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To the brown girls, to the dreamers, to the out-of-step girls, to the hidden warriors.


We can be heroes.
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Layla Kamil, Cygna City, Altain


16 Debedana 1125

“Tell me again,” the security investigator says. His eyes hone in. I let my breathing slow, imagining cool water trickling down my back, just like Ignatius taught me.  
A simple lie detector test is easy to beat, but I’m not trying today. Today, I have nothing to hide. Good thing, too. The cuffs on my hands measure my pulse, and that’s the part I could cheat. But those eyes—those eyes are unrelenting. 
He wears bionic contacts, all the better to measure any hesitation in my manner, or the slightest dissembling.
“Ignatius and I started writing two years ago,” I repeat. “I’ve kept your office informed about the frequency and nature of the correspondence.” 
“No face-to-face calls?”
I start to shake my head but think better of it. “We know suspicions run high between Valhar and Altain. No reason to get ourselves into a situation where it’s only our word we haven’t been discussing anything inappropriate. A written trail, we believed, was best.”
He narrows those eyes. The contacts make his irises gleam electric blue, and the lenses within whir about like clockwork gears. Something in the background clicks and ticks with steady precision, and though the light in the room is evenly distributed via inset bulb, I imagine one ponderously swinging lamp threatening to fall and crash onto my head. 
Damn you, Ignatius. You get to live your life all lordful and high, and I’m always the one left scrambling to explain. 
“What did he say about the new position?” he asks.
“His ascension? I had no idea it was happening. He said nothing at all, ‘cept he’d need to stop writing for a while. Then Carlus abdicated, and ten days later, I saw the announcement.” 
The interrogator steeples his fingers, assessing me. “And then?” 
“I haven’t heard from him since. For the last six months.” Fine. It’s fine.
He scoffs and makes a note on his tablet. 
“But I’ve told you all this already.” I finally allow myself some irritation. “This is a scheduled counterintel screen. Why the drama?”
“Have somewhere to be?” 
I grind my teeth. “Well the President of the entire Whorl-damned Altainan Republic has that Armistice Day speech to give tomorrow and if I don’t get back to it—” 
“Let me be clear, Ms. Kamil—”
“Commander Kamil.”
He smiles toothily. In my imagination, miniature snakes slither out his mouth, chattering and hissing to go in for the kill.
“How Valharan of you.” His voice oozes with derision. 
I suppress the shiver, but of course he catches it.
“The chief of staff,” he continues, “is the one who asked me to do a second level investigation, so I think he can forgive a slight amount of tardiness.”
Chief of sta—Damnit, Srivani. “As long as I’m back by 1400.” My hands clench and release. “I have a meeting with Roya herself.” 
“We wouldn’t want you to be late for the President. I agree. Now, let’s go over this again,” he says. “When did you start fucking Emperor Ignatius I of Valhar?”

I leave, the claustrophobic room leading into a claustrophobic hallway, down in the ass pit of a shabby edifice: the People’s House, the seat of power for the leader of the Free Whorl. It’s as humble as possible, a nondescript brick squatting on a nondescript square. Typical Altain: down with the pomp and circumstance! Down with the gilded corridors and the stately busts. We’re afraid to admit our predations, so invested we are in being the moral leaders of the Whorl.
I promptly run into Ransom, leaving the observation room to the south. 
“You two never even kissed?” Ransom asks. Amazing, for how much he knows me, he can’t understand how little physical intimacy matters. 
“You were listening in?” Ugh. Of course he was, because— 
“It’s literally my job.” He finishes what I assume is the rest of his lunch, grimacing as he picks at his teeth. “Haff a toofpick?” 
I make an urph of disgust and hand him a neatly folded square of cloth. “Use this.”
Ransom nods in thanks. His stubby fingers dive in and then he finishes up, stuffing the cloth into the pocket of his kurta. Looking over at me, he arches an eyebrow. “What?” 
“I’m serious.” I grimace. “Can we not talk about my unexciting romantic history when we get out in the open? I’d rather the general populace not know about, well, you know.” We keep walking through the pit and emerge from the basement door into glorious sunshine. I bask in the gust of afternoon sea air, craygulls squawking in the distance.
Ransom pokes my shoulder. “What, that the joint heroes of the Mazaran invasion wanted to boink each other the entire war?”
I scan the plaza, noting the interns, journalists, and minor officials gathered nearby, and turn back to him glaring. “I’m open about it with my superiors, because they need to know.” My tight whisper seems to ring out over the square. “Now, can you just shut it?” 
“Yes, ma’am, Commander, ma’am.” He salutes. “I guess that’s what I call you now.”
“Oh, stop.” I roll my eyes. “That kid—” 
“Already doing the ‘kids these days’ thing? You’re not that old, little Layla.”
Youngest O-5 in a generation, that’s me. Aged 26 when I made rank, now 30. Hardly a pimple-scarred youth, but pimple cream and wine spritzer is the Republic Defense Force’s stock in trade. At any rate, eventually they retired me, too, patting my back and telling me to stay close to the capital, while keeping me corked in case of emergency—and also for the occasional parade. 
He spins off from me as we reenter the building from the street level, going wherever he goes to sit on his throne of lies and intrigue, cackling as he tweaks and pulls gossamer threads of intelligence and makes minions out of men. 
Ransom’s actually the deputy assistant national threats minister for counterespionage and leadership profiling, but I like to pretend he’s a sinister puppeteer.
But in a way, it’s true. Altain’s leaders—those powerful, mighty leaders—use spymasters like Ransom to keep dissension in line, and scary bionic dudes to sniff out traitors. But then they turn around and talk about public trust. And maybe only I see it. I’m the only one who’s been on the other side of the divide; the only one whose foreign experience spans beyond free states like Lyria and Reneb. Instead, I’m resident expert on the annoyingly militaristic Valharan Empire. 

A few twists and turns later, I enter President Roya’s austere office, which stands resolutely unadorned: generic meeting table with folding chairs on one end; her desk on the other. A plain black slab with a cushy-yet-functional overstuffed swiveling chair sits behind it. 
Next to Roya sits the chief of staff, Srivani. He’s the reason for my little security update-turned-interrogation. 
I lower my voice as I pass: “Talk. Later.” 
Sri has the grace to look abashed. “Layls,” he begins, “I know you’re going to ask her—”
“Armistice Day,” Roya interrupts in her throaty voice.
“We’ve got everything set up, ma’am,” Sri answers, pivoting away. 
“You’ve got those changes incorporated?” Roya asks me. Her only nod to ornamentation today is her shari-inspired skirt, a stiff gold-and-black sensation, the petticoat underneath flaring out dramatically to make the whole thing look like a Valharan ballgown. 
Valhar’s on my mind a lot, especially given the favor I’m about to ask the President.
“Ma’am, I changed most of them. But that phrase, ‘requiem and remembrance,’ had the highest engagement score of all our lyrical beats.” 
“Well, if the focus groups like it—” Roya sighs— “by all means, keep it in.” 
Chief speechwriter: not as glamorous as one would think. In fact, sometimes I feel no better than a vassal. Especially after the high of military leadership.
“We’ll keep you off stage for this one,” she continues. “Don’t want my opponents to think I’m milking having a goddess-be-damned war hero on my staff. Now, about the state visit to Valhar next month—”
“I’m still waiting for my ticket,” I jump in, then clamp my hand over my mouth. Oh, shoot. I literally just interrupted the President. Srivani puts his head in his hands, practically his default position when dealing with me. 
But I haven’t busted my ass for all these years to be tossed aside until I’m recast as a show pony. This is Valhar we’re discussing. An empire, and Emperor, I have actual expertise on.
Thankfully, all I get from Roya is an indrawn sigh and one raised brow. “I’m sure Sri can handle any last minute changes to my remarks.” 
I continue with my push. She’ll see right through me of course. Work be damned. I want to see him. “Madame President, humbly, you need to show your party you’re serious about having good relations with Valhar. Especially with legislative elections coming up soon.” I pause, gauging her response. 
Her head cocks to the side, lips pursed in thought. Good. Since the end of the Mazaran war, the populace has worried about another threat. Valhar fits the bill. 
“The more light you shine on the empire, the more we remind the voters they can be friends and allies,” I resume. “I can help, ma’am. Not just last minute changes to speeches, but also if things go awry. And there’s policy changes to boot, with the new regime. I don’t understand them fully but I have more experience than—” 
“Fine. Fine, Layla. But wear your uniform for the opening ceremony. They’ll eat it up.” 
Victory. Of a sort. 
“I aim to serve.” I tense, anticipating a flurry of good-idea fairies capitalizing on the Emperor and I being old war buddies: joint appearances at a cemetery; thrown together in a ticker-tape parade. 
But President Roya keeps going. It’s curiously disappointing, despite the fact I loathe being shown off. Altainan performative pacifism at work, again. We Altainans are so far up our collective ass, we treat our soldiers like evil necessities, shameful secrets to tuck away in hope chests until the dowry comes due. 
“All right,” Roya says, “this is a formal state visit, not a working one. We’ll avoid the heavy topics; the rumor they are constructing a tunnel in the empire’s hinterlands is still very concerning, but my goal during this trip would be to gauge if it’s even true. Regardless, other than that wrinkle, we’re flying in, saying hi, dancing to some traditional songs, going home.”
One month. In less than one month I’ll see him for the first time in two years. 

      [image: image-placeholder]We’ve sent pictures in addition to our words, sometimes silly videos to convey what we couldn’t otherwise, but we haven’t talked in real-time. Now, after a couple weeks’ travel, we’re speeding our way toward Valhar. Toward  him. 
Just a friend now. Just a friend.
We fly past Felix through the Lyrian wormhole, and soon, we’re on approach: ice-capped mountains, snow blanketing the ground. I quiver as if already cold. Cygna, Altain’s capital, is temperate and by the sea, fueled by saltwater in the air and lush breeze. I’ve been to Novaria, the Valharan capital, only once before, when Gustav IV bestowed me damehood for my part in pushing Mazar back to its borders. 
In the transfer shuttle down to the surface of Valhar, Sri shivers and messes with the cabin’s environmental controls. “So. Previous relationship gonna be a problem on this trip?”
My eyes shift to him and I glare. “About that.” 
“Hari didn’t give you too hard a time, did he? With his bionics?” 
My teeth clench. “Not at all. It was a picnic.” A picnic in hell. 
“I knew you were going to push to come. Honestly, it was going to be a no. Anyway. We had to cover our asses. Yours too. Now that you’ve had a second level security review, no one is going to panic about your previous engagement to the Emperor of Valhar.” 
“We were not engaged.”
“He asked you to marry him.”
“And I said no!” Only because of Carlus II’s stupid citizenship decree, which was the first thing Ignatius changed upon his ascension. 
But I don’t admit that. Nor do I admit the flutter it gives me to imagine Ignatius’s satisfaction as he retracted that particular law.
“We were friends and colleagues,” I say instead. “He can be a bit traditional, and pragmatic to boot. He thought we’d be a good match.”
“You, a foreigner?”
“The commoners don’t have a problem with outsiders. But the aristocracy is more…”
“Quaint?”
Provincial. Xenophobic. Atavistic. 
“I’m glad they were able to bring some new attitudes to the throne in the last five years,” I allow. Integrating the Valharan and Altainan elite out in the Swan Nebula helped…
My thoughts trail off. Then-candidate Roya had pushed hard to close that particular base, and succeeded too. Otherwise, would I still be out there? Would Ignatius be? What promises would he have made me then, knowing he had a chance to come into power?

      [image: image-placeholder]The welcoming ceremony limps on, tedious as usual, but I gratefully tug my dress whites, warm and practical in the biting air. Sri clinches his brocade jacket tighter as the wind blows. Standing with her wife and the Emperor on the steps of the Imperial Palace, President Roya resembles the Goddess Herself, wearing a serene expression even as soft flakes flurry around her.  
We decamp to an inner foyer. Roya introduces our delegation: trade representatives, staffers, cultural attachés. The stoic Valharans regard our untidy gaggle of a delegation—with our rolled up sleeves and easy smiles—with barely disguised fascination. The Emperor’s personal secretary, whom I know well, is in charge and handles the pleasantries. He has a polite nod for most and a genuine smile for me. But then— 
Steps, sharp and measured. It’s him: the uniform, rhythmic cadence of his footfall as familiar to me as my heartbeat. He enters: posture straight and tall, shoulders squared and back, head up, eyes forward, economical swing to his arm, heel-strike a rapped staccato on marble tile. 
Clearly he’s only passing through. His eyes rove over us as if reviewing troops, and he gives an impatient swing of his head when the secretary repeats the introductions. He pauses to speak with the President, and his brows knit together, lips in a thin line. He nods, and cuts his eyes at the secretary, who makes a note. Try as I might, I’m unable to achieve eye contact.
And I do try.
He then resumes walking toward the second exit, about to come near, and he’s a rogue star attracting a flailing, wandering planet, capturing me in his orbit. My mind flashes to the Ignatius I know: the silly Ignatius, the loving one, the cut-clean soldier, drunk, lolling head spouting off some stupid theory, the one who held my hand and listened to my fears, the one who taught me to dance the calana, the one to whom I taught ancient mythology. The one who drew silly cartoons illustrating my silly thoughts. We bonded over frozen tundra and over our vows of service. We bonded over loyalty, over nation-above-all. Ignatius Kurestin. Esteemed son of a royal princess and a minor baron. War hero. 
The love of my life.
“Of course,” the secretary, Ephraim, says at last, “the Dame Commander Layla Kamil.” Ignatius grunts in acknowledgement, never once looking at me. 
And he walks right past me, out the door. 
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He leaves, a supernova extinguishing all the light in the room, and I gasp in the vacuum. In his wake it’s all business. The important delegates are taken to luxury accommodations. The rest of us schlep our way to the guest residence, tucked out of sight. 
My stomach tightens, and I in turn clench my hands, close and open, over and over, as I work to keep the confusion and disorientation at bay. We’re friends. Just friends. And when in professional situations, friends sometimes have to pretend not to be. That’s all. 
I’ve never been inside the palace before and therefore join my fellow staffers in their caught breaths and wide eyes. Majestic frescoes dot the landscape like signposts to a destination; here an origin tale, there a claim of divine rule, another commemorating glorious battle. All on the way to an ordered, disciplined society. What the Valharans must think of us! Freewheeling, bohemian laity all. Altain is soft words and kind hands—until our principles are squeezed, and then we lash out in protective anger. 
Everything’s gold. Everything shines. The palace smells of meticulous, antiseptic cleanliness. With their discipline, perhaps Valhar should be the culture of monastic simplicity and spartan pragmatism, and Altain should be slinging jewels and glitter. Instead, we’re the ones gawking at the riches splayed out before us. Not so much as to be gaudy or gauche. Just the right touch for simple elegance. 
For a moment, my step falters, thinking this all belongs to him. I’m heartsick. I can’t even visualize a silly scene to will it all away.
“I thought you two were friends,” my assistant whispers as we walk. I’m still smarting over Roya and Sri seeing that snub. Will it hurt my professional credibility?
Not for the first time, I think: Goddamnit, Ignatius.

In the morning, the common space in the guest residence sits covered in coffee mugs, tablets, and that desperate stench ten flunkies get when trying to keep their principal happy. 
“She had to get snippy about the tunnel,” Sri groans, face in hands. His bald pate sheens, but the luster disappears with an angry toss of his head. He subvocalizes what I assume are angry epithets against the President. She apparently made some waves in her private meeting with His Excellency.
“Well, she’s right,” my assistant offers. She’s leaned back, bare feet on table, and I swallow my reproach. “There’s a reason our pact of cooperation includes a clause about not building an entire Whorl-damned expressway to the rest of the galaxy in your backyard.”
“He’s not doing that though, is he?” Sri’s plaintive. “Layla, tell me he’s not that stupid.”
Reclaim the narrative, Layls. This is exactly why I asked to come. “He’s definitely not stupid. You know how insular the empire is. There’s some reason they want to build a tunnel. Besides,” I add, “doesn’t it take generations to build one, much less figure out the physics?” There’s a reason the Whorl only has one, in the Swan Nebula. 
“Generations seem like a long time, until our grandkids are dealing with an invasion from yet another hostile people, on our flank this time.” 
I nod at Sri. Point taken. “So what’s the deal right now? We think they’re researching?”
Mena, my assistant, groans. “Blessed Lady, I hope it’s just in the research stage. But here. Ransom’s report came in this morning.” She throws it at me. “Where were you?”
“Walking. Pretty view.” The Republic forces made me an early riser, and the best thing to do from there is start the day right. And, maybe, getting a glimpse of a certain someone. But why do I care, anyway? I wanted to come on this trip for career purposes. Eyes on my old friend would’ve been nice, but apparently, for reasons I don’t yet understand, I’m persona non grata. No communication since he became emperor. Completely ignoring me. 
The flare of hurt at being disposable is something I try to eliminate. I visualize a trash stick grabbing the ball of pain like a wayward crumple of paper, stabbing it, then shoving it down deep inside me. 
I scan the report. It appears there’s a troubling amount of activity in the hinterlands of the Empire, in a location with known positive factors for tunnel creation. Hopefully it’s nothing. 
Is this a thing the Emperor would do? How would I know? I don’t know the Emperor. I don’t mean this in some petulant way, as if I’m getting back at the man who pretended he didn’t know me. Truly, I don’t know the Emperor. I’ve never known him. I’ve never talked to him. I’ve never listened to him expound on the value of holding to promises versus acting in self-interest. Captain-General Lord Ignatius Kurestin, Viscount Aquil, Baronet Tyrii, is not the same as the man, the office, embodying the absolute power of the Ruler-Ascendant of the Valharan Empire. 
Wherever Altain’s faults lie regarding the treatment of our military, the fact remains that soldiers throughout the Whorl cleave to their respective oaths, a shared ideology in its own way. And because of those oaths of protection, Ignatius and I together were responsible for the pact of cooperation that catapulted our two superpowers into actual allies. Our nations fought together against the Mazaran Invasion, as opposed to being two comets passing in a starry sky.
Although perhaps that history no longer means anything to him.
To do anything to jeopardize either the pact or put the Whorl in danger of the Mazarans coming back would be anathema to the soldier I knew. But power changes people. And the first thing one learns in the officer corps is duty shapes people. The rank and position you hold is more important than what someone individually believes. Only those of lower rank have the luxury of holding on to principle. And so I don’t know Emperor Ignatius I’s decision tree. I don’t know if his personal distaste for jeopardizing the Whorl factors into anything anymore. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The next day, Roya stands tall and proud, giving the traditional visitors’ address in front of the Lords’ Parliament. I mouth my own words along with the President, the universal tic of ghostwriters throughout the galaxy.  
“And so, we find ourselves navigating the most complex of relationships: friendship. How much meaning pours into that simple word? Two nations set up so differently. No longer with a common enemy to fight. We’ve had peace, but can we learn to also grow close?
“I would like to thank the hospitality of Emperor Ignatius, the Right-and-Honorable-Lords, and the entire nation of Valhar,” Roya continues.
She pauses for the intermittent applause and I smooth my burgundy skirt. No uniform. Today I blend into the comfortable anonymity of a background, anodyne, worker bee. My coworkers and I stand on the floor of the chamber, along a wall edge. Up in the observer galley are the well-to-do citizens of the Empire, plus their nascent press corps.
“He looks so intimidating,” Mena whispers. I keep smiling and clapping while shifting my eyes to Mena, the President, and then to Ignatius: formidable, impeccable. 
“He can be, yes,” I offer, out the side of my mouth. It’s funny; Mena works for me, but in the grand context of things, we’re both nobodies. Somehow I occupy a prestigious position yet am also another cog in the wheel. Sometimes it grates.
“This Senate of Lords,” Roya’s speech goes on, “is different from the system we have in place on Altain. Hereditary. A position for life, a position borne out of privilege. Some in our republic look askance at the way you’ve ordered your society. But I say, after meeting with this man, your emperor, your leader, I have seen that you, the nobility, the electors in charge of choosing a new ruler, have done this entire Whorl an impeccable service.”
That’s off-script. But I don’t begrudge her.
“He should probably have kids soon,” Mena whispers, “or if something happens they’ll have to do this all over again. Ooh, he needs a wife. Can you imagine?”
With effort, I temper my uncomfortable expression, contemplating that peculiar agony of not being able to confess one’s heartbreak. But mostly, I want my friend back; I wish he’d look at me with just the tiniest lift of his eyebrow, so I know I’m not invisible. 
“I wonder what his babies will look like,” Mena adds, causing me to try to keep at bay the semi-hysterical, maniacal, panicked laughter bubbling in my throat. It’s not Mena’s fault. Most people don’t know about the relationship part of our history. We loved each other, without ever allowing ourselves to be together. 
Focus, Layls. I’m an officer and assistant to the President. Ignatius knows his duty. Which apparently means cutting ties with me. Which apparently means breaking treaties. Which apparently means jeopardizing this fragile peace we have in the Whorl. Now it’s time to do my own damn job. I turn my full attention back to the speech.
“This formal state visit has been an inspiration, and what I hope is a continuation of a productive and beneficial relationship between our two nations,” Roya says. “I would like to extend an invitation to Emperor Ignatius to come visit us on Altain within the next six months. I would like it to be a working visit, not a ceremonial one, so we can iron out larger issues and the elements of cooperation between us. Would you accept that, Your Excellency?”
My silent mouthing trips up at this point, because this is also off-script. It’s about the subspace tunnel Valhar is rumored to be building, despite the treaties. 
He has to accept. Roya’s backed him into a corner. 
I glance at Ignatius to observe his reaction, and he’s looking straight at me. His jaws work silently. Apparently he’s chewing over a response. I had nothing to do with that part, I convey with my widened eyes, and I am graced with the ghost of a smile. 
Before he can answer Roya, a loud crack splits the room. Maybe the thundersnow forecasted this morning? But then comes the trickling awareness of shouting. The lights turn off. 
Somebody screams.
“They have weapons!” one of the Lords calls. There emerges the rustle of one hundred men drawing their sidearms in response. Painfully aware we’re fish in a shooting barrel, I tug at Mena and back us closer to the wall, grabbing an errant chair and place it in front of us, ineffectual as it may be. “Crouch down.” 
The wave breaks. My ears ring with the cacophony. Any minute I’m expecting the sound of arms fire. For now it’s just a lot of yelling. “This is the Imperial Service. Stand down!” comes a voice. “This includes you, my Lords. We have the situation under control.” 
The running lights along the floor flicker on and in the ghostly shadows both the Emperor’s and the President’s personal security shepherd them out an inset door, the First Lady huddled alongside next to the President. 
It’s then Ignatius says, “Protect Dame Layla. She may be a target.” His voice is deep, controlled, and authoritative, but in it beats the fear, the barely repressed terror hidden within a slight trill. 
And all I can think is, I knew it, you bastard. I knew you still loved me. 
I bend over Mena, who’s curled up and shivering, panic radiating off of her in waves. “Deep breaths,” I coach. “In and out. Still and controlled. I’ve got you.” I miss having my sidearm, its hefty assuring weight digging into my hips. 
A tap on my shoulder. “My lady,” the man behind me says in an urgent whisper, “the Emperor has requested I bring you to safety.” 
I assess the chaos, then glare at him. “Let me stay with my colleagues.” 
“My lady, I’m afraid I cannot—” 
“This is ridiculous,” I snap. My lip pinches like an adolescent trying to have her way. I’m on shaky ground. In this place, I don’t feel confident, or brave, or knowledgable. I shouldn’t make waves. But the idea of just walking away goes against all my ingrained instincts. 
The man—a security officer of significant rank—regards me with discomfort, but he doesn’t look likely to give in. “Madam,” he says, “this is a direct order from His Excellency.” 
I sigh. I’m an honorary noble, nothing more, nothing worth protecting, but Ignatius’s word is law. I try again. “I’m not one to be coddled.” But he ignores me. 
I lean down near Mena. “Keep breathing,” I whisper. “Nothing else is happening. Just a bit of chaos, and then it’s done.” With one last look back, I allow the man to lead me away. 

      [image: image-placeholder]
With each step, I get myself more worked up, until I burst into the closet-sized space, my heart hammering angry spikes. “What’s happening?” I demand, imagining my eyes burning holes into Ignatius. “Are those people armed? Are my colleagues in danger?” What I want to say is: What’s this hot-and-cold shit? Ignore me, then pull me away, like a lost earring picked off pavement?
President Roya holds up a hand, warding off my tirade. “They’re telling us it’s just protesters. A large amount, but no danger. No attempt to harm.”
“But is anyone taking care of our staff? They should have been able to come with us, ma’am. They’re scared. Mena was hyperventilating!” I pace, tense, furious. 
I’m probably making too big a deal out of this, but it’s unfair. I don’t deserve to be here more than anyone else.
“Peace, Layla.” Roya has her arms around her wife, who also looks terrified. “Everyone will be okay. We’re here as a precaution.” 
“Right.” I whirl back on Ignatius, meeting his chestnut eyes. “So why the hell am I here, Your Excellency? No danger? Then let me be out there with my people.” 
“They’re not your people—” the President attempts to interject, but I cut her off without acknowledgement. “So what do you say, Excellency? What’s your excuse dragging me away from them? Surely your security has better things to do.” 
“Do not presume to lecture Us,” he says, simply, voice cool and eyes glittering. 
I’m not afraid of him. But I understand the office he holds—understand the need to clarify the ground rules of this interaction. I breathe deep, ball my fists down by my side, and nod once in acknowledgement. 
Ignatius’s lips quirk briefly. He walks toward me and bows. “Well met, my lady.” 
I curtsey in the Valharan style, almost by compulsion. “Well met, Your Excellency.” Oh Ignatius, you’ve trained me well. 
“Was that your speech?” Ignatius asks. “The President’s?”
I clear my throat. “Some of it.”
“Melodic,” he says, turning to Roya. 
“What can I say,” Roya responds with a smile. “She’s a superstar.” 
His eyes return to me, and mine to his.
I punch down the thoughts, the curiosity, the confusion. I don’t want this. This is trouble. 
Ignatius places a finger on his chin thoughtfully. “You have the soul of a leader,” he finally declares. “I shall send a man to round up your people and spirit them to safety.” His honey-coated cultured voice resounds in my ears.
 He straightens and gives me a swift nod of respect. Now that’s the way to my heart: praise my professionalism.
An entering Imperial general saves me from a literal swoon. “Sire,” he intones. Ignatius strides over for a conference. President Roya hesitates but then asserts herself into the circle. Luckily they pitch their voices so I can hear.
“These folks have been agitating for the last year or so,” Ignatius says. “Economic instability. The merchant and business class aren’t happy about their standard of living going down and are asking for more civic freedoms to be able to vote in mitigating measures.” 
“I mean, they have a point,” I mutter. The President turns to give me a withering glare.
Ignatius cranes his head and gives me an appraising look. “What do you think, Dame Layla? Shall we reward their tantrum?”
I resist the temptation to roll my eyes and approach. “Sire, if I may, this was a whole lot of noise for show. If you ignore them, it might be the opposite of what they want. I expect you’ve been cracking down when they try things like this?” 
At this, he smiles thinly. 
“Well, that might actually galvanize them,” I continue and then hesitate. How to word this?  “The Empire has strength in its spine. Between your fearsome reputation, and your secret police, letting them go may actually cause more unease.”
“If you let them free, sire,” the general warns, “they will just be emboldened to increase pressure. This wasn’t a mere protest. Weapons, in the Senate! Storming and shouting during a foreign visit. This was a threat.”
“Don’t your own Lords have weapons in the Senate?” I can’t resist. 
Ignatius speaks into a comm and turns back to me. “All well, my lady. This is the first time they’ve amassed on this level and done something so disruptive. But they are guilty of no more than embarrassing us in front of our visitors and frightening our people. They have been let go, with a strong rebuke and warning that further activities will be closely surveilled.” 
Roya gives him a nod of impressed surprise. I close my eyes in relief.
The general glares. 
Ignatius’s personal secretary chooses this moment to interject. “We have all clear, sire. President Roya, Madame First Lady, I’ll take you and Dame Layla to your people.” 
Ignatius stands back as he guides us out the small room, but reaches for me as I pass. “Layla, lady and commander, jewel of my heart: you contain multitudes,” he says, jagged whisper leaving hot breath in my ear.






  
  Then



During the heyday of Emperor Gustav’s rule, Ignatius was, in some respects, "eighth" in the line of succession. But the line of succession runs only through the current monarch’s immediate family. Eventually, other eligible members of the family passed away, and when Gustav IV died, Carlus, his son, became emperor. The only ones automatically eligible for succession after that were his children. And when, in turn, Carlus II abdicated, he took his children with him. Suddenly the Lords had a decision to make. Ignatius was one of the possible candidates. So was his mother, in fact, although it was highly unlikely they’d pick a woman barring other extraordinary circumstances. But they could have gone in a very different direction. I’m guessing no one was surprised more than Ignatius that they eventually chose him.
-Layla Kamil's update to Ransom Ghain


      [image: image-placeholder]The day after the Senate incursion, I read Ransom’s latest message to me and respond. 

<Ransom>: How was his mood? What do you think his next steps are? 

<Layla>: He seemed to take it as a matter of course, once things calmed. And I can see him imposing more stringent laws relating to disruption of the peace, without overall infringing on the right of assembly. Wait, do they have a right to assembly? 

After afternoon tea, I receive this: 

<Ransom>: Under Ignatius they do. Not sure if they did under Carlus. That’s the thing with these absolute dictatorships. They can change laws like they’ve changed pants. A veneer of legality to underline what is really personal dictum.

<Layla>: Fucked up

Our conversation continues over the hours. 

<Ransom>: Quite.

<Layla>: You sure we’re secure here? I’m literally bad mouthing an imperial government while sitting in their palace.

Every government experiments with various encryption protocols. Reneb is the best. Altain prefers hidden text in innocuous files, which Ransom asked me to try this morning. It’s 0400 hours my time when I check for Ransom’s response, and I stifle a yawn as I read.

<Ransom>: Trust the spaidara. You’re my way into that place girl. You know the Emperor better than most. So keep using this channel. And we’ll do a full debrief when we get back. All approved by Roya of course.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later in the morning, I make my bed to military specifications, ignoring the amused snort from Mena, who keeps her sheets crumpled on the floor. I stare her down mockingly, making my corners crisp and precise. No early morning walk today. I stayed up all night checking the chat. 
“Are you okay after what happened?” I ask. 
The guest house is two to a room, and my second floor berth overlooks a frozen lake surrounded by tall firs, Mount Palatina in the far distance. The heat from the air vents lend a soft, warm, breeze that complements the sharp chill from the window, even when closed. 
Mena plops down on my perfectly made bed. “Srivana was pretty pissed off. He was worried about the President and the First Lady.” She grins, despite the tension. “I guess you’re all-important, being taken away.” 
I bring my hand to my face. “It’s stupid—”
“You’re an honorary peer. That’s wicked,” she continues over me. “That captain of the guard was pretty cute. After he took you wherever, he came back to check on me.”
“Lord, Mena. Is that all you ever think about? Men?”
“I'm equal opportunity. Don't have to be a man.” 
I nod. Fair.
Mena changes tack. "The Valharans might be building a new tunnel. Ingrates!” She shakes her head. “You were on Dega, right? How could you even handle being stationed there? I would die.”
“Some people couldn’t handle it.” It being the cold, and the fear, and the isolation, and the endless waiting, waiting for the Mazarans to come back. I’d barely made it myself. “We were so alone? If they flooded through that tunnel, I’m not sure we could've stopped them. They could have burst through and laid waste to the entire base.”
“It’s really irresponsible to open us up to that danger in another part of the Whorl.”  But her face breaks into yet another grin. “Two years isolated on that hellhole. Hope you at least got some deep dicking in there.”
I choke.
“Are you all right?” she asks innocently. 
“You’re incorrigible.” 
“I mean, come on,” Mena protests. “Isn’t it a basic human need?”
“Not for me.”
Maybe there’s a whole part of human existence I’m missing, but sometimes it’s a superpower. Maybe it’s how I’ve handled being in love for the last five years with the man who’s now just a few huge residences over from me. I don’t need the physical to feel close. And we always pulled away because it didn’t feel right: the fraternization across ranks, the collusion with maybe not an enemy, but not a close ally either. 
We pulled away because duty is king. 

      [image: image-placeholder]We’re relegated to the butt-bin of the palace for breakfast again today—the help, while the important delegates dine above us in splendor. Sri panics about the President’s schedule changing; an early evening visit to an educational center will no longer be a photo op, as the Emperor has elected not to attend. I flinch as well; hopefully the President hasn’t offended him.  
At breakfast, a woman in palace livery appears beside me. She gives me an almost imperceptible skeptical look-over as I bus my tray. I pretend not to notice. Today, no military uniform. No brown pencil skirt either. I’m dressed for comfort. 
“Minister Raderfy would like to see you,” she says.
Ephraim? Ignatius’s secretary? What for? I look my own self over. “Shall I dress?”
“You are suitable.”
Ephraim’s office is through an internecine set of hallways, deeper and deeper into the palace. And ... shit. He’s effectively Ignatius’s right-hand man. Perhaps Ransom wasn’t as suave as he thought he was? Neither he nor I did anything wrong, but holding an ostensibly secure conversation hidden from palace authorities in a culture obsessed with loyalty maybe wasn’t the best idea. Is Ephraim also the Emperor’s personal hatchet man? Have I caused a diplomatic incident? How long would it take for Roya to shake her head at me and for Sri to fire me, pretending they didn’t approve this?
Ephraim evidently has his own secretary who likewise has her own secretary. We walk through multiple rooms until getting to his inner sanctum, well-appointed like the rest of the palace, maps of the Empire on the wall sharing space with ceremonial military artifacts.
“Ah, Dame Layla,” he says, smiling as he stands to greet me. I am immediately becalmed.
“Cha, made in the style of Altain,” he says graciously, indicating the tea.
I gratefully grab a teacup and take a few biscuits.
“Thank you Minister. You wanted to see me? How may I assist you today?”
“The person who wants to see you,” he says, “is the Emperor.”
Blood pounds in my ears. “Ah.”
“Ah,” he agrees. His nose crinkles as he looks at me, a slight crack in the foundation of formality permeating this visit. It gives me an uptick of joy and nostalgia. My shoulders lower.
“Well. I’m certainly not dressed for an audience with His Excellency.”
He smiles. “This evening. An after-dinner tour of the gardens.”
“I can make that work.”
Ephraim gets up and walks over to his door and closes it, before approaching me. “Layla, I don’t need to impress on you the need for discretion.”
“Ephraim, whenever have I not been discreet? When it comes to him? If you’re asking whether or not I’m going to inform my own superiors…” I take a sip of cha and control my face at the overly milky, bland taste. 
He holds up a hand. “I understand that need. Select trusted superiors, that’s fine. Just remember any word that you had a personal conference with the Emperor would set this palace off in a flurry of speculation we do not need right now.”
“And this personal conference is about?”
“I honestly don’t know,” he says. “Let’s both assume he’s trying to catch up with an old friend. But given your history together it may be more. He has not seen fit to confide in me.”
More.
A wave of dizziness hits me that undercuts the camaraderie of the discussion. I don’t know what I’m walking into this evening. And I don’t like not being in charge of my destiny.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ignatius has spent this entire visit in military dress: stiff white high-necked collar, shoulder epaulets, tabs and braided cord. But as I approach tonight, he’s in simple wear: a pressed but loose linen buttoned shirt, dark slacks, casual loafers, and my heart leaps high, high into the air and bursts into fireworks at the sight of this man, this man I thought I had lost forever, my kind, solid Nate. He still stands stiff, posture eternally correct, as he bids me welcome, but as the doors close the steel melts off him and he grins easily at me. 
“Hey,” he says, voice soft, the amber of his eyes so different from my black. 
“Hi, you,” I respond, almost in a whisper. His hands reach out to touch my face, one finger gently running down my cheek, and then he backs up again, demonstrating the expanse of this quiet room with his hands. 
“Behold, my lady,” he says, with a touch of formality, “my gardens. Climate-controlled, a greenhouse to protect during our harsh winter.” He makes to reach for my hand, thinks better of it, and clasps his behind his back. “Shall we?”
Just that vacillation between giddy remembrance and courtly etiquette makes my heart thump into my ears. That accursed barrier of his, that voice, the poise, all of—
All of him. Every frustrating, infuriating scrap of his damned elegant self makes me flail like a schoolgirl. 
Fine. I’ll play.  
“Finally decided ignoring me wasn’t worth it?” 
He startles, the tart note in my voice apparently putting him on alert. A grimace. “I wished to spare you ... this. Me. Our feelings.” 
“We can be just friends without you having to pretend you don’t know me.” 
“No, we can’t.”
“We did it for two years on Dega.” 
“No, we didn’t.” 
Right. We may not have acted on it, but we were definitely not “just friends.” 
(When I informed Sri about this invitation, he sighed and said, “Promise me to resign before you actually become Empress, okay?” 
I fired back: “Promise me you’ll never become a betting man.”)
Ignatius narrates for me, pointing out every species of flower and ivy. I listen politely and ask the right questions, though botany has never been an interest. Then he grins and whirls me off onto another path. “Watch this.” 
A beetle lazes on a fat leaf. He plucks it from its perch and flings it at a large plant in the distance, which proceeds to open its maw and swallow the hapless insect whole. “Holy shit!” I exclaim and then clap my hand to my mouth. “Sorry, Excellency.” 
He gives me a pssh of disbelief. “Don’t be sorry. I like it when you’re you. Isn’t it great?”
“It’s barbaric, Nate, c’mon.” 
His grin grows larger, giving me a glimpse of his silly interior. “You mean awesome.” 
We both do our peculiar version of cracking up, wherein we are intensely amused by something but try, try with all our might, to control the hysterics. A side effect of military leadership, that. I love that it’s a trait we share. I love that he’s still Ignatius, underneath the pomp.
“It really is terrible, condemning that poor ladybug as sport,” I reiterate. “Damn violent Valharan, emperor of them all, you are.”
“Beetle, not ladybug.”
“This is not a distinction that lends itself to protesting no ‘ladies’ were harmed,” I counter.
Our faces are flushed, sweating in the heat of the conservatory. We look at each other a shade too long. 
Ignatius straightens up yet again, this time even tugging self-consciously on his shirt. 
A silence looms between us, the go-between crackling energy sparking. 
“I wish to have you,” he announces, after a while.
And I stare, and I blink, and stare some more, and I smooth the velvet on my jacket, leaving little uneven lines.
“Wait, what?” I manage, finally.
“I can have it arranged, discreetly.”
My blinking has become more rapid now, an impressive feat, what with my eyes wide and my brows climbing higher and higher.
“Did you just proposition me? For sex?”
“I perceive this is an undesirable request?”
My mind flashes to images of the two of us tearing off our clothes and then a flying handmaiden flitting around fanning my face.
“It’s a no-go, for oh-so-many reasons.” (The emotional cost, my career ... Oh great Goddess, I’d have to report back to Sri who would tell Ransom and then send me to Hari and his bionic eyes and then I’d never work in the government again. And for what? Sex?) 
“What the actual hell, Your Excellency?” I continue. 
“Ah.” Ignatius finally appears to process his uncouth request. “I am, truly, sorry. I don't know what I was thinking.” He sneaks a glance at me and then turns his head almost as quickly. “I can't stop thinking about you,” he finally admits, in a whisper.
I twist the folds of my dress, cursing the embarrassed heat on my cheeks.
“Ignatius,” I begin cautiously, “I know you're used to being the all-important Emperor and all, but that's just not how you pursue a woman.” I scrunch my face at him.  “C'mon, Nate. You used to woo women left and right. Don't tell me you don't know how to do that less awkwardly.”
“I had a different plan in mind,” he admits. 
“Which was?”
He's silent for a time. 
“I want to have you forever.” He stops short, and his stance is open, yet lost at the same time. “That's what I want. You. But I don't know—” he falters. “I don't know what you want.”
My ears flood with static, and it's almost as if Ignatius's words have become garbled underwater gurglings. Important. What he has just said is important. Defining. Real.
What do I want?
The question throws me off. I continue on our walk, hands clenching by my side as if I’m holding Ignatius’s hand, feeling the weight of him looking at me. 
What do you want, Layla? 
I never get to pick. I have a chance to change the course of my entire life. I have a chance to take the love that’s supposed to be mine. Is that why I came?
Oh. Yes. It is. 
Do I dare? 
“Marry me,” he says, as if echoing my thoughts. The words seem to slide out of him, a tremor in his voice I have so rarely heard.
Even though I was thinking the same thing, even though I was about to blurt it out myself, for the second time in two days, a burst of disbelieving, hysterical laughter bubbles in my throat. My traitorous thoughts whisper, damn, maybe Sri should play the slots after all.
“That’s—that’s your second choice? Like, you’re thinking, ‘Oh great, now I have to buy the damn bovine? Are you trying to prank me?” 
“No,” he breathes. He turns to me and oh his face. Open. Sincere. Vulnerable. Schoolboy-earnest, despite being weathered and pale. “I mean,” he stumbles, hesitates. “Why the hell not? Why do we do this to ourselves? Why don’t we get to be happy? Would you want to?” he continues. “Marry me?” 
He casts a shy grin, making my heart flip.
“I—I need to sit.”
I stumble to a bench and breathe deep. Ignatius kneels in front of me and grabs my hand. 
But I stand, removing his hand, and pace. “Ignatius, you’re the Emperor. And you need to marry, and have heirs, and why me? What about all those women you courted before?”
“They’re not you.”
“That’s kinda the point I’m making.” Again, I sit.
He chides my self-deprecation with the smallest purse to his lips. “The first time I asked you to marry me, with Carlus’s Law, I could understand why it wasn’t feasible. But, Layla, I changed that law.”
“I saw.”
“It’s the first thing I did.”
“I know, Ignatius.” I expect he didn't do it for me; maybe for the memory of what we could have been. But now, I reconsider. Maybe he did do it for me. For us. For possibility. 
I put my hand on his, and smile, ignoring the sudden urge to hyperventilate into a paper bag. 
Ignatius's eyes soften. “Would you reconsider? Now? You would keep dual citizenship. And Layla, please, let me be clear, you change your mind, you could leave me, leave all this, decide to go back to Altain any time, always.” 
“I have to resign my commission as a Republic officer.” The moment I accept, I’m done. 
(What do I want? The career? The love? I’d have to pick. How absurd, in the year 1125, I have to choose.)
He starts to pace. “I know. You don’t want any of this. Pomp and circumstance and being under a microscope, being royalty for the Falcon's sake.” 
False choice. False dichotomy. Not because I can have both, but because the rat race is a lie. Live to work. Work to live. All in the service of others. Nothing in service to myself.
“Ignatius,” I begin.
“I shouldn’t have asked for you tonight. I’d be asking you to uproot your entire life and your entire way of being for me.” 
“Nate.”
“I’m an idiot. I mix signals. I say one thing, I say another. Obviously you’re going to say no. I’m so sorry. Maybe, just maybe, we can start slow if we’re interested in each other. Or maybe friends? Then more?”
Enough of this. “Captain-General Lord Kurestin,” I say, more sharply than intended.
He looks up. “Yes, my dear?”
I steel myself and say what I’d been intending all along. “Marry me, for the deity’s sake.”
His face splits into a huge smile.
Oh, oh. This is love. 
All that worry I have, changing the course of my entire life, jumping headlong into something when I’ve always been so cautious, so careful—none of that matters in the face of his happiness. 
I would move mountains for that smile. 
And so I lean in and grab his face between my hands. He kisses me, and this is it. This is the culmination of everything we’ve been feeling for five years. Suddenly it’s too overwhelming and I pull away. Rather than protest, Ignatius puts one chaste hand on my shoulder.
I’ve fallen completely, inexorably in love.
“What are you imagining now?” he asks.
I bite back a laugh. “Heart bubbles. From our kiss. It’s stupid.” 
“Wait right here.” He lopes off toward a nearby wall cabinet, hidden among vines and thorns, and returns with a single-use tablet and a stylus.
I watch as he draws, his lips pursed and eyebrows knotted in concentration. With a flourish, he whips it through the air toward me. “Hearts and kisses. Just for you. And, um—” he digs through his pocket— “this.” 
It's a ring. I raise my eyebrows. Sneaky man. 
I begin to put it on my finger but hesitate. I'm not ready for any of this to be public. When I instead slide it onto my necklace, he nods as if he gets it. Because this is weird. This is new.
We sit and talk for hours. We relearn each other, tentative pulses leading to bursts of electricity. As the night ends, I tiptoe into my shared room at the guest house, sending a note to Sri to come speak to me in the morning. I pause in the stillness, Mena’s rhythmic notes of sleep rustling the room in time with the fluttering of the gauzy curtains. On the single-use tablet, the image springs to life in front of me. I pick a command and the pixels coalesce into something tangible, a 5 x 8 cm square I can fold and place into my slim black journal. 






  
  Then
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Five years ago, the Mazarans screamed out of the Swan Nebula tunnel and pummeled Dega Station, its only orbiting human outpost.  
The Mazarans took the nations of the Free Whorl—the Altain Republic, Lyria, Reneb, and a host of other small planets—completely by surprise. Two of Reneb’s colonies had been the first to fall, paving the way for a domino effect. The Mazarans split: one way down the first Whorl spiral, toward the heart of the Altainan Republic, a second, smaller force heading to Lyria, and onward to Felix. Felix, at the mouth of the Lyrian wormhole. Felix, one small wormhole jump to the imperial planet of Valhar. There, was the first stand of the Mazaran war. And the Valharans sat and observed (those bastards) while Lyrian and Altainan forces fought the Mazarans and died. 
I fought in the Battle of Felix as a Republic lieutenant, close quarters low-orbital combat, railguns ripping holes through canopy, I in my snub fighter juking and dodging and preparing to die. And then, it happened: the blast force as my engine exploded, a sudden twirling tumble down, a final autumnal fall from one beautiful, devoted leaf on the Republic’s tree. My eject button was stuck, and I, hypoxic, noticed on the edges of my vision a lone fighter following me down. 
The bastard that shot me. Trying to finish the job, then. 
With mission parameters changed, in a last-ditch effort of revenge, I aimed my railgun and fired. Then, anger giving me one final adrenaline push, I slammed on that eject button with all my might and went hurtling through the air. 

When I was growing up on the small Altainan territory planet Kaborlah, I was terrified of heights. I still am, to this day: a funny phobia for a pilot. I never did do well in paratrooper training. 
On Kaborlah was a swimming hole I detested. To me, it was brackish and murky and the idea of jumping into that mess was anathema. I didn’t learn how to swim until I had no choice in the Academy; my instructor had screamed at me to jump, jump, lest I wash out and where would that leave me? I had wanted to leave Kaborlah. I had wanted to be a poet, actually, but in my world, with my prospects, leaving Kaborlah meant joining up. By the grace of my brains, and maybe a bit of that poet’s soul, I at least had a chance at the officer corps. 
And this time, my snubfighter gave me no choice but to jump, jump as the ejection mechanism shot me into the air, and then freefall, and then, the worst over, the cord pulled and parachute deployed. I was clear of the wreckage, thankfully, as my fighter finally gave up the ghost but below me was— 
—was, damnit, the enemy starfighter. The Valharan fighter. Those bastards. Those slaughter-observing bastards. 
As I landed, I expected to be taken prisoner. Alas, no hidden weapons on my person, not like the Valharans, who carried blades and little hold-out pistols in even the most pedestrian situations. Instead, the ogre came up to me and started yelling at me, for shooting him. 
“You shot me first,” I screamed back. 
“I was aiming at the Mazaran behind you, who was about to smoke you.”
“Well, then you’re a really crap shot.” 
Between all his snarking (Well, excuse me for following you down to make sure you were okay), and my recriminations (You lot just sat there and watched), my disdain (Who the fuck carries around a paper map?) and his smug superiority (So where’s your tablet then? Oh yes, it has exploded), we managed to find the following: 
1.) Our tablets and communications equipment were all fried; 2.) In the heat of battle, my command probably had me listed as lost in action; 3.) His people would search for him, or at the very least strive to recover his body, but actually getting access to Felix through the Lyrians would be difficult; 4.) My adversary-turned-hero had adequate rations and water packed away in his starfighter and; 5.) There was a communications tower (yes, the map is helpful, I agreed grudgingly), 100 kilometers northeast of us. 
That distance in a forced march would normally take us a day at the very most, and rather more quickly as determined as we were, but alas, we were in a desert. Between the heavy packs filled with food bars and water (Always be prepared, the Valharan smirked), the need for shelter during the hottest and coldest parts of the day, and various injuries we suffered from our ungainly descents into the desert, it took us two and a half.
Valhar is a notoriously self-interested empire, although, thankfully, not aggressively expansionist against other populations. But that game of not-allies, not-enemies, defending our own flanks, met its match when Ignatius and I met ours. 
After we had gotten to know each other on our long walk on the hot sands, after we linked up with our own people, Ignatius and I pushed and pulled to get our governments to work together and force the Mazarans back. Over those initial weeks of tense diplomatic effort, there was no question where our duty lay. Our responsibilities were to our nations. Nothing would compare to that duty, even the feelings we were starting to have for each other. And somehow we managed to parlay those feelings into a full alliance. Ignatius and I were heralded as heroes. Later, we headed up a joint base at Dega for two years, after we had driven the Mazarans back but before the official armistice, watching and patrolling the Swan Nebula subspace tunnel: a new era of cooperation for our respective nations.
All because two people fell in love.

      [image: image-placeholder]I find Sri in the morning after my surprise engagement in the unyielding mess of coffee cups and despair, and stare at him until he acknowledges me. When he looks up, I give him a teeth-baring, full-faced cringe, and he groans in defeat, slamming his head down on the table.  
“Goddess damnit, Kamil,” he says.
“Sorry?” I wince again.
He shudders with his whole body and massages his forehead. “Holy Mother Lord Herself,” he says. “You know I was joking, right? You didn’t need to actually go out and do it.”
He admonishes me to speak with Roya well before an announcement, but the idea of formally announcing makes my head spin again with the reality of what I have just agreed to. 
I need to talk to Ignatius. All of this, so sudden. What happens next? What am I supposed to do when I get home? What have I done?
I’ve found eternal happiness, that’s what I’ve done. But it’s utterly terrifying. 
I end up spending the entire rest of the day with my feet on springs and then with moments of slammed helplessness. What the hell am I thinking? And then the jetpacks fire again and off I go, walking on air. My hands scrolling through my tablets, last minute edits for President Roya, my fingers on my lips, replaying our first kiss, my eyes on my new ring—unobtrusive, quiet, and modest, just like us. My ears newly attuned to the silent tension in the capital, the cilia of my arms straightening at the quiet, watchful calm before explosive social change. I resolve: if I am to become part of this society, I need to know what’s going on, what’s in his head, because the times, they are a-changing. 
In the torrid whiplash of a woman trying to do her job while being so very much in love, my attention turns again to my ring. Ruby red on a simple band. He had it with him. He had it ready.
Get your head out of the clouds, Layls.

But at the intersection of big complicated feelings and mindless drudge work lies this: the heady excitement of going to a state dinner, in the guise of an Imperial ball, no less, gorgeous dresses like clouds floating on the chill air, soft lights echoing the twinkle of stars—and being the person in charge of coordinating the security arrangements and making sure things run on time. Regardless, I’m rather pleased with the opportunity to do, which keeps me from the pingpong thoughts bouncing about my brain. 
Here, at the dinner, I’m cold. Dega was cold, of course, but due to the extreme temperatures I was always dressed in a winter wear uniform. Tonight, I’m in a sleeveless outfit. I eye with jealousy the substantial skirts, too ostentatious for my status; my own slinky dress is vented too high for this air, and the shrug covering my shoulders too thin. 
Sri checks in on us from time to time, but he’s part of the important people, in the inner circle. And he and I both share a smile, knowing what most people in this room don’t know. 
That secret drumbeat: I’m engaged. I’m engaged to that man. The one over there, in his impeccably tailored formal uniform, literally fit for an emperor, shine of medals and ribbons and heavy, heavy-laden with power and history.
One word from me either to the President or to Ignatius, and I’d be sitting at that table with them, or, if the watchword is discretion, at least helping Sri out in the more high-level wrangling of our diplomatic delegation. But I resist; I need to be me for the moment. I need to assert my independence from this momentous life alteration. For someone outwardly devoted to duty, I am always in rebellion, and on this night, being subordinate to everyone in the room, waiting hand and foot on the principals: this is me with my eyes blacked with kohl, ready to fight. I feel more powerful with my clipboard and earpiece than I have since taking command on Dega Base. 
You will not define me, Ignatius Kurestin. This will not define me. 
I look ‘round for people I will have to know in short order, whenever our engagement becomes formal. Ephraim is there with his soldier wife, whom I’ve never met. There’s that general from the Parliament disaster—Turine, is it? And in the corner closest to us, Lord Berilus, Earl of Dracini, who supported Ignatius’s first cousin once removed, Lord Abilio, for the throne. 
“This is good,” Sri says, coming to check on us again. “Events like this are usually filled with nobles.” Indeed, a prominent minority of invitees are proles, mostly merchants and businessmen from what I understand, a nod to Altain’s desire to become a robust trade partner with the Empire. 
“It’ll mollify the business elite, too, with their financial woes.” 
“The government’s still getting a huge cut,” he counters. 
Sri ambles back to his spot of honor, and I return to my favorite current pastime: watching Ignatius, watching the way he moves, watching how people react to him, how they yield to him. And it’s not just because he’s the Emperor; I watched it when he was Commander Lord Kurestin, after we were rescued by the Lyrians; I watched it for two years on Dega—he the Captain-General, leader of men and women of virtue; I watched it during my own peerage ceremony, his countrymen surrounding him with quiet deference.
He dances the first dance with President Roya; out of courtesy to her, it’s something familiar and easy for anyone in the Whorl. As Ignatius is escortless, out of courtesy to him, the dance is between the two rulers: no separate couples dance between Shondi and Victoria Roya. He gives the welcome toast. I critique Roya’s facility with the Altainan waltz the same as I scrutinize Ignatius’s speechifying. 
My eyes yet again scan the assemblage. Ransom sent a chat
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