am military. There is no real choice.”

      “Yes there is. There is always a choice. Arinna, I care about you. I don’t want to see you go back there. You are too good for them. Too good for Michael. Stay here. There is a place for you. I have a place for you. Stay with me.”

      He stepped closer again. His hands sliding up her arms left trails of warmth behind. For all of their teasing and flirting, this was the most intimate embrace he had ever dared. Her only thought was that it didn’t feel as wrong as she imagined it should.

      “Byran, I ...”

      She caught herself just before their lips touched. She could barely hear the applause over the sound of her pulse thudding in her ears. She had leaned in to kiss him. She knew it. He did too. But he let her step back, her hands held loosely in his once again.

      “Thank you. I just ... not tonight.”

      “You’ll think about it?” he asked, swiping her cheek with a small caress.

      “Yes. I will.”

      She couldn’t believe she promised him that. But she did. And she meant it. Which left her in shock as she walked away, rejoining the crowd that gathered around Eldridge. She wanted to find Michael, but also didn’t desire to find out what he would read in her eyes and stiff motions. Instead, the crowd carried her along until she found herself in front of Ambassador Eldridge. Her place and role pushed aside the cloud blocking her thoughts.

      “Congratulations, Ambassador. We will miss you here in Madrid.”

      “That is very kind of you, Ms. Prescot. No, I haven’t forgotten your name,” he said in recognition of her surprise. “Actually, I’d hoped to speak to you before I left, if you have a moment?”

      He led her to the quiet of a doorway leading into the inner halls of the embassy. “I’ve been impressed with how well you’ve ... established sources, shall we say, since your arrival. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone create such a solid network so quickly.”

      “I’m not sure what you are referring to,” Arinna hedged. Eldridge waved it away.

      “We are both aware what I’m referring to. I think you’ve found better information on your home country than I. Which is saying something. Look, I could use someone with your skills in Brussels. A post with NATO is something I’ve been seeking for a long time, and I know what assets I’ll need to succeed. One of them is people like you.”

      “Are you offering me a job?”

      “Yes. I’m certain you might need to ponder this, which is fine. The offer is open anytime. Call me. I’ll make the arrangements.”

      Eldridge handed her a card fished from his pockets, squeezed her arm, and walked off. Arinna leaned against the doorjamb until Michael found her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Eldridge,” she answered, happy to have one thing she could tell him. “He offered me a job.”

      “You can’t take it,” Michael said, quickly. He watched her closely.

      “Yes. I know. I’m not even sure if he was serious.”

      “With NATO?” he asked after a moment.

      “Yes. I think so. We didn’t really get into details.”

      Michael frowned. “We’ll talk about it later. What happened to Byran?”

      “He is being ... Byran. Are you ready to go?”

      “No. I told you I wanted a dance.”

      For all the pretensions of embassy life, Michael had rarely danced with her. But for the remainder of the night, he gave Byran a run for attention and chivalry. The year in Spain had changed him, both of them, more than she had imagined. When Michael was called in for some surely manufactured emergency at dawn, Arinna got up too, woozy on three hours of sleep. And she didn’t head to the embassy.

      She told herself it was to ask Byran about Eldridge’s offer. It had nothing to do with the fact that no matter how much Michael had changed into someone far more carefree than she had conceived he could be, there were underlying traits in him that would never be altered. His patriotism was as deep as his bones. She’d once loved him for it. Now, she was afraid of where it would lead her.

      It had nothing to do with the kiss she’d stopped out of instinct more than lack of desire. Her mind was a chaos of scattered thoughts, roiling in time to the fluttering of her heart. She couldn’t ignore what she was doing when she turned the corner and faced Byran’s townhouse across the street. But it wasn’t the realization of her intentions that stopped her.

      Byran stood at the door of his townhouse with a dainty brunette who wore a wrinkled evening gown. Reality took all the giddiness from her in one breath. Arinna leaned against the building, grateful for the morning shadows as Byran kissed the woman slowly. She laughed against his mouth before walking away. Arinna waited until Byran walked inside before heading home.

      It took some pacing, a shower, and pulling out clothes Arinna hadn’t worn since her first weeks in Spain before she felt in control of herself. Organizing her information sources to discover what event had called Michael in at dawn, she found Eldridge’s card on her desk. She didn’t need Byran’s offer to stay. And it hadn’t been the alluring image of a life enhanced with his wealth and privilege that had driven her to his apartment that morning. Arinna put the card aside not certain she wanted Eldridge’s offer either. Pushing away the flood of anger, she reached for the phone.

      Michael’s gaze flashed back to her when he got home late that morning. “I’d think it was much worse than a data breach looking at you. You look more military than me.”

      “No, data breach is what I heard as well.” His questioning glance stayed on her attire. “I ... wanted to wear something that made me feel like me,” she explained, looking away when tears stung her eyes. She’d been dreading this conversation all day.

      He sat next to her, taking her hand. “What’s wrong?”

      “Byran ... last night,” Arinna faltered.

      “Did you fight? I wondered why I found you alone. You know, I should have forbidden you from seeing him from the first,” he said, laughing as he brushed away her tears.

      “Yes, you should have. It would have solved a lot of problems.”

      Michael’s teasing sobered. His gaze shifted from piercing to anger. “If you expect me to sit here while you cry over another man ...”

      “No. I got my feelings hurt, that is all. It is silly. I promise,” she added.

      Michael hesitated before leaning forward and kissing her forehead. “Alright, I trust you. I always have. I’ll hit him if you like or challenge him to a duel, whatever it is they do over here.”

      Arinna laughed. “I get to hit him first.”

      Arinna managed to avoid Byran for two days. It was time used to find perspective and a sense of balance. But she knew eventually Byran would track her down.

      “You are avoiding me,” Byran said, catching her by waiting outside the embassy in the morning. “I wouldn’t have thought telling you that you had a place with me, asking if you would ... that it would drive you away.”

      For his part, Byran looked unkempt, more than she had ever seen him. Dark scruff shadowed his cheeks and his eyes held hurt rather than self-assurance.

      “It wasn’t that. Actually, it was because of that. I came to see you the next morning, early — very early.”

      Not a flicker of realization stirred in his gaze. Which took away the kindness seeing Byran so out of sorts had caused. It was that easy to get lost again.

      “You were saying goodbye to a young woman ... who looked to have stayed over?” Arinna said, coldly.

      “Genevieve?” Byran said, catching on at last.

      “You remembered her name. That is nice.”

      “Yes. I took her home. We slept together. What of it?” His ready admission and lack of guilt made the conversation feel that much more unreal.

      “Apparently nothing. I thought your offer meant something else. I guess I was wrong.”

      “You weren’t wrong. Do you think I care less for you because of that girl? That isn’t true, Arinna.”

      “Perhaps it means you don’t care as much for me as I hoped.”

      That sunk in. “Arinna, let’s go⁠—”

      “No. Not today. I have work to do and I really don’t want to see you right now. In a few days,” she said as an argument formed on his lips.

      The look in her eyes stopped him. Byran swallowed before asking, “You promise? You will meet with me in a few days?”

      “Yes,” she said, leaving before he could reach for her.
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        * * *

      

      The attacks happened while Arinna was at work. Despite their rocky friendship, Byran was the first to call and tell her.

      “Something’s happened. Leave now before they lock you down. Meet me at the café,” he said before hanging up. Arinna grabbed her coat and left, regretting that calling Michael minutes prior to the announcement of something that she wasn’t supposed to know about would raise alerts.

      She kissed Byran’s cheek in greeting, but dodged his hug. He gave her a hurt look, one that she would have felt guilty for if it showed any sign of understanding why she’d kept her distance for over two months. But he didn’t. She didn’t imagine Byran would change for anyone. It was not a life she could lead, but Byran hadn’t accepted that yet.

      “Have you heard anything?” Byran asked as he served her tea, fussing as if the visit were social.

      “A few things on the way over: simultaneous attacks, predawn. But I don’t know how many or where.”

      “At least six. A few were military targets and data hubs, the others weapons depots.”

      Arinna cursed under her breath. Byran didn’t know much else, just a list of reported targets that were very uncertain, and no idea of severity. But he had gotten her out of the embassy, which would allow her to check other contacts before going back. For that alone, she was grateful.

      Her work phone buzzed. She checked it even though she was certain what it would say. “I’m being called back.”

      Byran nodded, standing to see her out. “Stay safe,” he whispered into her ear as he kissed her cheek. “Please call me when you can.”

      “I will.” She squeezed his arm, allowing that much contact between them.

      It took two days for the embassy to go off of high alert. Things remained tense, especially after news of the level of attacks and amount of stolen weapons came out. Most of it was unofficial, but the halls of the embassy buzzed with information. Some of it was accurate.

      Three more weapons depots had been emptied while five other strategic areas had been targeted. Information and communication centers had gone down five minutes before the first explosion, ten minutes before the raid on the depots. The work was precision, orchestrated using the information breached months before, and organized by someone inside the military or government. Or both. The USA was chasing its own tail, spinning into darkness. When she came home to find Michael hunched over the table, two letters laid out before where he sat with fingers tangled in hair that she’d grown to like seeing long, Arinna knew the chaos had finally reached out for them.

      “We have orders,” Michael said when he realized she was in the room. She took the chair across from him. The letters lay between them on the table.

      “What are they?”

      “I’m to go back to the Air Force. Active duty. Rank of Captain.”

      “That isn’t bad. You miss flying.”

      He looked at her from where he sat with his forehead resting in his palm. The one eye she could see was wild and frantic. Arinna took a slow breath.

      “Me?”

      “Active duty, army, general rank, front line platoon. That is a demotion.”

      She had to swallow a few times before she could answer. “They know I’ve been asking questions about the FLF. We heard about others who asked the wrong things.”

      “The FLF have taken how many depots? With the weapons they control now ... even against the US army that is a death sentence. They are sending you out to be killed.”

      “It is better than hauling me in and killing me themselves.”

      Michael flinched, the look on his face desperate enough that Arinna fell back in her chair with a whuff. This was real. Expecting something similar hadn’t prepared her as much as the flippant answers pretended.

      “If we go back, neither of us have a future, Michael. The FLF has gotten too much information and too many weapons. No one trusts each other. The military is infiltrated. You could be shot down or fly a plane that is rigged. Heck, your plane could be remotely flown into a target. There is not going to be a winner in this battle. Just a lot of deaths.”

      “Punishing you for asking too many questions is the last sign I needed ... if I needed it.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “You could take Byran up on his offer.”

      Arinna swayed back in her chair, nearly tipping over. “You knew? I thought I had good contacts ... is there anything about my time here that you don’t know?” The anger was misplaced, but it still ticked her off that he’d kept her watched.

      “It took some time. Byran was out of sorts enough after the ball that he eventually moaned to someone. No names, of course. If you hadn’t been avoiding him, I might have said something.” He watched her steadily. “That doesn’t answer the question. Do you want to take Byran up on his offer?”

      “No, Michael,” she answered, blinking tears out of her eyes. “I love you, not him. I want to be with you.”

      Relief took the tension out of Michael’s frame. He reached across and she gave him her hand. “Good,” he said, and then laughed.

      “So where does that leave us? Going back and getting killed?” she asked.

      “Do you think Eldridge’s offer is still open?”

      “Work at NATO? I’m not certain ... I could find out. We’ll be considered traitors.”

      “Dear, I think you already are.”
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        * * *

      

      They couldn’t tell anyone of their plans. They packed and said goodbyes as if planning to return. For the last week, Arinna took part in military training trials at the gym. They were not the only ones going home. The embassy would be emptied to a bare bones staff. Many nervous faces hurried down the hallways or woke at dawn to go to the gym to build muscles gone flaccid with days spent filing paperwork at desks.

      Avoiding Byran was the most difficult part. Between his offer and their friendship, Arinna didn’t trust that Byran wouldn’t sort out they weren’t going home. So after talking it out with Michael, they decided she would tell him a few hours before they departed. She simply had to put him off till then.

      The embassy remained in a heightened security state, which kept Byran out. She left at odd hours, spending as much time on the grounds as she could. She didn’t answer his calls. Finally, she sent a note to his house. Arinna left Michael to finish loading their bags and walked for the last time through Madrid to meet Byran at a park. He was waiting for her, pacing his agitation off in quick bursts.

      “Arinna, thank God, you can’t seriously be going back there?”  He searched her eyes, holding onto her arm as if afraid she’d walk away.

      “No. We aren’t going,” she said.

      The anxiousness drained out of Byran. He pulled her down onto a bench, holding her hands. “We? So Michael is staying too?” Arinna rolled her eyes. “How? The embassy will round up stragglers. I’ve seen the orders.”

      “We’ve seen them too. I took a job with Eldridge on the UK Defense Council with NATO. He’s made arrangements to get us to Brussels tonight.”

      “Eldridge? You can’t be serious. He is unscrupulous ... he doesn’t care about you! He will use you to get himself a promotion.”

      “Fine! I don’t care if he is using me, just that he is helping us stay.”

      “I could help you,” Byran said, gently touching her cheek. “You know I would help you.”

      “And Michael too?” Byran glanced away. She kept him from trying to come up with an answer. “Byran, I can’t be with you.”

      “Why? Because you are married? Arinna, I care about you and want to be with you. I think you care about me.”

      “I do care ... but not enough. Not enough to tolerate who you are, your little affairs, how you flirt with every girl. We wouldn’t last and I’m not going to lose Michael for that.”

      Byran stared at her. “I want to make up for that night. I realize it bothered you, but you’ve kept avoiding me. I⁠—”

      “Byran, no. You don’t even understand why it bothers me. How can you make up for that? How will you know not to do it again? Michael and I are leaving. I’m here to say goodbye.”

      “You are making a mistake.”

      “Maybe. But I’m avoiding several others. Seriously, Byran, how could you see us working out once your desire is filled? Is there anything beyond that for either of us?”

      “Let me fight for this. I have tried to win you!”

      “Win me? Do you think you could win me? How? You have a job you got through your family, one that I don’t think you show up for but to pick up women. You have no idea what it means to be faithful. I would never betray Michael. And even if that weren’t so, what have you ever done to recommend yourself to me? Why would I ever choose you?” She shook her head, tossing away the idea she had of a tearful and sweet goodbye. Things with Byran never went as planned. “Goodbye, Byran.”

      Arinna left without looking back.
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      “She left! I offered her everything and she walked away!”

      Byran spun on his heel a fraction too close to the table. A chair crashed sideways, its legs tripping him. Derrick laughed harder. Byran ignored him and the fallen chair.

      “I don’t know what else she wanted. She won’t return my calls.”

      Derrick laughed so hard that he wheezed.

      “It isn’t funny!” Byran shouted, sending the words flying with a sweep of his hand. He hit the wine bottle, spinning it in haphazard circles across the table. Somehow it stayed upright.

      “It sounds like you’ve finally experienced the treatment most of us get. Which is about time, I might add. Please, this is the first woman who has denied you anything. That is all that has your goat. She won’t submit to you.” Derrick chuckled again, waving Byran’s angst away.

      Byran’s pacing ran out of fuel. He stared out at the moonlight rippling across the Mediterranean waves. Six months ago he had been here with Arinna, dining with her on some dignitary’s yacht. She would like this view. Dios, it hurt. Her absence pained him almost more than her dismissal. He’d shed the ache that filled him like an unwanted skin if he could. But all he could think about was the near kiss when she had almost admitted she was his. What had gone wrong?

      Byran turned back to the disheveled room, righting a chair to find a place to sit. Derrick heaved with silent laughter. “No. She is different. This is different,” Byran told his oldest friend.

      Derrick finally sobered, laughter dying so that he sat up from the bed and returned Byran’s gaze.

      “One of the last things she said to me was that she would never betray her husband,” Byran said, snorting in memory of the nights Arinna had spent with him and away from Michael. Not once did she mention her husband’s name. Not then.

      Byran swiped up a glass of wine that had survived his pacing. “And even if that weren’t so, what had I ever done to ‘recommend myself to her?’“ Saying those words shot the pain of that moment through him again. He heard the phrase in her voice, sky blue eyes distant and cold as she stared at him.

      Byran downed the wine, spinning the empty glass in time with his thoughts.

      “You love her,” Derrick said, voice split between incredulousness and support. Byran didn’t answer. “Did you at least tell her that?”

      “I think so,” he finally replied.

      “Well, making sure would be at least one place to start.”

      “She won’t answer my calls! How can I tell her anything?”

      “She’s married, Byran. You should just forget her.”

      Byran stared at his friend, too angry and scared to speak. He’d come to Derrick for help, not laughter and being told to forget her.

      “Fine. Don’t forget her. Chase her across the planet if you like. Did she go back to the USA?”

      “No,” Byran said, the truth catching in his throat. He didn’t want to tell Derrick that Arinna now worked for Derrick’s father. The irony of it would send Derrick rolling again. Byran was certain he couldn’t take any more amusement at his plight. “She took a job in Europe.”

      “Well, at least you don’t need to bribe someone for a plane ticket over there. That place is a nightmare. So she turned you down and didn’t go back to a country shredding itself. Smart woman. I might like her.”

      Byran sighed.

      It took more wine and another hour before Derrick nudged Byran out of his mood. Not by much, but enough to make him sociable for dinner. Byran picked through rice and seafood as the wine wore off, wishing he hadn’t let Derrick convince him to go out.

      “That was the third, no fourth, woman to walk by trying to catch your attention. Your pouting is more successful than when you are trying to charm someone!” Derrick said, leaning back into his chair.

      “What did they want?” Byran asked, glancing at his friend, and not surprised to see Derrick’s amusement. It disappointed him though.

      “I think to cheer you up.”

      “Hunh. Don’t imagine that would work.” Byran hadn’t been with anyone since Genevieve. She had been a celebration brought on by the giddiness of nearly winning Arinna. Love, was this love? If so he could see where Arinna’s American ideals would not have understood. The thought of her choosing Michael was driving him mad.

      “So how long where you chasing this married girl? Two weeks?” Derrick’s eyes shimmered with laughter.

      “A year actually.”

      It was gratifying to watch Derrick tip his balanced chair, saving himself from a spill with a grab for the table. Along with the smile came a realization. Arinna was mad at him for his night with Genevieve. It bothered her.

      “She said that I didn’t care as much as she’d hoped,” Byran said aloud.

      “What?” Derrick asked. “When?”

      Byran waved the answer away as he reached for his fork. “Doesn’t matter. I need to cut my visit short. I suddenly have an urge for a drive.”
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        * * *

      

      Byran had imagined Arinna gone. She wouldn’t answer his calls. He had no address. She had disappeared. As he drove into Brussels, he realized how wrong he had been. Wrong about so many things.

      First, he knew exactly where she was working and for whom. He could have made his journey very easy. He could have asked Derrick where his father’s offices were located. Heck, he could have asked Derrick to come along and get him in. But after his friend’s laughter, Byran didn’t want Derrick’s teasing-filled help. Seeing her again and saying what he needed to say was not something he wanted anyone else to have a part of.

      He got a room near where Minister Eldridge’s offices were listed. Late the next morning after making some calls, he walked by the building. Arinna was sitting outside at a café. It was that simple.

      “You look like you aren’t sleeping,” Byran said. He stood next to her table, too nervous to sit without being asked and frightened that she wouldn’t.

      “Byran,” she answered, looking up from the sheaf of papers in front of her. He wondered if he’d really heard her linger on his name. “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to make sure you were doing alright.” It took effort to pull his gaze from her face and nod to the empty chair across from her. He felt like it had been a lot longer than a month since they’d spoken. “I don’t want to interrupt, if you are busy?”

      “Sit. Please. I didn’t think you’d want to speak to me again after ... well, the last time we spoke.”

      “I’ve tried to call. You never answered.”

      Arinna caught her breath. “We had to leave our phones. Most of our things went back to the States actually. They were expecting us to go. Now ... we are AWOL. In hiding, except they are too busy to actually look for us.”

      “Busy? I hadn’t heard of anything going on in the USA.”

      Arinna frowned, sweeping her hands through her shoulder length hair. “No. It has been quiet. But it isn’t over. I can’t convince anyone here of that or that the silence matters. The FLF are planning, not inoperative.”

      “Well, what does it matter?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He laughed, more because of how happy he was to be sitting across from her and talking than because of anything she’d said. “Why does it matter to anyone here if the FLF are planning something in the USA? You don’t work for them anymore.”

      Arinna stared at him until a smile and self-conscious laugh made her look away. “Why the bloody hell couldn’t you have come a week ago? Do you realize how crazy I have been trying to get someone to listen to me?”

      “Oh well, it is difficult to get David Eldridge to listen to anyone.”

      “Says the best friend of his son!”

      “Exactly. I could give you a few pointers though. Derrick and I got very good at getting his attention ... when we wanted it. And his car actually.”

      Arinna’s laugh rolled over him. There was a pleased twinkle in her sky blue eyes when she smiled at him. But damn him, he still had to hear her actually say it. “You are happy, just a little, to see me. Aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” she answered reaching across the table to squeeze his hand. He kept himself from holding on. “God help me, I know I shouldn’t be. But yes, Byran, I am happy to see you. It has been ... difficult here. Lonely. In Madrid, we had the embassy. Here, we can’t contact anyone. And we haven’t really met many people yet. Minister Eldridge is difficult to read. Michael misses flying. There are times I’ve thought it was a huge mistake to come. But to go back now, we’d be arrested. Being sent to the front lines would be the least of my problems.”

      “Well, you know me. And I have friends, even here. I can help.”

      “After everything, you are going to come back and help me. Again?”

      “Of course, Arinna. I ... care about you.”

      When she broke away from his gaze, there were tears in her eyes.

      “Thank you,” she said hoarsely. “Now I just need to convince NATO that something is going to blow up in the States and suck them in unless they are prepared and I’ll be having a good day.”

      “With Eldridge, you want to lay out the groundwork of why before you get to the what,” Byran said.

      “I’m not even going to ask what you and his son managed to get out of him,” Arinna said, pushing her chair closer as she shuffled papers his way.

      He stayed a week, introducing Arinna to friends of friends and peers. During drives or walks to meetings, they discussed Eldridge’s quirks and how to manage them. Byran never asked about Michael. Arinna did not volunteer where he was or if Michael knew Byran was in town. It was like the times they’d spent together the summer before.

      When he finally made it back to Madrid, his supervisor called Byran into his office. The pallid man nervously asked about Byran’s absence.

      Byran answered with the first thing that came to mind. “I’ve been in Brussels working with NATO. I’m thinking of running for the Cortes Generales.”

      The lie became the truth. The contacts he helped build for Arinna as he took her for introductions proved to be enthusiastic backers in a late bid for a Senate position. Campaigning raced him through the summer with only a few respites to see Arinna. Mostly, he spoke to her on the phone, happy to learn that she was well and succeeding with Eldridge.

      When the phone woke him predawn in late September, he thought it was Arinna. The voice and number confused him.

      “Isabella?” he said, remembering a pretty girl with long brown hair and dark eyes.

      “There has been a series of attacks across the United States of America tonight. You should be ready with a statement in the morning on how you feel Spain should react. May I come over to help you get ready?”

      “Have they asked NATO for assistance,” he asked, grogginess dispersing at the news.

      “I’m not certain. I can find out?”

      “No. Come over. I can find out myself,” he answered. Before scrambling for clothes and to make coffee for his imminent guest, he called Arinna. She answered on the first ring.

      “You’ve seen the news?”

      “I just heard. They want me to prepare a speech for the bloody election.”

      Arinna’s breathy laugh hissed across the receiver, filling his gut with sudden warmth. “Aren’t you having fun?”

      “It must not be so bad if you are in such a good mood. You are at the office, yes?” It was as close as he asked about Michael. He doubted she’d have answered so quickly if she’d been home.

      “Worse than that actually. I think I’m in shock ... and grateful. I could have been there.”

      They fell silent to that possibility for a moment. Byran coughed his throat clear. “Have they asked NATO for help?”

      “Yes, a few military posts and cities did. There honestly isn’t a clear message or one authority at the moment. Byran, I’m not sure Washington DC is still there. I’m not certain where Congress or the President are. I’m certain that in the next few hours we’ll learn more. Right now the satellites are looking at fires and explosions in the middle of the night.”

      Byran rested his head against the wall. “You were right, when we talked this spring. They were planning something. The FLF, right?”

      “Yes. Freedom Liberation Front,” she said with a snort.

      “Arinna,” he said, pausing to be sure he had her attention. “I’m glad you aren’t there too. What should I say at my press conference?” he asked, quickly.

      “That depends. Do you actually want to win?”

      “Haha. Yes, I do actually. Maybe I can get on the defense council or something. Then you’ll see me at work again.”

      Breaths of laughter again. Dios, he missed her. “Tell them until it is clear what has happened and that the government of the United States remains intact, any assistance would be a wasted effort resulting in high losses against an unclear target. For goodness sake, you wouldn’t even be certain if you were targeting FLF or the US military right now.”

      “Thank you,” he said, meaning he loved her.

      “I owe you for all the help you’ve given me. I’ll call you when I learn more. Good luck, Baron Vasquez.”

      He was grinning when he made his way downstairs to make coffee and let in Isabella.
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        * * *

      

      “You won the election with how you handled the outbreak of the civil war in the United States. You know that?” Isabella asked him, eyes shining on too much champagne and victory. Her dark eyes framed in long lashes were alluring like that, wide and hopeful as she smiled at him. She had very nice full lips.

      Byran yanked his attention back to replying before it wandered any lower. “I had help,” he said.

      Isabella blushed. He realized that she thought he was referring to her. Looking at her again, he decided not to correct the impression. She looked too happy, which was stunning on her.

      His phone rang, vibrating in his hand with a call he’d been waiting for. Isabella nodded as he gestured he had to take it. There would be many congratulating him tonight. He was only waiting for one.

      “Congratulations, Byran.”

      “Thank you, Arinna,” he said, walking out to the terrace. The party faded to a dull roar behind him. “I wish you could be here.”

      “I wish I could too. I’ve been working on something ... it’s kept me busy.”

      “It must be serious then. The war in America? Has NATO decided to help yet?”

      “No. We are staying out of it for now. There is no single front to aid. It looks like there are over a dozen sections of military fighting FLF with angry citizens causing riots between. I never wished for a centralized military before, but a core base would make the decision to help so much easier.” She laughed. “And seriously, I called to congratulate you. Not talk about work! Go back to your party and ... have fun.”

      “No. I want to hear what is keeping you away.”

      “It isn’t good news, Byran.”

      “Oh, well now I need to know. It is my new job, you know?”

      “As of tomorrow! Fine. Look, don’t tell anyone. This is just a ... possibility.” Her voice ran cold through him, chasing away the merriment and alcohol. “I found an FLF cell in the EU.”

      “Where?”

      “The UK. I work for them now. I checked there first.”

      “First?”

      “I’m just starting to look at the continent.”

      “God damn it.”

      “I could be wrong.”

      “You are never wrong.” He took a breath, imagining the war in the USA. “Thank you for telling me. We must stop it.”

      “I think that is your job now.” Her teasing brought some warmth back to him, spawning desires he tried not to dwell on. “I shouldn’t have told you tonight ... during your party, for God’s sake! Shoot, hang up on me and go. Please.”

      He didn’t want to. He wanted to get in the car and drive to Brussels. But Isabella appeared at the terrace door, the light from the party imprinting the silhouette of her full figure against the light material of her dress. Which did nothing for his current sanity.

      “I will go, but we will talk later. And I will see you soon.”

      “Of course,” she answered as he hung up.

      “They want you. Victory speech and all that,” Isabella said, holding out a hand. Giddiness, champagne, fear, and desire swept through him in a clammy sweat. He let Isabella lead him back into the crowded room.
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        * * *

      

      “Sleep,” he told Isabella, kissing her shoulder. She glanced toward his phone before stretching and further displacing the sheets.

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      His gaze lingered on Isabella as he took his phone out of the room. He knew it was Arinna, which was the only reason he was willing to get out of bed between the hour and Isabella. Two months after his election, he still hadn’t tired of the dalliance.

      “What is wrong?” Byran asked, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

      “I’m sorry to wake you,” Arinna replied, making Byran realize his tone was gruffer than he intended.

      “No. I didn’t ... it’s fine,” he finally managed to spit out with a quiet laugh. “You can call anytime. You know that?” Byran glanced through his notifications, nothing appeared to be going on, in Europe at least.

      “It’s just ... the unrest in Poland yesterday. It feels like FLF, but I can’t prove it. This is how it started in the US. Byran, I’m afraid. I’m afraid it is going to come here too.”

      “That frightens me too.” That she was on the phone at such an early hour telling him this didn’t escape his notice no matter how little he’d slept that night. “I’ll come this weekend. You sound like you need a distraction.”

      “Alright,” she answered after a pause. “That would be nice,” she added, voice warmer. “I’ll see you Friday night?”

      “Yes.”

      He hung up, wide-awake and humming. Friday was three days away. There was nothing to do to make the time move faster, so he returned to Isabella, who also didn’t mind waking up.

      He never made it to Brussels. Thursday morning, a bomb ripped through Barcelona. It was not a large attack, but it damaged power lines, cell towers, and communication relays. It was strategic. Byran didn’t need Arinna’s call to tell him it was FLF. He did need her to tell him there had been five other attacks across Europe, he’d been so distracted by the one in Spain.

      “Plus two others in Russia.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “Actually ... they were all small. It is different than the US. The attacks caused less damage and didn’t take any weapons. Just took out power and communications.”

      “Well, we don’t have giant caches of weapons lying around.”

      “Well, you did. But I’ve had NATO working on that,” Arinna said with a laugh. “I just don’t know why these are different. The US is in complete chaos. I actually think the FLF might win the country.”

      “So maybe that is what is different? They don’t need Europe if they have the USA as a base?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You don’t sound sure.”

      “Something doesn’t feel right. Trouble is starting here. Be careful, Byran.”

      He grew accustomed to unrest as the brief winter dissolved into an early spring. Arinna remained skeptical that the level of attacks would follow the progression taking place in the United States. Or the chaos that filled that country. They talked often, excuses to see each other unneeded as small riots and interrupted outages and communications erupted on what felt like a weekly basis. If it weren’t for the growing fear of war and the discussion of preparation rolling through the Spanish Senate, he would have been happy.

      “Is there news from the USA?” Byran asked as they enjoyed the sunlight over breakfast. A plane streaked across the skyline. Arinna shaded her eyes to watch it blast by. She would smile at a military jet. It unnerved him to watch it race over the city.

      “Some. We try to feed information to the bases that are not in the FLF’s control. I actually don’t believe the FLF is active right now.”

      “But the fighting? Wouldn’t it be over if the FLF was gone?”

      “No. The FLF touched off a spark. Now it is fighting for control of the government or territories, whatever survives out of this. The people are fighting out of anger from so many years of oppression, even if it was for their protection. If the FLF dropped off the radar, it will still be all out civil war for years.”

      “Where do you think the FLF is?” He didn’t ask if they were here, but she read it with a quick glance at his face.

      “Planning something. I just don’t know what. Or where. You need to be careful.”

      “You worry about me?” he teased.

      “You are a popular new senator with contacts to things some people would probably prefer you stay out of. Yes, I do worry about you. More than I should.”

      He grinned. “I thought we were supposed to be distracting each other from bad news.”

      “Right,” she said, draining her teacup. “I have the day free. What shall we do?” He kept smiling. Arinna rolled her eyes. “Besides things that we won’t be doing but you would like to,” she added.

      “Oh, and you don’t.”

      “That is not your concern,” she said, her laugh softening the tone.
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        * * *

      

      Byran downshifted his Bugatti, happy for the diplomatic plates. These speeds made even him nervous.

      “The level of devastation is unprecedented ...” His phone ringing cut off the news on the radio.

      “Arinna?”

      “No.” The woman’s voice was frightened with a sharper glaze of anger spawned by hurt feelings.

      “Isabella.”

      “I guess at least I am second,” she said, voice shaky. “Where are you?”

      “Tell anyone in the Senate looking for me that⁠—”

      “I’m not asking for the Senate.” The sharp rebuke over her trembling voice nearly made him turn the car back to Madrid.

      “Isabella, Arinna, she is American. Ok? And married. And a good ... friend. I need to make sure she is all right. I’m on my way to Brussels, but I’ll be back in two days. I’m sorry to leave you without saying anything. Will you be ok?”

      “Yes. Of course. I understand. Come back soon, please. I miss you, Byran.”

      “I miss you too. I’ll call as soon as I can.”

      God help him, he meant everything he’d said. He counted up eight months. He’d been sleeping with, seeing, Isabella for eight months. They’d been dating seriously, apparently based on his reaction, which included a wrenching pull in his gut that she’d find comfort somewhere else while he ran to Brussels to see Arinna. And he was only just realizing it. He wanted her before he had a chance to say no.

      “The UN has cancelled all flights to North America until it can be determined if the bombs used were nuclear. As soon as we can, we will be bringing you a live feed from Quebec, Canada where the bomb that detonated over New York could be seen early this morning,” the news reported.

      Byran stopped thinking and drove, gas pedal pinned to the floorboard. Damn him if despite Isabella, he didn’t still love Arinna too.

      He expected Brussels to be in an uproar, considering the scale of the attacks. Instead, Byran found it quiet with the streets mostly empty. Those who were out walked with attention fixed on the news feeds scrolling on electronic devices. He parked, wrung out from the high-speed drive as much as anxiety.

      Now that he was there and hadn’t heard from her, Byran finally called Arinna. After the fifth ring, nerves dampened his palm.

      “Byran,” Arinna answered after two more rings. “Where are you?”

      “Outside.”

      “Really?” Relief filled her voice, making the insane drive worthwhile with one word. “I’ll come down. Give me a minute.”

      He’d have given her hours. Hadn’t he already waited two years? Within five minutes, she was out the main door, launching herself into his arms.

      “I could have been there. It is selfish. But I’m just happy that I wasn’t there, that we stayed.”

      “I know,” Byran said. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.” He waited until she pulled away before he released her, though he kept a hand against her back. “Do you have time?”

      “Yes,” Arinna answered, wiping her eyes. “Everything is chaos. Let’s go get coffee. Lunch? What time is it?”

      “I’m not certain,” Byran admitted. “We’ll figure it out.”

      It was after noon. They ordered food and sat together as if it were a normal visit except for the lack of noise or people.

      “Everyone must be watching the news,” Byran said as the glanced at the empty tables. One man sat in a sunny corner, nose in a computer. Besides that, the café was empty.

      “Not that there is much the news is saying,” Arinna replied.

      “No. They are not sure of much. I left as soon as I heard. What’s happened or at least what do you know?”

      “Simultaneous explosions across the US in almost a perfect grid. Nothing will be untouched. I knew the FLF had weapons, but not like this. Or this level of planning.”

      “But why? Why destroy a whole country?” Byran was holding his coffee cup too tight. He put it down, the smell of it reminding him of Isabella. She drank her coffee strong. He felt lightheaded.

      “To set an example? To say ‘this is what we can do and what you face if you don’t listen.’“

      Byran shivered. Arinna rubbed her eyes. “How long have you been locked up in there?”

      “I don’t know. Hours?”

      “Will NATO offer a response?”

      “No,” she said, pausing. “No, we moved beyond that in the first few minutes. Byran, this changes everything.” She reached across and took his hand. “We thought the FLF wanted to take over the United States. They destroyed it. We think they’ve moved their base south, somewhere between Mexico and Brazil. But there are factions here. NATO is on high alert to protect Europe.”

      “Why come here?” he asked, sitting back heavily in his chair.

      “The same reason the US maintained ties to Europe: agriculture and industry. You are better prepared for the future. This is why the attacks were different. The FLF used the US to gain weapons, but never meant to control it. Europe, they have been very careful not to destroy.”

      “I hope you’re wrong,” he said.

      “So do I. Though, my guess is we’ll find out soon. They won’t disappear for long after this spectacle.”

      He watched her for a moment. “Are you really alright? Your country has gone up in cinders and you are talking strategy for Europe. I wouldn’t have imagined ...” He didn’t finish, not sure what he had thought as he’d just raced across several countries to make sure she was okay.

      “It doesn’t feel real, honestly. I saw the fires on the monitors, though there is too much smoke during the day to see anything clearly. But ... I can’t see it in person. And I’ve been here for what, two years now? It doesn’t sound like much, but this has become my home. Now it has to be. I don’t want to see Europe make the same mistakes.”

      “We are lucky then.”

      Her phone buzzed. Arinna glanced at it but didn’t answer.

      “Eldridge?”

      “No. I thought it might be Michael.”

      The name struck Byran’s chest. “Really? You haven’t mentioned him lately. Where is he?” Byran asked, voice grating his throat raw.

      “He is a trainer pilot with the RAF over at the NATO component base. I thought I told you that?”

      “You know you didn’t,” Byran said. He’d meant to say, “No, you didn’t,” but it came out differently. Arinna blushed.

      “You are right. I didn’t tell you. It’s stupid. I enjoy you coming to Brussels and appreciate everything you’ve done for me. So I never mentioned Michael,” she said, her gaze resting out the window.

      She turned back to face him. “Byran, I care about you and I know you ... have feelings for me. But we’ve talked about this before. It won’t work. Go and find someone who doesn’t care who you spend your weekends with and is just happy you come home. But that isn’t me.”

      “I have found someone, I think.”

      Arinna gave him a startled glance, expression flickering with too many emotions for him to catch them all. Relief? Disappointment? Both and more maybe.

      “Really? Then why are you here? You should be with her.”

      “I will be. But when I heard the news, I thought of you first.” Tears shimmered in her eyes as she reached for his hand. “When will Michael be home?” Byran asked, trying to put to right a year of ignoring her husband, ignoring that she was married. It seemed it was going to be a day for facing big things.

      “I’m not sure. I’ll check with him later. He is flying recon over the Atlantic. NATO wants to know what types of bombs were used and if they were nuclear. It will give us an idea what we are up against here. Not to mention the fallout.”

      “The RAF you said? Don’t you need to be a UK citizen for that?”

      “Technically, but the VISA I was given to work for Eldridge was broad enough to cover Michael. And once the threats started, and they moved fighter planes to the NATO base, well, they were happy to get him. I think they would have found any excuse to get him flying for them.”

      “It explains why you’ve had so much free time,” Byran said. “You don’t mind he is flying?”

      “No. He loves it. I knew it was a part of him when we married. What is her name?” she added.

      “Isabella.”

      “I don’t know her?”

      “No. I met her after you left.”

      There were tears in Arinna’s eyes again. “Good. No, that’s good. You should be with someone.”

      “Yes. Well, I’m with you right now and plan on staying until Michael is back at the least. He should seriously learn not to leave you unattended.” Byran gave her a slow smile. She coughed a laugh.

      “Especially with you around.”

      “Someone has to distract you from all the depressing news.”

      “Distracting me ... that is something you are very good at. I’m more annoyed you have a girlfriend I didn’t know about than I am my country was just annihilated.”

      “You’re in shock.”

      “I’m scared,” Arinna admitted, blue eyes wide. “Byran, I’m really frightened by what is coming.”

      He pulled her against him, kissing her hair and realizing it was the first time he’d done that only after he had. It felt so natural to hold her. Arinna settled against him, their meals forgotten in a need for contact and comfort.

      “I’m frightened too,” he whispered in her ear.
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      He didn’t know how to tell her.

      Michael drove the two hours from the Component base to Brussels in a slow fret. Arinna would understand why, he had no doubt. But why him ... that was the explanation he was missing.  He hadn’t found it yet when the lock clicked on the flat door.

      “You’re home!” Arinna’s delighted surprise as she bounded into his arms set his heart pumping. Now he realized why he couldn’t find a way to tell her. He wasn’t certain he was ready for this either. “I thought you wouldn’t be back tonight?”

      “There was a change of plans. You get me for the weekend.”

      His answer led to a kiss, which made him feel guilty for the part he didn’t say. He was being given the time so he could move out. She pulled away just when he started to lose himself in her lips and the feel of her body pressed against his. For a moment, he’d forgotten why he’d come home to his wife other than to be with her.

      “Something is wrong.”

      Why was she so damn perceptive? Michael would have been happy with a normal evening, just one more. But ready or not, the conversation had already started.

      “I’m moving to base. I’m going active duty.”

      Arinna sat down in the nearest chair, staring at him without blinking. He waited.

      “What? Why?”

      He swept his hands through his buzzed hair. “The war is coming to Europe. We both know that. They need the fighters. I have ten years of experience with what was the most militarized country on the planet. Over fifteen of flying. I know what we stand to face.”

      Michael said the words, but they weren’t his. His new Squadron Leader had said them that morning while handing over the paperwork. It made him feel needed even while he knew that was exactly the man’s job. Michael was only one of hundreds, perhaps thousands, getting orders that day. Every soldier would be told they were needed. Europe was preparing for war.

      “Fine. How then? We aren’t even citizens of any bloody country!” Arinna was angry, ready to fight with any argument she could dredge up.

      “Yes, we are. The UK claimed us as citizens. Eldridge put the paperwork in right behind the VISA to hire you.”

      “I wasn’t aware of that,” she said, voice trembling.

      “He didn’t tell us. I didn’t know until they handed me the paperwork this morning. They expedited it after the US fell.”

      “To get you enlisted.”

      “I’m not sure,” Michael admitted. Arinna’s anger had died faster than he’d expected. Michael knelt in front of her, taking her hands. Moisture filled her eyes.

      “I thought we stayed to help guide decisions here and to be involved in the politics of it, not enlist!”

      “It isn’t a suggestion. I have to join,” he told her, wiping a tear from her cheek. “But you, you will stay in the planning of it. You’ll stay out of the fight,” he said, pulling her against him. “I’ll keep you safe. And our children, when we have them. There is nowhere else to run. We must stay and fight.”

      She stopped his promises with a kiss as if she could swallow the dreams they’d shared as they built a new life here in Europe. Part of him regretted his need to fly that had led to becoming a training pilot at the Component base. But it wasn’t a large part. He belonged in the air.

      “When ... when do you start?” she asked, breath warm against his cheek.

      “Monday.”

      “You’re here to get your things,” she said, pulling back enough to read his eyes.

      “Yes. I’m being ordered to move to base. But I’ll come home whenever I get leave. It won’t be that different from now, maybe a little less time together, but ...”

      “No.”

      Michael’s thoughts and emotions hit the floor as if he’d been shot down. He hadn’t thought this would end things between them. After everything that had come in the last few years, the end shouldn’t arrive because of war.

      “I’ll move to base with you. You’re married and hopefully getting something above cadet with your ten years of service?”

      Michael was too stunned to do more than answer. “Flight Lieutenant, a direct transfer from US Captain.”

      She huffed a laugh at his automatic tone, gently touching his face. His skin tingled under her fingers. “So that should warrant private quarters roomy enough for a wife, right? I can commute to Brussels. And they don’t always need me in person. Perhaps I can telecommute. And they’ll need a NATO liaison on base. I’m guessing this isn’t just you they are picking on?”

      “Huh, no. They are gearing up and creating a centralized force. Which I believe was your idea?”

      “Damn Eldridge, damn you, and damn me too.”

      Michael laughed, resting his forehead against hers. “You’ll really move to base? You’ve never ...”

      “I want to be with you. I love you, Michael. Really, haven’t you figured that out yet?”

      “Well, perhaps you should remind me?”

      He was happy when she took him up on the suggestion, kissing him hard enough he forgot everything but his need of her.
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        * * *

      

      Michael looked across the table at his First Lieutenant, Flying Officer, or whatever rank the country the former South African was flying for called it. If there was going to be a centralized military, they were going to need a common protocol for officer class or things would get too complicated quickly. Either way, this man with messy red-brown hair was his new wingman. Michael wondered if Europe even used the term ‘wingman?’

      “France,” Jared said, arms crossed as he returned Michael’s stare.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve been flying for France. Not that it should matter. You don’t have a country anymore either.”

      Jared’s green eyes were suspicious if not a little hostile. He wasn’t going to easily accept Michael’s authority. Michael liked that.

      “True. Guess we have a lot in common. Must be why they paired us up.”

      Jared’s standoffishness faded a degree. “Or skill. I hear you’ve racked up a lot of flight time.”

      “In the F-35? Over three thousand hours. Unless you mean total aircraft?” Jared looked like he’d swallowed something in his coffee. “You?”

      “Less. What the heck did the US have you doing?”

      “Flying, mostly. They liked to monitor hot spots. We had a lot of hot spots.”

      “I guess. Not that monitoring did much good.”

      “Hah. No kidding. So you want to go have some fun?”

      Jared grinned. One thing common to any airman was that they would fly rather than talk. In the air, Jared could keep up, Michael would give him that. They tested each other, flying tight maneuvers with brief warning. But when they were done with it, Michael had high hopes that within a few more practice runs they’d make a good team. The wicked smile on Jared’s face when he pulled off his flight mask indicated he felt the same.

      “Get a beer?” Jared asked as they stowed their gear. Michael felt pulled in two directions. “What, don’t drink?” Jared’s look held a bit of distance again.

      “Worse, married,” Michael said with a grin that said it wasn’t worse one bit. “But she’ll forgive me if I’m not gone too long.”

      “The way you fly, I wouldn’t think you’d have time for a wife,” Jared said as they walked across base.

      “She’s quite a woman. You’ll meet her. How about you?”

      “Married? No. I joined under the French Foreign Legion, even if they transferred me to the regular Air Force once they realized I could fly and all this crazy shit broke out. Either way, they are keeping with the ‘no marriage in the first five years’ rule. I have a girlfriend though.” Jared glanced at him, continuing with a shake of his head. “Just watch, the one damn rule they’ll keep in this new combined military will be that one: no marriage!”

      The base alarm sounded before he’d finished half his beer.

      “Shit. I haven’t even unpacked yet,” Jared cursed.

      “Well, it’s why we’re here,” Michael answered, pulling out his phone as it buzzed to life. “What happened?” he asked as he and Jared headed out the door.

      Jared snapped him a sharp look as Arinna answered. “An explosion at the UK Parliament. Shit, hold on.” Jared kept pace with Michael as they crossed the runway. Planes were being fueled.

      “Arinna?” Michael said, anxious.

      “Your wife?” Jared asked.

      “Works for NATO.” Michael answered as the line clicked back. “How bad?”

      “France, Germany, Poland, Austria ... I can’t find a nation not reporting an attack on their government offices. Shit, Michael, they were all in session!”

      Michael realized he’d stopped walking when Jared hauled on his arm. Michael picked up his pace to a jog.

      “How did we not know ...”

      “I’m not certain. I’ll see you on base in five. NATO asked me to brief Command.”

      Michael didn’t see Arinna outside as the pilots were swept into their briefing room. Jared stayed by his side as talk buzzed around them. No one knew what had happened. The few whispered words Michael had shared with Jared outside they kept to themselves as they sat amid the tumult. At some of the more outrageous theories for the alarm, Jared cast Michael a quick glance before leaning back in his chair, arms crossed. Michael really liked the man.

      When the door opened and base Command swept in, Arinna was behind them, remaining in the background as the news was given.

      “That your girl?” Jared whispered.

      “Yeah.”

      “You got that many flying hours how?”

      Michael ducked his head to keep from laughing. In the end, they were given a recon flight over London. Michael didn’t get a chance to track Arinna down as the other pilots dispersed. He let the urge go, needing to focus on the mission. He’d believed those decisions were behind him when he’d agreed to join the embassy in Madrid. But war had come.

      The sun was setting as he and Jared flew a loop down the Thames. Fires glowed in the shadows while smoke obscured much of the destroyed hulk.

      “I keep looking at it, but it doesn’t seem real. It’s like we are at the movies,” Jared said, voice buzzing over the comm.

      “This ain’t a simulator,” Michael answered as they swooped in formation, turning to backtrack over the city.

      “Shit. How did no one see this coming?”

      “Don’t know. Come on, we have a grid to search. We’ll be grounded tomorrow. Come over. We’ll talk.”
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        * * *

      

      He and Jared were grounded, but he couldn’t say the same for Arinna. Michael felt fortunate that she wasn’t called back to Brussels. Though despite his late arrival home, they’d stayed up sharing enough information that Michael could have filled Jared in with a lot of details. It was nice though, having Arinna there. And not just because of the news that rolled in.

      “They want us to surrender?” Michael repeated.

      “And who is this group?” Jared asked.

      “The FLF – Freedom Liberation Front,” Arinna answered.

      “They’re American?”

      Arinna hesitated. “We think so. Former Americans comprise many of the members, but ... it looks international and like it has always been international. I don’t know if a terrorist group reached out to rebels as the USA cracked down or if rebels reached out to other terrorist groups.”

      Her phone buzzed again. She checked the caller, answering without greeting and setting it down again without speaking. “Conference call at one,” she said, rubbing her eyes.

      “Wouldn’t it be easier for you to go in ... not that I want you to leave,” Michael added at Arinna’s glance.

      “Hah, no. With the lockdown on the base, I’d be lucky to leave and I wouldn’t get back in. NATO wants someone here. That person gets to be me. Besides,” she said with a serious look. “After a direct attack on government seats, NATO isn’t taking any risks. We and pieces of the UN are just about all that is functioning as a governing body at the moment. Everyone is scattered to different locations to minimize any further losses.”

      Jared glanced at Michael to read his reaction. Michael swallowed down his worry. “Makes sense,” he said.

      “I still can’t believe it. I know I saw it yesterday. But how did we not see this coming?” Jared asked.

      “If there is one thing the FLF is good at, it is hiding what it is about to do. There is no chatter, no email ... maybe it sends letters. We haven’t figured it out yet.”

      “Maybe they were military or FBI and are using a more secure system?” Michael asked.

      “God, I hope not,” Arinna replied, flopping back in her chair.

      “So are we going to surrender?”

      “I really don’t know,” Arinna answered Michael. “Everyone is really shaken between what was done to the USA and the attacks here. They took out every government in less than an hour. If we hadn’t started centralizing the military and communications ...” Arinna’s phone rang again. She walked out of the room while answering it.

      “Do you really think we’ll surrender?” Jared asked. “After everything they did, we’d say ‘sure, have Europe!’“

      Michael snorted. “I don’t know. When people are scared, they either fight like mad or beg for their lives. I’m sure we’ll look for allies, but who wants to go up against a group that annihilated the most militarized country in the world ... while keeping most of the weapons?”

      “You put it that way and I don’t want to fight them.”

      Jared finished his beer, staying awhile longer before heading off to talk to his girlfriend who was still in France. Michael watched Arinna work, grateful in a way he couldn’t express that she was there on base. They’d never shared military housing before, neither having made that sacrifice despite their marriage. The decision to take a post in Europe had altered so many of their plans and decisions.

      It was that thought arising while he watched her pace on her conference call that hauled another into daylight. He waited until the call was done and she was settled again before joining her in the tiny living room become makeshift office.

      “If you are going to be the liaison on base, we should get you a real office,” Michael said, not ready to say what was on his mind.

      “True. But then I wouldn’t be sharing secrets with you and your new mate.”

      “Jared,” he said, knowing she’d forgotten his name but wouldn’t ask for it.

      “Right. Jared. South African via France. Good pilot?”

      “Yes. Not bad. He’ll do,” Michael teased. “So the call? Do we belong to the FLF?”

      “Not yet,” Arinna replied. “And probably not for a while. No one knows who has the authority to make that decision much less be the spokesperson to handle negotiations with the FLF.”

      “We are truly a mess,” Michael said, realizing the enormity of what was happening again. He walked behind where Arinna sat and rubbed her shoulders. She leaned back into his hands, head resting on his stomach.

      “I didn’t think to ask earlier, Byran ... he wasn’t?”

      Arinna tensed under his fingers, relaxing again with the next breath. “No. He’d left early to head somewhere to meet his friend Derrick. Otherwise ... it was just luck he wasn’t there. He’s fine.”

      “Good. I’m glad.” Arinna cracked an eye open to look up at him. “Really, I am!” Michael protested. “He’s helped us. Though I am very happy to hear he has a girlfriend.”

      Arinna jabbed at him with her elbow, but it was playful. The relief of it washed through him. Michael leaned down and kissed her, more passionately than he intended.

      They were still curled up together when Arinna’s phone rang. Half asleep, it sounded more insistent than normal to Michael. He roused fully as Arinna swept up the phone. Her expression turned grim with whatever news she listened to.

      “Someone decided they were in charge and accepted the FLF’s offer?” he asked as she put down the phone.

      “No. Russia decided it was not accepting it. They launched a strike against what they believe to be an FLF base in Kazakhstan.”

      “You’re serious? Without asking for assistance or ...”

      “Well, the good news is that the action galvanized the rest of EU to fight. I’m sure we’ll offer help. Hopefully Russia didn’t just pull us into a war we can’t win.”
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        * * *

      

      The choice to fight had been thrust on them. First, by the FLF attacks and then by Russia’s response. But once made, Europe embraced battle as if born to it.

      As he flew his fighter low over the Russian countryside, Michael made out skirmishes in the streets. This was the war he hadn’t watched America dissolve into. It was the one he fought to keep out of Europe. He sped past the random firing between buildings, Jared echoing his flight pattern. When he saw the armored tanks and RPGs, he knew he’d found their target. Then he stopped worrying.

      “I don’t think they’re expecting us,” Jared said over the comm.

      “I haven’t heard the FLF has planes, but I’m sure it has have surface to air missiles. Don’t get too brash. Swing back around and let’s light up their tanks,” Michael replied.

      They did dodge fire, but most of it was too slow for their planes. Or the FLF hadn’t figured out the timing between launch and target passing overhead. A blast vibrated his plane, but the shell was far enough away that the shrapnel didn’t hit.

      “Good thing they aren’t using smart missiles ... or heat seeking,” Jared said. “We just have to make sure we don’t fly into the things they are tossing skyward.”

      “True,” Michael said. “I’ll ask Arinna about that. They are using a lot of older equipment.”

      “Like they rifled through some old stockpiles?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m starting to wonder. Too bad we can’t take a missile home with us. We could find out where it was from.”

      “Hah, if you want to volunteer to catch one ...”

      Michael laughed at Jared’s tone. Another explosion to his right swayed his plane. “Jared?” Michael shouted.

      “Dammit that was almost under my nose. Where are the friggen Russian fighters?”

      “Running operations over Kazakhstan. We get this front. It’s closer to Europe.”

      “Swell. I’m down to bullets. How many more run-throughs we doing?”

      “One more, then back to forward base. Save some ammo for the flight home.”

      They’d just made the turn to head west when base came over the line. “Orders are to fly over Salsk for visual recon on the forward line. Come home via Rostov-on-Don.”

      Michael plugged the route into the computer. He wasn’t happy. “Negative. We don’t have fuel enough for alternate route.” The lined hissed as he waited.

      “There are reports of high levels of fighting near Salsk. We need you to confirm heavy armament.”

      His reaction was to tell them to drop someone in Salsk a comm unit. Or pick up the phone to see if the lines were open. Michael gritted his teeth. “Will do. We’ll be coming in on fumes. Please clear the air and give us preference for landing.”

      “Jared, we’re diverting over Salsk. Run as efficient as possible to save fuel.”

      “Shit.”

      “That is a yes, correct?”

      “Roger. Here’s hoping we don’t run into anything we need to dodge.”

      Michael was hoping they didn’t run into anything that required more than a few dozen bullets.

      The forward base in Cherkaske made the NATO Component base feel like it had been a vacation. Of course, having his wife next to him every night had made anywhere feel less military. But Cherkaske was all regiment and fighting. Flight shifts were tight. A few planes didn’t make it home. Considering the diversity of aircraft and rarity of experienced pilots, each loss left an impact. Here, now, he felt like he was at war.

      He didn’t tell Arinna the personal details when he spoke to her over the vid that night. Jared’s plane had been sputtering when they’d come in for landing. He was a good pilot to land it without panicking. The swear words were completely understandable.

      “Old armaments ... like what?”

      “Mid-last century. No guided missiles or heat seeking. Stuff you’d have seen in the 1980’s or earlier.”

      “That’s old. I’ll look into who would have had stockpiles of that sort lying around ... and not reported missing.” Arinna’s expression on the screen shaded thoughtful.

      “Might be able to find the home of our FLF friends?”

      “We can hope. Best way to end this nonsense would be to cut off their head. How is it out there?”

      “Well I swear I saw someone using a sword to fight today.”

      Arinna chuckled. “I could see that. Especially if the fighting gets as far as Europe. There are more swords lying around than guns. This isn’t the USA. I don’t even think there is one gun per house.”

      “Yeah, the FLF would sweep through,” Michael answered, ignoring the flutter of fear. “They won’t get that far. You know, what would help is a ground network,” Michael continued before Arinna could ask about the look that he was sure had crossed his face. He’d never been able to hide much from her. Distracting her was his best bet. “How is the formation of a government going?”

      She frowned, glancing away. That said more than any words. “I almost think Russia had it right. Have the most senior surviving member of the armed forces declare control, shoot anyone who says otherwise, and retaliate.”

      “Yeah, well no one has ever won a land war against them.”

      “True. We’re pulling together any surviving senators or ministers, trying to base something on the old European Union with bits of the UN assembly thrown in. I’d say it will never work, but the fight in Russia has everyone spooked. Enough that where they are meeting is such a secret that even I don’t know, and Eldridge is one of the Secretaries! I’m sure they’ll figure out some means to give someone authority and pull together a true military soon.”

      “Hopefully very soon. What are they going to do, draw straws for the Prime Minister position?”

      “It would be faster than an election! How close is the fighting?”

      “Elista is the furthest north-west as yet. They had us run visual surveillance today. Aren’t there any satellites working?”

      “A few, but we’re hunting the globe for trouble.”

      “Then find the local units and tie them into the network. If we stay separate, we’ll run parallel missions and spread ourselves too thin,” he said, running a hand through his buzz cut.

      “That’s ... true. I’ll see what we can do. What about you?” she asked, tone warmer. “I miss you.”

      “I’m okay. I miss you too. Jared watches my back.”

      “And you watch his. I want to see you soon so badly ... but I’m afraid that will be because there are troops marching into Europe.”

      “It could be just as easy because this is over.”

      “I know. I’d believe it more if we had a better idea of what is coming next.”

      “You’ll figure it out. You’re the ace tactician. I’m the pilot.”

      “And I love you.”

      “I love you too. Good night.”

      Michael signed off, sitting in the darkened room where a few tears didn’t seem so out of place. He brushed them off his cheek before rising. Jared said he’d meet him for a beer. That sounded like a great idea.
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        * * *

      

      “Guard Command needs to talk to you, sir.”

      As happy as Michael was that Europe had managed to pull together a government and centralized military, every time they called him it came with greater responsibility. He wondered which base blew up this time.

      It had been a month since he’d last seen Arinna. Since then the storm of fighting had swallowed a large chunk of Russia as it dissolved into chaos. But it hadn’t crossed into Europe yet. At least not the front line. Unrest and attacks happened daily. A bad day was when a military outpost or command disappeared in a blast of light. The forward base at Cherkaske was one of those now gone. It had been obliterated by magnetic bombs stuck to returning fighters. So much for old tech being obsolete. It was taking down Europe’s military. That was why he kept the flight squadron that had fallen into his control on alert constantly.

      He and Jared had been returning when Cherkaske detonated ahead of them. Whatever had been packed in the bombs hitching a ride had been powerful, or well timed to wait until the planes were being reloaded with weapons and fuel. The flash had left an after image for minutes. Being far enough away, and in the air saved a small squadron. The fight having moved closer to base gave them enough fuel to divert to the nearest airport in Dnipropetrovsk. In memory, they called themselves the 25th Airborne, keeping a remnant of the base alive. The stitched together government and military hardly cared what a squadron called itself as long as it fought.

      “Captain Prescot of the 25th here, sir.”

      “We need you to pull back to the base in Ozerne to provide tangent coverage for western Europe as well as the ongoing mission in Russia. Two more squadrons will join you there and be placed under your command. You will be given a promotion once Guard Leadership is fully functional. Congratulations, Captain.”

      What could he say but “thank you” and “when?” He checked the feeds to determine what was really going on, pacing until he could call Arinna for news that they didn’t want to send over open lines. If they were pulling him back, it could only mean what he thought was the front line wasn’t. Or they didn’t expect it would hold.

      “Brazil signed a peace treaty with the FLF,” Arinna told him later.

      “Shit. You mean they surrendered?” Michael asked.

      “Basically,” Arinna replied with a sigh. “After taking down the USA, not many countries are anxious to fight them. Most have problems enough. I really don’t think the EU would have fought if not for Russia.”

      “How are they doing this, launching a worldwide campaign? It doesn’t seem possible.”

      “They prepared,” Arinna answered. Her pause weighted the words. “I think the FLF goes back decades, before Lempert and HALO even. It looks like when countries began to scramble to mitigate climate change and protect agriculture, some groups – a group – started preparing to take over whatever country rode out the impacts the best.”

      Michael hesitated. Arinna was not someone to jump to conclusions, but the level of conspiracy and planning she implied was hard to believe. “That would have taken hundreds of people across the world,” he finally replied.

      “I can trace purchases of weapons, lots of weapons, from various government depots around the world. All legitimate, all from different people and banks. The only connection is the pattern. The weapons were bought en masse and then disappeared.”

      “If it all tied back to the FLF, then it could have armaments and people in every country,” Michael said, wiping his hand across his face. “Shit. I was hoping for good news today. You know they are pulling us back to Ozerne?”

      “Of course. Congratulations on your promised promotion,” she teased.

      “Nothing to do with you, that?”

      “Hah, no. You are doing well. Other bases ... well, you’ve heard the ones we’ve lost.”

      “Yeah. I keep this one locked down. What should I expect in Ozerne?”

      “You won’t like it, but I don’t think you’ll be there long,” Arinna answered.

      He sighed. “Maybe I’ll see you soon?”

      “At the rate you are going, you’ll end up back here as part of the new Guard Command.”

      “As long as I can see you ... and bring Jared. He’s half the success. You know the troops call it the Grey Guard?”

      “Because of the mish-mashed uniforms?”

      “I think I’ve heard a hundred reasons, but it seems to be sticking. Not like anyone in authority has put a stop to it.”

      “Not like there is anyone other than politicians in authority at the moment. The best you have is me and a few veterans of various battles. The Council on Defense is at least organized, but we need better ties to the scattered troops trying to help Russia.”

      “If we want to win, we need more than that.”

      “I know,” Arinna said with a frown. “Eldridge and a few other Secretaries are forming an emergency government.” Arinna spoke cautiously, sending a nervous chill through him.

      “Which country is backing it?”

      Arinna shook her head. “Which country has a government to back it? Or a way to vote for it?”

      “Shit. What is going on there?”

      Arinna snorted. “We are under attack, the few senators alive aren’t agreeing on a temporary government, and we need to fight back. I don’t like it, but it might be our best chance. You’ll love the name,” Arinna said, more lightheartedly. Michael waited. “MOTHER,” she told him.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Hah, no. Someone on Eldridge’s staff – someone else,” Arinna said, pointedly when Michael snickered, “came up with it. It stands for Ministry Operations Targeting Holistic Emergency Response.”

      “Sure it does.”

      Arinna laughed. It cut through him. The need for information gave them a chance to talk, but he missed her. The laughter and her smile reminded him of other times and other dreams. He didn’t know if he’d live to see them. They signed off soon after that. Michael went to check on the preparations for the transition to the new base in an effort to keep his thoughts in the present. Exhaustion finally led him to his bed.

      The alert jumped him out of sleep. His first fear was that it was his base under attack. The running soldiers in the hallway fueled that thought, even though he heard no explosions and didn’t smell smoke. Jared caught Michael on the way to his office.

      “Minsk has been hit. From the call for help, it looks like a direct attack rather than hidden bombs. I ordered the 1st Airborne wing to respond.” Jared hesitated. “I said the orders were from you. If you want to court martial me ...”

      “Oh shut up. I left you in charge while I slept. Our planes ready too?”

      “You don’t have to go,” Jared said, stopping Michael on the way to grab his flight suit. “You’re in charge. We need someone to give orders. You hardly need to fly too.”

      “We need experienced pilots. We have few enough planes and pilots as it is. Come on, we can argue as we fly to Minsk. Unless you’d like to stay behind? I could promote you.”

      “Like hell, I’ll meet you on the tarmac.”
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      “Get that bird down. I’ll come back for you.” Michael’s voice clipped over the static.

      “Affirmative, Captain,” Jared replied, not mentioning that if he could land, rather than crash, in an active war zone, it would still hardly provide a great opportunity for rescue. But Jared doubted he’d get to the landing part. If anything, he was really annoyed he’d just lost the Guard another plane. And pilot. Shit.

      The thought spurred him to want to save at least one of the two. Preferably himself. Though if they replaced the fuel tanks and patched the wings, the plane stood a chance of being repaired. Which kept him from ejecting like any sane pilot. The war had eaten sanity ages ago.

      Ahead, a road stretched fairly straight. At least, it looked straight enough with no poles or nearby trees lining it. If he could land there, he’d still be on the EU side of the line with a ramshackle town on the saddle of a steep ridge between him and the FLF. If the town managed to hold out, he could even save the plane. Jared flicked a glance at his oxygen level, certain he was hallucinating. The chance of any of that happening was ludicrous. Still, he aimed for the road.

      The landing felt like it would vibrate him to death. Grateful for farm fields and the narrow profile of the F-35, Jared rolled the plane to a bouncy halt. The left wing was buried in the crown of a tree and had knocked off the remainder of the fall leaves, but there was no more damage other than what had taken him out of the sky. On the ground at last, he just sat there. Keyed up as Jared had been the moment before, to realize he had landed miraculously in one piece evaporated all drive and thought. Until a retort echoed from the town. Black smoke blasted skyward.

      “Shit.”

      Jared grabbed his crash bag, double-checking the ammo for his pistol. He found another two clips, but cursed himself for having considered the probability of crash landing and surviving so small that he’d considered ever needing his gun a long shot.

      “I’ll run out of bullets in a war zone. Great.”

      “Don’t forget your walkie,” Michael said through the static as a plane shot overhead.

      “What are you, my mother?” Jared snapped back, refusing to acknowledge how relieved he was to hear his Captain’s voice. “And why are you still hanging around? You’ll be lucky to make it back on fumes.”

      “Hah, we have enough of those sorts of days. I emptied my guns on the FLF. The heavy armaments are still in the valley, but there is fighting in the city. Be careful. Turn on your comm at the hour mark for updates. Report anything big. I’ll come back for you,” Michael promised. This time Jared believed him.

      “Yes, Captain. Thank you,” Jared replied. “Now get the hell back before you fall out of the sky.” Jared pulled off his helmet, grabbed the mobile comm, and jumped from his plane. The sky was empty, but he wasn’t alone. Michael, his wife, even MOTHER would be watching this fight.

      Jared looked up toward the town. The ridge and saddle were much loftier now that he wasn’t looking down at them from the seat of his plane. It was an imposing barrier. One that he had to walk up. Another blast sent smoke skyward. Jared took a deep breath and started running uphill.
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        * * *

      

      The main artillery might have been in the valley beyond the town, but FLF soldiers had already reached its streets. Jared dove into a doorway as a spattering of gunfire zipped by. He wasn’t sure if it was EU or FLF. He really wasn’t sure where he was actually. Which made him hesitant to shoot at anything. Which would probably get him killed. It wasn’t a good day.

      He needed a plan, and that wasn’t one of his strengths. At least not coming up with one when half the variables were unknown. The best he could do was whittle down the uncertainties. Jared dodged across the street, aiming for the far side of the city. If he could make a house overlooking the valley, he’d have an idea of what was coming at least. It meant he was running toward the explosions and sounds of heaviest fighting though. Which didn’t bode well for longevity. At some point today, death would catch up to him. As a bullet whizzed an inch from his shoulder, he wondered why death seemed to be toying with him when it had come for others straight on.

      By the time he made it across the town, instincts from a rough youth spent fighting the back streets of South Africa as storms, foreign countries hungry for farmland, and shoddy governments swept his country into oblivion. He never thought he’d be grateful for that. But it got him to the far side of the ridge alive. Now he just needed some mates.

      He chose a building near the wall of the mountain. Away from the pounding shells and gunfight, it offered the chance to evaluate where the FLF was. On the third floor he found a window overlooking the action. A full assault inched up the mountain road into the town. Heavy artillery snaked along the steep roadway, winning through sheer force. With a mile remaining to reach the century old city gates, the first tank launched a round into the ancient wall. The blast barely pitted it.

      “Don’t move.”

      Jared didn’t need the verbal command. The cold cylinder pressed to his temple had already told him that much.

      “Who are you with?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing,” Jared replied. The gun pressed closer. “That isn’t a knife, you know? You don’t have to stick it in me for it to work.”

      The man behind him snorted. At least he had a sense of humor.

      “I’m the pilot who crash landed on the other side of this bloody mountain. I’m with the EU!”

      “Sorry, didn’t see a plane crash. I was a little busy.”

      “Yeah, but you probably saw the one that shot up the FLF on the way up that ramp. That was my captain trying to give you ... me, a chance once I got up here. Look, how many soldiers have a French airmen’s uniform on?”

      “Fine. I did see the other plane. You’re Guard?”

      “First Lieutenant Jared Vries with the 25th Air Guard.”

      “Derrick Eldridge ... I don’t know who the hell I’m with. The Guard, I suppose.”

      “As long as it isn’t the FLF, that is good enough for me. Where are we?”

      “Locals call it Voltzcrag.”

      “Locals? How many of those are left?” Jared asked.

      “A handful stayed to fight. The rest cleared out a few days ago,” Derrick answered.

      “How about you? How long you been here?”

      “Came in when the locals were clearing out. I was up north a month ago, but they knew the valley and mountain here would make this the best place for the FLF to cross. So they sent in anyone who was nearby, which isn’t much.”

      “No, we’re spread too thin. Friggen government needs to get its arse organized before the FLF does it for them.”

      Derrick chuckled, scratching the three-day growth on his jaw. Jared gave him the once over. Dark brown hair, dark blue eyes, clothes were worn but neat. Young, but not a kid, and he looked god-awful tired.

      “Is anyone in charge?”

      “We’re kinda getting low on officers. You’re a First Lieutenant, you said? You outrank me, so you might be it.”

      “Great. What about the locals left?”

      “A few kids, prison guard, police chief.”

      “Police chief? Good god, take me to him.”

      “Her,” Derrick corrected.
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        * * *

      

      “Gisela,” Derrick whispered to him again.

      “Police Chief Gisela?” Jared said, taking Derrick’s word that the stout person before him with shaved head and a scowl was a woman. When she glanced up, the pout on her lips confirmed her gender. She had really lovely, full lips.

      “I don’t need a fly-boy, Earl’“ Gisela snapped. A glare snuck through Derrick’s glance before he cooled himself.

      “He’s with the Air Guard, one of the two planes that buzzed us.”

      “Guard sending reserves? I need ground troops, not planes that hang around for ten minutes.” Gisela aimed her retort at Jared.

      “Shit. What time is it?” Jared fumbled for his comm.

      “Three fifteen,” Derrick answered. He would know. Jared guessed he’d know the day of the week too.

      “Captain?” Jared asked, trying to keep the sheepishness from his voice.

      “I said on the hour, Lieutenant. Seriously, I thought you were dead,” Michael snapped.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I’ve located the town’s Police Chief, who is organizing the resistance,” Jared said, making guesses based on the number of people hovering around Gisela. “They are looking for word on reinforcements, sir.”

      “On their way, but you’ll have to hold for four to six hours.”

      Gisela swore. Jared couldn’t tell in what language, but the message was clear.

      “That might not be possible,” Jared said.

      “Make it possible. Strike that, Lieutenant. Do it. That town is the perfect obstacle to block the FLF. MOTHER wants a stand there.”

      Jared swallowed down a string of insults. Gritting his teeth, he asked, “And why didn’t MOTHER, bother to send more reinforcements earlier?” He was pretty sure that was what Gisela was asking in her liberally worded way. Gisela crossed her thick arms and nodded.

      “They did. I know you need more. I’m refueling and should be able to make another pass before dusk. Kipper and Saveene are on their way now. Paint any important targets, otherwise they’ll just unload on the FLF in the valley. They are still in the valley, right?”

      “The road,” Gisela said, Jared holding the line open for her. “They are on the road up to Voltzcrag. Take out the road and you’ll stop the FLF.”

      “I think we were hoping to use the road, but if that is the only option we’ll take it.”

      “Got it,” Jared replied, pushing aside guilt that Michael would be flying solo to come back for him.

      “We are losing,” Gisela added. “Three days we’ve been fighting advance troops. Our men are dead. Your Guard are dead. Now you want us to make another stand.” Gisela shook her head.

      “The Grey Guard didn’t send that many troops, Captain. If MOTHER knew this was strategic ...” Derrick stopped, eyeing Jared like a colt who’d overstepped the pecking order.

      “That isn’t your concern. Stopping the FLF is. Hold them there. We have to stop losing this war. And Jared, if the FLF gets around you, destroy your F-35. Too much data is on it.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Jared replied, wincing. Now he felt even worse.

      “Keep me up to date. On the hour.”

      Michael had signed off before Jared replied, “Yes, Captain.”

      “He’s only a Captain?” Gisela asked.

      “Haven’t you heard? That is about all we have left in this bloody war,” Jared shot back. “They’d promote him but no one is sure who has the authority.”

      “Why bother? Everyone higher than Captain keeps getting themselves killed,” Derrick added.

      Jared considered punching him. “Great, just what we need is that sort of a rumor running around. So how are we stopping the FLF?” Jared asked. “The last I checked our orders weren’t to stand around socializing about our lack of organization.”

      “There is the road in. It is slowing them down, but they’ll force their way through if we don’t take out the road,” Gisela said, repeating what she’d told Michael.

      “What about the gate on the city walls? The cannon was barely making a dent in that,” Jared pointed out.

      “Old walls, crumbling. This was a Moorish holding centuries ago,” Gisela said with a shrug.

      “The Moors didn’t build things lightly. Even crumbling that could slow them down. I’ve seen other parts of the old fort,” Derrick countered.

      “Anything good?” Jared asked.

      “Some walls go up each side of the mountain.”

      “Overlooking the road?” Jared asked.

      “Yeah,” Gisela answered, a gleam igniting in her eyes. “Several good vantage points.”

      “Great. What kind of long range weapons do you have?”

      “A few RPGs, two homemade launchers that can throw Molotov Cocktails, and ten working cannons along the old walls,” Gisela said.

      “You mean real cannons, don’t you?” Jared asked, uneasily.

      “Oh come on, I’ve had to fight with a sword already. What’s wrong with cannons?” Derrick asked.

      “No problem. Got gunpowder and cannon balls?” Jared asked, wondering what kind of crazy war he’d crash-landed in.
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        * * *

      

      “I think we have more cannonballs than bullets,” Jared said.

      “We’ve been fighting pretty hard down here,” Derrick replied. “This your first battle at ground level?”

      “Since I was a kid, yeah. You actually had to use a sword?”

      Derrick snorted. “I’m thinking of carrying one once I find something decent. Most of the ones in easy reach are crap.”

      “And you know how to use one then?”

      “Took lessons at university. Before that as a boy too, actually. My uncle thought it was proper.”

      “‘Proper,’ huh? That why Gisela calls you Earl? British Aristocrat?”

      “By inheritance, through my uncle,” Derrick replied with a faint blush. The title, or at least the teasing, didn’t set well. But Jared guessed Derrick had a life far more fitting of the title than not. “Doesn’t matter though. If we don’t stop the FLF, won’t have lands or title to worry about.”

      “True. If we survive, and find any swords, will you give me some tips?”

      Derrick glanced up from the cannon he was inspecting. “Sure. You worried about your next crash landing?”

      “Nah. I’m worried about running out of planes.”

      “Shit. Do you have any good news?”

      “This cannon looks sound.”

      The best cannons weren’t the ones peppering the fort walls. A search for cannonballs that led down forgotten stairs turned up a small battalion of weaponry stored in a long hall under the battlement walk. Beyond surface rust from the dampness, spider’s webs, and mouse nests most were functional. Plus a pile of cannonballs sat within reach.

      Daylight leaked through a shallow, dry stone wall built to block the old cannon ports. One good shove and the mess would give way to an open view of the valley and the road. The sounds of battle leaked through the loose stones as well, echoing oddly in the arched ceiling of the long room. Jared leaned into the stoned-up slot, glancing out a gap. A loud thud followed by a faint spray of dust sent him scampering back.

      “I’m starting to like this old fort,” Jared said. The wall barely vibrated from the impact.

      “What did it look like out there?” Derrick asked.

      “Most of the heavy equipment is attempting the road, but the lead tank is still outside the gate. Means most everything is in range,” Jared added.

      “Now you’re optimistic ... Great, let’s get the gunpowder and some help.”

      They waited until the two Air Guard planes screamed overhead. The sound of the lead tank exploding was the cue to push out the crumbling stones from the embrasures. Within minutes, twenty manned, and ancient, cannons focused on the much more modern weaponry on the steep road leading up the mountain face. The planes soared by on a second pass, igniting the last tank in line.

      “Let’s see if these things make us or the FLF explode,” Jared said cheerily. Derrick shot him a dark look. “You’re the one who had some idea how these things worked and gave us the bloody training,” Jared pointed out.

      “Don’t remind me,” Derrick groaned.

      The narrow corridor filled with acrid smoke as the first cannon erupted fire, happily towards the FLF. The sound sent Jared’s ears ringing. Derrick had warned him and gave him paper to wad into his ears. But it barely helped. Especially when Derrick lit their cannon.

      The satisfaction of seeing the FLF tanks and convoy being bombarded was only slightly diminished by the nausea from foul air. Jared’s head felt like it would explode, along with the cannon, with every shot. The room shuddered and swayed. It took Jared a moment to realize it was from returned fire rather than lack of oxygen.

      Their cannon port erupted in fragments of hot stone, pelting shrapnel across the room. Jared didn’t feel the lacerations as much as know he had to have been hit. Everything seemed to still work. The clearing smoke revealed a much larger opening in the wall. It let in fresh air. Jared was actually grateful to the FLF for that.

      “Well you should have much better range to aim,” Jared told Derrick.

      Derrick was pale, blood tracking a line across his cheek. He coughed on the smoke before answering, “True. Though it is a shame they can probably aim in a little better as well.”

      “Not if we get them first,” Jared said, ramming another cannonball down the barrel.

      As the room shook again, feeling like the mass of stone would slide off the mountain to plummet to the valley far below, Jared missed flying his plane. It was quiet. Intense and requiring concentration, but flying a war plane was far less physically demanding than shoving cannonballs down a hot barrel and standing only a few feet away as it went off. He was tired, dirty, aching, and his head hurt beyond what he thought was survivable. Jared wouldn’t be surprised if his ears were bleeding.

      “God, I hope the war doesn’t turn into this,” he whispered. Another shell ripped through the wall.

      The blast knocked him behind the cannon, sparing him the worst of the spraying debris. “Derrick!” Jared yelled as fragments of rock and metal bits showered down. Jared scrambled across the floor to the back of cannon, finding Derrick dazed but alive. “Come on, Earl. Time for some fighting with smaller weapons.”

      Derrick groaned as Jared pulled him to his feet. The room shook again, sections of the outer wall giving way under concentrated firepower. Jared found the stairs by luck and only made it upwards because it was the only way to go, hauling Derrick along with his arm draped over Jared’s shoulder. They stumbled into a frosty dusk, both collapsing onto the worn stones of the battlements.

      The cannons on the upper wall returned fire, at least where there was still a wall. A large section had crumbled as if smashed by a giant hammer. Overhead, a lone plane streaked over the road, spitting bullets down the length of FLF forces. It launched one of their few remaining missiles at a tank that had pushed its way around a switchback by ramming destroyed vehicles above it off the road. As fire filled the sky, Jared lay back.

      “Goddamn idiot,” Jared gasped under his breath.

      “You know the pilot?” Derrick coughed.

      “That’s the Captain.”

      “Does he know you talk about him like that?”

      “Yeah. Usually I’m doing it in his headset.” Derrick wheezed a chuckle. “Come on. Let’s grab some guns ... or swords if you prefer?”

      “I’d prefer aspirin and a vacation,” Derrick answered. Jared smacked him on the shoulder as he pulled Derrick to his feet.
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        * * *

      

      How Derrick had survived the front so long quickly became apparent. With equipment under assault on the serpentine mountain road, FLF troops had forced their way into town. They pushed straight for the battlement walls. Bullets ricocheted off the stone, giving Jared a strong incentive to push the FLF into town. The wooden houses looked far safer than hard walls bouncing ammo in every direction. That was when Jared discovered Derrick was a crack shot.

      “Let me guess, hunting went along with the fencing lessons?” Jared asked as they waited out a flurry of gunfire. Behind his shoulder, Jared felt the stones of the old wall shift ... either under his weight or the assault. Like he wasn’t nervous enough outside his plane.

      “Something like that ... and the sharpshooter training in the Army.”

      Jared snorted as he rolled to his side. “Probably didn’t hurt. Tell you what. I cover you. You shoot people.”

      “Sounds simple. What could go wrong?”

      Jared, it turned out, was really good at making the FLF forces duck for cover. They worked out a system. Jared sent everyone scurrying. Derrick waited until a second after Jared’s last shot to roll out of cover, aim, and fire. He always hit someone. Jared was too grateful to be annoyed.

      With help, they managed to push the FLF fighters toward the city gate. As he and Derrick followed the retreat, Jared began to regret his desire to get off the battlements and into town. The bullets didn’t ricochet as much, but there were a lot more angles, windows, and low walls for fighters to hide behind. It felt like bullets were fired from every direction.

      “I feel like we’re surrounded,” Jared said, ducking as a shot shattered the stucco wall inches above him.

      “Not quite,” Derrick replied. He was calm, returning fire with the precision of someone accustomed to street combat. It kept Jared focused when a part of him wanted to run. “Besides, the firefight won’t last much longer.”

      “How can you tell?” Jared asked. “I mean, I’m low on ammo, but I’m hoping you mean that isn’t one sided.”

      Derrick sent three shots down the street before answering. “No. They are getting low too. Their rate of return fire is slowing. Can’t you hear it?”

      He was right. Across town, the gunshots were less frequent. “They’re conserving bullets.”

      “Yeah. We should find some swords.”

      “You don’t think they’ll just surrender?” Jared asked.

      Derrick gave him a dubious glance. “They haven’t in any of the fights I’ve been in.”

      “Great. So where do we find swords?”

      Jared meant the question as rhetorical. He should have guessed Derrick would have an idea. Derrick had survived months of front line fighting. Jared hoped to survive long enough to absorb some of the skills Derrick had picked up.

      Derrick took point, leading them on a weaving dash across a street, around abandoned cars, and down a narrow alley between buildings. Shots followed them, striking the walls at their heels and over their heads. Shouts echoed from the second floor of the building next to them.

      “Now we are surrounded,” Derrick said, as they dodged behind a cement wall encasing a small garden.

      “I don’t think we were supposed to run behind their lines,” Jared hissed.

      “Yeah, well, they’re out of bullets or they would have shot us by now.”

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely,” Derrick replied.

      “Where are we headed?” Jared asked, feeling marginally better. He, at least, had one clip left.

      “The big building across the street, two doors down. It’s an inn. They almost always have swords on displays in inns around here.”

      They waited five more seconds before making a break for the inn. Shots ripped after them from the second floor, but they were running in the opposite direction. The curve of the road put them out of range just as the shots came close.

      “I thought you said they were out of bullets!” Jared shouted as they burst through the inn’s front door.

      “So I was wrong,” Derrick replied with a shrug. “But not about the swords.”

      “Dammit.”

      Jared wasn’t sure if he was cursing Derrick or the sheer number of weapons on display. Every wall in the entrance hall held ornamental racks of gleaming blades. Pikes formed decorative columns in the corners.

      “Voltzcrag was a strategic Moorish military outpost. What did you expect to see? Lion heads?”

      “Just find me something decent and tell me how to use it,” Jared said, pushing Derrick forward. “I’ll watch the door.”

      “Easy. Stick the pointy end in the people you want to kill.” Jared refused to laugh out loud, but he did smile. “I think there are enough weapons in here we could arm all of our fighters,” Derrick added more seriously.

      “Or all of the FLF.” They exchanged a quick glance. Jared pulled out his comm. “Gisela?”

      A few seconds of static hissed over the line before Gisela answered on the ancient police radio she’d kept.

      “I have good news and bad news,” Jared said to her, seeing movement across the street.

      “Tell me the bad,” she said.

      “Well, they’re sort of the same thing. We found a pile of weapons, but the FLF is right outside.”

      Jared wished he’d be able to remember the growling word she spat over the mike. It was most likely the best and most descriptive curse word on the planet no matter the original language.

      The fight for the inn became a nightmare of crossed fire. Whatever firepower either side had been keeping in reserve was thrown into the pitched battle. Jared wasn’t sure that the FLF knew what they were fighting to take, other than it must be good because the Guard was trying so hard to make sure they didn’t get it. Scratched, scraped, sore, and bloody, Jared no longer knew if he had been shot or not. He knew he was alive. And when the gun clicked without an accompanying kick, he knew he was out of bullets.

      “Shit. Where is the sword you found for me?” Jared asked, nervous. Derrick tossed it to him, barely pausing in his shooting. He still had bullets, of course. Then Jared ran out of time to be jealous. Three men pushed their way through the door.

      Jared did okay until the FLF troops realized it had gone down to a sword fight and that they were fighting to take over the mother-load of a medieval weapons depot. Then they stopped trying to overwhelm Jared with reckless numbers, which had simply slowed down the FLF and made it easier for Jared to figure out how to use a sword since it was easy to poke men shoving each other forward. When they started sending in one or two cautious soldiers, Jared was in trouble. When a third joined the two who had positioned themselves on either side of him and just out of sword reach, he broke into a cold sweat.

      Then one of the FLF soldiers fell to his knees. With his attention fixed on Jared he never noticed Derrick had come up from the side.

      Gun replaced with a sword, Derrick was fast and efficient. He didn’t try to draw the FLF soldiers into a fight. He just took them out as quickly as possible. Step forward, quick thrust, step back. Even when Jared thought they should have seen it coming and could leap out of the way, Derrick managed to pierce them, finding ways around armor.

      “Glad you could join me,” Jared said as Derrick fell back next to him. He wasn’t even being sarcastic. Two nervous FLF soldiers waited outside the door.

      “Figured it was time for your sword lesson,” Derrick said with a grin. Sword fighting was his element, and he knew it.

      “You don’t mind if I skip the notes for now?”

      “Learn by doing always works best,” Derrick shot back, lunging forward as a soldier tried the door. He blocked with his rifle, but Derrick got him on a quick return. “I like this sword. I might keep it if we survive.”

      Jared managed to learn a few decent thrusts, appreciating the balance as the sword arced forward, by the time Gisela’s reinforcements pushed the FLF back from the door. Out of bullets as well, they were thrilled with the cache of weapons, which were quickly distributed. Guards were left to keep watch over the inn and the remaining armaments while the rest of the EU forces spread across town.

      The FLF found or had brought a few swords, meeting the clumsy but effective Guard offensive. Sword fighting was much quieter than the pitched battle of earlier, but still deadly. The groans and shouts of injured were more pronounced over the clang of metal compared to the deafening sound of guns and bombs. And a running sword fight had fewer things to dodge. Chasing an FLF soldier down the street, Jared realized he agreed with Derrick. He was going to carry a sword from now on. He wasn’t sure where it would fit in the plane though.

      In growing darkness, they pushed the FLF toward the walls only for them to realize the city gates had been shut behind him. Jared could have kissed Gisela for that. For the first time, the remaining FLF troops surrendered. For the first time in the war, someone other than the FLF won.

      And the promised reinforcements hadn’t even arrived yet.

      “Captain?” Jared called into his comm.

      “The reinforcements are twenty minutes out,” Michael answered back immediately.

      “That’s good. We need a break. They can go and sweep up the valley and take over the prisoners,” Jared said. Derrick grinned.

      The comm crackled. “Could you repeat that Lieutenant?” Michael asked. Jared laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone at Voltzcrag was given a week of rest, even Jared. He used the time to take sword lessons from Derrick. It wasn’t enough to make him an expert, but it gave him the basics. He even found a sword he liked.

      “You are really going to keep that?” Derrick asked as they finished up a practice round. They cooled off sitting in the grass, the late fall sun warm against Jared’s back.

      “Sure, why not? From the looks of it, over half the ground troops are carrying them now. If I find someone to train with, I might be halfway decent by the next time I crash land.”

      Derrick shook his head. When Derrick taught, his fencing was slow and methodical. But Jared remembered the inn. Derrick was lethal, with a gun and with a sword.

      “So where are you off to after this?” Jared asked.

      “Not sure. We’ve got to get the FLF out of Europe. They fixing your plane?” Derrick asked.

      “Yeah. Should be ready to fly again soon. It’ll be good to have my wings back.”

      “And be above it all! You might not need to use that sword the rest of the war.”

      “I can only hope,” Jared answered, wishing it could be true.

      One win against the FLF hardly changed the course of the war. But he had learned a lot about the fight, more than that there was still a use for cannons and swords. Michael had spent hours going over the battle with him, sharing the information with his wife, and so too MOTHER. Changes were already being made on how the fighting was carried out. Michael made sure of it.

      “They’ll probably promote you after Voltzcrag, you know. We couldn’t have pulled it off without you,” Jared said.

      Derrick snorted. “A promotion like the one promised Captain Prescot? Wouldn’t care even if they did get around to figuring out the ranking system in the Guard. I’d like to see us win and the war over more. And besides,” Derrick said, giving Jared a grin. “We wouldn’t have won Voltzcrag if you hadn’t crash landed next to it!”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Jared stirred, seeing movement near the hangers.

      It had been a week long vacation, but one spent on a military base. They were ‘on hand’ for emergencies. Now, it looked like they were readying the plane that would fly him to meet up with Michael. Jared stood, offering his hand to Derrick.

      “It was good to meet you. Great really. You saved my life. I’ll look you up if we end up in the same area ... for more sword lessons of course!” Jared said.

      Derrick shook his hand. “I’d like that. Good luck and try to stay in the air this time.”

      Jared was a few hundred feet away before a thought struck him. “Earl of what?” Jared yelled.

      “Kesmere,” Derrick answered, tossing a wave before walking on to the barracks.

      The sound of a plane engine roared to life from the runway, rushing adrenaline through Jared. Even with people shooting at him, he loved to fly. He turned and ran across the tarmac, ready to go home to the sky.
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      “You will replace him,” her father said. Danielle stared at him. “It is the only way this will work. I will make the arrangements.”

      “Of course,” she said, uncertain if she thought the words or spoke. It was why he was there after all. Why he had finally come to her after years. She was his last hope.

      Danielle watched the slim back of her father as he left, hating the air that filled his lungs. His lungs instead of her brother’s. She’d rip them out and give them to Jacque if it’d bring him back. If there was enough of him left that a new set of lungs even mattered. Danielle bent her head, crying in silent, body-wracking sobs into her hand.

      She’d hated the war since the beginning of last year when in its earliest days her half-brother Pietre had died as a common soldier. Pietre who was anything but common. Twenty-seven and handsome, he’d only just begun to imagine settling down with his girlfriend when the war came. Danielle had tried to convince him not to join. Their family was above common soldiering! They were le Marc, a name synonymous with politics in France. But no, that had not been enough for Pietre. He’d wanted to be a hero. And it had killed him.

      She blamed her father. His money and power should have been able to protect his second eldest son. But no, Count le Marc had been focused on his eldest. The rest, Pietre, her, her mother - his second wife, could disappear. She didn’t remember if he’d even come for the funeral, at least the private part. He was there for the public pictures, of course. It turned out nothing bought support and a sympathetic media like the grieving father of a soldier. Dieu, how she hated him.

      And now Jacque was gone too. The one her father had wanted to protect, had crafted from the earliest days to take over the family name and dynasty, he too was dead. Thirty-two with a young son, the first of the new le Marc generation, and a wife pregnant with the next, killed when a bomb detonated on the streets of Paris. Their car’s plate was the only thing identifiable in the mess. It had been found dented, but readable, under the rubble of a building.

      Both of her brothers gone, half brothers as her father had often pointed out as if they held the better of the halves, and now he came for her. She’d make him pay. She wasn’t sure when or how, but his time would come.
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        * * *

      

      “We are here today to honor the memory of Jacque le Marc and his family, wife Megan and their son Rennault, named after his grandfather Count Renault le Marc.”

      The funeral service floated in Danielle’s vision like a television set with poor reception. It certainly couldn’t be real. Her father might not have been able to protect Jacque or Pietre from the war, but his money and wealth certainly bought a grand funeral. Especially considering it came in the middle of a war when many were dying every day. Flowers, music, and a grand black casket embossed with gold for Jacque sat at the head of the chapel. Next to it were two white ones for Megan and Rennault, Rennault’s so small as to look like one for a doll. She would have cried if there were tears left in her.

      Danielle sat through the agony of it, emotions alternating between numbness and anger. As the only living heir to the le Marc family, she sat in the front, a position not even granted to her father’s ex-wife or Danielle’s mother, his current one. She sat separated from family and friends, but next to her father’s favorite allies or worst enemies. Both offered equal condolences over the death of Jacque. The politics of it, here at her beloved brother’s funeral, sickened her.

      “Dear girl. I think she is going to faint,” the man next to her said, putting an arm around her shoulders. The world twisted white.

      Air fanned against her clammy skin revived Danielle. Groggy, she sat up only realizing as she did that she had been leaning over. She wasn’t in the cathedral. Bare limbed trees reached skyward to catch fitful clouds.

      “Are you feeling better, dear?” the brown haired man asked, his hand holding hers.

      “Yes. Thank you for your help,” Danielle answered, voice sounding like it came through a paper cup.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?” he asked, sitting next to her.

      She shook her head. “I’m ... not feeling myself. Forgive me,” she answered. Polite. She had been taught to always be polite to her daddy’s associates.

      “David, David Eldridge. I’ve known your father a very long time.”

      The name caught a spark of recognition. British. But she could have guessed that from the accent. Political, of course. Other details felt as ephemeral as if she reached to grab mist.

      “It has been a long time,” David said into her silence. “You were quite young, but have grown up into a fine young lady. How old are you now, dear?”

      “Twenty-one,” she answered, thinking again of her brother, only thirty-two and dead.

      “I wish we could have met again under better circumstances. My sympathies. Your father said how close you were to your brother.”

      Danielle nodded, the motion dislodging warm tears. David stayed with her, escorting her to the graveside. He was a solid presence next to her, speaking the correct phrases when necessary to keep people away from her. Danielle didn’t need to say anything. Across the graveside, her father watched her and David warily.

      After, David escorted her to her father’s car. With a tender smile, he abandoned her, Danielle’s father joining a few minutes later. It was a silent ride back to her father’s house. All Danielle wanted was to shut the door to her new bedroom and never come out.
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        * * *

      

      “Get up,” Renault demanded, throwing the covers back from Danielle’s bed.

      She clutched at them, squirming like a frightened girl. Her father grabbed her foot and dragged her from the tangled mess of bedding and pillows. She hit the floor on her rump.

      “You are not a child! Act your age, Danielle. You are my daughter and you will behave as such.”

      Her father stood over her, hands on hips. It had been a futile attempt to defy him, refusing to leave her bed for dinner, breakfast, or a shower. He’d let her be for a day, probably too busy to bother with her small rebellion. But now he’d come.

      She’d already crossed him. There wasn’t much more to lose.

      Danielle sat up and reached for the blankets. Pulling them over her head, she wrapped herself in the downy folds, twisting out of grabbing hands. The thick fabric padded smacks and befuddled ripping fingers. Tangled as one, she and the bedding were yanked upright and pushed forward.

      Stumbling against a door jamb, Danielle was too disoriented to direct her journey. The blankets impeded her now, blinding her vision and encumbering her movements. Every time she pulled away from the ruthless guidance, she stumbled against a piece of furniture or a door. A table crashed. A final push forward sent her careening into a cold wall. Colder water spouted onto her, soaking the bedding. She screamed and cried as she fought with the sodden mess. No hands held her down or helped. Fumbling, she at least managed to bump the water to warm.

      Finally free of the last of the sheets, Danielle met her father’s gaze where he stood at the door to the bathroom.

      “Be presentable and downstairs in half an hour.”

      There was no “or else.” There was no choice.

      Danielle rested her head against the shower wall, tears joining the falling water. After a minute, she reached for the soap.

      The next two days were completely unlike any she had imagined on the few occasions she’d pondered capturing her father’s attention and joining the family enterprise of politics. She’d thought of fine suits, stylish grooming, rehearsing speeches. She thought she’d have to run for election and win.

      “We are at war,” her father told her flatly.

      “So they are just going to hand me a seat on the new EU Parliament?” she scoffed.

      “Yes.”

      Danielle had been joking. She thought he was as well. But under his steady stare, she realized he wasn’t.

      “How? I don’t understand. We are a democracy and ...”

      “Have you not been paying attention to anything that has occurred the last two years?” Renault snapped.

      Her cheeks pricked with heat. “Of course, we are at war with the FLF.”

      “And?”

      “Formed a single governing body for the EU after the simultaneous attack and destruction of each country’s government. The surviving parliamentary members from each country were formed into a single emergency government.”

      “Well, at least you know that much. How many members? What happens if one is killed?”

      “I ... I don’t know. There’d be an election, I suppose.”

      “Really? When? Have you heard of any elections being scheduled?” Renault asked. He spoke to her like she were five and incredibly dull witted. Tears smarted her eyes as she struggled to think.

      “No. But the radio and telly have been intermittent. I haven’t managed to go online in over a month and even then most of the websites were down.”

      “That is because we are at war,” Renault repeated. “The FLF is attacking the power grid. News stations have been targeted and are mostly pirated stations now, half of which are run by the FLF. Large servers were one of the first things destroyed ... in the US. Lets not discuss the situation in Europe. The internet is nearly collapsed, dear. Please spend some time paying attention to the reality outside of the house for a bit.”

      He left her then. Which was a relief. Feeling like a fool was not something she relished, especially when her father was correct. She didn’t have a clue to what was happening other than the war had killed her brothers.

      The need to prove she was worth something to her father lured her out of her grief. Mind shaking off its fog, she pondered who she could ask for information as she stared out her bedroom window at quiet streets. Few people scurried between buildings, keeping to the shadows as though the war were in Paris already. Well, it was in a way. That was where her brother had died. She wondered for the first time where the front lines were. Wasn’t that what they called the line of fighting between sides?

      Turning away from the window, she saw a flash of red, blue, and white on a fluttering bit of cloth. A shirt of one of the few pedestrians wore had the imprint of the UK flag. Then Danielle knew whom she could call. Her father would hate it.

      She found Eldridge’s number by sneaking into her father’s study. It was easy enough to find. She knew where her father kept his important things. But reaching David was less so. The phone crackled with static the first time she tried to call. The next time it was dead. Once it rang, but no one picked up. Finally, after two days, a voice answered. It was David Eldridge.

      “What is it dear,” he answered once she explained who she was, and that she had a few questions.

      Cheeks burning enough that she was grateful that a video chat wasn’t possible, Danielle asked the questions her father had refused to answer.

      “You understand he and I are part of ... let’s call it the core of the new government.”

      “It was an emergency Ministry, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes. Ministry Operations Targeting Holistic Emergency Response, MOTHER, they’ve called it. We’ve helped hold Europe together since the first attacks.”

      David painted a picture of her father she didn’t want to know. It sounded heroic, saving the country from government-less chaos. But she knew the truth. It was her brothers who had fought, and died, in the war.

      “But there is a Parliament now. How do we elect representatives?”

      “We don’t. How could we hold elections with the fighting breaking across borders and chaos erupting in cities without warning? This is an active war, here on home soil. If we held an election, the polling stations would be the next target.”

      “But we won in Voltzcrag.”

      “One battle. Yes. It shifted the fighting and for once we have a frontline. But there is FLF in every country. There is fighting in every city as we try to purge ourselves of them.”

      “So how? How do we have a government?”

      “We’ve gone back to a few old traditions: inheritance. If a member is killed, his seat goes to a family member. If there are no more family members, the choice of an adequate replacement is made by one of the Secretaries in MOTHER. We rotate the responsibility.”

      “And my father has the next choice,” Danielle said, understanding at last.

      “No. I do. I will choose you. When it is Count le Marc’s turn. He will choose my son.”
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        * * *

      

      Danielle had to confess how she learned the information. She’d hoped that hearing she had been speaking with David Eldridge would anger her father. Instead, his lip twitched a smile.

      “Good, I am glad you are growing acquainted. He will be your official mentor once selected.”

      “When will that be?” Danielle asked, regretting her ‘election’ would come with the death of someone as much as she looked forward to a time when she would no longer be ruled and watched over by her father.

      “The way the fighting is going? Soon.”

      It turned out she already had been. A senator from Switzerland had been killed along with all immediate family the week before. No cousin, aunt, or uncle stepped forward within the short space allowed. The responsibility of nominating a new member fell to David Eldridge. As agreed, he chose Danielle. He hand-delivered the paperwork.

      “My son will be chosen next,” David said to Renault. A haze of sweat on his forehead gave the impression that David very much wanted the paperwork in his hand to contain a different name than Danielle le Marc.

      “As promised. He is still fighting?” Renault asked, tugging the official documents from David.

      “Yes,” David answered, voice roughened so that he had to clear his throat. “I cannot convince him to come home.”

      Danielle understood the worry in David’s eyes at that moment. She leaned forward, ready to speak. A cold glance from her father pushed her back into her chair.

      “The next choice falls on Prime Minister Diamante and then me. It will not be long, not ...”

      The three of them stiffened, avoiding eye contact. Of course, if the fighting were bad enough to need two new parliamentary members because all other family were dead, it did not bode well for David’s son either.

      “How long has he been fighting ... your son? I’m sorry, I don’t remember his name.”

      “Derrick. Three years now, he re-enlisted as soon as the war started. Left behind a UK parliamentary seat to fight after not even holding it a year,” David answered with a shake of his head.

      “He is the Earl of Kesmere Estate. Inherited the title from your brother-in-law, did he not?” Renault added. David didn’t answer other than with a stiff nod. “The next meeting of Parliament is in three days. We’ll introduce you then and get you acquainted with your new duties,” Renault said to Danielle.

      Danielle couldn’t wait. Her freedom waited three days away. Warnings about potential bombings did not worry her. Her brothers risked death. She would as well. Fears for the safety of the senators kept the meeting locations secret and moved frequently.

      The three of them left before dawn, driving through darkness in her father’s car. Beyond the horizon, lights flashed. Muffled explosions peppered the quiet. She had seen fighting before and heard explosions throughout Paris. But this was the first time the war felt vast. It ate the continent, even UK and Ireland. No solid front line, Danielle thought. Internal chaos was eating them alive like cancer.

      When they arrived in the early afternoon, Danielle’s ideas of what the new EU Parliament would be were shattered. She expected marble halls, men in suits, and women dressed in smart fashions. There would be a building with graceful columns and people discoursing on wide steps.  They would be making decisions that mattered.

      Instead, it appeared more like an army camp using an empty warehouse as a headquarters.

      “We’re meeting here?” she asked, dismayed.

      “I preferred the old French estate,” her father replied, his voice holding the same disdain as hers.

      “I’ll see what I can find out about lodging,” David said, walking away.

      Danielle was given a field cot. Not a room. Just a field cot. It was set in a row of dozens spaced barely six feet apart located in a different section of the warehouse, one designated for women. She stood staring at it as a middle-aged woman dropped her bags at the foot of the cot next to Danielle before settling onto the stretched fabric.

      “They aren’t that bad this time. Don’t worry, dear. It really isn’t so horrid.”

      “But ... this is no better than an army barracks!” Danielle insisted, refusing to sit.

      “Oh, you are very new then. This is much better than the army barracks. I don’t think they get a foot between cots. And the soldiers tend not to worry about showers, the men or the women. We’ve got a luxurious five feet at least between each other!”

      Her name was Myrna. She took Danielle around to bathrooms, kitchen, and meeting hall, latching onto Danielle when she spoke her last name of le Marc. Apparently war didn’t change all things in politics.

      Danielle didn’t see her father or David Eldridge the remainder of the day. It left her feeling abandoned amidst the influx of people. That night she barely slept. The room was stifling with no air flow. Sounds of people around her, shifting, coughing, and snoring grated her awake. She could have cried for her home. The home she’d been so desperate to leave. It made no sense, and she hated her emotions for playing such infantile games with her.

      In the sleep deprived numbness of morning, she rose before the others to have whatever private time she could in the community style bathroom to prepare for the day. One night of discomfort would not deter her from escaping her father’s control. Her name granted leniencies and access. She could use that unlike yesterday when she’d wished she had given a fake last name. Today, she would be a le Marc. But not her father’s daughter.

      A rat’s maze of chairs filled the main warehouse. Parliamentary members slowly filled the room, buzzing the air with talk of the war and how to deal with the ephemeral lines of battle. Danielle tried to absorb it.

      “The unified armed forces need more weapons,” a man two rows down argued.

      “Yes. But from where? Most of the world is hedging their bets on who will win. They won’t aid us for fear the FLF will take down their governments like they did in Central America,” Myrna answered, speaking from where she’d sat next to Danielle.

      “Canada and Australia are still our allies!” someone argued.

      Myrna flicked her fingers at the talk, turning back to Danielle with a frown. “It’s odd. We should have commenced by now. They are never late.”

      “How do they usually start?” Danielle asked, scanning the empty podium in the front of the room. In the shadows, a few men spoke briefly before one paced away. She didn’t recognize anyone, but the brisk walk dried her mouth. Something was wrong.

      “Prime Minister Diamante usually speaks and then we are updated on the war. After that, the roster of actions needing vote is given. We spend as much time as we can risk together going over those.”

      “How long do you usually meet?”

      “A week was the longest, but recently they’ve kept it under three days. The FLF wants the rest of us dead a little too much to risk the time,” Myrna said the words with a laugh, as if she were a rebel stirring trouble. Danielle wondered if she’d lost anyone to the war yet.

      “MOTHER gives the update?”

      “Oh goodness. No. They were dissolved a year ago, dear. They only had authority until we were formed.”

      Danielle stared at Myrna, too confused to speak. Her father and Eldridge hadn’t spoken like MOTHER was dissolved. They had acted like they were in control.

      “I—”

      Danielle was interrupted by a gavel pounding on the wood of the podium.

      “I have very grave news,” her father said, addressing the members of Parliament. “The Prime Minister was attacked enroute. We believe he is deceased, but that hasn’t been confirmed. The FLF has issued a statement in combination with a new series of widespread attacks. They say they had once hoped to utilize Europe for its resources, proven agriculture, and industry, but our resistance has destroyed their goodwill. They will make a second example of us. In light of this, I must ask that you please depart. We will send information and a new arrangement to meet as soon as possible.”

      Danielle turned to ask Myrna what she thought her father did if MOTHER was disbanded, but the woman was gone. Most of the people filling the warehouse were on their feet, moving quickly to exits as if the building were about to explode. Not knowing where her father was, the car, or Eldridge, Danielle sighed and kept her seat.

      The podium was empty when the crowd dispersed enough for Danielle to have a view. She waited. A soldier trotting through the warehouse paused when she caught sight of Danielle.

      “Danielle le Marc?” she asked. “I’ve been looking ... there has been an emergency meeting. Your father asked me to find you and make certain you were ready to leave.”

      “There really was an emergency then?” Danielle asked, embarrassed she hadn’t believed her father when the soldier gave her a double take.

      “From what we’ve learned so far, the Prime Minister was caught up in a series of attacks meant to weaken our forces. Captain Prescot is organizing the troops and we are responding, but only MOTHER has open communication lines to all the forces. There has been a lot of casualties and what is happening still isn’t clear.”

      The soldier’s words were as succinct as her pace, each clipped and fired off as she hurried Danielle across the room and along a hallway.  She left Danielle in front of a closed door, leaving in such a rush that Danielle didn’t get an opportunity to thank her and only realized afterwards she’d never gotten the soldier’s name.

      Confronted by a closed door and an empty hallway with no chairs, Danielle knocked. It opened. A woman of about forty peered at Danielle in consternation.

      “My daughter,” Count le Marc said. He did not introduce her as a new member of Parliament as if the only information of importance was her lineage. Danielle sighed.

      The woman moved away, leaving the door open and Danielle still on the other side, uncertain of what to do.

      “In. Close the door,” her father snapped, nodding to a corner.

      Annoyance at him faded as she absorbed the activity in the room. Four soldiers relayed quiet information to the seven members of MOTHER. Four men, her father and Mr. Eldridge among them, and three women discussed the information while standing over a table holding a map. No, it wasn’t holding a map. It wasn’t a table either. Danielle stared at the flat screen, watching a soldier pan the landscape image northward. She hadn’t seen a functioning computer in a month. She’d never watched such a large video display table. When the mountains stretched upwards into a 3D topo relief, her mouth gaped.

      “Captain Prescot says we’ve been pushed back into the valley here,” the soldier said, sweeping a finger over the table. The valley highlighted.

      “How bad are the casualties,” a woman asked. “Can we mount an offense?”

      “They are holding, but how long they can is uncertain.”

      “Find out,” le Marc snapped. The soldier turned away.

      Minutes streamed by with more reports. MOTHER redirected troops, David spending time in conference with a woman via a video chat line. A serious and efficient attitude contrasted with shoulder length light red hair and bright blue eyes. Whoever the woman was, she was not afraid to argue with Eldridge, swaying him twice to change decisions made by MOTHER while speaking to sources on her end. The battle lines changed, two pushing forward, three falling back.

      “We have confirmation that Prime Minister Diamante was killed. They’ve found his body.”

      One of the men swore.

      “Well, that is going to complicate things. It took over a year to get agreement to nominate him to the bloody position,” one of the women said.

      Her father waved it away as if it were too small a bother. That was how Danielle knew he wanted the position. Prime Minster of Europe, the first of their family to hold such a title. Yes. That was what he wanted. But he wasn’t the only one. Glances danced around the table. Seven of the most powerful people in Europe stood discussing strategy to save a continent they each wanted to rule. Danielle wondered what the room would be like if there wasn’t a war bringing them into agreement.

      “You are the Secretary of Defense, Eldridge. You should be making these decisions!” the man who had sworn at the announcement of the Prime Minister’s death shouted. The room froze for a second.

      “I’m not at headquarters and in direct contact with our field marshals, am I? We haven’t had this much movement at one time in months,” David replied, rubbing his fingers across his eyelids with the last.

      “I can handle things from here,” the redheaded woman on the vid feed said.

      David cracked an eyelid open, glance vying between angry and hesitant. “Where are the closest troops to ...”

      She wasn’t listening. The redhead turned away, half her face off the screen. She stiffened, one blue eye glancing toward the camera. Toward David. That was when he stopped talking.

      “What is it?” David asked, voice gruff.

      “The 51st battalion was overrun. There are many casualties. Your son is currently missing,” she said.

      David’s face faded to grey before flushing red. “Find him. Dammit, Ms. Prescot, find him. I’m coming back to base and I want to know where he is when I get there.” David turned, finding himself facing Renault. “I’m taking your bloody car.”

      “Sir, the offensive?” one soldier asked.

      “To hell with it. We are losing anyway. Figure it out.” David stormed from the room.
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        * * *

      

      “Head wound, broken arm, leg is a bit mangled, but he should keep it. The stomach wound is the worst though. Swords, nasty business. But he’ll live. He’s lucky,” the home nurse said to Danielle.

      Danielle peered through the door at the bandaged man sleeping in the guest room of her father’s maisonette. David sat with his head in his hands, staring at the floor. He hadn’t moved since they’d settled his son in that morning. Now the afternoon light slanted across Derrick’s bed as he lay comatose. She wondered if he dreamt he still fought the FLF.

      That question was only the first, and one of the least, that she pondered. She’d normally turn to David, but would not dare bother him now. David had shown up that morning with Renault’s ‘borrowed’ car and a makeshift ambulance behind. The recent attacks made the road to the coast too dangerous, not to mention a boat crossing and journey through another war torn countryside, for David to take his son home to England. Letting them stay was Renault’s only option. Anything less would be uncivilized treatment, even if David was as much a competitor as an ally.

      With David indisposed, Danielle was left with one person to ask questions of. She approached her father’s study, poised in fresh clothes that offset her blonde hair and matched her grey eyes. Her father liked it when she looked refined. She wanted him in a pleasant mood.

      “Come in,” he said in response to her knock. His eyes were red from lack of sleep, but there wasn’t a wrinkle on his shirt. Such was her father.

      “How is the fighting going?” Danielle asked, sitting on the edge of the chair across from his paper strewn desk.

      “You could check the outlets,” Renault began, taking a lecturing tone.

      “The reports? Such as the newspapers? Shall I go out and fetch one?” They stared at each other a moment. Danielle remembered she wasn’t trying to rile him. “There is no internet, father. We only have power as you saw fit to buy generators ages ago and I think you are tapped into the solar array down the street. I could ask someone to go and find me a paper, but it really isn’t worth risking someone’s life when I know you know exactly what is happening.”

      He sat back, regarding her with mild amusement. “Very well. You are correct. I do know. It isn’t good. We’ve gone from sporadic encampments of FLF that had been hiding amid cities to open conflict ... everywhere. The entire countryside is a morass of chaos.”

      “We are losing,” Danielle said, accepting the inevitable.

      Her father frowned. “No. Not yet. This is the thick of it, the peak. I don’t know which side will gain the upper hand ... and keep it. A few days ... if we are still alive then, but we should know where we stand in a few days.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” Danielle asked, meaning it and surprised to find she did. Maybe there was something of her brother’s or the le Marc blood in her.

      “Well, I can show you how to use a gun in case they storm the house.”

      “From what the nurse said, they are using swords now.”

      Her father laughed. Danielle stared at him, wondering if she’d ever heard him laugh before. He’d certainly never done so at something she had said. It was an amazing feeling.

      Emboldened, Danielle edged for more news. “How did they manage to find David’s son?”

      “Quite a few died trying to get him out from what I heard. But Ms. Prescot did as David asked and threw our resources into saving Derrick and what remained of his battalion. The redirection probably didn’t help our current situation, but ... may not have hurt it either.”

      Renault appeared receptive, lounging back in his chair with his gaze resting lightly on her. “You know, a woman I met at the Assembly, she said MOTHER had been disbanded.”

      Renault’s gaze focused as he stiffened, Danielle kept her face unconcerned. He relaxed. She released her breath. “And what do you think?”

      “I would say that MOTHER runs the war,” she answered.

      “We run the country. But do not say that to anyone else.”

      “Is that why you put me in Parliament? I’m your spy?”

      “Partially yes.”

      “What is the other part? Spread word of your suitability for the next Prime Minister?”

      Renault’s eyes were more blue than grey and right now they held ice. “You will do as I tell you to do. You are not to speak to anyone else of MOTHER or what you saw in that room. You are not to speak of what you learn about the fighting and the war. And yes, if I tell you to sing praises for something, you will score an aria!”

      Under his stare where he perched half risen from his chair, Danielle caved. She could not fight him. Not alone. Tears stung her eyes.

      “Yes, father.”

      A knock broke the long moment of their silence. David pushed open the door at Renault’s invitation.

      “How is your son?” Renault asked, calm voice holding concern. Real concern. Of course her father would intimately feel for a threatened son.

      “Resting. I ... thank you. Thank you for letting us stay.”

      “You are lucky to have made it this far,” Renault replied.

      “I know. I should contact Arinna. The fighting ... they need guidance. Her husband leads our armed forces. Did you know that, dear?” David asked her.

      “Captain Prescot’s wife is your aid? Why do they call him Captain? Shouldn’t he be a general?”

      “War is confusing. He shouldn’t even be here. They should have both been back in America when it fell,” Renault said, tone ambivalent.

      “American? I had thought ... Canadian,” she said, blushing.

      “No. American. Were American, I suppose. She doesn’t take the risks she should. Too afraid for her husband,” David muttered. Renault raised an eyebrow. Danielle read the irony in the look even if David did not. “I should go back to Derrick.”

      “I’ll go,” Danielle blurted. Quickly, she added, “You haven’t eaten. Please, I’ll watch over him for a bit. You need to rest.”

      Danielle kept her hurried exit measured, relieved to escape her father’s calculating stare.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Derrick lay unconscious for the next four days. Twitches and occasional words indicated his coma wasn’t deep and that there was reason to hope. Danielle found herself by his side whenever she was awake. It wasn’t like she had duties despite now being a member of Parliament. And it was the one place her father would not bother her.

      Outside, the war’s fury inched toward favoring the EU. But it was difficult to confirm. Her father called it guerrilla warfare, though David said it was worse than that. It was something new, local terrorism on a massive and continuing scale. They didn’t know how to strategize, not yet. David spent his time split between talking to Europe’s forces and his son’s bedside. The house felt as tense and uncertain as the war.

      And then Derrick regained consciousness.

      Rejuvenated by relief, David launched himself into the war effort. In his absence, Danielle spent time with Derrick, confessing her problems with her father and the loss of her brothers. He clung to her words instead of the pain of his wounds as she helped change bandages. At least her childish problems served a purpose.

      “No one will tell me how the fighting is going,” Derrick said to Danielle one afternoon after his father had hurried to duties kept behind closed doors.

      “I think they don’t want to worry you,” Danielle replied.

      “No. They don’t want me to be interested. As if not telling me will keep me from going back.”

      She stared at him. “You want to go back and fight? But ...” Her gaze fell to his bandaged waist and leg.

      “I’ll heal. They need soldiers. I’ve seen people fight with worse.” He glanced away when he said that, as if not looking at her would hide the fate of those who fought on.

      “I’ll go and see what I can find out.”

      “You think they’ll tell you?” he asked. Danielle blushed, embarrassed by how much she’d confessed to him.

      “I can always listen at the door,” she replied.

      When she padded quietly to her father’s study, what she heard wasn’t about the war. It was David and Renault strategizing. The idea frightened her more than the explosions she heard beyond the window glass.

      “We have to end the war to be war heroes,” David said.

      “Well if we don’t win the war, we also won’t have to worry about who is Prime Minister,” Renault replied. “The power cannot go to Miralda or Ilse.”

      The silence was as thick as the heavy door. “You are serious about this?” David finally answered.

      “You don’t agree? This plan will save your son.”

      “For the price of the Prime Minister’s seat?”

      “You or I. Who it is will be chosen by fate and how the end of the war plays out ...”

      Danielle moved away, surprised to find one thought in her mind. “Or me,” she whispered as she paced the floor of her room. She had a parliamentary seat, one meant to be used to help her father. But if she helped David instead? She trusted David. He would protect her. She trusted his family, Danielle realized. Derrick would have a parliamentary seat too. He could help her. If he didn’t go back to the fighting.

      Danielle hurried out of her bedroom, but slowed before she reached Derrick’s room. She still hadn’t figured out what to say when she opened his door.

      “What’s happened?” Derrick said, struggling upright.

      She sat in the chair next to his bed. “I ... No. It isn’t the fighting. That isn’t what is wrong.” Derrick studied her face as she paused. “From what I have heard the fighting is still a mess. Communications are sporadic and the reports contradict.”

      “Or the fighting changes so quickly the information is old by the time Command hears it,” he said, glancing away. He spoke with the battle weariness of someone who had seen the unsteady flow firsthand. “What is it then?”

      “My father,” Danielle answered, voice wavering.  “I don’t know what will happen when you and your father leave. I don’t want to be alone here with him.”

      Derrick took her hand but before he could reply, the door opened.

      “Good. You are both here. We have something to discuss with you,” David said, entering with Renault behind.

      Derrick continued to hold her hand, which kept Danielle from finding an excuse to leave. “What is it? And how is the fighting?”

      “It has shifted in our favor. I will get you reports if you don’t believe me. Captain Prescot and his Lieutenant that you’ve gone on so much about – Jared Vries? They are making headway. Lines are forming. The FLF will not win Europe,” David said.

      “You make it sound so easy,” Derrick retorted.

      “I know it is not,” David said slowly, emphasizing each word as his gaze paused on his son’s injuries. Derrick looked toward the window, expression hard.

      “Why do you want to speak to both of us?” Danielle asked as the silence grew.

      “We have a proposal for you,” Renault answered smoothly.

      “What is it?” Derrick said, bristling. Danielle squeezed his hand, nervous of Derrick’s anger. He needed to hear whatever plan her father and his had hatched. They wanted him to leave the war as much as she did. The three of them working together were sure to sway Derrick. Somehow.

      “We can assume the fighting will have impacted the EU Parliament. We’ve had reports of missing members. Seats will need to be filled. It is my turn to choose the next position with no family left to inherit. I intend to choose you,” Renault said to Derrick.

      “Me? You want me to leave the war to play politics? When we aren’t even sure if we’ll win?”

      “You were elected to the UK Parliament prior to the war, I’ll remind you. I had thought you’d seen the importance of politics,” David said.

      “Importance? Yes. When we were at peace! Now, we are barely surviving. Communications are too slow. You think you can direct everything from the old NATO headquarters utilizing the best technology while soldiers in the field are using swords!”

      “If you have so many ideas on how the war is fought, join Parliament and do them. Stop trying to work through Byran,” David replied. No words to respond found their way to Derrick’s lips.

      “I still don’t see what this has to do with me,” Danielle said.

      Her father cleared his throat, gaze sweeping David before falling on her. “We are two of the strongest families in Europe. Our unity can help guide this country not only out of war,” Renault said with a nod toward Derrick, “but also through the rebuilding that must come after.”

      “Unity?” Derrick asked slowly.

      “We’d like you both to agree to a betrothal to demonstrate that the times of divisions of countries and individual politics are behind us,” David answered.

      The room settled into silence for the space of a breath.

      “Yes,” Danielle answered.

      “What?” Derrick snapped, questioning her as much as their fathers. Trembling with the unexpected hope of an escape, she silently pleaded for Derrick to at least not say no.

      Renault appeared as surprised as Derrick at Danielle’s quick answer. “It makes sense,” Danielle said, turning to Derrick. “It is a political match, true. And might seem premature as the outcome of the war is still tenuous. But they are right. Together, we can help guide the way forward. And now you can change what is wrong with the war. I’m already in Parliament. I’ll support anything you say is needed.”

      Derrick stared at her. She knew him well enough from the last week that she could see he was tired, his wounds listing him to the left in the bed. He didn’t have the energy to fight, not the three of them. And he was as well bred as she. There was no polite way to refuse.

      “You accept this?” he asked. His sincere navy blue eyes cut through the charade being foisted on him.

      Danielle buried selfish needs and squeezed his hand. “Yes. This is an opportunity for us ... for Europe.”

      He studied her a moment longer. Derrick dropped her hand as he turned to his father. “Fine. I will go along with what you ask as well.”

      Danielle was happy enough that she could ignore the bitterness in his answer.
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