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        Wildwood Forest, Outside Drasilia, Alfar

      

      

      Wren Xavier barely dared to breathe. She’d been following a group Sons of Frey for several miles into the forest. There were six riders upon white horses, and they surrounded a carriage drawn by two more white steeds. She hadn’t been able to determine who was in the cab, but she had a hunch it was Magnus Teargarden.

      For weeks, she’d been trying to track down the sinister director of operations for the Shendali terrorist group. Shadow Service had connected him to several attacks, and a captured militia member had revealed Teargarden was second only to Mustique Starfellow, the alleged leader of the Sons. Unlike, Starfellow, they had a reliable description of Teargarden. Wren knew exactly who she was searching for.

      But acquiring intel and knowing where the slippery bastard was were different things. He’d been spotted multiple times in both Alfar and Jifan. He moved around a lot, and Wren had been trying to get a fix on him with next-to-no luck. Every clue seemed to lead down a blind alley with nothing at the end. She’d been growing increasingly frustrated over Teargarden’s ability to evade her.

      Now, though, she had six terrorists in her sights, escorting a carriage deeper into the forest. Even if it wasn’t Teargarden, she believed she was onto something.

      But following them hadn’t been easy. Wildwood Forest was a maze of putrefying trees and bushes. There were few roads through it, and none of them was in good shape. The caravan had to weave and ramble through inhospitable terrain, and while they moved with the practiced skill of those who had traveled this path before, keeping up while also avoiding detection was no mean feat.

      Wren crouched low on the magical flying carpet she’d appropriated from Ravager, the Phrygian Shadow who’d nearly killed her seven months ago. It was an excellent tool, and once she’d mastered piloting it, she’d made use of it regularly in her work, especially since Drasilia was less a city and more a network of gigantic trees. Elves lived life vertically rather than horizontally like humans. Navigating their dwellings involved a lot of climbing that Wren’s thirty-nine-year-old body didn’t appreciate.

      The carpet also had the advantage of moving silently, particularly when going slowly. So long as she could keep her quarry in sight without them seeing her in return, she could pass through the forest without being heard. Wren watched as they continued to weave through trees, hoping her hunch was going to pay off.

      At last, they came to a stop in front of an enormous, dying oak that glowed with soft yellow light visible to Wren’s magic-detecting eyes. She could see arcane energy as part of her Shadow powers, and she was convinced that the group had arrived at their destination.

      One of them rode forward a few paces and spoke. Wren had a universal translator issued by Magic Division, but she was too far away to hear what was being said, no matter what language it was in.

      After a moment, the caravan started forward again. Wren watched in astonishment as, one by one, they vanished into the tree.

      She took a moment to observe the grove. The whole damned thing was lit up with magical energy, but nothing looked out of sorts. She surmised there must be a grand illusion that made whatever it concealed invisible to the naked eye. If that was the case, then she should be able to penetrate it anywhere.

      But Wren couldn’t see what was behind the deception. Her sight only detected magic; it didn’t outwit it. And that meant approaching the grove was dangerous. Those hidden behind the illusion could no doubt see her coming. Slipping inside was going to be tricky.

      … above …

      Wren practically choked at the sound of The Rift’s voice. The strange tear in the fabric of reality that gave her her powers was across The Gleaming Sea in Mensch, Bretelstein. There, its insidious whispers were a constant background buzz that Wren found sickening. But here in Alfar, it was difficult to hear – one of the reasons she had been pleased when her assignment was extended beyond her bringing Silverleaf to justice.

      But it always gave her sage advice. Assuming she interpreted them correctly, the dark murmurs seemed to be sent to help her.

      This time was no exception. There was virtually no way for Wren to approach the grove head-on without risking being seen. But she very much doubted the Sons of Frey had guards watching the sky, and she had a flying carpet.

      Wren looked up. The branches were clear for about ten feet from where she was. With a thought, she commanded the carpet to rise. Weaving and bobbing between branches, she was eventually able to clear the treetops and look out at open sky. The sun beat down on her like a hot fist, and she immediately remembered the warning she’d received when she first came to Alfar about its rays being poisonous to humans if they lingered too long in its direct light. She had a salve to protect her, but it had a limited-time effect. Wren didn’t want to take any chances.

      Free of interference, she sent the carpet racing over the canopy of the sickly forest. Her Shadow Sight continued to be a reliable gauge for finding the hideout. A ball of yellow light glowed over the treetops of the Sons of Frey encampment. Wren moved to its edge and then cautiously descended. When her eyes were lower than the topmost leaves, the view changed.

      There were not nearly as many trees as the illusion suggested. Indeed, Wren looked down upon a large clearing, dominated by a single sycamore at the center. The illusion ran the perimeter of the base, and there were sentries in the branches serving as watchtowers. On the forest floor sat a large stables that the patrol she’d been following was now leading the horses to. The place was a hive of activity with elves moving busily across the courtyard and in the trees.

      An elf in grey robes and a blue cloak and carrying a staff strode purposefully towards the central tree, flanked by two soldiers with swords and crossbows. The VIP had their hood up, so Wren couldn’t tell if it was Teargarden or someone else. But the trio passed immediately into a hollow at the base of the sycamore. She couldn’t see from her vantage point, but Wren presumed there were stairs or ladders within the central command center.

      She took a moment to scan the approach. There was no way to get there without being completely unseen. There was a break in the trees in every direction. And since she had a top-down view, she couldn’t be a hundred-percent certain where all the sentries were. The smart thing to do would be to hold back, reconnoiter the base, and report what she observed to her superiors.

      But she didn’t know anything other than there was a Sons of Frey base here. With the stables, it was likely the one from which they launched their attack on her last year, when she was posing as the Urlish Ambassador. That still didn’t tell her anything, though. Plus, that could very well be Teargarden in the blue cloak. What if he was planning some sort of operation, and this was Wren’s one chance to learn what it was?

      Besides, the cautious approach wasn’t her modus operandi.

      

      Wren and Sara stared in shock at the window of the small office building in West Mensch. He might have been out of uniform, but that was definitely Colonel Georgi Vlaslovich of the Phrygian People’s Defense Bureau standing in the office of Kommandant Friedrich Olsheimer of the Frei Bretelstein Army. And the kommandant received him warmly.

      “Well, that changes things a bit,” Wren commented.

      “Does it?” Sara said.

      “Are you kidding me?” Wren replied. “Of course, it does!”

      “Our orders were to watch Kommandant Olsheimer to determine if he was a double agent. We now have the proof Control was seeking. How have our mission parameters changed?”

      “Oh, come on, Sara!” Wren protested. “We can’t just let this go. Colonel Vlaslovich is a high-ranking member of the PDB. This isn’t some ordinary dead-drop. We’ve got a top Phrygian agent and the commander of Bretelstein’s border force having a conference. We’ve got to find out what it’s about!”

      Sara threw her an amused smile. Her green eyes twinkled.

      “The Chief will be furious if anything goes wrong,” she said.

      “Bartleby is results-oriented. So am I. If there’s an opportunity to learn more here, we should take it.”

      “You’re reckless, Wren,” Sara replied with a chuckle. “You’re going to get us into trouble. What did you have in mind?”

      “If I can get over there, I can use my hide-in-shadows power to listen to them without being seen.”

      “Uh-huh. And what am I to do?”

      “Your job is to rescue me if something goes wrong.”

      “Oh, how wonderful for me,” Sara said, laughing again. She shook her head. “You’re crazy, Wren Xavier. One day, that’s going to catch up with you.

      “So, how do you suggest we get you over there?”

      

      Wren smiled at the memory. Her gambit had paid off. Kommandant Olsheimer had been running a smuggling operation between East and West Mensch. Wren was able to overhear enough of the details of the next run, that the authorities were waiting and arrested everyone involved.

      And she’d gotten a commendation for going above and beyond to acquire critical intelligence. If she’d done the so-called smart thing and followed mission parameters, they wouldn’t have learned the information that led to the bust.

      This was how she operated. She got inside, surveyed the situation, and then started stirring the pot. It was why she had ascended all the way to Shadow Six. She needed to confirm that was Magnus Teargarden in there, and if possible, determine what he was planning.

      With a thought, she piloted the carpet over the treetops until she was as close to the central command center as possible. Then, with a quick glance down to make sure no one happened to be looking up at that moment, she shot across the open ground like an arrow.

      Her cloak snapped behind her like a flag as she raced towards the cover of the leaves. There was no way to tell if she would hit a branch as she came in, and her speed was swift.

      Just before she reached the top of the command center, she ordered the carpet to slow as much as it could without throwing her forward. Seconds later, she was safely enshrouded by the tree’s canopy.

      Wren took a moment to get her bearings. Like any tree, the sycamore was a random, twisting maze of branches. She couldn’t drop straight down, and she had no idea where the sentries and other workers were. She only knew that elves used every available space in their verdant homes.

      Out of the direct sunlight, though, there were shadows cast by the leaves. Wren moved into the closest one large enough to contain her and triggered her Shadow ability to vanish. So long as she stayed concealed, she was invisible. Carefully, she slowly lowered herself, moving from one shadow to the next to avoid detection.

      Approximately a third of the way down the trunk, Wren spied a veranda made of branches and interwoven planks. A fit human and a sickly, frail elf stood facing the trunk. The human wore all-black. The elf was dressed in a beige robe that threatened to slip off his narrow shoulders at any moment.

      They both faced the tree trunk as the elf in the blue cloak strode out onto the veranda. Wren got as close as she could manage and then vanished into the darkness.

      “Greeteenks, Dr. Teargarden,” the human said, speaking Elfin.

      “Hello, Comrade Anderov,” came the reply.

      Wren’s heart pounded. The accent was unmistakable, and being addressed as, “Comrade,” confirmed it. The human was a Phrygian agent. Last year, Silverleaf had partnered with the Phrygians and the Sons of Frey to stage his coup. It seemed the Shendalis were working with Urland’s Cold War rival again.

      “Do you have it?” the sickly elf asked. His voice was strong despite his frail appearance.

      “Yes, right here,” Teargarden replied.

      Teargarden handed a wooden case to the other elf, who set it on a table on the veranda. He flipped the catches and opened it, but the lid was facing Wren, so she couldn’t see what was inside. After a brief inspection of its contents, he closed it again and turned to the human.

      “And you, Mr. Anderov?” he asked.

      “We have successfully eenfiltrated the program,” Anderov replied. “Everytheenk proceeds as planned.”

      “And what do we hear from the insider?”

      “There have been no changes to the schedule,” Teargarden answered. “Everything remains as we have been told.”

      “Then you should return to Allamabad,” the frail elf said. “Consider the operation a go.”

      “As you wish,” Teargarden said.

      “But first you should have some dinner and rest. Stay with us tonight. You can leave first thing in the morning.”

      “Thank you, Mustique,” Teargarden said. “I would enjoy that.”

      Mustique? The third person was Mustique Starfellow? The two most-wanted terrorists in all of Alfar were standing in Wren’s view and talking to a Phrygian agent. Blood and bones, she was listening in on the final planning stages of a Sons of Frey operation. But what was it?

      The three of them turned and left the veranda, exiting back into the trunk. The case was still sitting on the table. They’d left it!

      Wren glided swiftly to the veranda. She jumped off the carpet and into the tree, crossing to the case. She flipped the catches and opened the case.

      The interior was lined with velvet, and, sitting in perfectly formed slots, were ten vials of a bright, red liquid. All of them glowed with magical light.

      She removed one of the vials and examined it carefully, but there was no label or other indication what it might be. She shook it and discovered the liquid was viscous. Wren unstoppered the vial and sniffed. It had a strange odor, vaguely reminiscent of both brimstone and blood. Carefully, she put the stopper back in.

      “Who are you?”

      Wren turned in the direction of the voice. The Phrygian had returned to collect the case.

      She threw the vial at him. Wren was a deadeye with knives, but Anderov managed to duck the smaller missile, which shattered against the tree trunk behind him. She tried to grab the case but didn’t get a good hold on it and instead knocked it onto the floor. The remaining vials shattered, spilling their mysterious contents onto the wood.

      Damn. No way to bring back any evidence now.

      Wren turned towards her carpet. Before she could take even one step, though, Anderov wrapped his arms around her in a bear-hug. Wren hadn’t seen him move.

      She dropped into a wide stance and hit the Phrygian in the groin with a hammer-fist. Then she rammed her left elbow up at Anderov’s jaw, breaking the hold. He fell back, and Wren dashed for edge of the veranda.

      Before she could reach it, Anderov suddenly materialized in front of her. She barely had time to see the angry look on the Phrygian’s face before he punched her in the nose.

      Wren reeled backwards, trying to get control of the pain, regain her balance, and not panic. Apparently, Anderov could teleport. Not for the first time, she found herself envious of another Shadow’s ability.

      But she had no time for jealousy. Anderov was mounting a follow-up attack. He stepped in and swung hard with his other fist. Wren dodged it by allowing herself to fall to the floor. Then she rolled over quickly to get to his outside line and drew a dagger.

      As she hopped to her feet, though, Anderov struck her wrist with a knife-hand chop, hitting the nerve and forcing her to drop the weapon. He hit her in the ear with another punch, knocking her back to the floor.

      She landed on her hands and knees and scrabbled in the direction of the flying carpet. But once again, Anderov materialized out of thin air, blocking her path.

      “You can’t escape me,” he taunted. “My Shadow powers allow me to teleport short distances. You can’t run far enough to get out of my range.”

      He walked over to Wren and straddled her, a wicked grin on his face.

      Wren pounded a thrust kick into the Phrygian’s groin. He squealed, and his eyes crossed. Then he fell over like a toppled statue.

      “You boys,” she said. “Always thinking with your balls instead of your brains.”

      She kipped up and sprinted for freedom. Anderov snaked out a hand and managed to knot it in the edge of her cloak. She was immediately pulled off her feet, landing hard on her back.

      “You were saying something about not thinking with my head?” he taunted.

      She rolled back to him and drove a tiger kick into his nose.

      “My mistake,” she quipped.

      Undoing the clasp on her cloak, she launched herself forward in another desperate attempt to reach the carpet.

      “You want over the side, so bad?” Anderov called as she flung herself towards the railing.

      He teleported in front of her. Off her feet, she couldn’t alter course. He grabbed her tunic and redirected her well away from her intended destination.

      “Be my guest,” the Phrygian said.

      A moment later, she was freefalling towards the ground.
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        Sons of Frey Secret Headquarters, Wildwood Forest

      

      

      Wren squelched the urge to panic and focused on her situation. A few feet below her, another branch stuck out in her path. It wasn’t big enough to stand or even land on. She stretched out her arms and made her body into an arrow. Grabbing the branch, she held tight for a moment as her legs fell under her. Then she loosened her grip and allowed her momentum to swing her to the other side, wincing as the bark tore at her flesh.

      With a thought, she summoned the flying carpet. The magical rug zipped underneath her just as she let go of the branch. She landed softly on her back and sped away.

      “Thanks for the assist!” she called out to Anderov.

      She’d just managed to roll up onto her knees when the relentless Phrygian teleported onto the carpet, dropping their altitude. His face was a mess of blood from where she’d kicked him, and his eyes didn’t look entirely focused. But he glared at her with enough malice to strike fear into her heart.

      “I told you,” he growled. “You cannot escape.”

      He was immediately knocked flat in front of her by an overhanging branch. The weight change caused the carpet to buckle, and Wren was nearly thrown off its back. She grabbed the edges with both hands, squeezed tight, and ordered the rug to come to a stop. As she’d hoped, the unconscious Anderov tumbled off the front of it. He hit three branches on his way down, coming to a stop on one large enough to be used as a walkway. Wren couldn’t tell if he was dead, but from the angle of his right leg, she was sure it was broken.

      “Maybe I was wrong,” she said as she got herself reseated. “You should stick to your balls. Using your head just isn’t working out.”

      Three arrows whistled past her, barely missing. She turned and saw a squad of elves with crossbows taking aim at her.

      “Blood and bones,” Wren swore.

      She willed the carpet back into motion. But there was a thick canopy of leaves directly above her. Gritting her teeth, she changed directions and headed for the ground.

      Another, denser wave of arrows hurtled towards her. Wren had to throw herself flat on the carpet to avoid being hit. No sooner had she avoided those shots when another volley from higher up in the trees fell towards her like deadly, sharp hail. She commanded the rug to shift left and barely avoided colliding with a branch in her haste to evade the doom from above. Two of the quarrels hit the carpet, but they bounced off it harmlessly.

      The thick, twisting tendrils of the big sycamore made it impossible to navigate with any speed. There were too many archers, and she had no idea where all of them were. She’d never get away trying to go up. Desperate for open space, Wren dove, trying to get out from under the tree’s branches.

      Several more arrows hissed towards her. She managed a barrel-roll around two branches, holding tightly to the carpet, so she wouldn’t be thrown.

      At last, she cleared the canopy and shot away across the open ground. But now the terrorists on the surface had a clear shot at her. She zigged and zagged, dodging arrows and swords as seemingly every elf in the compound tried to attack her.

      Ahead of her, a mounted soldier steered his horse into her path and then took aim with a crossbow. Wren hurled a dagger at him, embedding it in the elf’s eye. He fell over backward just as she rose over the top of the beast’s head, causing it to rear up and whinny, nearly unseating her as she passed.

      To her right, five more mounted elves were heading her way attempting to cut her off. Ahead, she could see a clear spot that glowed with magical light. Hoping it was an exit, she willed more speed from the carpet. A moment later, she escaped the compound.

      But back in the thick of the forest, Wren had to swerve to her left immediately to avoid a rotting maple, then cut back the other way to dodge a large rock. Unable to navigate safely, she reduced speed.

      The horsemen had followed her through the gate. The flying carpet was faster and more maneuverable, but with all the obstacles, she couldn’t take advantage. The elves not only kept up; they began closing the distance. Armed with bows, they had greater range than the terrorists back at the base, and their horses were skilled at picking around the shrub-covered floor of the forest.

      Wren did her best to put trees between her and her pursuers. But the clever bastards fanned out, so they could shoot at different angles and potentially cut her off. The first volley of arrows flew towards her, and she flattened herself against the carpet before directing it just under a low-hanging branch. Two arrows hit the tree limb, and the others missed.

      Knowing she couldn’t get away like this, she tried to remember where the road was. It had to be nearby, since she’d be on it when Ravager and the Sons of Frey attacked her carriage last year. If she could just make it there, she could use her superior speed to outdistance the elves until eventually, she could fly up above the treetops instead of having to hug the ground.

      … right …

      Grateful for the clarity of The Rift’s voice, Wren shot to her right, bobbing and weaving between trees. Another wave of arrows sped towards her. One got there just ahead of her, and her chest collided with the shaft, knocking if off-course. The others hit branches, but it was clear Wren was going to need to do something about her pursuers. She reached for another dagger, but her hand grabbed a bag of small stones hanging from her belt instead.

      

      Quincy handed Wren a black bag the size of a coin purse. She looked at it skeptically.

      “Is this bonus pay for proving the carriage works?” she quipped.

      “Works!” he roared, his pale face turning bright red in contrast to his long, white beard and hair. “It doesn’t work anymore! You destroyed it!”

      “Technically, Ravager destroyed it,” she said, failing to suppress a smile.

      “Oh, just open the bag,” he spat.

      Wren pulled the opening apart. Inside were several handfuls of small, yellow rocks. Wren withdrew one of them and scowled as she examined it.

      “Why, Quincy,” she said, sounded disappointed, “you shouldn’t have.”

      “I call these ‘fireflies,’” he said.

      Wren threw him a look.

      “Fireflies? Quincy I’ve seen fireflies and these look nothing like them.”

      “Here, give me that,” he snapped, taking the rock from her.

      He tossed it towards a straw dummy. As soon as it left his hand, it transformed into a golden, winged insect, flew towards the dummy, and lighted on its face. A second later it exploded in a flash of fire, setting the dummy ablaze. Wren stared with her mouth agape for a moment.

      “That’s hot,” she said.

      “Any other questions?” he drawled, sarcasm covering each word.

      “Nope. Good name for them, ‘fireflies.’”

      She pulled the drawstring tight on the bag and hung it over her belt. Then she turned to go.

      “Shadow Six,” he called after her, using her service codename. Wren turned back. “They pack quite a wallop, and this is a city built of trees. Be careful with them.”

      “Got it,” she said. “I’ll only use them to light up a party.”

      

      Whizzing back and forth between trees, Wren struggled to get the bag open. Another volley of arrows whistled through the leaves, barely missing. One raced right past her nose.

      Swearing, she dug into the pouch desperately and managed to get her fingers around one of the magical stones. A rider to her left stood up in his saddle and nocked an arrow. Wren tossed the rock in his direction.

      Just as it had in the lab, it became a glowing insect and raced for the elf. As he drew back his bow and took aim, it landed on his chest. Before he could let fly, the thing exploded. The terrorist was engulfed in flames and released his arrow well off the mark. His terrified horse reared up and threw him, before running away.

      “Careful!” she called, unable to resist a one-liner. “The bugs are really biting today!”

      Her amusement was short-lived. Three more arrows zipped towards her. One of them grazed her shoulder, taking a piece of flesh as it went.

      Wren cried out and gritted her teeth against the pain. She cut back left trying to put some distance between her pursuers or at least give them a bad angle on her.

      Desperately, she dug into the bag and scooped out a fistful of fireflies. But just as she got them out, she found herself in danger of a direct collision with an enormous oak tree. She cut down and to the right to avoid an overhanging branch. That caused the carpet to skip off a huge rock, unseating her. The force of the blow jarred the fireflies from her hand and forced her to grab the rug tightly to avoid being completely thrown.

      Wren had no idea how many of the explosive insects she’d released. But they flew in a swarm towards the elves. They hit rocks, bushes, and trees and ignited a conflagration behind her. She heard the elves’ horses scream, but a thick wall of heat and flame made it impossible for her to see what any of her pursuers’ fate was.

      “Oh, hell,” she said. “Kenderbrick’s going to be furious about this.”

      A moment later, she found the road. As soon as she saw an opening in the canopy, she climbed high into the sky. Behind her a massive number of trees were ablaze. She had no idea if they would burn down the entire forest nor any clue how to deal with it.

      Unsure what else to do, she fell back on the carpet, exhausted. For a moment, she just sucked in air and tried to come down from the stress of running for her life.

      When her brain kicked back into motion, she realized that she may have made a bad situation worse. Magnus Teargarden and Mustique Starfellow had been at that base, plotting the final stages of an operation with the Phrygians. They would know she was onto them, and that might accelerate their timetable. And there was no way to predict what the fallout would be from the fire she’d started. She only knew she was in deep trouble.

      With a heavy sigh, Wren set off for Drasilia. She needed to report in. She looked back one more time. The fire in the distance felt like a harbinger of something far worse to come.
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        Cloverleaf Neighborhood, Drasilia, Alfar

      

      

      Aqib Dragonblade watched with grim satisfaction as his comrades in the Freedom Patrol dragged the wretched Shendalis from their homes and lined them up in the street. Most of the branches and leaves in this part of the city had long since withered and died, allowing the hot, poisonous sun to do its deadly work on the houses, the gardens, and the people. A well-known criminal sanctuary, Cloverleaf looked like a disease. Aqib could hardly believe elves lived here.

      The heat was especially fierce today, and sweat trickled persistently down his emerald skin, staining his uniform. The long, deep scar on the left side of his face – a gift from Shendali rebels during the civil war – itched terribly from the humidity, and Aqib scratched it in irritation. The cries of the citizens the Freedom Patrol forced out of their homes gave him a small sense of satisfaction.

      One of these people was a Sons of Frey agent. The tip had come from a good source, and neither Aqib nor his captain, Elden Lightfire were about to let the opportunity pass. The only problem was that they had no idea which one of these blasphemers was the fiend they sought.

      Elden was one of Aqib’s oldest friends. The two of them had known each other since childhood, and they served together in the Elite Guard from the end of the war. They’d both joined Silverleaf’s coup last year and had escaped prosecution by surrendering when it failed. But Elden and Aqib were of similar mind. Silverleaf had the right idea. He’d just gone about it all wrong. Alfar didn’t need a king or to cast off its matriarchal social order. But the Coalition Government did need to be toppled. Aurora Spellbinder was a weak and ineffectual president, and she refused to do anything meaningful about the snavrek Urlanders. What was needed was action, not pretty calls to be an elf. When Elden told him about the Freedom Patrol and its patron, Mother Gladheart, Aqib leaped at the chance to join a Freyalan-only militia dedicated to tracking down Shendali terrorists.

      And the two comrades-in-arms agreed on one other thing: Any means that rooted out Sons of Frey operatives was acceptable.

      One of his compatriots kicked in a door, and a baby started crying immediately. The soldier dragged mother and child into the street and into the line as the infant bawled. Aqib winced. What they were doing was necessary, but he hated seeing children manhandled in the process.

      “Where are they?” Elden roared. “We know you are harboring Sons of Frey. Bring them out now, or we destroy every home until we find them!”

      The damned Shendalis refused to cooperate. No one came into the street voluntarily. The Freedom Patrol had to drag them all kicking and screaming. Bastards. Every blasphemous Shendali elf was in on the Sons of Frey conspiracy, it seemed. All Aqib and his comrades wanted was the suicide wand-er they’d been assured lived here. But none of the foul followers of the False Prophet would give him up.

      “Perhaps we need to take a sterner tack with them,” Aqib suggested.

      “Good idea,” Elden replied. “Everyone load your crossbows.”

      The elves under his command obeyed immediately. Within seconds, Elden had an execution squad lined up and ready to skewer the Shendalis.

      “Now,” Elden said, “addressing the citizens, “we know you are harboring terrorists.”

      “You’re the terrorists,” a woman spat.

      Elden backhanded her hard across the face. She cried out and a man took a step forward, but he was quickly pulled back into line by a more-sensible friend.

      “We didn’t try to destroy the Arch-temple of Frey,” Elden growled. “On Revelation Day of all days! You Shendalis did that. You and your friends in the Sons of Frey. If the Freyalan Captain of the Elite Guard hadn’t arrived when she did, tens of thousands of lives would have been lost.”

      Aqib grimaced. He’d never liked Captain Honeyflower. She was too moderate. She believed too hard in President Spellbinder. She wasn’t willing to really do what was necessary to root out evil. Giving her credit for saving the day left a foul taste in his mouth, especially since she’d needed help from a snavrek, whom she’d since taken as a lover.

      “That is terrorism,” Elden went on. “Not forcing you to give up the son of a whore who hides among you, just waiting for the chance to pull off a similar atrocity.

      “Now, tell me who it is, or I will order my soldiers to shoot.”

      Aqib smiled cruelly. His scar continued to itch, but now he didn’t bother scratching it. The anticipation was too rich. He didn’t believe for an instant these assholes would allow Elden to execute them all. Whoever the traitor was might be a martyr, but the rest weren’t.

      “You would kill us all just to get the one you seek?” a man asked. “You’re no elf. You’re a goblin in a mask. A dirty troll in disguise. No true elf would perpetrate such evil.”

      Elden whipped out his sword and beheaded the insolent Shendali while his insult still hung fresh in the air. Several elves screamed as he dropped to his knees and blood shot from his neck.

      Aqib didn’t blame his friend a bit. He’d have done the same if the fool had called him names. Shendalis were foul and stupid.

      “Anyone else have anything they’d like to say to me?” the captain taunted.

      No one spoke. Elden shook his head in disgust.

      “Take aim,” he ordered.

      The Freedom Patrollers all raised their crossbows and lined up targets. Several of the Shendalis, swallowed hard, but none of them moved.

      “Last chance,” Elden said.

      The Shendalis all stiffened their spines. This wasn’t working.

      “Stop!” Aqib shouted. The soldiers all turned to him. “Captain, if we shoot them all, we won’t be certain whom the terrorist is. That will make it more difficult for us to trace him to his accomplices.”

      “Which was likely part of their plan,” Elden added. “For Frey’s sake, why are you people loyal to traitors? You can’t believe the Sons of Frey are the good guys just because they’re Shendali. Those mongrels want to conquer us from within and make us a province of Jifan!”

      Still, no one spoke. They all stared ahead. Elden sighed.

      “All right, I’m going to make it simple for you. I will ask in turn if each person is the terrorist. All you have to do is confirm or deny it.”

      Elden stormed forward, grabbed an elf at random, and pulled him out of line.

      “Is it him?” he demanded.

      No one answered. Elden waited several seconds. When didn’t get answer, he gored the wretch with his sword. The elf cried out and grabbed his stomach as Elden threw him to the ground. Several people screamed, and the man’s wife attempted to rush to him, but a Freedom Patroller restrained her.

      Elden grabbed another male at random from the line. He knotted his fist in the Shendali’s robe and held him fast as he glared at the people in the street.

      “Perhaps it’s this one,” Elden said. When he got no response, he prodded them: “Yes? No? Anyone want to answer?”

      No one did. Elden slit the bastard’s throat and cast him aside as more eves cried out in anguish.

      “Do you understand?” Elden cried. “We know you are harboring Sons of Frey. How many more innocent people do I have to kill before one of you will do the sensible thing and give him up?”

      The only sound from the prisoners was the lamentations of the loved ones of the dead. Elden grew angrier. He stalked over to the woman with the squealing child and tore her baby from her as she shrieked in horror. Elden put his sword to the baby’s chest.

      “Tell me!” he shouted. “Who are they?”

      “Captain!” Aqib said, alarmed. “Elden, what are you doing?”

      “You understand the situation as well as I do, Lieutenant Dragonblade! These damnable worshippers of the False Prophet believe we will relent. They are convinced we won’t do whatever is necessary to end this terrorism. They need to understand that I will pay any price to catch the murderer among them!”

      “No,” a woman said calmly. “We believe you.”

      Elden whipped his head in her direction. The babe in his arms wailed as though it were on fire.

      “Then tell me who it is,” he growled. “Or I swear I will murder this child.”

      The infant’s mother screamed and begged for mercy. Two Freedom Patrollers grabbed her and forced her to her knees. The defiant woman who had spoken took two steps toward Elden.

      “The elf is you seek is Shakira Morninggloam,” she replied, continuing to approach.

      “Which one is Morninggloam?” Elden demanded.

      “It is I,” she said, drawing even with him. “And I will gladly sacrifice myself to send your black heart to Hell.”

      Aqib saw a small wooden shaft drop from her sleeve and into her hand.

      “Wand!” Aqib shouted.

      Several of his comrades spun towards her and took aim. But none of them had a good shot, and Morninggloam had caught them unawares. She quickly raised the wand and swished it.

      “Eradico!” she said before Aqib could move.

      The terrorist’s body exploded in a white-hot ball of fire. Instinctively, Aqib threw himself to the street in a desperate attempt to avoid the blast. Blazing heat washed over him and seared his skin. He thought for a moment he would burn to death.

      Then it was over. Elden, the baby, and the terrorist were gone, obliterated by the spell. Half the Shendalis and most of the Freedom Patrol were dead, their bodies reduced to charred remains. And everywhere Aqib looked, he saw fire. The houses carved into the drasil wood of the enormous city of trees blazed. What few leaves hung overhead ignited and threatened to spread the destruction to other neighborhoods. Everyone was shouting, but Aqib could hardly hear them. The force of the blast had nearly deafened him and thrown him back several feet. But he’d been just far enough away from Shakira Morninggloam, he’d been spared.

      Aqib gazed on the scene in horror. Who would do something so unthinkable?

      Shendalis would. They were evil to their core, and the only thing they desired was to slaughter Freyalans. For Frey’s sake, the sick woman had called Elden’s bluff by murdering them both. The Sons of Frey were not elves. They were beasts with no appreciation for elven life.

      Aqib swore he would make them pay.
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        Coalition Chambers, the Grand Palace of Frey, Drasilia

      

      

      May Honeyflower shook with disgust. How many times was she going to have to report this sort of tragedy before the government finally did something about it?

      The ministers sat around the polished-wood table, dressed in their robes of office, their eyes boring into her as though all this was somehow her fault. Minister of Culture Lumendrake threw his purple gaze at her like a weapon. Her boss, Minister of Internal Security Goldenfawn, looked disappointed. Her blonde hair had gone considerably grey in the past six months, and bags had begun to accumulate under her soft, green eyes. May understood. The security situation was impossible. But part of that was Goldenfawn’s fault for not giving May a freer hand.

      “What was the total number of casualties, Captain Honeyflower?” President Spellbinder asked.

      May sighed and consulted the report she’d brought with her. She knew the president meant well, that she was trying to get a picture of the size of the incident. But did it really matter how many were dead or wounded? The facts that anyone got hurt and that another incident of militia violence ended with tragic consequences should be enough for any elf to be outraged. But though Spellbinder’s tone was calm and even, she at least had the decency to look grave.

      “Thirty-three dead, twenty-five injured,” May answered, trying to keep the anger from her voice. “To say nothing of the fact that the explosion set fire to the neighborhood, displacing the survivors.

      “Madam President, members of the Coalition, we must take action. We cannot continue to tolerate this type of violence. Something must be done about the militias. For Frey’s sake, they were slaughtering children in addition to the adults.”

      “Which one was it this time?” Minister Lumendrake asked, his voice full of loathing.

      “The Freedom Patrol,” May answered.

      “As if it matters,” Minister of Faith Gildenstar said, rolling her eyes.

      “It does matter!” Lumendrake shouted, slamming his fist on the table. “The Freedom Patrol is an aggressive, Freyalan militia. They terrorized a Shendali neighborhood. The motivation was clear: anti-Shendali persecution!”

      “As I understand Captain Honeyflower’s report, Minister,” Gildenstar said, turning her ancient face towards Lumendrake, “they were acting on a tip that there were members of the Sons of Frey being sheltered.”

      “I hardly think that matters,” Minister Goldenfawn said, sounding tired. “They are not officers of this government, nor are they sanctioned by the Urlish Expeditionary Force. They went in without a mandate on a witch hunt.”

      “But they were right,” Gildenstar protested.

      She spread her frail arms wide, fanning open her long, silver hair. May wasn’t entirely certain how old the Minister of Faith was. She’d been wrinkled and venerable for as long as May could remember. But despite her ancient appearance and difficulty getting around, her yellow eyes – the same shade as May’s – burned like a pair of suns. The old woman was extremely intelligent and, more than that, cunning.

      “What do you mean they were right?” Goldenfawn asked.

      “There was a Sons of Frey agent present, and when she thought she would be discovered, she set off her wand.”

      “That is beside the point!” Lumendrake roared. “They had no authority!”

      “If they hadn’t acted,” Gildenstar retorted, “she might have bombed something more important than a poor neighborhood. What if you’d been the target, Minister?”

      “That’s enough,” Spellbinder said. “Minister Gildenstar, all elves are important, no matter how poor or wealthy they are. I’ll thank you to remember that.”

      “If I may interject a small but important detail,” May said, dreading giving them more ammunition for their arguments.

      “Yes, Captain?” the president said.

      “I feel obligated to report that, according to the survivors, Shakira Morninggloam only set off her wand after becoming convinced that Captain Lightfire would murder the baby.”

      “The baby died in the conflagration!” Minister of Finance Waterdown shouted. “The terrorist killed the child along with the others!”

      “Because she felt trapped,” May said. “Without the Freedom Patrol’s actions, the baby and sixty other elves would be alive and unhurt, and we wouldn’t have another refugee problem.”

      “Oh, please,” Gildenstar spat. “Sixty nameless elves rather than an entire market or a police station or a government facility were harmed. The people in the neighborhood were harboring this woman. They’re as good as guilty as she is.”

      “You cannot know that,” Goldenfawn said. “It is entirely possible that no one in the neighborhood knew this Morninggloam was a Sons of Frey agent besides herself.”

      “You can’t be that naïve, Minister,” Gildenstar said. “And need I remind you that it wasn’t only Shendalis that died or were injured. There were numerous Freyalans killed, too.”

      “Because they went in and kicked a hornet’s nest!” Lumendrake roared.

      “Enough!” Spellbinder shouted, bringing her gavel down hard. She waited for the room to quiet. “Now, regardless of who was at fault for this particular incident, we cannot tolerate more violence like this. Ever since Silverleaf’s failed coup, sectarian violence has increased. Everyone jumps at shadows, fearing an assassin is lurking next door. If we don’t do something, all of Alfar is going to descend into chaos.”

      May nodded her agreement. The president had done much better at cutting through a lot of the bullshit proffered by her ministers since the failed Revelation Day coup.

      “Members of the Coalition,” May said, “I believe that Minister Lumendrake has given us the right metaphor. The Freedom Patrol did indeed go in and kick a hornet’s nest. Only a fool tries to get rid of hornets that way. The fool and anyone around them are stung repeatedly, possibly to death.

      “We have magicians and beekeepers who specialize in moving these creatures to a safer location, where they can do their work without endangering us. Trying to solve the problem without an expert’s assistance is asking for misery.”

      “Please come to the point, Captain,” President Spellbinder said.

      “My point, Madam President, is that we have skilled experts whose job it is to deal with the Sons of Frey. We have the Urlish Expeditionary Force, the Urlish Shadow Service, and the Elite Guard and Central Police. These are the people qualified to remove terrorists before they can harm us, not the militias.”

      “Oh, please, Captain,” Minister Waterdown said. “Your Elite Guard has become a near-token force. Of those who weren’t prosecuted for supporting Ambassador Silverleaf’s coup attempt, nearly half of them left the service and joined the very militias you blame for the problem. They don’t want to work for you, and even if they did, they’re out committing the very atrocities you want us to let you handle.”

      “We have support from the Urlanders—” she began, but Lumendrake cut her off.

      “The Urlanders need to go home! We’ve been asking them to leave for nearly five years now, and they show no interest in pulling out.”

      “How can they?” Waterdown cried. “We proved ourselves last year that we can’t take care of security without them!”

      “Watch your mouth, Minister,” Goldenfawn said. “The elves who serve in our military and security forces are out finest citizens. They are more than capable of ‘taking care of us.’”

      “Really?” Gildenstar said. “Then why were they unable to uncover Silverleaf’s power-grab without Urlish assistance? Why was this body nearly assassinated in toto by terrorists who infiltrated the Arch-temple of Frey despite Captain Honeyflower’s extensive ‘security precautions?’”

      May blushed in shame and lowered her head. She’d been responsible for maintaining the safety of the Coalition at the president’s ambitious, joint Revelation Day celebration. Not only had she not been on site to make certain everything was in order, but the assassins got through all the security checks. Admittedly, they had authentic passes issued by Ambassador Silverleaf himself, and she wasn’t at the ceremony, because she was trying to warn the president and arrest Silverleaf. But the fact that nearly half of her Guard committed treason without her even having a suspicion of it until it was almost too late haunted her. If it hadn’t been for Wren Xavier, the ambassador would have toppled the government and changed the face of the nation forever.

      “That doesn’t help, people,” the president was saying. “We cannot unmake the past. We must secure the future by acting responsibly in the present. And the fact is, the militias claiming to protect Alfar are currently a bigger threat than the Sons of Frey to safety and security.”

      May wanted to agree. She wanted to jump right in and affirm the president’s point. But Minister Gildenstar raising the specter of her near-failure last year lay like a lodestone on her heart and tied her tongue.

      “It’s that damned woman, Gladheart,” Lumendrake said. “She’s the one who’s been inciting the militias.”

      “Gladheart?” Gildenstar said, sounding astounded. “She’s an influential Freyalan priest, Minister, not a general.”

      “And she uses the pulpit to encourage all Alfaris to defend themselves against the Sons of Frey,” Goldenfawn said. “In particular, she advocates for Freyalans to arm themselves against Shendali terrorism.”

      “She has said no such thing,” Gildenstar said, her frail voice rising. “As Minister of Faith, I am charged with overseeing all priests, and due to her influence following the failed coup, I have monitored her closely. She has never once told Freyalans to arm themselves or to inflict violence on Shendalis.”

      “No, of course not,” Lumendrake spat. “She knows where the line is. She never says these things directly. But the message is there, and it’s easy to hear.”

      “Once again, Ministers,” May said, “I am inclined to agree with Minister Lumendrake. I attend Mother Gladheart’s lectures on Freysdays. She is a gifted orator and a wise scriptural scholar, but many of her lectures are incendiary. While Minister Gildenstar is right that she has never openly called for violence, her theses are frequently provocative.”

      “Allow me to suggest,” Gildenstar said, “that if we feel Mother Gladheart has influence over the militias, we bring her before this body and ask her to exert pressure in a more productive manner.”

      “Absolutely not!” Lumendrake said.

      Gildenstar sat back, with a smirk on her face. May’s heart raced in alarm. They couldn’t bring Mother Gladheart before the Coalition. It would grant her too much power. She was galled that she agreed with Lumendrake yet again.

      “If we bring her here for a meeting, we legitimize her,” Lumendrake continued.

      “I quite agree, Goldenfawn said. “If we bring Mother Gladheart before us and ask for her help, we will galvanize her position as de facto leader of the anti-Shendali militia movement.”

      “And if she doesn’t agree to do what we want,” May added, “we set up a confrontation between Gladheart and her followers and the government.”

      “As Minister of Faith, I could order her to appear before the Coalition,” Gildenstar suggested. “We could make it clear we are in charge.”

      “Ministers, Madam President, if I may?” May interrupted.

      Everyone turned expectantly to her. Spellbinder nodded.

      “All of this talk ignores an important practical consideration: It doesn’t do anything to contain militia behavior. We have to act forcefully against sectarian violence.”

      No one said anything for a moment. Everyone considered what she said.

      “What do you suggest?” Spellbinder said.

      May took a deep breath. She knew they weren’t going to like this.

      “We need to outlaw militias,” she said. “It needs to be a level-one felony to be a member or to operate one.”

      The room exploded in angry rhetoric. May sighed. The solution was obvious and simple. But it would require everyone to expose themselves to risk. And virtually every member of the Coalition had a vested interest in keeping at least one of the militias operating.

      “Impossible!” Lumendrake shouted over the din. “The militias are the only protection Shendalis have against Freyalan purges.”

      All of the Shendali ministers nodded their agreement. Spellbinder brought her gavel down and brought the room back to order.

      “With respect, Minister,” May said, “that is the same argument the Freyalans make for forming their militias. It is the exact argument that led to yesterday’s incident and many more like it.

      “Militias boil down to citizens taking the law into their own hands. We can’t have that.”

      “Most citizens don’t feel they have any choice, Captain,” Gildenstar said. “You yourself have just told us how you are undermanned and outnumbered by militia members.”

      “Perhaps they wouldn’t have to if the Central Police and the Elite Guard could more effectively keep the peace,” someone said. May couldn’t see whom.

      “Enlistment has suffered since the failed coup,” Goldenfawn commented. “Many prospects and former Guardians feel they can serve their people better in a private army.”

      “And with fewer regulations,” May added.

      “True,” Goldenfawn agreed. “We need to do something to recruit these people into an official state security force instead of freelancing.”

      “Precisely,” May said. “I am as appalled by the violence as the rest of you. My Guard and the CP are doing the best they can, but they are stretched pretty thin.”

      “Then how,” Gildenstar asked, “do you propose you will enforce this ban on militias? Suppose for the sake of argument the militias decide they do not wish to disband.”

      “We issue the order and offer amnesty and signing bonuses for those who will join the Elite Guard, the Central Police, or the Army. And we make the penalty for continuing to operate severe. We’ve got to get these people off the streets, Ministers. They are the number-one threat to internal security, and we need to make it clear we will not tolerate their atrocities. If we don’t, we’re going to lose control of the people.”

      No one spoke. Everyone looked at each other, trying May presumed, to gauge enthusiasm for the idea from their neighbors. Lumendrake put his hands on the table and stiffened his spine.

      “That seems like an exaggeration to me,” he said. “Most of the militias, particularly the Shendali ones, adopt a defensive posture only.”

      “Ahmed, you know that’s not entirely true,” Goldenfawn said. “There have been attacks from both Freyalans and Shendalis. The Sons of Frey themselves began as a militia.”

      “The Sons of Frey are Jifani-funded terrorists,” Lumendrake retorted. “Proper Shendali militias keep the peace in their neighborhood and protect elves from bigoted Freyalans. They only attack if they’re threatened.”

      “Minister Lumendrake,” May said with a heavy sigh. “Last week, the Shendali militia, Shendal’s Chosen, launched a raid on a Freyalan neighborhood in which they systematically murdered twenty-five elves.”

      “That attack was retaliation against a Freedom Patrol purge just like the one we are discussing today.”

      “Repaying violence with violence is not consistent with the teaching of Frey,” Gildenstar said. “We know full well from the scriptures that internal violence and conflict was one of the things that plagued Alfheim before The Revelation. Do think it is coincidence that the land is dying around us? We’ve got an ecological crisis of epic proportions. There can be little doubt that we have lost God’s favor.”

      “I know the scriptures very well, Minister Gildenstar. I may not be a priest, but I am a scholar of Frey’s Epistles. That is among the reasons I was elected Minister of Culture.

      “Freyalan militias ignore Frey’s teachings when they do not suit their point of view. They are attacking Shenalis without provocation, and the government is powerless to stop it. I will support banning militias when Captain Honeyflower can give me a reasonable assurance that she has the situation well in hand.”

      The rest of the Shendalis in the Coalition except Goldenfawn nodded their agreement. May wanted to cry. The Coalition was much more interested in arguing than in enacting practical law. It had been like this since they were elected five years ago. She couldn’t help but wonder if the land was dying not because God had abandoned elves, but because the Coalition had abdicated any meaningful authority.

      Unsurprisingly, the president tabled further discussion of banning militias until May and Minister Goldenfawn could put together a practical plan for dealing with refusal to comply with the proposed law. She sighed again and sat down, defeated.

      She was certain things were about to get much worse.
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        May Honeyflower’s Apartment, Drasilia

      

      

      Wren tried to control the beating of her heart. She hadn’t seen May for five days, while she was on assignment. And then Anderov and the Sons of Frey had nearly killed her, making her think she’d never see the gorgeous elf again. She wanted to run into May’s arms as soon as she got back, but she’d been required to debrief first and that had come with a fierce blowing-up from Kenderbrick.

      

      “What the hell were you thinking, Shadow Six?”

      “When?” Wren asked, unable to resist needling her abrasive controller.

      Kenderbrick rewarded her by turning a dark shade of red. Her wide face lit up like a searchlight in contrast to her honey-blonde hair. Her blue eyes blazed.

      “How about when you elected to infiltrate the base without authorization?” she answered.

      Wren sighed. She liked Kenderbrick as a person. But they were not well-suited to work together.

      “Kenderbrick, I really don’t like having to explain this. I’m a high-ranking Shadow on assignment. I have great latitude to deviate from operational protocols if I feel it will advance the mission objectives.

      “I observed a carriage with escort entering the base. That led to the discovery of the location in the first place. Because I believed Magnus Teargarden was in the hansom, I elected to investigate further. Not only did I confirm Teargarden was present, he met with Mustique Starfellow and a Phrygian Shadow named Anderov. They discussed an upcoming operation⁠—”

      “And did you discover any meaningful details about this operation, Shadow Six?” Kenderbrick interrupted.

      Wren had to take a breath to avoid losing her temper. She hated being interrupted, and her controller knew full-well the answer to her question.

      “No. But I did discover the Sons of Frey are working with the Phrygians again, and the last time that happened, it nearly resulted in the assassination of the entire Coalition. Whatever they’re up to, it stands to reason it is a real danger to Alfari and Urlish national security. Had I followed protocol, we might not have any of this information.”

      Kenderbrick’s apoplexy receded only a little.

      “God damn it, Shadow Six. You were discovered. You didn’t recover any of the strange elixir, and not only did your escape tell the Sons of Frey we knew about the location, the fire you started is bordering on an international incident. The Coalition Government is screaming for your head, and I’ve half a mind to give it to them.”

      “I didn’t start the fire on purpose.”

      “That doesn’t matter!” Kenderbrick screeched. “Elves worship trees nearly as much as God! That forest is already decaying from the mysterious blight plaguing the land. If you’d burned the whole thing down, the Coalition might’ve kicked us all out of the country.

      “I appreciate that you’re a chaos agent, Shadow Six, and that your methods, while often incendiary, if you’ll excuse the pun, get results. But I need you to think a little more carefully about the potential consequences of your actions. Because things went sideways, the Sons of Frey will abandon the base if they haven’t already, they’ll scrap the mission, and we don’t know what they’re doing. You rendered every gain from the operation useless, while getting us in hot water with the Coalition. God only knows what the fallout from this will be.”

      

      Wren winced at the memory. She understood that she’d caused a lot of trouble. She knew her failure had been a setback. But she believed wholeheartedly the intel she had gained had been worth the price. She couldn’t say for certain what it would lead to, but she detested being dressed down for it. Kenderbrick was just like the Chief – she enjoyed yelling at agents for things they already knew were failures. All it accomplished was pissing off the Shadow being upbraided.

      With an effort, she shook her head to clear thoughts of her abrasive controller. May didn’t deserve to have Wren in a foul mood when they hadn’t seen each other for the better part of a week.

      As she raised her hand to knock, she noticed it was trembling. What the hell was the matter with her? She’d had countless lovers and never felt like this. Even Sara didn’t inspire that sort of vulnerability in her. What was it about May Honeyflower that was so different?

      Steadying her nerves, she finally knocked. After a few moments, May opened the door. Her lovely green face lit up with joy at the sight of Wren. She grabbed Wren’s wrist and pulled her over the threshold and into a deep, wordless embrace. Wren kicked the door shut behind them and kissed May passionately. Desire ignited in her heart, in her stomach, in her loins.

      In seconds, they were lost in pleasure.
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      An hour later, they lay exhausted on the bed. Sweat beaded on their bodies, and they panted heavily from exertion.

      “I missed you,” May said.

      Wren smiled. She might be out of breath, but May’s sentiments made her safe and content.

      “I missed you, too,” she replied.

      “Was your mission a success?”

      Wren turned and looked at her. For a moment, she drank in the beauty of May’s body.

      “You haven’t heard?” Wren asked.

      “No, I’ve had my head buried in dealing with all the militia violence.”

      “It’s gotten worse?”

      “So much worse,” May answered. “Today, while I was reporting on one of the most egregious incidents, the Coalition sat there arguing over who was responsible for the murder of an infant.”

      “What!”

      Wren sat up and stared at May in disbelief.

      “Yep,” May went on. “A Freyalan militia raided a Shendali neighborhood, acting on a tip that there was an undercover Sons of Frey agent living there. When they couldn’t figure out who it was, the leader grabbed a baby and threatened to kill it if they didn’t talk. So the terrorist came forward and set off her wand, which killed more than thirty people, including the baby.

      “And those sanctimonious assholes in the Coalition argued about whether the Freyalan who threatened to kill the child or the Shendali who actually did was responsible.”

      “Blood and bones,” Wren swore, lying back on the bed. “I’ve got to tell you, May, I’ve never seen a more fractious, irresponsible body than your government.”

      “Tell me about it,” she replied. “And they will not do anything about it. They all know militia violence is the number-one domestic problem we have. They all agree we need to do something to contain it as quickly as possible. But as soon as I tell them what needs to be done, as soon as I point out the obvious solution, they want to argue about how it won’t work and it’ll make things worse.”

      “What did you suggest?”

      “I told them we need to outlaw militias, and we need to make the penalty for membership in or operating one severe.”

      Wren closed her eyes. She could well imagine the argument. She’d witnessed the same divisiveness last year when she was posing as Urland’s ambassador. The Coalition was filled with obstructionists who were much more interested in bickering than governing.

      “Heh,” she said. “I can just imagine what Lumendrake said.”

      “That’s the worst part, Wren. He was against banning militias, too, but before I put that proposal on the table, he was the only one talking sense! I had to keep supporting his positions, because he was right! God, it was galling.”

      Wren could hardly believe what she was hearing. Of all the members of the Coalition Government, Wren hated Ahmed Lumendrake the most. He was an arch-conservative Shendali, who was obsessed with getting the Urlish presence out of Alfar, and he fought every progressive initiative on the tiniest of minutia. She couldn’t imagine him talking sense about internal security.

      “So why don’t they want to ban militias?” she asked. “That seems like common sense.”

      “It is common sense. But they’re all afraid their pet militia will follow the rules, but the other won’t, and then their people will be defenseless.”

      “I assume recruitment is still down?”

      “It is. And despite my proposals to lure militants back into the ranks of the proper authorities, the Coalition doesn’t think it will work. They think I haven’t got enough elfpower to pull it off.”

      Wren nodded. Here it was – yet another intractable situation the government refused to deal with.

      “What if you had help from us?” she suggested.

      “There’s no way they’ll go for that Wren. The conservatives especially want a complete withdrawal of Urlish forces. You know that. They’ll never agree to have Urlanders telling elves what to do.”

      Wren chewed on that for a moment. May was right. She’d seen the anti-human sentiment up close last year. Enough of them wouldn’t consent to have Urlish soldiers working with elves even as equals. A thought occurred to her.

      “What if we loaned the Elite Guard soldiers on consignment?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, the problem is the coup dealt a devastating blow to your numbers. So the Coalition fears you can’t enforce the mandate you’re proposing. But if we loaned you enough personnel, that would take that objection out of the equation. And if they were under the command of elven officers, then the conservatives wouldn’t be able to object either.”

      May didn’t say anything for several seconds. She stared at the ceiling and thought.

      “Damn, that’s a pretty elegant solution, Wren.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m still not sure they’ll go for it, though. Just the thought of Urlanders policing elves gets some of their blood boiling.”

      “But it’s effectively what we’re doing now,” Wren argued. “We run patrols through the streets of Drasilia day and night, to discourage violence. But we’re not cooperating at the moment. The UEF, the Elite Guard, and the CP all operate under their own protocols and directives. We only share information on important security matters, not all of them. This would enable humans and elves to actually form an effective alliance. And with the elves in charge, there shouldn’t be any worry of Urland pushing Alfar around or stripping the Coalition of its authority.”

      May thought it about it some more. The corners of her mouth turned up in a slight smile, although her brow was furrowed.

      “Would General Blackstone go for that?” she asked, referencing Urland’s top commander in Alfar.

      “Ha! I am sure he would hate it. But if the Coalition was serious, I bet we could apply leverage with Kenderbrick and Ambassador Devonshire.”

      May rolled over and faced her.

      “This is a really good idea, Wren. I’ve got to think about how to convince all the people who will hate it. But if humans bolstered the Elite Guard, we could ban militias and enforce it.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      She bent her head over Wren and kissed her.

      “Sometimes, I think you should still be the Urlish Ambassador,” she said. “You actually come up with solutions.”

      “No way,” Wren replied with a laugh. “I don’t have the patience for politics. You know that.”

      “True,” she said. She nestled her head on Wren’s chest. “You never told me about your mission.”

      Wren sighed heavily. She told May how she had discovered the secret base, witnessed both Teargarden and Starfellow conferring with a Phrygian Shadow, and the strange elixir she’d inadvertently destroyed.

      “I had them, May,” she said. “I had them both dead to rights. And I had whatever substance they were planning to use in the next operation in my hands. But then the Phrygian discovered me.”

      She blew out a mournful breath. Her anger at Kenderbrick’s dressing-down notwithstanding, she hated herself for blowing it. She’d been in a position to break the case wide open, to expose the Sons of Frey’s top operatives. And instead, she had nothing to show for her efforts.

      “At least you destroyed the formula,” May said. “They can’t use it now, and that’s a good thing.”

      “But we don’t know what it was or its intended purpose or if there is more of it. Kanderbrick’s right. I bungled the job pretty severely. And on top of that, I burned down part of the forest in my escape.”

      “Wait, that was you?” May said, sitting up, a look of concern clouding her beautiful features.

      “I’m afraid so. It wasn’t intentional. I used magic I had issued from Shadow Service. But it got out of hand.”

      “Oh shit, Wren. The Coalition is universally pissed about that. I hadn’t had time to review the report yet, so I didn’t know it was you.”

      “Kenderbrick says they’re screaming for my head.”

      “I’m sure they are. Damn, that’s going to make selling this Urlish-Alfari alliance harder.”

      “I’m sorry, May. It was an accident.”

      “Well, of course it was!” she said. “You’ve got enough respect for elves and Alfar that you wouldn’t intentionally harm the countryside.”

      “But that won’t change the opinion of the government.”

      “Nope. It’s too bad you didn’t get away with anything. That might’ve helped.”

      “I learned that the Sons of Frey are working with the Phrygians again. I know it’s not much, but it’s something.”

      “Hmm, maybe,” May said, snuggling back into Wren’s chest. “We just don’t know why.

      “Oh, well. That’s tomorrow’s problem. Right now, you’re here where I want you, and I don’t want it spoiled.”

      Wren pulled her into another embrace. They lay in silence, enjoying each other’s company. But Wren couldn’t help but think about how tomorrow would be.

      She couldn’t imagine it going well.
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        Sons of Frey Secret Headquarters, Qesh, Jifan

      

      

      Mustique Starfellow knelt on his prayer mat and waited for the Master to reply. Speaking with God’s agent frightened him. He was not at all what Mustique expected in an angel. Instead of a beautiful elf with a golden voice and massive wings, the Master appeared as an amorphous, dark being suspended in the air. And his cold, dripping voice haunted Mustique’s dreams.

      But he knew better than to question a messenger from the Almighty. God’s mind was infinite, and Mustique didn’t doubt there were plans and destinies he couldn’t hope to understand. His job as God’s appointed savior on Earth was to follow the Master’s instructions. Frey himself would have done the same.

      “So the base is a total loss?” the Master asked at last.

      “For all practical purposes, yes. Dr. Teargarden kept the fire from spreading to the base, but the Urlander escaped. Once she made her report, it was only a matter of time. I ordered the encampment abandoned and anything that could not be taken with us was destroyed. The Alfari military raided the facility this morning.”

      “I see,” the Master said.

      “Given the circumstances, I have instructed Teargarden to cancel the operation.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we don’t know what the Urlander overheard,” Mustique explained. “It’s possible she knows enough about the details to alert the authorities in Akrinos.”

      “I thought you told me she did not recover any of the compound?”

      “She did not. It was all destroyed in her escape attempt.”

      “Then there is no reason she would draw a connection between what she overhead and the Red Dragon Project.”

      Mustique chewed his lip. The Master might be a divine creature, but he seemed to lack understanding of the subtlety of terrestrial espionage.

      “She may have heard us mention Allamabad,” he said. “The Urlanders may investigate our operation there.”

      “Urland has no authority to operate in Jifan. They may have agents in Allamabad, but they cannot bring in a force sufficient to disrupt our work there.

      “And even if they could, Silverfin can easily escape notice. There is nothing to connect Allamabad to the operation, and Silverfin will ensure that Magnus Teargarden can hold up our end of the agreement.”

      “What about the Red Dragon Compound?” Mustique asked. “Without it, the defector is useless.”

      “Inform the Phrygians we need more. That’s their end of the agreement.”

      Mustique nodded. He didn’t like this. It was fraught with what he believed was unacceptable risk. But he could see the Master would not be dissuaded.

      “Very well,” he said. “I will send word to Dr. Teargarden that the operation is a go, and I’ll contact the Phrygians about the formula. When the Urlanders set out to test the project, we will be waiting for them.”

      “Mustique, this is the second time Agent Shadow Six of Her Majesty’s Shadow Service has dealt your organization a setback, is it not?”

      Mustique swallowed hard. There was an undercurrent of danger in the Master’s tone that sent a cold shiver down his spine.

      “We have not been able to determine for certain which agent was responsible,” he answered. “But Wren Xavier is the top-ranking Shadow in Alfar and has been searching for Dr. Teargarden. The intruder was female, so the most likely conclusion is that Shadow Six was the perpetrator.”

      “That does not bode well,” the Master replied. “If Shadow Six did indeed trace Magnus Teargarden to the base, it implies that your organization has been careless. Given that Wren Xavier is in Alfar and was able to thwart the destruction of the Arch-temple of Frey because her colleague, Shadow Five, was foolishly murdered by your agents, I grow concerned that your people are … insufficient to our needs.”

      “Perhaps a review of our security procedures is in order,” Mustique said, hoping to placate the dark form that hung before him.

      “Indeed. This setback could have been more unfortunate than it was. See that Wren Xavier doesn’t spoil the rest of the operation. I don’t wish to hear her name again.”

      “Understood,” Mustique said.

      The Master vanished. Mustique swallowed hard again. Something was going to have to be done about the Urlander and soon. If it wasn’t, the Master might decide to do something about Mustique.

      
        
        Shadow Service Regional Headquarters, Drasilia, Alfar

      

      

      Wren stared in shocked stupefaction. She’d heard Kenderbrick say the words, but they couldn’t possibly be true.

      “You’re suspending me?” Wren roared.

      “Don’t be so dramatic, Shadow Six. You are not being suspended. You’re off active duty for a month; that’s all.”

      Kenderbrick tucked a wayward strand of blonde hair behind her ear casually. Her round face was placid, as if this was no big deal.

      “That sounds like a suspension to me,” Wren said, not lowering her voice.

      “No,” she countered, “It’s a rest.”

      “Bullshit, Kenderbrick. I’m not tired. Why am I really being taken off active duty?”

      Kenderbrick’s face soured. She threw a blue-eyed glare at Wren that nearly knocked her over.

      “You know damned well why, Shadow Six. The Coalition is screaming for your head. If Lumendrake had his way, we’d hand you over and allow them to prosecute you.”

      “I knew it was mistake saving his life,” she said.

      “This is not a joke, Wren! That fire consumed a large swath of trees. If that freak rainstorm hadn’t appeared, it could have been much worse.”

      “Teargarden is a weather specialist, Kenderbrick. That was no freak storm. It was deliberately summoned to deal with the fire.”

      “That’s beside the point, Shadow Six!”

      “The hell it is,” Wren snapped. “I am here on a mission. My job is to find the Sons of Frey and smash their organization. The incident in the forest led me closer to the nerve center of their operation than I have ever been. Yes, things went wrong, but I know they are planning a major operation and that the Phrygians are involved.

      “And those sanctimonious politicians want to throw me under the manure cart, because they’re still pissed that I made them all look like fools last year.”

      “Those sanctimonious politicians want you out of the country, Wren. There is strong sentiment that, if we won’t turn you over to them, that we put you a ship and send you home post-haste.”

      Fear shot through Wren’s heart. Would the Coalition really have her deported? What would happen to May?

      “I need you out of the limelight, Wren,” Kenderbrick went on. “If I tell them you’ve been pulled off active duty pending an investigation, I can keep the heat off you. But as long as you’re running around Alfar, starting forest fires, they will insist we get rid of you. If you want to finish your mission, you’re going to have to cool it for awhile.”

      Anger boiled in Wren’s heart. This was the same old game the Coalition always played. They wanted to argue about protocol and minutiae instead of doing anything. Yes, she’d set fire to a chunk of the forest. But she’d also gotten a strong lead on how to find Teargarden and knew they were getting Phrygian support. Now was not the time for her to be sitting on her hands.

      And Kenderbrick knew that. She should have defended Wren harder. Unless of course, she saw this as an opportunity. Kenderbrick was constantly frustrated by Wren’s freelancing. She didn’t like Wren’s methods. Maybe this was the excuse she’d been looking for.

      “We’ll see what the Chief thinks about this,” Wren growled.

      “It was his idea!” Kenderbrick shouted. “I didn’t know how to protect you, so I called him for advice. He suggested temporarily relieving you of duty to pacify the Coalition. And he’s pissed off at you for the same reason I am: You’re the best agent we’ve got here, but your carelessness is compromising my ability to use you to the fullest extent of your talents.”

      Wren felt betrayed. Bartleby had recommended suspension? It wasn’t out of character for him at all, but she couldn’t believe he didn’t want to interview her first. Even when he was blowing up at her, he wanted to hear her reasoning for her actions. Now, he was just allowing his field controller to treat Wren like some sort of a flunky.

      “Damn it, Shadow Six, this is what I mean when I tell you the rules are different here. You’re not in Mensch. You’re not dealing with humans. Elves are a whole other culture and species, and the things that work well in Bretelstein are a liability here. You need to be more cautious with your decisions so that I can let you do what you do best.”

      “This is not how that happens,” Wren said. “Blood and bones, Kenderbrick. I’m onto something. You know I am.”

      “No, Shadow Six,” she said. She drilled her again with that blue-eyed gaze. “I don’t know that you’re onto anything. You’ve brought me almost nothing to work with. And even if it was something, your getting caught and burning the place to the ground surely caused the Sons of Frey to abort or change their plans.

      “Now, you’re off active duty for a month, so this little incident can blow over. Take the time to catch up on your security briefs,” she said. “I know for a fact you haven’t looked at any of them for the better part of a month.”

      “Oh, goodie,” she said. “Paperwork.”

      “You can also spend some time instructing the other Shadows,” she added. “You’re the most senior officer here. Some of the junior Shadows could probably benefit from your experience.”

      Wren opened her mouth to protest, but she couldn’t think of a thing to say. She knew she was right, but her controller wasn’t listening.

      “I’m telling you, Kenderbrick, we’re all going to regret this. The trail is warm now. If we wait a month to pick it up again, it’ll be stone cold.”

      “I will have other agents follow up on the intel you’ve provided. You can pick up where you left off in a month.

      “Now get out of here. You’ve got some reading to do.”

      Wren stood and walked to the door. Before she opened it, she turned back.

      “You’re wrong, Kenderbrick,” she said. “I am onto something. I just don’t know what it is yet.”

      “Goodbye, Shadow Six,” she said, not looking at him.

      Wren left her controller’s office. What the hell would she do for a month? And what would the Sons of Frey and the Phrygians do with that time?

      The possible answers to that question filed her with dread.
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        Coalition Chambers, The Grand Palace of Frey

      

      

      May wanted to vomit. Her contempt for the feckless members of the Coalition had never been higher.

      “We understand there were more incidents of sectarian violence, Captain Honeyflower,” Minister of Education Sandgrove said. “What we want to know is, what are you doing about it?”

      May had to resist the urge to jump across the table and beat him. When it came to matters of internal security and international politics, he rarely spoke, confining himself only to educational and associated cultural matters. Now, he had the gall to call her out after they had refused to implement her proposal from the last session?

      “Right now, Minister Sandgrove, I am doing all I can about it. But that isn’t a lot given that this body refuses to consider any practical solutions to the issue.”

      “That’s enough, Captain Honeyflower,” the president said. “I’ll remind you you’re addressing the Government of Alfar.”

      May thought she might turn purple. As much as she liked President Spellbinder, reprimanding her for telling the Coalition it had its collective head up its ass infuriated her. How the hell was she supposed to do something about the violence if she wasn’t allowed to be frank?

      “Who was it this time, Captain?” Minister Goldenfawn asked.

      May sighed. She knew her boss was trying to help, but did it really matter which group committed the atrocities this time?

      “There were two separate incidents,” she replied. “The first was by the Freedom Patrol. They went into another Shendali neighborhood, looking for terrorists. They destroyed property, injured seventeen people, and killed three more, all while finding exactly nothing.

      “The second came from a new group …” She checked her notes. “… Freya’s Heirs. Their manifesto, which they announced prior to the attack, is that, in accordance with Elfin cultural tradition, all men should be removed from positions of authority. They hit a bank and slaughtered the male managers and loan officers. The death toll was nine, and six other people were injured in the attack, including a security guard who tried to stop them from cutting the branch manager’s throat.”

      “You see?” Lumendrake said. “Two more incidents of Freyalan violence against Shendalis.”

      “Four of the six victims of the bank job were Freyalan, Minister,” May countered. “This is not a Freyalan or Shendali issue. This is an Alfari issue. It is an elven issue. With respect, Ministers, I need you to stop seeing this through the lens of sectarianism. There are atrocities on both sides of our religious devotion, and it all needs to stop.

      “Now, I put a proposal in front of this body yesterday. Militias need to be outlawed, and the penalty for defying that law needs to be severe.”

      “And yet, you have still not given us a practical solution on how that would be accomplished or enforced,” Minister Sandgrove said.

      May couldn’t help but be surprised by his sudden participation in this discussion. Maybe Freya’s Heirs had put the fear of God into him.

      “Thank you so much for that opportunity, Minister,” May said, trying very hard to keep the sneer from her voice. “I have a means by which my suggestion could be implemented.”

      “By all means, let’s hear it Captain,” Spellbinder said.

      She had to get a grip on her nerves. She’d rehearsed this speech several times. But now that it was time to give it, she worried she would blow it. She couldn’t think of one member of the Coalition who would like her proposal. She was going to have to win over a majority of them.

      “Let’s review the situation,” she said, hoping her rhetoric would set her up well. “Recruitment for the Central Police has been a struggle since the Sons of Frey began targeting government institutions three years ago. Following Ambassador Silverleaf’s coup attempt, we lost a third of the Elite Guard to treason. Then we lost another substantial portion to militia recruitment. So my security is stretched thin and struggling to bring new officers into the fold. All of that has made it extremely difficult for my department to stay on top of sectarian violence, let alone prevent it. I’m understaffed and ultimately, outnumbered. I need more soldiers.

      “Which the Urlish Expeditionary Force has plenty of.”

      “What!” Lumendrake shouted.

      “Captain, have you lost your mind?” Goldenfawn added.

      The table exploded into an uproar. May gritted her teeth and waited. There was no sense continuing until they calmed down. And since she’d anticipated this very response, she’d practiced reacting to it. She was able to keep her face placid, despite the fact that she wanted to throttle her boss for undermining her.

      President Spellbinder banged her gavel on the table repeatedly. It was more than a minute before she finally got the Coalition back under control.

      “Captain Honeyflower,” the president said, “that’s a very … bold suggestion.”

      “Hear me out,” May said. “They would have to be working for us. We’d ask the Urlanders to assign soldiers to our command. We’d essentially draft them into the Central Police to bulk up the numbers, so we can maintain security.

      “Given the level of mistrust between Freyalans and Shendalis at the moment, this would help keep the peace within the ranks, as well as prevent sectarian prejudice in law enforcement.”

      No one spoke. Once again, they all looked at each. Lumendrake folded his arms and sat back.

      “Of course,” he said, “we know from where this suggestion emanates.”

      May gritted her teeth. Here was the full expression of Lumendrake’s anti-human paranoia.

      “Minister,” she said, “Wren Xavier has nothing to do with this.”

      “Oh, spare me!” Lumendrake spat. “Nearly every part of her unauthorized proposal to this body last year has been implemented. The number of Urlish Shadows has tripled. The Expeditionary Force has been shifted into the countryside to ‘contain sectarian violence.’ You are following every move from her disingenuous playbook.

      “Except, I notice, that her promise to reduce Urlish troops in Alfar by twenty percent hasn’t been enacted, nor has this influx of corruptive Shadows done anything to root out Mustique Starfellow or the other major players in the Sons of Frey.”

      “Two days ago, Wren uncovered a secret base that was hiding Starfellow and Magnus Teargarden,” May protested.

      “Which led to her nearly incinerating what’s left of Wildwood Forest,” Lumendrake shot back. “And do we have Starfellow or Teargarden in custody to show for this heinous disregard for Elfin culture?”

      “We do not,” Goldenfawn said, her tone accusatory.

      “Of course not,” Lumendrake went on. “In her brief history in this country, Ms. Xavier has managed to cause every kind of offense, but she’s done little to stop the Sons of Frey.”

      “She saved your life, you ungrateful bastard!” May snapped, drawing gasps from the table.

      “Captain!” the president cried.

      “It’s all right, Madam President,” Lumendrake said. “I expect little more from Captain Honeyflower. She failed to protect the government on Revelation Day, and now she relies on turning to humans to entrench them further in our country. All because she is fornicating with a Shadow!”

      May’s sword practically leaped into her hand from its sheath. She took one aggressive step forward. Rage filled her face and her heart.

      “Enough!” Spellbinder shouted. “Captain, put your weapon away right now!”

      May gripped the sword tighter. She wanted nothing more than to carve the arrogant look off Lumendrake’s face.

      But the president’s words penetrated. With an effort, she controlled the beating of her heart. Slowly, making sure to leave all the weight of the implied threat in the room, she returned her blade to its scabbard.

      “Now, sit down, Captain, or I will be forced to remove you from the chamber,” Spellbinder said.

      Begrudgingly, May did as she was told. Lumendrake smirked at her.

      “Minister Lumendrake,” the president said, “if I hear such a remark from you again, I will move for your censure and begin proceedings to have you removed from this Coalition. This is not Jifan! We are a free people, and Captain Honeyflower may choose whomever she likes for a lover. Moreover, it is absolutely none of our business!

      “Secondly, I will remind you, as the captain did, that Wren Xavier saved your life on Revelation Day. She put herself in harm’s way to ensure that you and I were not killed by that assassin. I would also remind you that it was Wren Xavier who, with Captain Honeyflower’s help, uncovered Silverleaf’s plot and brought it to an end. Since then, she and other Urlish Shadows have worked tirelessly to locate and stop Starfellow and the Sons of Frey.

      “This nation and you personally owe her a debt. I will not entertain any more of these ridiculous conspiracy theories, nor will I stand for the Captain of the Elite Guard to be insulted or her loyalty to Alfar questioned. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

      Lumendrake looked stunned. May couldn’t remember anyone speaking to him like that since Wren had the night of her first state dinner.

      “I said, ‘Do I make myself perfectly clear!’” Spellbinder repeated.

      Steam seemed to come from the Minister of Culture’s ears. Every muscle in his face was a tense knot of fury.

      “Yes, Madam President,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Good,” she said. “And the rest of you take note. I tire of this divisive bickering while our people are being murdered and our land is dying. If any of you can’t figure out how to work with the others in this Coalition, then I will have you removed and replaced by someone who can. We have work to do. Alfar needs us.”

      She let that hang in the air for a moment. No one said anything. May’s admiration for the president grew. She’d become much stronger since the failed coup. She was emerging as the elf Wren had voted for and put her faith in.

      “Now,” Spellbinder continued, “as practical as Captain Honeyflower’s suggestion is, we are in no position to enact it immediately. I am therefore tabling any further discussion of it until Minister Goldenfawn and Captain Honeyflower can bring us more facts. I want a plan for implementation, how it would work, and how many Urlish soldiers it would require.”

      “Timetable?” Goldenfawn said.

      “The sooner you bring us the facts and a plan, the sooner you can have it considered,” the president replied.

      May’s heart sank. Just as she’d believed President Spellbinder wanted to see real action, she’d kicked the can down the road by ordering Minister Goldenfawn to “look into it.” May knew that wouldn’t happen. As much as her boss wanted to get control of the violence, she was way too prejudiced against Urland to give May’s proposal any serious consideration.

      “If I may offer a suggestion,” Minister Gildenstar said.

      “Please,” the president replied.

      “At our previous session, I suggested we bring Mother Gladheart before this body and seek her assistance in quelling militia violence. She is as influential a priest as we have in Drasilia. Her word would carry a great deal of weight.”

      “And you were told then,” Lumendrake said, “that legitimizing her as a powerful voice in Alfari politics was dangerous and ill-advised.”

      “To whom?” Gildenstar asked.

      “To our authority!” Lumendrake shouted. “Her lectures are incendiary and encourage violence and disregard for government rule.”

      “I’m afraid I agree, Minister Gildenstar,” Goldenfawn said. “If we ask Mother Gladheart for assistance, it will embolden rather than discourage her allies.”

      “Oh, what have we got to lose?” Sandgrove asked. “Captain Honeyflower has made it abundantly clear she cannot stop sectarian violence without involving humans, which is a non-starter. As I see it, asking a priest for help is not only in line with Elfin tradition, it’s just about our last option.”

      May’s heart stopped in panic. They couldn’t do this. They couldn’t turn her down and then implement the stupidest suggestion anyone had made.

      “Ministers, I will repeat my agreement with Minister Lumendrake,” she said. “This course of action can only lead to more trouble.”

      “Forgive me, Captain,” Sandgrove said, “but given that your only suggestion is patently unacceptable to any self-respecting elf, perhaps it’s time we tried something different.

      “Madam President, I call the question.”

      “Very well,” Spellbinder said. “Do I hear a motion to adopt Minister Gildenstar’s proposal?”

      “So moved,” Sandgrove replied.

      “Second,” Gildenstar said.

      “I have a motion and a second,” Spellbinder said. “The question has been called. All those in favor of summoning Mother Gladheart and asking for her assistance, say aye.”

      May’s heart sank as a clear majority approved the motion.

      “Opposed?”

      Goldenfawn, Lumendrake, and a few others voted nay. There weren’t nearly enough of them.

      “The motion carries,” President Spellbinder said. “Minister Gildenstar, please summon Mother Gladheart to appear before us as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, Madam President,” she replied.

      May wanted to vomit again. She’d come to them with a sensible plan that they had refused to consider. They’d responded with the worst alternative possible.

      It was hard to believe Alfar wasn’t doomed to tear itself apart.
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        The Gleaming Sea, off the Coast of Akrinos, Olympian Archipelago

      

      

      Emily Craik soared through the night air and delighted in the breeze on her face. After months of planning, testing, practicing, and testing some more, the Red Dragon Project was finally getting its first real test. She and her comrades flew through the night en route to their target at Cygnus, another one of the island group’s smaller land masses.

      The mission was simple: Hit the mock base the Royal Army had set up there with everything they had. Magic Division had automated a number of defenses designed to test the Red Dragons’ abilities. They would meet good resistance, but no one should be harmed in the process.

      Emily beat her wings twice and then coasted on the current. They’d been blessed with a clear night. She glanced at her comrades flying in a perfect V-formation. It was hard to believe they were both dragon and human. It was an absolute miracle of magic – from having their bodies altered with spells to the elixir that made the transformation possible.

      She was excited. She was finally going to get to use the power she’d been given – the power she’d volunteered to receive.

      *Red Dragon Team, this is Red Dragon One.* Laura’s voice came through clearly in her mind through the telepathic link they shared. *We should be in range of the target in a few minutes. Everyone ready?*

      *Red Dragon Two ready,* Emily thought, projecting it to her comrades.

      *Red Dragon Four ready.*

      *Red Dragon Three ready.*

      *Red Dragon Five ready.*

      *Right then,* Laura replied. *Maintain formation until we hit the coast, then break.*

      Emily and the other Red Dragons acknowledged the order.

      As they neared Cygnus, though, a strong breeze blew into their faces.

      *What’s that?* Penny, Red Dragon Three, asked.

      *Looks like a thunderhead.* Alexa, Red Dragon Five, replied.

      Emily concentrated her vision into the distance. It did indeed look like a thunderhead – a massive one.

      *There wasn’t supposed to be any cloud cover tonight,* Laura commented.

      The wind intensified. It became hard to hold course.

      *Laura, it’s coming at us at terrific speed,* Penny thought.

      Emily narrowed her eyes. Dr. Quincy was a shrewd opponent. Could this be part of the test?

      *Maybe this is the first line of defense,* she thought.

      *That wasn’t in the briefing,* Laura replied.

      *Would it have been?* Emily countered.

      Whether it was part of the test or not, the storm was moving at unnatural speed. Emily looked down. She could just make out the ocean, and it churned with turbulent fury. A strong blast of wind blew her off-course, and she had a hell of time getting back in formation. Staying airborne was becoming increasingly dangerous by the second.

      *Red Dragon One, I think we need to fall back,* Penny thought.

      *I’m inclined to agree,* Emily added.

      *We can’t abort the mission,* Alexa insisted. *If this is part of the test, we’ll fail!*

      Emily agreed with that as well. Quincy wouldn’t have made it easy on them to penetrate the island’s defenses, and she could well imagine both him and the Chief scolding them for giving up so easily.

      *Laura, this is a hurricane!* Scarlett, Red Dragon Four, thought.

      *Impossible!* Laura said. *Tempests don’t just blow up out of nowhere with no warning.*

      *Well, what do you call this, then?* Scarlett protested. *We can’t survive staying aloft or going into the water. We’ve got to break off!*

      No one said anything for a moment. The wind intensified.

      *All right, I agree.* Red Dragon One thought. *We need to get the hell out of here. Everyone turn back!*

      She never got the chance to follow her own order. A lightning bolt shot from the ominous wall cloud and struck her between her wings. Emily heard her scream in her mind, sending shivers down her draconic spine. Then Red Dragon One fell like a stone towards the sea.

      *Laura!* Scarlett exclaimed.

      Before they could see what happened to her, they were engulfed in the massive cloud. Emily had no idea where the others were. The thick, black thunderhead obscured her vision.

      *We’ve got to get above it!* she ordered, realizing she was in command now. *Climb!*

      But her instructions did no more good than Laura’s. Another lightning bolt singed through the cloud. She heard Penny scream in her mind. A second later, Scarlett cried out too. Through the mist, Emily thought she saw the two of them collide and then start falling.

      *Scarlett!* she projected. *Scarlett, are you all right? Red Dragon Four, are you all right?* Nothing. *Red Dragon Five, what is your position? Can you see anyone else?* No response. *Red Dragon Five, can you hear me?*

      Ignoring her own advice, Emily, dove for the surface. She knew it would be worse under the clouds than over them, but she had to see if any of her teammates were still alive, had to see if anyone could be rescued.

      She broke through the clouds and was immediately pelted with rain. It was cold and hard. She thought her leathery wings might tear under the onslaught. Between the rain, the wind, and the darkness, she could barely see anything.

      A lightning bolt crashed out of the sky, narrowly missing her. She was momentarily dazzled. As her vision cleared, she thought she could see one of the Red Dragons up ahead. She appeared to be aiming for the water.

      *Red Dragon Five?* she tried. *Red Dragon Five, is that you? Alexa?*

      She got no answer. Before she could try again, a blast of icy-cold wind blew her off-kilter. She flipped over in midair and went into a spin. Desperately, she tried to right herself. She rolled back over and tried to stretch out her wings, but the wind was too strong. She couldn’t get enough air under her.

      A moment later, she hit a downdraught and felt herself pushed to the surface with enormous force. Realizing she was going to hit the water, she brought in her wings and stretched out fully, trying to break the surface cleanly.

      She failed. The waves were too rough. It felt like stone when she smashed into it. Her left wing broke. She screamed and swallowed seawater. Choking, she fought her way back to the surface.

      Before she could figure out how to save herself, though, a gargantuan wave rose in front of her. Unable to fly and disoriented from her crash, she couldn’t get out of the way. It picked her up and drove her along. As it broke, it flung her through the air.

      She landed hard on a rock. Whether it was an outcropping or the shore of Cygnus, she didn’t know. But she hit it hard and felt more bones break. Then the world went black.
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      Alexa Emory fought the wind, trying to get to the rendezvous point. This was the most dangerous part of the plan. Teargarden assured her he could protect her from the lightning in the storm, but she had to fly through the gusts and then try to land in the churning sea.

      She moved down as close to the water as she dared, where the wind wouldn’t be as strong. Of course, she still had to deal with the waves, and they threatened repeatedly to rise high enough to crash her. She weaved between their crests, desperately searching for Teargarden’s signal.

      A wave formed large in front of her. There was no getting around it. She tucked her wings and went through it like a missile. Cold water blasted her senses. She stretched out again and did her best to fly, the tips of her wings striking the sea as she beat them.

      A light appeared up ahead. She could barely see it with the rain and the water, but it stood out in stark contrast to the darkness all around her. She altered course and steered towards it.

      Another wave crashed over her, pulling her into the salty depths. Alexa panicked for a moment. The sea tossed her about, disorienting her. Which way was up?

      As if in answer to her question, she was pushed to the surface and hurled into the air. She started beating her wings immediately to get some control, despite the wind. By good fortune, she’d been thrown in the right direction. She was closer to the light. She aimed for it and flew with all her might.

      And then, without warning, she hit a calm. The sea no longer raged. There was nearly no rain. The wind eased considerably. She’d hit the eye of Teargarden’s tempest.

      At the center of it was a strange sight. A ship in the shape of a giant fish rested on the water’s surface. Light streamed from its “eyes.” At its top, just in front of the dorsal fin, Teargarden stood, his staff outstretched. His free hand waved at the clouds, and he appeared to be chanting, although Alexa couldn’t hear him.

      Exhausted, she aimed for the ship. Approximately a hundred yards away, she dove into the sea, and transformed herself back into a human. Her momentum carried her almost all the way there.

      The ship’s fish mouth was open, and she swam inside as she’d been instructed. She found herself in a large pool and made her way to the edge. Two elves in white uniforms reached down and helped her out of the water. When her feet were on the floor, one of them signaled to a third, who pulled a lever. Behind her, the mouth drew closed.

      “Empty the pool,” the one who signaled the lever operator said in Elfin. “Dr. Teargarden wants to get underway immediately.”

      “Yes, Captain,” the elf responded.

      “This way,” the captain said to Alexa.

      She followed him wordlessly. Water dripped off her naked body, and she shivered from the cold. The idiot hadn’t given her a towel or anything to put on. Maybe he hadn’t realized transforming into a dragon didn’t allow you to take clothes with you. Was he stupid or a pervert? He wasn’t looking at her, so maybe it was the former.

      They proceeded through a tunnel and then up a ladder. She emerged from a hatch in the floor into what was obviously the bridge. Numerous elves dressed in the same white uniforms sat at stations operating equipment. When they saw her, they pretended to be busy with their workstations but kept sneaking glances at her.

      “Is Dr. Teargarden safely inside?” the captain asked.

      “I am,” Teargarden said as he entered the bridge from a hatch on the far wall. His clothes were damp from the storm, and he wore a hard look on his otherwise beautiful face.

      “Get us out of here,” he ordered.

      “Aye, sir,” the captain said. “Dive!”

      “Aye, sir,” one of the elves said.

      He touched a few stones on the panel in front of him, and Alexa felt the strange vessel set off. She caught her balance on a handrail as the ship moved forward and down.

      “Welcome aboard Silverfin,” the captain said. “I am Captain Darkweaver.”

      “For God’s sake,” Teargarden said, disgusted, “cover yourself.”

      Alexa glared at him. His stare was hard to meet. His beauty was almost frightening, and he was clearly a powerful magician. Still, it wasn’t her fault she was naked.

      “I wasn’t offered anything,” she growled.

      “Oh, forgive me,” Darkweaver said. “It didn’t occur to me you would be unadorned.”

      Teargarden spat a curse and removed his cloak and tossed it to her. She wrapped it around herself and shivered. It was cold and wet and did nothing to take the chill from her skin.

      “You got the rest?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Teargarden replied. “Two of them were electrocuted by the lightning. Of those, one crashed into another, knocking her out of the sky. The fourth fought the storm but was driven into the sea by a well-placed downdraught. She didn’t emerge.”

      “Excellent,” Alexa said. “Then I’m the only remaining Red Dragon. With the elixir I procured for you, we should be able to accomplish everything we need to.”

      Teargarden didn’t say anything for a moment. Alexa could tell by looking at him something was wrong.

      “What?” she said.

      “There’s been a complication,” he replied.
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        Shadow Service Regional Headquarters, Drasilia

      

      

      Wren tried and failed spectacularly to wash away her bad mood. Being suspended was insulting enough. But having to come into headquarters and work while off active duty was downright humiliating. Everyone would see the most the senior Shadow in this theater and know she’d been pulled out of rotation. That her missions were either on hold or reassigned. As soon as she walked through that door, everyone would see that Kenderbrick had beaten her, disciplined her for willful behavior. And there was nothing she could do about it. Kenderbrick had the Chief behind her. There was no getting around that.

      Disconsolately, she tried to believe that her controller didn’t have it in for her. Kenderbrick had said the suspension was to protect her from the wrath of the Coalition Government. But Wren just couldn’t buy it. She and Elena Kenderbrick had clashed from the moment they met. Kenderbrick couldn’t stand Wren’s frequent willingness to abandon mission protocols, and she resented Wren getting results by coloring outside the lines. Now, Wren had finally made a big enough mistake that Kenderbrick could do something about it. Inwardly, Wren seethed.

      

      “You didn’t really expect he would let you get away with that, did you?” Sara said.

      “I got the job done,” Wren groused.

      She sipped some of her wine, still stinging from Bartleby’s insults.

      “Except you broke the only inviolable rule in the business,” Sara countered. “Ehrenschmidt had made it to the East Bretelstein Embassy. He was in safe haven.”

      “With the knowledge of our security protocols for Francois in his head. He had to be stopped.”

      “I know. But you can’t kill a person when you are in their embassy.”

      Wren gulped another swallow of wine. She knew Sara was right. But she wasn’t done being angry yet.

      “I wasn’t in the embassy,” she argued.

      Sara laughed out loud. She took of pull of her own wine, and then shook her head.

      “Yes, I know,” she said with a chuckle. “You were outside the embassy while Ehrenschmidt stood in the doorway taunting you.”

      “Heh,” Wren said with a wicked smile. “The look on his face when the dagger I threw at him lodged in his throat was pretty great. Talk about having the last laugh.”

      Sara giggled, nodded, and then raised her glass. Wren clinked it with her own in a toast, and they both drained their goblets.

      “He didn’t have to call me stupid,” she said. “‘Reckless’ covered it well enough. Especially since he knows damned well that I had no other choice.”

      “Of course, he knows,” Sara replied. “Why do you think you’re sitting here having drinks with me instead of being extradited to Volksrepublik Bretelstein? You’re lucky to be talking to me instead of the Stasi or the PDB Torturer General.”

      “Then why suspend me?”

      “Because he has to do something about it. You created an international incident, and he has to pretend that we’re taking the situation very seriously and leveling some sort of consequences.

      “But he’s protecting you, Wren. He’s showing you the loyalty you value so highly.”

      

      Wren shook her head to chase the disagreeable memory away. She been Shadow Fifteen at the time of that incident. In the ensuing five years, she’d been promoted nine more times. Sara had been right. Wren didn’t want to think that maybe Kenderbrick had been, too.

      She deliberately showed up ten minutes late. It was a petty act of rebellion, but she was determined to assert some control of her own.

      As soon as she stepped through the door, she knew something was wrong. Tension hung in the air like thick fog. Wren could practically taste worried energy. People moved swiftly from place to place, as though time was a factor in getting their duties accomplished. And everywhere she looked, she saw business-first expressions on her colleague’s faces.

      Shadow Thirty-one came out of the conference room and cut across Wren’s path, moving towards Kenderbrick’s office. She put a hand out to check him. He looked up from under a mop of brown hair to see who was in his way and stopped cold when he saw Wren.

      “Good morning, Shadow Six,” he said, a formal tone in his voice.

      He didn’t look like a field agent from his appearance – he was short and a little stocky. Staring in fear at Wren made him look even less like he belonged in a dangerous theater like Alfar.

      “Morning,” she replied. “What’s going on?”

      “The Red Dragon Project has been compromised,” he said, remaining formal.

      “The what?”

      “It’s an experimental first-strike weapon we’ve been developing,” Shadow Thirty-one answered. “Last night, we ran a test over the Olympian Islands. A freak storm blew up and crashed all five dragons.”

      Wren frowned. The junior Shadow wasn’t telling her anything meaningful. Anger bubbled in her heart.

      “What’s that got to do with us?” she asked.

      Shadow Thirty-one swallowed before answering. He was clearly worried that he had pissed her off, and he looked uncertain as to what he was allowed to tell her. Damn Kenderbrick anyway.

      “One of the dragons is unaccounted for,” Shadow Thirty-one managed. “Control has put every station on high alert in case she surfaces. There’s a brief on your desk about the project and what we know about the test going wrong.

      “Excuse me, ma’am. Ms. Kenderbrick needs to see me.”

      “Thanks,” Wren said as the young man hurried off.

      A secret weapon project had been compromised? It was big enough that Bartleby put every section on high alert?

      She skipped getting coffee and went straight to her office, such as it was. It was a tiny room, barely large enough to be considered a closet. She had a small desk and an uncomfortable chair. There was hardly enough room to shut the door.

      Wren didn’t keep it very neat. She didn’t spend much time here. She preferred to be out in the field, and, despite her understanding of the importance of such things, she hated reading briefs.

      The report Shadow Thirty-one promised was sitting in the middle of the desk, which had a collection of scrolls and papers on it. She sat down, pulled the brief towards her, and started reading.

      By the time she finished, her mouth hung open. Magic Division had discovered how to transform humans into dragons. Volunteers were enchanted to change their entire molecular structure. Then they drank a potion that caused them to metamorphose for a maximum of eight hours into a giant, fire-breathing dragon. According to the brief, the project’s goal was to create an asset that could slip behind enemy lines unnoticed as a human. Then, when they were in position, they would transform, decimate a target, and then could return to human form to slip away. It was absolutely genius, and Wren was not surprised that her old friend, Julius Quincy, had designed and overseen it.

      But the project was still in its experimental stages. Magic Division had gotten a hundred volunteers. Only five people had successfully become Red Dragons. Curiously, they were all women. None of the men in the project successfully made the transition.

      Once she had a grasp of the particulars of the project, Wren turned her attention to the disaster that occurred during the test. Three of the five Red Dragons were dead, one was severely injured, and the fifth was missing. Wren’s heart pounded as she absorbed the details. The fact that they had been crashed as a result of freak tempest that appeared out of nowhere, convinced her what had really happened. She stood and left her office.

      Like everyone else in headquarters, Wren moved swiftly, with an air of worry. She went straight to Kenderbrick’s office, knocked once, and then let herself in without being given permission. Kenderbrick was conferring with Duty Officer Henderson. As soon as she saw Wren, a scowl landed on her face.

      “I’m busy, Shadow Six.”

      “I need to speak to you,” Wren replied.

      “It’ll have to wait,” she said, sounding angry. “I am busy at the moment.”

      “It’s about the Red Dragon Project. I think I know what happened.”

      Kenderbrick studied Wren for moment, the irritated look never leaving her face. She turned to Henderson.

      “Would you excuse me for a moment?” she said to him.

      “Of course, ma’am,” he said getting up. “Shadow Six.”

      He nodded to Wren as he went out. Wren shut the door and sat down without being asked.

      “All right, Shadow Six, what’s this about?”

      “I know what happened to the Red Dragons,” Wren replied.

      “So you’ve said,” she replied, irritation covering her words. “Care to enlighten me?”

      “The Sons of Frey sabotaged the test.”

      “What?”

      “Think about it. The weather reports called for a calm night, but a mysterious gale appears out of nowhere and crashes all five dragons. Magnus Teargarden is a weather wizard. He could have summoned the storm.”

      “Shadow Six,” she began, now sounding tired.

      “Kenderbrick, that storm didn’t occur naturally. When the Red Dragons left the base on Akrinos, the sky was clear. As they approached Cygnus, the storm suddenly blew up on them and was strong enough to knock them out of the air. Those islands aren’t more than five or ten miles apart. There is no way for a hurricane to suddenly develop in the time it took the Dragons to cross the channel. Something, or more likely someone, caused it. It’s logical to assume that was done on purpose.”

      “All right, fine,” Kenderbrick snapped. “Let’s say you’re right. Let’s say this fantastic tale of Dr. Teargarden whipping up an instant tempest is true. It still doesn’t make sense. The Olympian Archipelago is in the Northern World. What possible purpose could they have for leaving Alfar or Jifan, sailing the days it would take to reach Cygnus, and attacking a top-secret Urlish project, which they would have no way of knowing about?”

      “Kenderbrick, I witnessed Teargarden and Starfellow meeting with a Phrygian Shadow. He delivered a case of a mysterious elixir. What if it was the Red Dragon Compound?”

      “Too bad you destroyed it all, so we have no way of knowing,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Seriously, Shadow Six, I’m still waiting for you to tell me why the Sons of Frey, even if they were working with the Phrygians, would want to destroy an Urlish project in the Northern World.”

      “Who said they wanted to destroy it?”

      Kenderbrick gaped at her. Wren grew impatient. Had her controller not read the report herself?

      “What are you talking about, Shadow Six?”

      “All right, humor me for a moment. If the intention of the attack was simply to destroy the project, they wouldn’t have needed the compound. Isn’t it plausible that they worked with the Phrygians to smuggle some of the Red Dragon Compound out of the facility in Akrinos and delivered it here? And Kenderbrick, one of the Red Dragons is missing. What if the whole purpose of the storm was to crash them, so that they could kidnap any survivors or at worst, dissect the remains of any bodies they recovered?”

      “I’m still waiting for you to make this make sense, Shadow Six.”

      “If the Sons of Frey had access to the Red Dragon Compound and a viable Red Dragon, they might be able to reverse-engineer the project to create their own dragons! And you know the Phrygians would be more than happy to help with that, especially if it meant taking the weapon away from us while developing their own.”

      Kenderbrick’s face paled. Wren had at last gotten through. She watched as her controller considered the possibilities.

      “I don’t know if it’s plausible, Shadow Six. But I suppose it is possible.”

      “Kenderbrick, you’ve got to send me to Allamabad.”

      “What!”

      “It’s our only lead,” Wren explained. “That’s where Teargarden was going to conduct his operation. If sabotaging the Red Dragon Project was its objective, that’s where the answers are.”

      “Allamabad is in Jifan, Shadow Six,” she practically shouted. “I’m not authorized to send agents there. And even if I was, you’re off active duty.”

      Wren opened her mouth to shout at her but then thought better of it. Kenderbrick would only dig in her heels if she did that. With an effort, she calmed herself.

      “Kenderbrick,” she said, her voice cool and even, “if I’m right about this, we can’t afford to waste any time waiting to follow up. If the Sons of Frey or the Phrygians have Red Dragon Five, they have access to one of the most powerful weapons on Earth. Who knows what they’ll do with it?

      “And I’m the perfect Shadow for this job.”

      “Oh, really?” she said, her voice full of sarcasm. “And why is that?”

      “Because I’ve been suspended,” Wren replied. “And because I’m already seen as a rogue agent. If I get caught or something goes wrong, it’ll be easy for you and Shadow Service to claim I was operating independently and deny all knowledge. It’ll be an unauthorized mission.”

      Kenderbrick chewed her bottom lip and considered. She continued to look doubtful.

      “I don’t know, Wren,” she said at last. “This is awfully risky. You’re gambling your career and your life on some pretty flimsy evidence. Suppose there’s no link between these two incidents at all?”

      “Then I’ll come home.”

      “If you can.”

      “Right.”

      Kenderbrick leaned back in her chair and thought, pursing her lips. Wren waited for her to speak.

      “Maybe we should start by inventorying the Red Dragon Compound,” she mused.

      “Damn it, Kenderbrick!” Wren shouted. “There isn’t time for that! It’ll take me days to travel to Allamabad as it is, and the clock is ticking. If I’m right, we can’t afford to wait. Send Quincy or whoever’s in charge a message to do inventory if you want to, but let me go now, so I have whatever small chance there is to get there in time.”

      Kenderbrick glared at her for a minute. But she didn’t rebuke Wren. She only ground her teeth and thought.

      “You understand this would be an unauthorized and unacknowledged mission?” she said at last. “If you get into trouble, no one will come to help you. You’ll be denied and thrown to the wolves.”

      “I understand.”

      There was another pause. Kenderbrick drummed her fingers on her desk and tucked a wayward lock of blonde hair behind her ear.

      “Damn you, Shadow Six,” she said at last, “you’d better be right about this.

      “Go see Dr. Kinsey in Magic Division. You’ll need some equipment to help you stay undercover, and she’s been developing some things that may help. Do not discuss this with anyone but her.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thanks, Kenderbrick.”

      “Don’t thank me,” she said. “You’re probably on your way to an international incident and a painful, untimely death. And you might be costing me my job. I’ll thank you if you’re right and you stop whatever they’re up to without screwing everything up for the both of us, not to mention Alfar and Urland.”

      Wren nodded and stood up. She turned to leave the office, but as she put her hand on the doorknob, Kenderbrick called out to her:

      “Shadow Six, be careful. Women are second-class citizens in Jifan. If you get caught, it won’t go well.”

      Wren nodded again. As a female operative there was always a risk of some sadistic man violating her if she was captured. But she supposed Kenderbrick was right. In a misogynist patriarchy like Jifan, one small miscalculation could lead to terrible consequences.

      The odds on succeeding at this mission were long.
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        The Grand Palace of Frey, Drasilia

      

      

      May could tell the meeting with Celindra Gladheart was going to go poorly from the moment the Freyalan priest arrived. She came with a considerable entourage, and half of them were armed. Summoned by the Coalition Government to discuss her encouragement of militia activity, she’d brought members of the Freedom Patrol with her.

      One of them was Aqib Dragonblade. He’d been part of Silverleaf’s coup last year, but he recanted quickly when it was called off and avoided prosecution by helping hunt down straggling renegades. However, once he’d been sure he wouldn’t suffer any consequences for his treason, he left the Elite Guard to join the Freedom Patrol. He said he wanted to do something about the Sons of Frey and the Guard wasn’t in a position to do it. May suspected there was more to it than that. Dragonblade lost several family members in the Elfin Civil War, and he himself had been injured in the fighting. He had an ugly scar on the left side of his face from a battle in which he’d nearly been killed. She knew he harbored anti-Shendali sentiment. It seemed to her he’d joined the militia so he could express his feelings more violently.

      “That is unreasonable,” Dragonblade protested loudly.

      “It is not,” Lieutenant Eagleflight replied, his voice soft but insistent. “The Coalition summoned Mother Gladheart. It did not summon the Freedom Patrol or other hangers-on.”

      May smiled despite herself. Eagleflight had never liked Dragonblade, and now that he was May’s chief lieutenant while Dragonblade was out of the Guard altogether, he was in a position to bully the former traitor. It really wasn’t the right thing to do, but May approved anyway. Dragonblade was an asshole.

      “She is a respected member of the priesthood and a suspected target of the Sons of Frey,” Dragonblade shouted. “She not only needs, she deserves an escort!”

      Gladheart seemed untroubled by any of the fuss. She stood quietly and smiled. She was an older woman. Her hair retained some of its original brown, but it was streaked with grey throughout. Crow’s feet sat at the corners of her eyes, and her forehead was wrinkling. Her creamy green skin, once soft, was acquiring a leathery texture. But her purple eyes were bright, and a fierce determination colored her entire demeanor. This was not a woman to be trifled with. Having regularly attended her lectures, May knew the Coalition would struggle to bend her to their will. She had convictions.

      The argument between Dragonblade and Eagleflight was escalating to full shouts. Rather than intervene, May stood back and watched to see what would happen.

      “She shall have an escort,” Eagleflight said. “From the Elite Guard. You know protocol, Dragonblade. Armed soldiers outside of the Elite Guard or the army are not permitted within the palace.”

      “Don’t lecture me about protocol, Eagleflight,” he began.

      “Lieutenant Eagleflight,” Eagleflight interjected.

      Dragonblade opened his mouth to retort, but Gladheart laid a hand on his shoulder. He turned to her.

      “It’s all right, Aqib,” she said.

      Aqib? Dragonblade had accorded her the honor of calling him by his first name? Just what sort of relationship did they have?

      “We will follow Lieutenant Eagleflight’s protocol,” she continued. “Wait here. I am sure they will return me to you unharmed.”

      All of the squabbling stopped immediately. Gladheart had perfect control of her entourage. May didn’t like it. It reminded her too much of Silverleaf’s power as a folk hero. Alfar didn’t need any more messiahs just now.

      “Meadowbrook,” Eagleflight said to another of the Guard. “Please escort Mother Gladheart inside.”

      “Yes, sir,” Meadowbrook said. “If you’ll follow me, ma’am?”

      Gladheart followed him wordlessly past Dragonblade’s glowers and into the foyer, where May was waiting.

      “Mother Gladheart,” Meadowbrook said, “this is Captain Honeyflower. She’ll escort you to the Coalition.”

      “Thank you, Yeoman Meadowbrook,” Gladheart said. “You’ve been very kind. May God bless and keep your family.”

      “Thank you,” Meadowbrook said, blushing a little.

      May smiled. He was still so young. This must have been very exciting to him.

      “This way, Mother Gladheart,” May said.

      She turned and started down the hall. Gladheart fell in next to her.

      “Captain Honeyflower,” she said. “I’ve seen you at weekly services at the Arch-temple.”

      “I’m flattered you remember me,” May said.

      “Captain of the Elite Guard? The elf who helped save the Coalition and thousands of other people? How could I not? Your position carries many things with it, Captain, but anonymity is not one of them.”

      May smiled. She admired Mother Gladheart as a prominent priest. She was also certain the compliments were intentional. Mother Gladheart was an expert politician.

      “You’re Freyalan,” the influential priest continued, “and fairly progressive, I’d say, given your choice of a romantic partner.”

      May turned her head sharply and stared at her, searching her eyes. But Gladheart only smiled.

      “Fear not,” Gladheart said with a chuckle. “I do not disapprove. In fact, I rather admire you. You lead the finest soldiers in our nation, love a human, and still have the time and devotion to attend weekly temple services. You are a credit to Alfar and to Frey’s message, Captain. While our Shendali colleagues are no less sincere in their devotion to God, we must remember to stand in contrast to Jifan. Shendal would not approve of their interpretation of his testimony.”

      May chewed on that. She detested the Jifani theocracy and its odious, restrictive means of governing the people. In particular, she deplored their treatment of women – forcing them to cover themselves from head to toe before going out, restricting their employment opportunities, and generally making them property of men. But she’d never heard a Freyalan priest both defend the sincerity of their faith and criticize their reading of Shendal’s testimonies. Most Freyalans rejected Shendal altogether, but here was a high-ranking priest giving credit to Shendal’s ideas and accusing the Jifani High Fathers of getting them wrong. It was strange.

      But something else Gladheart said scratched at her brain like an insect. She’d said May loved Wren. Did she? They’d been dating for seven months, and the sex was great. But was it love? Could she really be in love with a human?

      She didn’t know. Her feelings for Wren were strong. But May had never been in love before, and she didn’t like Gladheart claiming she was.

      “Thank you,” May said, her tone cold. “I pray daily, too.”

      “Of course, you do,” Gladheart said. “You’re clearly a devout woman, Captain. I would expect nothing less than your rigorous adherence to Freya’s prescribed worship. You are a credit to Alfar and to elves.”

      “Thank you,” May said again.

      Mother Gladheart was smooth. She hadn’t been prompted to speak, but she’d made sure to let May know she knew who she was, and she’d flattered her in a way that validated her as a soldier, an elf, a devotee of Freya, and even as a woman. May wondered why. What was Gladheart’s motivation?

      They arrived at the throne room. Ordinarily, the Coalition used a large room set with a giant table and chairs, so everyone could be seated. On special occasions, though, they used the throne room from the days Frey, Freya, and their successive monarchs ruled. Usually, the room was used for ceremonial purposes only, but Lumendrake had suggested the meeting be here to emphasize the Coalition’s authority. May thought it was good strategy.

      Two of her soldiers pulled aside the enormous double doors, and May led Gladheart in a few steps and then stopped. President Spellbinder sat on the throne. She was flanked on both sides by members of the Coalition. Given the nature of the meeting, Minister Gildenstar stood at her right. She smiled broadly, stretching her ancient face until it appeared like thin paper.

      Lumendrake and Goldenfawn stood to the left of the throne with their usual coterie of conservative Shendalis. Lumendrake glowered at Gladheart with his hands folded in front of him.

      “Madam President,” May said, “Ministers, may I present Mother Celindra Gladheart, Priest of Frey, Devotee of Freya, and Associate Lecturer at the Arch-temple of Frey in Drasilia.”

      Gladheart spread her arms and bowed to the Coalition. Spellbinder nodded.

      “Thank you for coming,” Spellbinder said.

      “Of course, Madam President,” Gladheart replied. “I am a citizen of Alfar. My first duty is to God, and my second is to my government. As you so eloquently put it on Revelation Day, Madam President, I am an elf. How may I serve?”

      There it was again – the needless flattery. Mentioning the president’s Revelation Day speech was sure to impress her. What was she playing at?

      “I am pleased to hear you are so willing to help,” Spellbinder said. “That’s why we’ve summoned you.

      “As you know, membership in the various independent militias has swelled since Revelation Day.”

      “Many elves have sought to fight tyranny wherever they can,” Gladheart interrupted. “They are determined to take Alfar back from the terrorism of the Sons of Frey.”

      Lumendrake said something under his breath. The look on his face suggested it wasn’t complimentary.

      “Well, that’s part of the problem,” Spellbinder said.

      “We admire the willingness of citizens to assemble against tyranny and terrorism,” Goldenfawn interjected, “but the Coalition has established a structure for that endeavor – the Central Police.”

      “A well-meaning organization,” Gladheart commented.

      May bit her lip to avoid sneering. She knew a backhanded compliment when she heard one.

      “They are not just ‘well-meaning,’” Lumendrake growled. “They are the proper authorities.”

      “No one is disputing that, Minister Lumendrake,” Gildenstar said. “Mother Gladheart was simply offering a compliment.”

      Bullshit, May thought.

      She wasn’t surprised Gildenstar was siding with Gladheart, though. Something was going on here.

      “Mother Gladheart,” Spellbinder said, trying to regain control of the conversation, “I don’t think it would surprise you to hear you have a great deal of influence among the Freyalan militias.”

      May was tempted to mention the Freedom Patrol accompanied her here and tried to force their way in, but she held her tongue. She already thought this meeting was a bad idea, and she didn’t want to do anything to sour the conversation.

      “Madam President,” Gladheart said, “I am a lecturer at the Arch-temple of Frey. My job is to interpret the Testimonies of Freya and the will of God as expressed through the Epistles of Frey and then disseminate this wisdom to the people. I would hope my words influence all Freyalans, indeed all Alfaris and, if possible, all elves.”

      Lumendrake spat another unintelligible curse. Spellbinder glared at him. Then she returned her attention to Gladheart.

      “Frankly, Mother,” she said, “some within the Coalition are concerned about the message you are sending.”

      “You are encouraging anti-Shendali violence,” Lumendrake said.

      May tried and mostly succeeded not to roll her eyes. She thought Lumendrake had a fair complaint, but as usual, he resorted to bald-faced accusations rather than diplomacy. She wondered for about the hundredth time why the president had agreed to have him in her Coalition.

      “Minister, this is not a tribunal!” Gildenstar hissed.

      “I encourage all elves to rebuke the Sons of Frey,” Gladheart said as though she had no idea what they were talking about.

      “True,” Spellbinder said. “However, the Coalition is concerned some of your more … strident sermons incite sectarian violence.”

      Gladheart looked confused. May didn’t see a drop of sincerity in the priest’s expression.

      “Madam President, Ministers,” Gladheart said, “I don’t understand. I have called for all our people to resist the Sons of Frey. I have instructed them we must do all we can to keep these terrorists from destroying our country. This is the same message you yourself gave on Revelation Day, Madam President.”

      “Precisely,” Gildenstar put in.

      “I also called for an end to sectarian violence,” Spellbinder said.

      Gladheart didn’t answer immediately. She appeared to be searching for the right reply.

      “Madam President,” she said at last, “I was under the impression you summoned me here for my help. Am I on trial?”

      “No,” Spellbinder said quickly. “We do, in fact, want your help. As I said, you have influence over the militias. We were hoping you would be able to use it to call for an end to violence.”

      Gladheart was silent again. She appeared to be turning the proposal over in her head.

      “Madam President,” she said, “the militias represent the only defense some of our citizens have against the threat of terrorism. The Central Police and the Elite Guard work hard to protect them, but they are small organizations with limited resources. The Urlanders do their best to support our soldiers, but they cannot be everywhere at once. Without the militias, our people would be at greater risk.”

      “I tire of these incessant evasions,” Lumendrake spat. “You encourage Freyalans to join these militias and say nothing when they slaughter innocent Shendalis! The Freyalan militias are every bit as dangerous to Alfar as the Sons of Frey. If you will not condemn this sectarian violence, you are complicit in it!”

      May expected the president to upbraid him for his accusation, but no one said anything, not even Minister Gildenstar. May studied Gladheart. Her face was placid, but she was grinding her teeth. She was angry.

      “I’m sorry, Minister Lumendrake,” she said after she fully regained her composure. “Are you telling a priest what to say in the temple? Is this government telling me what I should be preaching? That would be very imprudent. That would be dangerously close to the situation in Jifan.”

      May’s mouth fell open at the suggestion. So did Lumendrake’s, Spellbinder’s, and several other ministers.

      “Not at all,” Gildenstar said quickly. “Not at all. That’s not our purpose here.”

      “That’s good,” Gladheart said. “I would hate to think the Minister of Culture or the Coalition Government thinks it understands Frey’s message better than the priesthood.”

      “And I would hate to think a priest is encouraging elves to commit murder and lawlessness in direct defiance of the government,” Lumendrake retorted.

      “Mother Gladheart,” Goldenfawn said, “as you note, the Central Police are undermanned. Perhaps you could encourage the militias to enlist there. That way, they would be standing up to the Sons of Frey and offering protection to our citizens within the framework of the law.”

      May could tell by the hard look in the priest’s eyes she would refuse. It had been a mistake to bring her before the Coalition. Lumendrake was right that it would legitimize her in an unhealthy way. She sensed Celindra Gladheart was more than a voice calling for doing battle with the Sons of Frey. The way she parsed her words and slipped around the accusations, both explicit and implied, told May she had no intention of bowing down to the Coalition Government. She was taking power. May recognized someone who wanted to influence events to her liking. This was the same tactic Silverleaf had employed while he was ambassador to Urland – the same tactic many of the ministers in the Coalition themselves employed.

      “Minister Goldenfawn,” Gladheart said, “if our people believed in the efficacy of the Central Police, I think they would have joined. They would not have resorted to organizing themselves.”

      Lumendrake turned purple. Goldenfawn gaped at her. Even Spellbinder seemed shocked at the defiance. Lumendrake opened his mouth to shout, but the president raised her hand to cut him off.

      “Mother Gladheart,” Spellbinder said. “The Coalition is asking for you to use your influence to encourage the militias to disband and join proper government forces. We support your position that the Sons of Frey cannot be tolerated, but we also cannot sanction the kind of sectarian bloodshed that has grown out of the militia movement. The nation is regressing to the level of violence we saw before the formation of the Coalition. We cannot have elves taking the law into their own hands.

      “You have the ear of many of these people. If you encourage them to join the CP, we believe many will listen. Then we can prosecute a campaign of law against the Sons of Frey and other terrorists. But as long as the militias continue their current activities, they only breed resentment and misery that encourages retaliatory violence and despair. We hereby ask you to work with us in bringing militias into the framework of the law.”

      “I was unaware it is illegal to join a militia, Madam President,” Gladheart said.

      “Another evasion!” Lumendrake roared. “You know very well what we want! You will comply, or this government will take action against you!”

      “Minister, that is enough!” Spellbinder shouted. “Mother Gladheart is not on trial, and I will not stand for her to be threatened. She is a priest and worthy of our respect. We are making a request, not bullying her into a particular line of behavior.”

      May’s heart sank. Spellbinder undercut the very request she had made. She was taking power from the government and ceding it to Gladheart. As sincere as she was in her desire to lead Alfar forthrightly, she remained a poor politician.

      “Thank you for that clarification, Madam President,” Gladheart said. “If there’s nothing more, I need to return to my duties at the temple.”

      There was stunned silence from everyone in the room. Did Gladheart just dismiss the government?

      “I think Mother Gladheart has heard us,” Gildenstar said.

      The hell she has, May thought.

      “Perhaps it would be best if we were to release her to her duties,” the Minister of Faith continued.

      No one said anything for a moment. The insult still hung in the air, unaddressed. Lumendrake and Goldenfawn looked as though their heads might explode.

      “Thank you for coming before us,” Spellbinder said. “We appreciate your time and the due consideration you’ll give our request.”

      “I live to serve Alfar,” Gladheart replied, her flattering tone returning. “Call on me any time I can be of assistance.”

      May escorted her out, and the room exploded into furious debate the minute they crossed the threshold of the doors. They walked in silence back to the foyer, with May brooding on the implications of the meeting. This was not going to end well.

      “It was a pleasure speaking with you, Captain Honeyflower,” she said before exiting the palace. “It is good to know we have devout Freyalans like you available.”

      “My loyalty is to Alfar,” May said. She didn’t like the implications of the priest’s words. “I serve the Coalition Government.”

      “Of course, you do,” Gladheart replied. “But don’t forget the government serves the people.”

      “I haven’t,” May said, anger rising in her heart. “And the people are both Freyalan and Shendali. Good day, Mother.”

      Gladheart stared at her for a moment, sizing her up. Then she smiled again.

      “Good day, Captain,” she said and rejoined her entourage before leaving the palace.

      May sighed. This was going to get a lot worse.
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        Magic Division Regional Headquarters, Drasilia

      

      

      Due to elves’ propensity for living in trees, there wasn’t room in Shadow Service Headquarters for the Magic Division to keep a lab. Everything was smaller in Alfar, because tens of thousands of elves lived in the city. And though the great drasil trees that made up the capital were enormous, space was still at a premium.

      Wren’s destination was located several levels above HQ, requiring her to do a lot of climbing to reach it. After seven months in Alfar, she’d become stronger and better at ascending Drasilia’s many interwoven branches. But even in the shade, the sun was unbearably hot, and the strange malaise afflicting the country had done severe damage to the leaves, leaving lots of opportunities for the sickly rays to penetrate. By the time she’d made it to Magic Division HQ, she was sweaty and exhausted.

      She entered the satellite office out of breath, checked in with the duty officer, and then made her way into the main lab. There were tables covered with tubes containing bright chemicals, a variety of devices in different stages of construction, and a large birdcage filled with what looked like newts. Five wizards in dirty robes moved from table to table, presumably working on things. One raised a wand, said something Wren didn’t understand, and tapped it on a frog that was sitting on a stool in front of him. The small creature opened its mouth and roared like a lion. The wizard jumped back, startled, but then giggled at the results of his work. Everyone else glared at him.

      Wren shook her head. She was frequently pleased with the equipment Magic Division provided, but the people who invented it were a mystery. They took great delight in what were, to her mind, strange accomplishments. Still, you didn’t argue with results.

      “Greetings Shadow Six,” came a voice.

      Wren turned and looked in its direction. A beautiful woman in grey robes approached. The barest hints of grey were creeping into her black hair, which was pulled back into a severe ponytail. Not a strand was out of place. Her face was long, as was her nose. Her brown eyes sparkled like dark jewels. She fixed Wren with a hard gaze that was neither cruel nor mean. She was all business, this woman. She looked nothing like Kenderbrick, but Wolf suspected they had similar demeanors.

      “Dr. Kinsey?” Wren asked as her heart skipped a beat.

      She drew even with Wren and looked her up and down, appraising her.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” Wren continued. “I’m Wren Xavier, Shadow Six.”

      “I know who you are, Ms. Xavier,” she said in a husky alto voice that warmed Wren’s loins. “And it’s no surprise we haven’t met. You spend most of your time in the field and rarely make your way here even when you aren’t on assignment. If you’d come to me beforehand, I could have given you much better equipment than the fireflies you used to inadvertently incinerate a portion of Wildwood Forest.”

      She held Wren with her gaze. Was she smiling? Smirking? It was impossible to tell.

      “I am Dr. Kinsey,” she continued. “I’m in charge of Magic Division here in Drasilia. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      She extended a hand. Wren shook it. Her grip was firm.

      “Kenderbrick tells me you are about to embark on a deep-cover assignment,” she continued. “I am to prepare you.”

      “Yes, I’m going⁠—”

      Kinsey held up a hand, silencing her.

      “Knowledge of this mission and its objectives are on a need-to-know basis,” Kinsey said. “It would be better if you let me do the talking.”

      Was that an insult? Or was it legitimate concern? The wizard was impossible to read.

      “Very well,” Wren said. “Lead on.”

      “Follow me,” she said.

      She turned and led her across the room to another table. On it lay a brooch, a ring, and a torq. She turned around and faced Wren.

      “Since this is a deep-cover assignment, you will doubtless need to be able to blend in,” she said. She handed Wren the ring. “Put this on.”

      Wren slipped it onto the ring finger of her right hand. An odd, sickly sensation erupted across her skin. For several seconds, she felt like she was on fire. Then, her arms and hands turned olive green. She looked alarmed at Kinsey, who simply held up a mirror. Wren nearly choked. Her appearance had changed completely. She now looked like a male elf, right down to the pointy ears.

      “In the ‘unlikely’ event you find yourself in either Jifan or Shendali company, you will look as though you belong,” Kinsey said.

      “Blood and bones,” Wren said in amazement.

      “The magic lasts as long as the ring is on your finger. When you take it off, you will resume your usual appearance.”

      Wren removed the ring. The burning sensation returned, and she had to bite her lip not to cry out. When it was over, she looked like herself again.

      “Now,” Kinsey said, “I presume you will need to not only resemble an elf but also communicate with them.” She lifted the brooch and handed it over. “This is a translator. It is similar to the medallion Dr. Quincy issued you for your cover as our ambassador to Alfar, but it is much smaller, so it can only translate a single language. Naturally, I’ve encoded it for Elfin. It works just like your medallion did. You’ll automatically understand Elfin, and you can speak in it by mentally triggering it to do so.”

      Wren breathed a sigh of relief. May had begun teaching her Elfin, but it was a difficult language – completely unlike her native Urlish or the other human languages she spoke. She understood most of what she heard, but her vocabulary wasn’t very good, and her accent was terrible.

      “And the torq?” she asked, pinning the brooch to her tunic.

      “In theory, it allows the wearer to breathe underwater,” she answered. “But it hasn’t been tested yet. I can’t guarantee its performance. But since you’ll likely be spending time on or near the ocean, perhaps it will come in handy.”

      Just then, there was a loud bang behind them. They both turned to see an enormous lion perched on the stool where the frog had been. The stool collapsed, and the lion leaped to one of the tables and assumed a defensive pose, knocking over tubes and scattering wizards in every direction. It opened its mouth to roar, but all it got out was, “Ribbit!” The lion looked confused.

      Kinsey turned and casually waved her wand at it as though this sort of thing happened all the time. A yellow beam struck the great cat in the ribs. In a flash of magic, it became a frog again.

      She turned back to Wren with an impassive look on her face.

      “Will there be anything else, Shadow Six?” she said.

      “You don’t have some general-use weapons like a belt buckle that explodes or an invisibility cloak?”

      She threw Wren a reproachful stare.

      “You already have an innate ability to make yourself unseeable, Shadow Six. And based on recent history, I would feel derelict in my duty if I issued you explosives.”

      Wren rubbed the back of her head sheepishly. She’d say this for Kinsey: The Regional Director of Magic Division had a wit as sharp as her own.

      “I’ll need more of the anti-sun salve. I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone.”

      “I’ll have a month’s supply sent to your quarters this afternoon,” Kinsey said with a nod. “Will that be satisfactory?”

      “Yes, that should be fine,” she answered.

      She wanted to leave right away, but she couldn’t go without saying goodbye to May, who was on duty at the moment. She likely wouldn’t let Wren depart until tonight at the earliest.

      “Be careful, Shadow Six,” Kinsey said. “Wherever you’re going, if you need to disguise yourself as an elf, the people you’ll be associating with are very dangerous.”

      Wren nodded. The very idea of going undercover in Jifan turned her stomach. Trying to fit in with religious, misogynist whackos was exactly the sort of cover that could get her killed. She’d felt more comfortable posing as Urland’s ambassador last year.

      “Thank you, Dr. Kinsey,” she said. “I’m sure everything you gave me will help.”

      “Which reminds me: I wouldn’t keep my head underwater for more than ten minutes, if I were you.”

      Wren nodded again.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      Then she left Magic Division, trying not to think about what might await her in Allamabad.

      
        
        Sons of Frey Secret Headquarters, Allamabad, Jifan

      

      

      Alexa Emory sat in the small meeting room in a foul mood. Teargarden and Phaser were both late. She was bored and worried and impatient. She’d been sitting around in Allamabad for days now, waiting for something to happen. They were supposed to be sailing for Celia to collect Phaser’s colleague. They were supposed to be making progress towards revenge on two nations.

      Instead, they were waiting. The Sons of Frey had screwed this up almost from the beginning. She’d gone to considerable trouble to steal a portion of the Red Dragon Compound, so she’d be able to transform after her defection. It had been even harder to get it to Teargarden ahead of the ill-fated test. And he’d managed to lose it when an Urlish Shadow found their allegedly secret hideout and spied on them.

      She still wasn’t convinced they were safe going forward, but did she have a choice? She was all in now. Despite the incompetency of her allies, she had to stay with them.

      She thought of her grandfather. Would he be proud of her? He’d accepted his despicable fate so benignly – as though he deserved it. Rage filled her heart. She would make them pay for what they did to him.

      Alexa thought of the toy he made her when she was only six. It was an intricately carved flower. When she spoke the command word, “dance,” the petals opened, and it transformed itself into a beautiful ballerina that performed for her.

      She missed her tiny dancer. Her grandfather was a powerful magician capable of crafting all sorts of potent magical devices, but it was this toy that impressed her most. He could have created doomsday weapons like the Red Dragon Project. Instead, he’d made a trinket for his granddaughter.

      She’d been unable to bring the dancer with her on her defection. Flying naked, there’d been no place for it. Her heart ached at its absence. It was the last memento she had of him.

      Teargarden and Phaser finally arrived, startling her out of her reverie. Both men were dressed in their usual outfits – Teargarden in his grey robes and blue cloak and holding his staff, Phaser in his black tunic and leggings. She was vaguely amused that neither the Jifani nor the Phrygian – so different in personality, otherwise – was able to vary his dress on a regular basis.

      Teargarden stopped short when he saw her. He looked momentarily shocked, and then an angry expression took root on his face.

      “You still are not wearing a burqa,” he said in Urlish with an accusatory tone in his voice. “We discussed this.”

      Alexa rolled her eyes. Teargarden’s fundamentalism was really beginning to piss her off.

      “Yes, Dr. Teargarden,” she spat, “we did discuss this. And I told you I am not wearing that ridiculous, uncomfortable blanket you make your women wear.”

      “You are in Jifan,” he said. “It is the law.”

      “For Jifani elves,” Alexa countered. “I’m not Jifani, and I’m only one-quarter elf.”

      “That is immaterial,” Teargarden said, his voice rising.

      “And I notice the law only applies to women,” she continued. “Why don’t you have to cover your face and body, Doctor? Why does it only lead to ‘spiritual corruption’ if elven women’s hair and ears are uncovered? Why doesn’t it work the other way?”

      “I will not listen to your blasphemy!” he shouted.

      “Dr. Teargarden,” Phaser said. “Ms. Emory, please. Might I remind you we are all on the same side here? Thees beeckereenk does us no good.”

      Alexa smiled. She was coming rapidly to the conclusion that she despised Dr. Magnus Teargarden. He was arrogant, he was an ass, and she didn’t like his religion. She wished the Sons of Frey had assigned someone else to work with her on this mission. Perhaps he would “accidentally” get hit with a little friendly fire during the final phase.

      Regardless, she enjoyed baiting him. The only pleasure she found in this God-forsaken Jifani port was needling the Sons of Frey’s Director of Operations.

      “Dr. Teargarden,” she said, calming her tone. “My head is covered.” She pointed to the scarf she wore draped over her hair and neck. “I am wearing a modest tunic and leggings. Nothing about my dress is provocative. Furthermore, I’ve been cooped up in this base. I haven’t been out in Allamabad causing any sort of stir. I think you can concede that I am observing the spirit of Shendali law when it comes to proper dress. I think you can also concede that I am neither Jifani nor fully elven, so the law’s hold on me is dubious. I’ve compromised. It’s time for you to do the same.”

      She fell silent and stared at him. Her ice-blue eyes dared him to continue the fight. Teargarden’s jaw clenched and unclenched. He appeared to be struggling to control his temper. She smiled at him.

      “Perhaps eet would be prudent to move forward weeth our eentended deescussion,” Phaser suggested.

      “That’s fine with me,” Alexa said, still smiling.

      Teargarden said nothing. His eyes continued to bore into Alexa.

      “Very good,” Phaser said, as though Teargarden’s continued silence meant assent. “Regrettably, I steel have not received word that Dark Dagger has acquired the documents we seek.”

      Alexa tore her attention away from Teargarden and fixed Phaser with a glare. She threw her arms up in disgust.

      “Dear God, we’ve been sitting here for days,” she nearly shouted. “It’ll take us a week to sail to Celia. And we still have to reacquire the Red Dragon elixir, because you two idiots let the Urlander destroy what we had!”

      No one said anything for a moment. Both men looked angry, but they both knew she was right. This operation was moving farther and farther away from its intended course.

      “I’m afraid I have more bad news,” Phaser said.

      Alexa glared at him. What could possibly make this worse?

      “Eet seems,” he continued, “Red Dragon Two surwived the attack.”

      Both Alexa and Teargarden whipped their heads around in his direction. Teargarden’s look of shock matched her expression of fury.

      “Bloody hell!” she shouted. “Are you serious?”

      “I am afraid so,” Phaser said quietly.

      “How is this possible, Comrade Anderov?” Teargarden growled.

      “Accordeenk to our observers,” Phaser said, as though this were somehow his fault, “Red Dragon Two crashed eento the ocean as a result of the storm. However, she was tossed by a wave onto a rock and thus, despite losing consciousness, deed not drown.”

      Alexa turned her head slowly and fixed Teargarden with a withering look. Was there no end to his incompetence?

      “Terrific, Dr. Teargarden,” she drawled, her voice full of sarcasm. “You told me she crashed into the ocean and didn’t emerge, but you apparently didn’t think it was important enough to make certain she was actually dead!”

      “Do not speak to me that way,” he said.

      “Why not?” she raged. “Aside from my acquiring the elixir for you as planned and successfully defecting, what about this operation has gone right? You were supposed to kill all the other Red Dragons and deliver the elixir. You failed at both of those things. Now we have another loose end to deal with!”

      “Comrades,” Phaser said before Teargarden could retort, “perhaps we should conseeder aborteenk the rest of the operation. With so many theengs gone wrong, eet would seem thees meession eez cursed. The Red Dragon Program eez effectively creeppled. Eet might be best to take that weectory and leeve weeth eet.”

      “We can’t!” Alexa shouted. “In case you’ve forgotten the details, Phaser, the Red Dragon program is not crippled. Urland has a functional Red Dragon, the formula to make more, and the elixir to empower them. While I have successfully defected, I have no access to the Red Dragon Compound, nor do we have the formula. That means neither you Phrygians nor the Sons of Frey have a Red Dragon in your arsenals. We have accomplished nothing!”

      No one said anything for a minute. Alexa waited for someone to break the silence. Finally, Teargarden did.

      “It doesn’t matter anyway,” he said. “Starfellow would not let us abandon the project. He was adamant we go ahead with it. We must continue.

      “Comrade Anderov, we must have those plans. Your agent has got to get them. That’s all there is to it. Then, when we sail to Celia, we will stop at the Olympian Archipelago. We were already going to have to steal more of the elixir. While we are there, we will also kill Red Dragon Two.”

      Everyone nodded. It was the only thing to do.

      Alexa didn’t like it. She was beginning to have serious doubts about her partners. But she had no choice. She was stuck with them. They were the only path to vengeance she had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May Honeyflower’s Apartment, Drasilia

      

      

      May’s head pounded. She hadn’t had a chance to eat lunch, and the heat was extra miserable today. Her undergarments stuck to her sweaty skin, and her hauberk was threatening to rub a sore under her left arm. She longed for a cool bath followed by dinner, but she didn’t feel like cooking.

      And the truth was, no bath could wash away the feeling of helplessness that had been clinging to her like a rash all day. The foolish attempt to garner Mother Gladheart’s assistance didn’t just fail. It was an absolute disaster. May had to admit that, while she thought Minister Lumendrake would be right about legitimizing the influential priest, she hadn’t expected her to be so obstinate. As she reflected on the meeting, May felt Mother Gladheart was attempting to pick a fight. She’d dodged every question, twisted everyone’s words, and had the gall to dismiss herself from an audience with the president. And she’d done it all while still offering unnecessary flattery.

      May couldn’t figure out what she was playing at. But she knew an idealogue when she saw one. Much like Minister Lumendrake, Mother Gladheart clung tightly to dogma. She was rigid in her interpretation of scripture and how it should be applied. May didn’t doubt Gladheart was a great scholar of Frey’s Epistles and the corresponding Testimonies of Freya and of Shendal. She would have had to be to earn a position as Associate Lecturer at the Arch-temple. And she wielded that knowledge and understanding as a weapon against her enemies. The question was: Whom did she consider a foe?

      On the surface, she made it plain she would do rhetorical battle with the Sons of Frey until she had no more breath. As good as that was, May was profoundly disturbed Mother Gladheart had not only brought an entourage, but that it had been the Freedom Patrol. That suggested she was gathering support, building an army. And the only reason to do that was to make a powerplay. But what was her ultimate goal? And did she support the Coalition Government, or did she simply tolerate them because she wasn’t ready to act yet?

      One thing was certain: Mother Gladheart had ambitions beyond bringing the Word of Frey to the people.

      May tried to clear her mind of politics. She was off-duty, and she deserved to relax. But the scorching heat and heavy humidity made it impossible.

      When she at last arrived home, Wren was waiting by her door.

      “Well, hello,” May said. “I wasn’t expecting to see you today.”

      Wren walked forward and kissed her briefly.

      “I needed to see you,” she replied.

      “You needed to, huh?”

      May smiled playfully, but there was darkness in Wren’s grey eyes. Something was wrong.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, trying to keep the dread from her voice.

      “Let’s go inside,” Wren said. “I need to talk to you, and I don’t want to do it in public.”

      May’s heart raced. Was Wren breaking up with her? Was she being shipped home? She didn’t like cryptic answers, and that’s all her human lover was offering.

      Wordlessly, May unlocked the door and ushered Wren inside. The Urlish Shadow immediately began pacing. May shut the door behind them and, listening to some instinct she didn’t understand, locked it again.

      “All right, Wren, what’s going on?”

      Wren faced her, held out her hands, opened her mouth to speak, and then turned away.

      “May, I’m leaving for awhile.”

      A needle of pain the size of a crow’s beak started sliding into May’s heart. No. They couldn’t take Wren away from her.

      “What do you mean you’re leaving?”

      “I’ve … I’ve got a mission.”

      “I thought you were suspended for a month.”

      Wren looked at her guiltily. Her face was a war of emotion. May could tell something was bothering her, but she was resisting saying what it was.

      “I am suspended,” she said, her voice in knots. “This is … this is different.”

      “For God’s sake, Wren, just tell me the damned truth. Is Control shipping you home?”

      Wren looked confused for a moment. In that brief space of time, May was relieved. Wren clearly had no idea what she was talking about, which meant she hadn’t been recalled to Urland. But that meant something worse was up.

      “No,” Wren answered. “I’ve just got a mission that will take me away from Drasilia for awhile.”

      “How long a while?”

      Wren searched for the right answer. The pain in May’s heart worsened.

      “I’m not sure,” Wren said. “At least a couple of weeks. Possibly longer.”

      May narrowed her eyes. She crossed her arms and stared hard at her girlfriend.

      “Wren, if you’re suspended, and you’re not being sent home, then what kind of a mission is it you have that will take you away for a fortnight or longer?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      At first, May thought she’d heard wrong. There was no way Wren Xavier would come to her apartment and drop a bomb like that. But she realized from the guilty look in those gorgeous grey eyes that this was no joke.

      “That’s not good enough,” May said, steel in her tone.

      “What do you mean?”

      Wren looked confused again. May was not having it.

      “You don’t get to waltz in here, tell me you’ll be gone an indeterminate amount of time, and then claim you can’t say anything about it.”

      “May,” she said regretfully, “I can’t talk about it. It’s classified.”

      “Don’t feed me that security-clearance bullshit!” May shouted. “I’m the Captain of the Elite Guard! The only people who have higher clearances than me are the heads of our military branches, Minister Goldenfawn, and the president.

      “You are a foreign national here on a visa. I don’t give a good God damn that our respective agencies don’t freely share all our intel. You’re operating in my country. Furthermore, we’re in a relationship. You will tell me what you are up to.”

      “Well, this mission will take me out of Alfar.”

      May’s vision washed over red. The pain in her heart had transformed to full-on fury. She took one aggressive step towards the Urlander.

      “If you give me so much as one more evasion, this is over. I will not let you treat me like this.”

      “May—”

      “Don’t you use my first name, if you’re going to lie to me!” Tears welled in her eyes. May had to clear a lump in her throat before she could continue. “You don’t get to use my first name if you’re going to hide behind your job and your government.”

      Wren sighed heavily. She paced in a circle and then flopped onto the sofa.

      “May, I have a mission. It’s top secret and unofficial. In fact, if I’m caught, Shadow Service will deny me. I’ll be labeled a rogue agent acting without proper authority. As far as I know, the only people even aware of this assignment are Bartleby, Kenderbrick, and Kinsey from Magic Division.”

      May thought her heart might explode. She couldn’t decide what made her angrier – the fact that Wren hadn’t wanted to tell her, or that she had accepted the mission in the first place.

      “And you were going to leave without telling me this?” she whispered.

      “I’m sorry. You’re in the business. You know what it’s like. I’m just used to not being able to talk about what I do, and honestly, May, this is the first real relationship I’ve ever been in. This sort of thing is all new to me.”

      May shook her head and snorted in disgust.

      “You knew you were in a romantic relationship, but you were too ignorant to understand that accepting a mission like this was something you needed to discuss with me? I know loyalty matters to you more than anything, Wren Xavier. Where is your loyalty to me?”

      Wren looked like she’d been gutted with a spear. Shock, horror, and anguish all assaulted her lovely features. And it only made May more furious. How could these things have not occurred to her?

      “May, I didn’t accept this mission.”

      What? May couldn’t make sense of what Wren was trying to tell her. She felt like Wren was speaking some foreign language May had never heard before.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “May, I … asked for this assignment. I had to convince Kenderbrick to give it to me.”

      A fear she’d never seen before lit the Urlish woman’s eyes. Good.

      “I swear to God,” May growled, “if you do not make this make sense to me in the next thirty seconds, you won’t be going on that mission because I will take your head!”

      Wren’s eyes went wide. May had no more patience for her bullshit.

      “Talk!” she screamed.

      “Last night a top-secret program we were testing off the coast of the Olympian Archipelago was sabotaged. I believe that when I was spying on Teargarden and Starfellow in Wildwood Forest, I was eavesdropping on the final details of that operation. Three of our agents are dead, one is severely injured, and a fifth is missing. I believe the Phrygians were behind it and that they used the Sons of Frey as their agents to pull it off.”

      May blinked twice. Wren couldn’t be serious.

      “The Olympian Archipelago is in the Northern World,” she said. “Even if the Phrygians and the Sons of Frey were conspiring, what would Jifani elves be doing on the other side of The Gleaming Sea?”

      “I don’t know yet. That’s what I have to find out.”

      “So you’re going on an unsanctioned mission to Olympia, and you’re so sorry, you just don’t know when you’ll be back. Is that about right?”

      Regret swam across Wren’s face and nearly drowned her.

      “No, May. I’m going to Allamabad.”

      Whatever she’d been expecting Wren to say, that wasn’t it. Emotions churned through her soul – anger, horror, fear, worry, shock. Her head felt light. Unsteadily, she crossed to her easy chair and dropped into it.

      “I’m sorry,” Wren said. “This mission is critically important to the security of both our countries.”

      “Wren, Allamabad is in Jifan. You’re not just human, you’re a woman. There is no way you’ll be able to work undercover. You’ll be persecuted and possibly executed as soon as you cross the border.”

      “Actually,” she replied, adopting a smug expression that made May want to punch her, “there is a way.”

      “How?”

      Wordlessly, Wren pulled a ring from her pouch and slipped it on her finger. She immediately winced, and May watched in horror as Wren’s skin bubbled. Then it turned olive green. Her red hair became blonde. And her ears were pointed like an elf’s. The only thing that remained the same was her grey eyes. But otherwise, Wren Xavier was gone, replaced by a male elf.

      May’s mouth hung open in shock. Wren smiled.

      “Eeuw!” May said. “Take that thing off! You look all wrong.”

      Wren obeyed. She winced again as her body changed back to human and female. Watching the metamorphosis was unnerving.

      “I’ve got a brooch that allows me to speak Elfin as well,” she said. “I’ll be able to fit right in.”

      “Just like you fit in as Urland’s ambassador last year?” she scolded.

      “Hopefully a little better than that.”

      May got up and paced for several steps. Even with magic that powerful, she didn’t like this.

      “Why you, Wren? Why do you have to go on this mission? Why did you talk Kenderbrick into giving it to you?”

      Wren sighed. Another look of regret set up shop on her face. It made May angry.

      “Because I’m the perfect agent for the job, May. In fact, I’m the only person who can pull this off.”

      “Why!”

      “Because I’m currently on suspension. Kenderbrick and Bartleby took me off active duty for a month to discipline me for ignoring mission protocols when I discovered the secret hideout. So if anything goes wrong⁠—”

      “It’ll look like you defied orders and went rogue. And your service record will back up that story, meaning you can be plausibly denied for conducting an illegal operation. Urland won’t be tainted with scandal.”

      “Neither will Alfar,” Wren added. “It protects both our countries. And, May, if I’m right, then the Sons of Frey and the Phrygians have access to a terrifying weapon. Phrygia might employ it as a deterrent in the Cold War. But the Jifanis will almost certainly use it on Alfar.

      “I’m going because I’m loyal to you, May. I’m going to protect you and your people. And because I’m loyal to you, I came to tell you I was going instead of just vanishing into the night.”

      Tears streamed freely down May’s face. What could she say to that? Like she had when she’d risked her life to stop Silverleaf, Wren Xavier was accepting deadly risk to protect elves. May had never met another human like her. And if Wren’s logic was frayed and her reaction to the need all wrong, her intentions were altruistic.

      “Well, you’re not going without backup,” May said, crossing the room to her cabinet of keepsakes.

      “May, I can’t take you with me⁠—”

      “Shut up and take off your top.”

      “What?”

      “Just do it!”

      May opened a drawer and pulled out the case her father had given her. She turned to face Wren and saw she had only removed her tunic.

      “No, Wren, I need your bare chest.”

      The human blushed. If May hadn’t been furious with her, it would have been cute.

      “Don’t be so bashful,” May scolded. “I’ve seen them before.”

      Wren turned redder, blushing all the way down to her sternum. But she removed her camisole without complaint. May crossed the room and knelt before her.

      “I’m no magician,” she said as she opened the case, revealing a small pot of ink and quill made from the feather of a Dar Dar Bird. “That’s my father’s specialty. My mother and I are soldiers. But I’m still an elf, so magic runs in my blood.

      “My father taught me this charm. He intended for me to use it for the person I married. But you’ll need it more.”

      “May are you sure that’s⁠—”

      “Yes, Wren, I’m sure,” she snapped. “Now shut your mouth and sit up straight.”

      May opened the inkpot. She took the quill and placed it between her hands with the tip pointed down.

      “Frey, guide my hand. Freya guide my heart,” she prayed.

      She breathed in deeply and called up the memory of her father teaching her this spell. She wondered if she could actually do it successfully. She’d been just ten years old when she learned it. She dipped the pen in the ink, and then leaned forward. Keeping her hand steady, she drew a circle on Wren’s skin between her breasts.

      “Cor cor tuum, ligatum in aeternum per Terram,” May chanted.

      Her heart warmed. The sparkle of magic popped in her chest. She drew a second larger circle around the first and spoke the charm again.

      She could feel Wren’s own heart racing, watched as her respiration quickened. She stared at May with a mixture of fear and wonder on her face.

      With the circles drawn, she began writing sigils in between them, infusing each one with magic:

      “Vita. Amare. Beatitudo. Fidem. Signati. In omne tempus.”

      May’s body was ablaze with magic. She could feel it coursing through her blood vessels, stimulating her brain, strengthening her muscles. She remembered her father’s caution about getting lost in it. Don’t let it sweep you away, he’d instructed. Direct it.

      Focusing her mind, she drew all the arcne power into her heart, so that the muscle glowed with sorcery. When she had it all gathered, she set down the quill and drew a dagger from her belt. With an expert flick, she sliced open the tip of her ring finger.

      “Give me your hand,” she said, her voice sounding far away.

      Wren obeyed. May pricked her ring finger drawing a bubble of blood to the tip. She put down the knife and mashed her own bleeding finger onto Wren’s.

      “Cor cor tuum, ligatum in aeternum per Terram,” she chanted again.

      The magic raced from her heart down her arm and into Wren. For several glorious seconds she could feel the human’s heart beating. Breathing deeply, she synced her own rhythm until they were beating together. For a moment, she stayed in the connection, feeling everything Wren felt.

      Then she let go. She raised her hand to her mouth and kissed the blood still running from the cut.

      “May Honeyflower,” she intoned.

      She reached forward and smeared the blood on the innermost circle painted on Wren’s chest.

      “Obligo ad cor tuum,” she said, finishing the charm.

      Wren cried out as the ink burned with magical fire. May’s heart ignited in flame of its own, and she gritted her teeth against the heat in her chest.

      Then it was over. The fire inside her went out. The tattoo was set on Wren’s chest. May smiled weakly and began putting away the implements of her work.

      “What … what the hell did you just do,” Wren gasped.

      “I have bound my heart to yours.”

      “You did what?”

      “Elves call this dicta foresa – ‘the sacred seal.’ As I said, my father intended for me to use it when I married. Many elves do it to make their commitment to their partner even stronger. But I gave it to you for safety.”

      Wren blinked several times in astonishment. May watched as she tried to come up with the words she wanted.

      “What exactly does it do?” she asked.

      “I fused my heart with yours, so that I may watch over you. When you need me, touch the finger I cut to the tattoo and think my name. This will send me a signal across any distance and lead me to you.”

      Wren’s eyes grew wider. Her mouth opened and closed several times as she tried to come up with an appropriate response.

      “Are there any consequences?” she asked at last.

      “Only for me,” May replied.

      “What are they?”

      “I have given you my heart forever and always. While you live, I cannot give it to another.”

      Wren frowned. Anger crept at the edges of her eyes.

      “What does that mean, May?”

      “That my destiny is bound to yours. I cannot love another while you are alive. I have chained myself to you.”

      Wren put her hand to the tattoo. She stared at it for a moment.

      “Does that mean you and I …”

      “No,” May said quickly. “The sacred seal only works in one direction. If you wanted to bind your heart to mine, you would have to perform the ritual on me.”

      Tears formed in Wren’s eyes. Her mouth fell open in shock.

      “May, why would you do that?”

      “Because you are going to Jifan alone. You are putting yourself in terrible danger to protect my country. And Jifan is no place for a woman, especially a human one. You may be very good at your job, Shadow Six, but I’ve already had to save your life. Consider this a backup plan, a lifeline.”

      “But … but you’ve given up being able to love anyone.”

      “I love my country, Wren. I serve it with all my heart. This is just one more expression of that.

      “And I’ve never met a human like you. Your first loyalty may be to the Queen, but you care for elves and Alfar and want to help us. If you get into a mess over there, use the charm and summon me. I’ll rescue you again.”

      Wren’s eyes flooded. Her face was quickly soaked in tears. She kept trying to say something but couldn’t make anything come out.

      May couldn’t help but be touched. Wren Xavier was a complicated woman and often a pain in the ass. But May was drawn to her. She had been since the night they met. She knew it could never last. One day, Urland would decide they needed Shadow Six somewhere else. And even if she thought resigning her commission in the Elite Guard was an option, Shadow Service would never let her follow Wren.

      A romance between them was doomed. But May wanted it anyway.

      “No one has ever done anything like that for me,” Wren said, her voice choked. “Sara stuck her neck out for me a few times when we were working together. But no one ever made a sacrifice like this for me.”

      “Stop calling it a sacrifice,” May replied. “It’s my heart, and I can do what I want with it.”

      Wren stood and extended her hands to May. She took them and allowed the human to draw her to her feet. Backing towards the bedroom, Wren led May to her chambers. Then she kissed May deeply, and May thought her heart might explode with joy.

      Wrapped in each other’s arms, they sank to the bed and made love until they were both too exhausted to continue. After only a few moments, May gathered Wren into an embrace, and they fell asleep.
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        The Arch-temple of Frey, Drasilia

      

      

      Celindra Gladheart rose from her seat on the dais and strode purposefully towards the altar. She looked out over the congregation bowed dutifully on their prayer mats. Attendance was good today. Excellent. Her message would have a wide audience.

      “Good morning, my children,” she said. Some of them murmured a reply. “Often in the church, we focus our studies solely on faith. What does it mean to walk in Frey’s path? What does it mean to submit to God’s will? Church is, of course, the most logical place to contemplate these mysteries.

      “However, it is a mistake to forget where faith figures in our lives as a whole. It is not something we observe only at weekly services or when we pray. Our religion is intimately entwined with our culture. Indeed, the very fabric of elven society is woven with the thread of faith.”

      Rumbles of agreement moved through the congregation like a gentle wave. Celindra smiled. She already had them in her hand. Her rhetorical device was setting the stage perfectly.

      “When we consider that religion defines our very culture, we see its hand in every part of our history. What we often forget is that our history was made with the influence of faith at every moment. Alfar, and Alfheim before it, stands on the truth of Frey’s Revelation. Every moment in time since then has been guided by those principles. There is no elven history without elven religion.”

      There was another murmur of agreement through her listeners. She had established the logic of her forthcoming argument, and they agreed. It was exactly what she needed.

      “So today, let us consider a piece of our history that truly defines us. We all know that Freya and Shendal disagreed on some of the key interpretations of Frey’s teachings. We know this caused a schism in the church.

      “One of the key distinctions between the two was the role of women in society, particularly the church. Shendal and his followers felt adamantly that, because Frey was a man and that he had rescued us from the darkness of the Time Before the Revelation, we should abandon our cultural identity as a matriarchy. Frey was a man, so men should be in charge. Shendal and his devotees wanted to establish a patriarchy to guide elves to the future.

      “But Freya knew that was not Frey’s intent. He wanted us to embrace God’s plan for his Chosen People, not cast aside millennia of tradition and identity.

      “Sadly, we see this unlearned lesson everywhere we look these days. Our brothers in Jifan persecute their women, excluding them from all leadership roles, especially from the clergy, and rendering them as little more than property. We saw it last year during Ambassador Silverleaf’s attempted coup – a Shendali male wished to set himself up as king because he believed, among other things, that it was women who led elves to their doom.

      “But I must confess, my friends, I never expected to see it from our own government.”

      Celindra let the accusation hang in the air like an axe about to fall. There were several gasps, and many congregants looked from one to the other, seeing if they knew what she was talking about.

      “This week, I was summoned before the Coalition Government,” she continued. “They asked me to discourage our people from joining militias.”

      A quiet wave of unrest went through the congregation. Celindra smiled as she heard whispers.

      “I explained our people have no choice,” she continued. “If we are to protect ourselves from the scourge of Jifani terrorists like the Sons of Frey, we must organize and arm ourselves.”

      A larger ripple of agreement went through the crowd. Celindra saw lots of nods.

      “Then I was told something that disturbed me,” she said. “I was told it was the Central Police and the Elite Guard who are protecting us from the Sons of Frey.” She paused for a moment to let that sink in. “Apparently, it was the Central Police who discovered and stopped an assassination plot on the entire government that would have killed not only them but thousands of innocent elves and brought down this very temple.

      “Evidently, it wasn’t a third of the Elite Guard who conspired with a traitor and the Sons of Frey to attempt a coup. And, of course, it is the Elite Guard and the CP who have stopped the daily suicide wand attacks that kill hundreds.”

      She fell silent for a moment and gazed out over the faithful. Then she put a look of realization on her face – as though she’d been thunderstruck.

      “Oh, wait. The attacks haven’t subsided. They continue. It was the Elite Guard who was in league with Silverleaf and whose ranks have been severely depleted by the arrest of traitors. It wasn’t the Central Police who uncovered the plot; it was an Urlish Shadow.

      “But the Coalition wants me to discourage elves from joining militias. They believe they have security well in hand.”

      A loud rumble of protest rippled through the crowd. She let them rile each other up a bit before raising her hand for silence.

      “My children,” she went on, “it would be easy to assume that our government is ignorant or pernicious. It would be easy to assume the Coalition has no interest in the people it was elected to govern.” Agreement and accusation rolled through the congregation. “But that is not the case.”

      Silence followed immediately.

      “Most members of the Coalition, especially President Spellbinder, are sincerely interested in leading Alfar back from darkness and healing this corruption that blights our land. They truly love their people.

      “But there are a few who have other … agendas. Some of the elves in the Coalition are ideologues only concerned with pushing their ideas.

      “I am sad to report one of these is Minister of Culture Ahmed Lumendrake.”

      A gasp went through the faithful.

      “You see, it was Minister Lumendrake who was most insistent that I discourage you from joining militias. It was his ally, Minister of Internal Security Shamala Goldenfawn, who insisted the CP and Elite Guard were capable of containing terrorism.

      “One can perhaps forgive Minster Goldenfawn. Though she is Shendali and often sides with Minister Lumendrake, it’s entirely possible that she wanted to save face. After all, she is in charge of the failed work of the Elite Guard and Central Police.

      “But Minister Lumendrake is no friend of Freyalans, and I fear he also wishes to impose the Shendali tenant of men over women. You see, Minister Lumendrake directly threatened me. He ordered me to call for a disbanding of militias, or the government would take action against me.”

      A huge gasp of shock echoed off the walls of the temple.

      “Now, both Minister of Faith Ora Gildenstar and President Spellbinder immediately repudiated him. The president made it very clear the government itself was not hostile to me or to militias.

      “But Minister Lumendrake clearly thought he was within his rights to tell a priest what to say in temple. A Shendali man believes he has the authority to order a woman to speak only as he desires.”

      The grumbling from the congregation grew. Celindra stoked the fire.

      “Now, it would be easy to dismiss his … discourtesy as a Shendali man out of touch with the way a true elven society is meant to work, particularly in a majority-Freyalan nation. But the problem is, Minister Lumendrake himself has repeatedly been called upon to denounce the violence of Shendali militias like the Sons of Frey. His response has been deafening silence.

      “You see, Minister Lumendrake is every bit as influential with conservative Shendalis as I am with Freyalans. But evidently, he feels no need to discourage the sectarian violence perpetrated by Shendali militias. He is interested only in making sure the people who listen to me – Freyalans – don’t form militias to protect themselves.

      “We have much to learn from our Shendali friends. Shendal knew Frey better than anyone besides his sister. His testimonies and insights are a critical piece of understanding Frey’s message and God’s will.

      “But we must not forget history. Our first charge is to be elves. Shendal was wrong when he asserted only men were fit to interpret scripture, and Minister Lumendrake is wrong for asserting there are different rules for Freyalan priests than for Shendali Coalition members.

      “We are all elves. We have the right and the responsibility to defend our nation and our families from attack. And misogynist Shendalis have no right to tell us otherwise, no matter what position in the government they hold!”

      She shouted the last sentence and was greeted with thunderous applause. Many of the faithful came to their feet. She let them cheer for a moment and then motioned them to return to their prayer mats.

      “My children, I am not just a scholar of scripture. Though that is my profession, I know that faith is woven through every aspect of Elfin culture. I am a student of history as well as law and government and religion. And I see the voice of Shendal being insidiously spoken by conservative zealots to warp the proper autonomy of the priesthood.

      “So let me be clear in my intentions: I explicitly do not call for you to refrain from joining or staying in militias. Instead, I call for you to defend yourselves from this tyranny by whatever means possible! I call for you to defend the principles of God, Frey, Freya, and all of Alfar in every way you can! I call for you to reject this false message foisted upon us by certain Shendalis and to fight it wherever you can!” They were cheering again, and she had to shout to be heard. “Defend yourselves! Defend your faith! Defend Alfar!”

      They were on their feet again, cheering and waving their fists. Celindra suspected it would take only one or two more of these types of lectures before she could really begin focusing the message against all Shendalis. Everything was moving forward the way she wanted.

      As she looked out over the congregation, she spied May Honeyflower glaring at her. The Captain of the Elite Guard had her hands on her hips and a hard look on her face. Her expression said she was declaring war on Celindra Gladheart.

      Let her. Honeyflower was a patriot and well-meaning, but she didn’t understand who the true enemies were. If she put herself in Celindra’s way, she would have to be eliminated. The future of Alfar was at stake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Open Road, Alfar

      

      

      It took Wren nearly a week to reach Allamabad. In the interest of speed and secrecy, she went alone. She took a horse and packed light. Knowing that her chances of catching Teargarden and rescuing Red Dragon Five were slim at best, she pushed the animal as hard as she dared. She never forced her mount to run, but she kept a brisk pace. Kenderbrick arranged for to get a fresh steed at strategic points along the way, so that she could ride harder without exhausting the beast.

      The travel was tiring and depressing. The farther Wren got from Drasilia, the more she saw the sinister blight afflicting the countryside. She rode through Wildwood Forest, then across open ground that was cracked and dried. The rivers she crossed were brown and dank. The towns she passed through stank of desperation.

      As she neared the Jifani border, some of the countryside became impassable. The earth had sharp, hard spikes growing from it that were too thick for her mount to navigate. She passed a small pond that looked more like a suppurating sore than a freshwater resource.

      And everywhere she went the heat was oppressive. The forests were thick with humidity and the scent of rot. And on open ground, the sun scorched everything, including Wren. She had to reapply her protective salve every four hours, because she would sweat through it. And she feared getting the terrible sickness that humans in Alfar and Jifan were susceptible to.

      Worse than the conditions, though, was the loneliness. Wren had no one to talk to, and she desperately wanted someone to help her process what had happened with May.

      The whole thing had been surreal. She’d gone over to let May know she was going away on a mission, and somehow, she’d ended up being unfathomably bonded to her. How the hell had May gotten her to give up any of the mission details? It was a total violation of protocol, and Wren had never done something like that in her career. Sure, she’d extemporized, and she liked stirring things up to see what clues she could shake out. But she’d never talked to unauthorized personnel about an assignment before. Had May charmed her?

      No, Wren’s Shadow Sight would have detected any magic. She’d only seen eldritch energy when May tattooed her.

      So, what then? What made a Shadow with a stellar twenty-four career suddenly go soft on something that important? This wasn’t just any mission; it was top secret, unofficial, and illegal. What possessed her to leak that kind of information, even if it was to the top-level agent in a cooperating agency?

      

      “Do you ever wonder if you’ll fall in love?” Wren asked as they nursed their drinks.

      “Love is a luxury we can’t afford, Wren,” Sara replied.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “I know. I’m trying to warn you. Love is dangerous.”

      “I can’t imagine it,” Wren said.

      “Oh, yes, you can,” Sara said with a laugh. “You’re in love with me. At least as much as a lesbian can be in love with a straight girl. But you know it’s impossible for us to be together, so you try to project those feelings outside of us, hoping you can find someone who’ll make you happy.”

      Wren blushed. She hated it when Sara called her out directly. She was the only woman, who did, and Wren disliked how it made her uncomfortable. It also made her respect Sara all the more.

      “You’re deflecting the conversation,” Wren said.

      “No, I’m not. I’m just not telling you what you want to hear.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Sara sighed heavily. She sipped some of her drink as she tried to figure out how to answer.

      “Listen, Wren,” she said, putting her cup on the table and drilling Wren with a piercing green-eyed gaze. “I am never going to fall in love with you or anyone else. You’ve been a sister to me since I was seventeen years old, and I deeply appreciate that.

      “But we’re killers. We exist to steal secrets, disinform our enemies, and assassinate people who are threats to Urlish interests. Even if I were gay, we couldn’t be together. It’s the nature of the work. One day, we’ll go out on a mission, and we won’t come back. I don’t know which of us it will be who dies first. But if it’s me, I couldn’t bear to have you grieving my loss the rest of your days. That’ll get you killed.

      “So, no. I’m never falling in love. I don’t want to love anyone.”

      “Not even friendship love?” Wren asked, aghast.

      “Not even that,” Sara said, shaking her head. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Wren toyed with her drink. She tried to let Sara convince her she was right. But a thought kept nagging at her.

      “You’re right that we’re killers,” Wren said. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t have hearts.”

      “And just how do you figure that?” Sara asked, an incredulous look on her face.

      “The stereotype is that we have no emotion. We have ice in our veins, and ending someone’s life is just a thing we do as naturally as eating or sleeping.

      “But you know that’s not true. Killing wears on you. You feel the anguish, the guilt of taking a life. The first time you do it, it’s devastating. And you try to tell yourself it gets easier over time. But it doesn’t. You do what you can to numb yourself to the pain, but you still feel it. And as your body count increases, you try to detach yourself from it. You try to shut down the connection between your heart and your brain. You try not to think about what you’re doing to your soul.

      “It never goes away, though. Each life you take is just one more sin that will ensure you end up in Hell if God is real. It eats us alive, Sara. A lot of us die because the work is so dangerous. But the top agents rarely make the kinds of mistakes that put them in no-win situations. And when they die on a mission, it’s a relief – like they finally received the punishment they deserve.”

      Sara drank more of her ale. She frowned as she considered Wren’s words.

      “So what’s your point?” she asked.

      “That being a killer doesn’t preclude us from having a heart,” Wren answered. “And if we have a heart, we are capable of loving.”

      Sara laughed. She drained her cup and slammed it on the table. Then she grinned at Wren drunkenly.

      “Oh, Wren Xavier, you are so naïve. Don’t you get it? Having a heart is a liability in this business.

      “Yes, you’re right. I feel every kill I’ve ever made. It’s never gotten easier. I just like to pretend like it has, so I don’t have to think about it.

      “But I can’t give me heart to anyone, Wren, and neither should you. The minute you fall in love with someone, you stop thinking solely about the mission. You wonder if you should take one action over the other, because what if something happens to you? The reason we sever the connections between our hearts and brains is so that we can do the job we’re assigned. If you let yourself fall in love, you’ll turn your heart back on. And if that doesn’t cause you to make a mistake, you’ll drown in guilt for every illegal thing you’ve done on behalf of the Crown.

      “And let’s say that doesn’t happen. Let’s say you fall in love, and your heart can balance all the feelings. What happens when you get a mission you can’t talk about? What happens when you get sent to Mensch or Mockba and you can’t even tell your lover you’re leaving? Is that fair to them? One day you just vanish for three months, and when you come home, you can’t even tell them where you’ve been? Or what if you don’t come home this time? What if you vanish into the night, and they never see or hear from you again?”

      Wren’s heart burned. She felt as though Sara were carving her soul into small hunks and casting them aside as refuse.

      “We can’t fall in love, Wren,” she continued, putting a sympathetic tone in her voice. “Even if we want to. It’ll just get everyone hurt – your lover, yourself, the mission, the nation. This is the life we’ve chosen. It doesn’t allow for love.”

      

      Raw panic surged across Wren’s heart. Everything Sara had said was absolutely right. It didn’t matter how Wren pined for her, they couldn’t afford to get involved, and it was the same with anyone else.

      But she’d gotten involved with May. Whether it was the Captain of the Elite Guard’s gorgeous elven features, her fiery personality, or the fact that they just worked well together, Wren had allowed May to become more than a temporary fling. She’d told herself that this being the longest relationship she’d ever been in meant nothing. They just happened to be stationed together on a long-term assignment.

      Wren had feelings, though. She missed May when she was away on an assignment. She looked forward to seeing her when they had arranged a date or even just to share intelligence.

      And now, she’d leaked details of an unofficial mission because May wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      It all made perfect sense in the moment. May was hurting. Wren was responsible. She had to do something about it. And what she’d told May didn’t compromise the job.

      Except of course that she shouldn’t have told her about it all. May now knew something she wasn’t authorized to know. And though they were cooperating, May still worked for a foreign government.

      Blood and bones, how had this happened? Sara was correct that being involved with someone else was changing Wren’s actions and decisions. That was why she’d warned Wren about falling in love.

      But Wren wasn’t in love with May. Was she?

      Those golden eyes haunted Wren’s dreams. May’s laugh remained the most delightful sound Wren had ever heard. And the sex was amazing.

      But beyond that, she just enjoyed May’s company. The Captain of the Elite Guard was so serious and driven. She was a fierce patriot and dedicated to duty. And Wren admired all that about her, despite teasing her when the stern elf couldn’t see the humor in something.

      It just plain felt good when they were together.

      But that wasn’t love. It couldn’t be. Wren’s heart wasn’t full to bursting like she’d always read in poetry. They were just really good friends with benefits.

      And yet, even that wasn’t true anymore. May’s magical tattoo had now made it impossible for her to fall in love with anyone else as long as Wren lived. Why would she do that? Why would she make that kind of sacrifice for a foreign agent she happened to be sleeping with?

      

      “Elves call this, dicta foresa – ‘the sacred seal.’ As I said, my father intended for me to use it when I married. Many elves do it to make their commitment to their partner even stronger. But I gave it to you for safety.”

      

      “The sacred seal.” Wren had been an atheist her entire adult life, but she’d been working in Alfar for seven months now. She understood not only how devout elves were, but also how important faith was to their entire culture. And May was no different. Her belief in God and Frey guided her every decision. So, for her to perform any ritual on Wren that was deemed “sacred,” it was extremely meaningful to Alfar’s security chief.

      Was May in love with Wren? It seemed impossible. In her entire life, no one had ever loved Wren. Her parents claimed to – until the day she revealed she was a Shadow to her mother. Then the whole family had proven their “love” to be false. And Sara had avoided any expression of love for Wren until the moment before she died. And since she’d only said, “Love you,” without any context, Wren would never know whether that was romantic affection or just the sincere love one feels for their best friend.

      May hadn’t said, “I love you,” to Wren. But Wren had long since come to believe that actions speak much louder than words.

      And May had sacrificed her ability to fall in love with anyone else for the rest of her life just to protect Wren.

      Shit. Wren couldn’t afford to be in love with anyone. It was too dangerous. And if May was in love with her, then they were halfway to major trouble even before she’d given Wren the dicta foresa.

      That frightening thought followed her all the way to Jifan, and try as she might, she could neither flush it from her mind nor believe it wasn’t going to be the death of both of them.

      
        
        Entry Point Tresa, Qesh, Jifan

      

      

      When Wren at last made it to the border, she was immediately reminded of Mensch, Bretelstein. The sun blazed down on her instead of the perpetual night caused by The Rift, but the trappings were familiar. As far as Wren could see in either direction, a wall of earth covered by thick, thorny vines barred entry to the conservative theocracy. It was only ten feet high as opposed to the thirty-foot, stone wall in Mensch, but it looked no less forbidding. Wren had read that the High Fathers raised the wall through magic at the end of the Elfin Civil War. Since the conclusion of the conflict had been more of a ceasefire than an actual peace accord, the Jifanis had taken steps to ensure Alfaris couldn’t infiltrate the country and “corrupt the faithful.” But just like the wall in Mensch, it really existed to keep Jifanis in rather than Alfaris out.

      Stern-looking guards in silver tunics with a green-and-black flowering tree printed on the chest patrolled the top of the foreboding structure carrying swords and crossbows. An arch that stood fifteen feet high was the only passage into Qesh, and it was manned by ten soldiers that all looked angry and suspicious.

      Wren had made certain to put on Kinsey’s ring when she last changed horses yesterday. With her disguise firmly in place, she got into the queue of elves trying to cross the border. The line wasn’t long, but it moved slowly due to the Jifanis’ insistence on searching everyone. It was yet another way Wren was reminded of Mensch.

      At last, she made it to the front. A broad-shouldered, muscular elf with an enormous scar on his left arm scowled at Wren and held out a rough hand.

      “Papers,” he said gruffly in Elfin.

      Wren withdrew the forged visa and identity documents from her saddlebags and handed them over. The guard studied them carefully.

      “Ren Shadowsword?” he said. “What the hell kind of name is that?”

      “The one my parents gave me,” Wren replied, trying to sound unperturbed.

      The soldier snorted.

      “They must not have liked you,” he commented. “What’s your purpose in Jifan, Shadowsword?”

      “Pilgrimage.”

      Kenderbrick had designed the cover. The former capital of Alfheim may have been in Alfar, but Qasali, the place where Frey had allegedly received the Revelation was on the Jifan side of the border. Elves made pilgrimages annually to the holy site, usually around Revelation Day, but it was possible to go at any time. Allowing Alfaris to go to Qasali was a key point in the ceasefire terms. It was one of the few reasons the hyper-paranoid High Fathers accepted for allowing their heathen brethren into the country.

      “It’s a bit early in the year for that, isn’t it?” the guard said. “Feast of the Revelation isn’t for another five months.”

      “Sadly,” Wren replied, “my business is too active during the holiday to permit me to travel.”

      The captain snapped his fingers and motioned his fellow guards to search Wren’s belongings.

      “You Freyalans,” he said with disgust. “Always prioritizing the wrong things. It’s what’s causing the land to die.”

      “Actually, I’m Shendali. My business is imports. I bring in foods and other things for the Sunluvai so that those of who want to properly celebrate the Revelation can do so. Not all the things Shendal prescribed are easily available in a Freyalan country.”

      “Hmpf. Then maybe you should stay after you’ve made your pilgrimage.”

      Wren’s heart skipped a beat. Was he threatening her?

      “We all serve God and walk Frey’s path as we are called to, my friend,” she said. “I have the resources to ease the suffering of true believers on this side of the wall.”

      “And make a pretty profit while you’re at it,” he groused.

      “We all must live. Without coin to buy food and shelter, I cannot fulfill my purpose.”

      The captain snorted again. He was about to hand Wren’s papers back when one of the soldiers searching her things called out:

      “What’s this?”

      Wren turned and saw him holding up the torq Kinsey had issued her. For half a second, she panicked. She worried it would be confiscated or her admission to Jifan denied. But she was in mission-mode now, and a lie came easily to her.

      “That’s my grandfather’s torq,” she replied. “He was trapped in Alfar when the wall went up. He wanted to emigrate to Jifan, but he died before he could acquire an immigration visa. I’m planning to lay at it the statue of Frey in Qasali, so his spirit will once again be accorded grace and respect.”

      The captain eyed Wren shrewdly. She returned his look impassively. Though her heart raced, she was a talented liar and knew how to maintain a cover.

      “Very well,” the captain said, nodding to his soldier to put the torq back in the saddle bag. “You’re free to go on your pilgrimage Ren Shadowsword. But don’t stay long. You may be Shendali, but you still live in Alfar.”

      “Understood,” Wren replied as he handed her back her papers.

      After a moment she was waved through the arch. On the other side, Qesh stood awaiting her. She headed for the market to resupply. As soon as she was ready, she would turn north for Allamabad instead of south for Qasali.

      She swallowed hard as she entered the rotting grove of trees that made up the border town. There was no turning back now. She was officially outside her jurisdiction with no hope of backup.

      Wren tried to believe everything would be fine. Kinsey’s ring and the Elfin translating brooch had worked to perfection.

      But she was too experienced at undercover work to think she had a good chance of surviving this assignment.
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        Coalition Chambers, the Grand Palace of Frey, Drasilia

      

      

      Aurora Spellbinder had a headache. She hadn’t called the chamber to order for five seconds, before Minister Lumendrake started shouting. She’d known when she read the transcript of Mother Gladheart’s lecture that today was going to be awful.

      “It was outrageous!” Lumendrake cried, pounding the table with his fist. “She not only defamed me personally; she tarred this entire government!”

      Aurora rubbed her temples. Lumendrake had a right to be angry. Hell, she was angry. They had called Mother Gladheart here to get her help. She rebuked them and then gave a lecture even more provocative than any she’d given so far.

      Worse, even Lumendrake and Captain Honeyflower’s dire warnings proved to come up short of the real danger. Summoning Mother Gladheart hadn’t just legitimized her. It gave her fuel to ramp up her rhetoric. Aurora sighed. She’d made a number of mistakes as president, but this one was near the top of the list.

      “I think that’s blowing things a little out of proportion,” Minister Gildenstar was saying. “Mother Gladheart praised the president directly and the Coalition in general. She specifically said the government was doing its best.”

      Aurora couldn’t keep her mouth from falling open. Surely, the Minister of Faith couldn’t be that naïve.

      “That’s beside the point!” Goldenfawn shouted, as if echoing Aurora’s thoughts. “She twisted what we told her about our security forces and made it sound as if we weren’t even aware of the problem.”

      “She damned us with faint praise,” Waterdown added.

      Aurora raised her eyebrows. Waterdown was frequently at odds with Lumendrake. It spoke to the seriousness of the issue that Freyalans and Shendalis were largely in agreement on this.

      “Well, perhaps she should have,” Gildenstar snapped.

      “What?” several people said.

      “Mother Gladheart made a very interesting point,” Gildenstar continued, drawing her frail body up in her chair. “We asked her to use her influence to discourage Freyalans from joining militias. Yet this body has repeatedly asked Minister Lumendrake to use his influence to call for an end to violence perpetrated by Shendalis, and he has refused. How can we ask a priest to do what our own officials will not?”

      “Don’t you make this about me,” Lumendrake roared. “We are discussing Mother Gladheart and her attack on this government.”

      Everyone started shouting again. Aurora thought about calling them to order, but she decided to let them argue for a bit. Everyone needed to get their emotions out, and she didn’t think banging the gavel loudly on the table would be good for her headache.

      “She did not attack Shendalis,” Gildenstar protested. “She said, ‘We have much to learn from our Shendali friends.’”

      “Don’t play games with me,” Lumendrake spat. “She is a skilled orator who knows how to manipulate an audience. She drew a direct parallel between Shendal’s contention women should not lead and the Sons of Frey. She characterized this government as making the same sort of ‘mistake.’ It doesn’t take a learned scholar to draw the conclusion she sees Shendalis as dangerous and wrong. She further attempted to characterize me as malfeasant and manipulative of the Freyalan president of this Coalition. She is whipping her followers into an anti-Shendali, anti-government frenzy.”

      “Well, you’ve certainly given her cause to believe those things,” Gildenstar said.

      Lumendrake open his mouth to shout, but Aurora had had enough. She slammed her gavel down on the table, wincing as the sharp sound inflamed the tension in her head. Everyone turned to her.

      “That is enough,” she said through clenched teeth. “Every single one of us here is an elected member of this Coalition, chosen to lead Alfar. We are all patriots, and I will not stand to hear these accusations and recriminations. They accomplish nothing.”

      “Maybe not, Madam President,” Lumendrake said, “but no member of this Coalition should have to stand for the accusations made by Mother Gladheart. Moreover, this government should not stand idly by and watch what it knows to be rabble rousing. How long will it be before her Freyalan militias decide they need a new order and rise up to make it happen?”

      “They wouldn’t dare!” Waterdown said.

      “Wouldn’t they?” Lumendrake sneered. “Our security forces are too thin to manage militia violence. A prominent Freyalan priest is practically calling for revolution every week in the temple. The Minister of Faith, another Freyalan, makes facile arguments to protect her. How long can it be before they decide to use force to create a new, Shendali-free coalition?”

      Aurora’s heart skipped a beat. She was used to Lumendrake saying outrageous things during an argument, but she couldn’t convince herself this latest accusation wasn’t plausible. Mother Gladheart did seem to be establishing herself as the figurehead to a revolution.

      “We cannot allow her to keep saying these things,” Goldenfawn agreed. “It borders on sedition.”

      “Are you seriously suggesting we censor her?” Minister of Education Sandgrove roared. “This nation has a long history of protecting free speech, and that includes criticism of the government and elected officials.”

      “This isn’t a free speech issue!” Lumendrake shouted.

      “Isn’t it?” Sandgrove said, accusingly.

      “No, it is not,” Goldenfawn said calmly. “Criticism of the government is protected speech. But Mother Gladheart has gone beyond that. Her lectures are increasingly incendiary, and border on sedition. In fact, she explicitly called for Freyalans to ignore the request of this government and join militias, encouraging lawlessness in the streets. She finished her speech with, ‘Defend Alfar.’ The implicit thesis was that the government was ineffectual and so ordinary citizens needed to take the law into their own hands, which is illegal.”

      Aurora couldn’t help but agree. Ever since she came to power, she had struggled to contain violence and sheer stubbornness from Shendalis. The Coalition had weathered a coup attempt by a Shendali war hero. Now, it was Freyalans pouring oil on the fire and daring Shendalis to stop them.

      She could not understand how they had gotten here. She ran on a campaign of hope and unity. But all they’d achieved was chaos and acrimony.

      “If your forces could contain the violence, we wouldn’t need for the people to arm themselves,” Gildenstar yelled at Goldenfawn.

      “Stop!” Aurora shouted, bringing her gavel down again. “I will not tolerate anyone making excuses for lawlessness. We are a civilized nation. If we choose any other path, we are turning away from the message of Frey.”

      “And yet,” Gildenstar said, “you would have this body remove Mother Gladheart from her appointed duties. You are seriously suggesting that the government dictate what a priest is allowed to say in temple. How is that embracing ‘the message of Frey,’ Madam President?”

      “I made no such suggestion, Minister,” she replied. “I made it clear that sectarian violence and vigilante justice will not be allowed, and it certainly will not be condoned by this government.”

      “That’s all very well, Madam President,” Minister of Finance Waterdown said. “But how do you propose we deal with the situation? We called a popular priest before us to request her assistance in quelling violence. Not only did she refuse to help, she actively encouraged more militia enlistment and baited them into attacking Shendalis. I shudder to think what sort of incidents we will see in the coming days as a result of her lecture. We must do something.”

      Aurora could hardly believe her ears. She’d never once heard Minister Waterdown take up the cause of protecting the Shendali minority. Ordinarily, she blocked initiatives from the conservative faction she saw as bad for business. It was another moment that told her they had a deeply serious situation and good solutions to it were rapidly diminishing.

      “While I agree we must do something to stop the violence,” Sandgrove said, “we cannot censor free speech.”

      “Especially in the church,” Gildenstar added.

      Aurora sighed heavily. She feared the entire nation was slipping through her fingers into chaos.

      “Minister Goldenfawn,” she said wearily, “you and Captain Honeyflower were working on a plan to get more help from the Urlanders. What is your progress in that area?”

      Lumendrake scoffed. Goldenfawn looked like she’d been caught stealing.

      “Uh, well,” she said, “Captain Honeyflower was taking the lead on that project, and, uh, she hasn’t reported anything to me yet.”

      “Where is Captain Honeyflower today?” Aurora asked.

      “She had other engagements,” Goldenfawn answered.

      Aurora fixed her with a suspicious gaze. It wasn’t unusual for Captain Honeyflower to miss meetings of the Coalition. She had other duties. But Aurora couldn’t help but wonder if Goldenfawn had deliberately ordered the Captain of the Elite Guard away, so the proposal couldn’t be discussed.

      “Minister Goldenfawn,” she said, “the situation is critical. We’re standing on the brink of a second civil war fought by citizen militias. We must get control of the situation before it devolves too far for us to stop it. Please instruct Captain Honeyflower to expedite the proposal, so it may be considered immediately.”

      “Terrific,” Lumendrake spat. “Instead of doing something about an obvious rabble rouser, we’re going to ask the humans to pollute our security forces. Brava.”

      “What would you have me do, Minister?” Aurora shouted, her headache driving her fury. “You complain about sectarian violence harming the Shendali minority, but you don’t want to implement a practical solution to contain it.”

      “What would I have you do, Madam President?” he cried. “We have a rogue priest, preaching hatred in the temple – the Arch-temple, giving her sweeping reach to get her message to Freyalans – encouraging her followers to commit treason.”

      “Treason!” Gildenstar cried, but Lumendrake ignored her.

      “We need to arrest Mother Gladheart for sedition, and we need to treat the Freedom Patrol the same way we do the Sons of Frey – as a terrorist organization to be smashed.”

      He got several hear-hear’s from the conservatives.

      “What happened to outlawing all militias?” Sandgrove said. “You want us to single out the one you don’t like, declare it a terrorist organization, and arrest a priest? A priest?”

      “Her profession doesn’t matter!” Lumendrake retorted. “She is inciting Freyalans to violence against Shendalis. She as much as admitted she was running the Freedom Patrol by coming before us with them as escort. And this government has done nothing to dissuade her from her bigoted lectures or contain the atrocities her words incite!”

      “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Gildenstar said. “You’d love to claim you Shendalis are being mistreated in the government, and that we favor the Freedom Patrol’s activities. But let’s not forget, Minister Lumendrake, that you have influence enough to stop Shendali militia violence. You can help reduce tensions, but you do and say nothing. The only time your voice is ever heard is in this chamber advancing arch-conservative ideals and blocking common-sense policy.”

      “Stop it!” Aurora said, but no one listened.

      Lumendrake stood and pointed his finger at the Minister of Faith accusingly.

      “You want to hear my voice in response to Shendali militias?” he said. “Take heed. I shall be encouraging all Shendalis to protect themselves however necessary from partisan violence.”

      “Ahmed—” Goldenfawn began.

      “No!” he shouted, cutting her off. “I am only doing what the Minister of Faith and the rest of this government has deemed is perfectly okay for Mother Gladheart. If you will not condemn her for inciting Freyalans to violence and her blatant anti-Shendali message, I have no choice but to encourage Shendalis to follow her advice: Arm yourselves; protect yourselves. Refuse to condemn her, refuse to do anything about her, and I promise you the next act of anti-Shendali sectarian violence will end in a bloodbath.”

      There was real fire in his words. Gildenstar and Sandgrove had provoked him to the point of fury. She feared the Coalition was disintegrating before her eyes.

      “Minister, I will not tolerate threats,” Aurora said.

      “Oh, yes, you do, Madam President,” he retorted, his voice still raised. “Mother Gladheart has been threatening my people for months. The Freedom Patrol and other Freyalan militias have been threatening the safety of ordinary Alfaris.” He turned to face the table and shouted as loud as he could: “And you have tolerated it!”

      No one spoke. Even Aurora was shocked into silence. She had no idea how to reply. Lumendrake had a fair point. But as usual, he insisted on an extreme solution. How could she hope to reason with him?

      “I am through with this conversation and this subject,” Lumendrake said, his voice suddenly quiet and even. “When you decide to do something about the hatred this woman spews towards my people every week, I will discuss this issue further. Until then, I have nothing more to say.”

      With that, he swept from the room. Ministers Glorybound, Figblossom, and Thundercry – all of them Shendali – stood and followed him out. Goldenfawn kept her seat, but she looked angry.

      Aurora tried hard not to panic. Ahmed Lumendrake was an obstructionist, but he had ascended to a new level of threat. If he indeed refused to come to any more meetings until he was appeased and could rally enough conservatives and moderates to stand with him, he could effectively make it impossible for the Coalition to achieve a quorum.

      And if that happened, the government would collapse, and the militias would tear Drasilia and Alfar to pieces.
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        Allamabad, Jifan

      

      

      Wren wiped her brow as she wound her way through the streets. The heat of the day was really starting to set in, and it promised to be another boiler. Like Brightwater on the Alfari side of the border, Allamabad was a port and therefore was laid out more like a traditional human settlement. There was the usual grove of trees common to other elven cities, but much of the business seemed to be conducted on the ground. The markets and warehousing and shipyards all were built of stone or wood and didn’t rise more than two or three stories. Wren’s impression was that the trees were the residential district, but commercial interests were at sea level.

      Which exposed much of the city to the sun. It was already unpleasant, and Wren was certain that by noon, the entire port would be scorching. A sea breeze blew in off the ocean, but it offered little relief from the humidity that hung in the air like a stifling curtain. She hoped to find her contact quickly. She worried she would sweat through the sun salve and need to reapply if she didn’t find shelter soon.

      As she made her way through Allamabad, she drew stares. Kinsey’s ring was firmly wrapped around her finger, so that she wouldn’t draw attention to herself as a woman. But despite her nondescript appearance, everyone looked at her with suspicion. They didn’t know her, and that was dangerous. The rugmaker she passed gazed at her worriedly. Involuntarily, the elf took a step backwards, retreating into the dubious safety of his booth. His haggard face seemed to wrinkle further upon seeing her. His emerald skin turned grey with fear, concerned Wren might be an agent of the dreaded Purity Patrol May had warned her about.

      The High Fathers watched everyone, ostensibly to make certain they were fulfilling their obligations to the church and avoiding spiritual corruption. But Wren knew a police state when she saw one. This merchant had the same look of worried misery everyday Phrygians and Bretelsteiners wore. The merchant hunched his shoulders; he didn’t meet Wren’s gaze; he shrank away. The High Fathers of the Church may have been doing all this in the name of religion instead of the collective like the Phrygians, but it amounted to the same thing. They wanted to control everything their citizens thought and did, and fear was the tool.

      The rugmaker’s daughter came out from the back of the booth. He shouted at her and pushed her back behind his wares before Wren could get a good look at her.

      Wren wasn’t surprised. She knew the Jifanis did terrible things to prisoners in the Elfin Civil War. She saw no reason to believe that had changed in the face of the armistice. Who knew what the merchant feared that made him act so irrationally? It couldn’t be good.

      At last, she found the inn she’d been instructed to go to – “Frey’s Comfort.” Wren shook her head. Elves took their religion too seriously. Then again, in an iron-fisted theocracy, perhaps they had no choice.

      She pushed open the door and trudged over to the bar. Though she needed a room and to meet her contact, she wanted refreshment first. An older elf wearing an apron strolled languidly over to her. His hair had not gone completely grey, but it was only occasionally streaked with his natural black. He gave Wren a broad, close-mouthed smile and gazed at her with yellow eyes that reminded her of May. For a moment, her heart ached.

      “Welcome to my humble inn,” the bartender said. “What can I get for you?”

      “First, a flagon of freschina,” Wren said, triggering the brooch to enable her to speak Elfin. “Then a room.”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the barkeep said. “We don’t serve alcohol in this establishment. I wouldn’t wish to cause spiritual corruption in my patrons. Not only would the High Fathers be angry with me, I would feel terribly guilty over the damage done to any elf’s immortal soul. However, I can offer you a very nice juice made from calatrab fruit. If you’ve not had it, you’re in for a treat. It is light, sweet, and much more refreshing than wine.”

      Wren panicked. She’d forgotten the High Fathers had forbidden alcohol. She hoped she hadn’t blown her cover in the first minute she was here.

      Still, the barkeep had worded his answer carefully. He had deliberately given an answer designed to placate the Purity Patrol. Perhaps he thought Wren was an agent and was testing him.

      “That’ll be fine,” she said with a smile.

      “Very good, sir,” the innkeeper replied. “May I also recommend our house special? You look exhausted from travel. I think it will perk you up.”

      Wren nodded. The innkeeper moved off. She scanned her surroundings. There were only three other elves in the establishment. Two sat at a table and drank and talked. A third sat by himself and appeared to be asleep in his chair, although it was impossible to tell, since he had his hood over his head. Wren resolved to keep an eye on him. In Phrygia, this man would be the secret police officer watching what was going on.

      Despite the general depression she felt at the state of Jifan and its people, she’d felt her mood tick up since arriving in Allamabad. It might have been hot instead of cold and populated by elves instead of humans, but it otherwise reminded her of Phrygia. That made her feel at home in a strange way. She was at last back in a familiar environment, where danger lurked around every corner, and death was a single misstep away. She hated having to put up with the politics of the Coalition Government and the dancing around Urlish-Alfari relations with everything she did. Here, she was undercover and had only to focus on the mission. It was her natural element.

      The innkeeper returned with a plate of food and a mug of juice. Wren thanked him and took a long pull. It was indeed as refreshing as promised, and it swept away her sense of exhaustion. The meal included sliced apples, oatcakes dripping with maple syrup, and ham. She ate it with relish. She’d discovered early on that the best thing about working in the Southern World was the food. Elves understood cooking, and it was a part of their culture that did not appear to be suffering from the blight on the land.

      “I used to have a girlfriend with a ring like that,” the innkeeper said, pointing to Wren’s hand. Wren went on full alert, having heard the first part of a code phrase for her to recognize her contact.

      “Hopefully, it made her look better than me,” she replied, giving the arranged response.

      “Sadly, it did not,” the innkeeper said with a smile.

      “Ren Shadowsword,” she said, grinning and offering her hand. The innkeeper shook it.

      “Uller Elderberry,” he said with a smile broader than the one he had first given her.

      “They told me I’d meet my contact here,” Wren said, “but they didn’t mention you were the proprietor.”

      “It’s an excellent arrangement,” Elderberry said with warmth in his voice. “You’d be surprised what one learns just by serving drinks and food.”

      “I bet,” Wren said.

      “Speaking of which,” Elderberry said, “you should finish your meal, and then let’s get you to your room. This isn’t a good place to talk.”

      Wren nodded. Elderberry moved off and busied himself with cleaning mugs. Wren ate the rest of her meal while keeping an eye on the other patrons. The food actually tasted better now that she’d met her contact. She could feel things moving forward.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Wren was ensconced in a small, dirty room. Her bed was little more than a sack of hay on the floor. There were no other amenities. Evidently, Elderberry spent all of his resources on the food.

      “Here,” Elderberry said, handing Wren a mug. “I couldn’t serve you wine in the bar, but back here things are different.”

      Wren took the cup and sipped. It was freschina, the light, airy, elven wine she’d grown to love since coming to Alfar. Her mood improved.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “I’m just sorry I have to sneak it to you,” Elderberry replied. “The High Fathers have declared alcohol to be corruptive to laypeople. Priests are allowed it, because they allegedly are more connected to the divine and therefore better able to handle its seductive side effects. Exceptions are made for high-ranking government officials and others supposedly more ascetic – the chief operators of the Sons of Frey, for example. It’s all horseshit. What it boils down to is you can drink if you have power but not if you don’t.” He sighed sadly. “Unfortunately, one has to be cautious about acting civilized here in Jifan.”

      Wren nodded. Here was yet another reminder of the similarities between communist Phrygia and fundamentalist Jifan. A principle was enacted for the so-called good of everyone, but it only applied to those without the influence or the money to get around it.

      “I’m told you think the Sons of Frey are running a major operation here,” Elderberry said, changing the subject. He seated himself against a wall and crossed his legs.

      “I don’t know if that’s true or not,” Wren confessed. “I believe the Sons of Frey were involved in a major operation against my country. My only lead is they were planning something from Allamabad.”

      “Hmm,” Elderberry said, stroking his chin. “Well, they’re here; that’s for sure. I’ve seen a whole bunch of known agents, including Magnus Teargarden.”

      “Was he here a week ago?”

      “Yes, but he comes and goes,” Elderberry said. “It’s hard to say exactly when or how.”

      Wren nodded and drank some more wine. If Teargarden was involved in the attack on the Red Dragon Project, he would have to have had some means of getting from Allamabad to the Olympian Islands.

      “Elderberry,” she said, “the incident I’m investigating took place at sea. Is there any place the Sons of Frey could have launched an attack force from?”

      “This is a port, Mr. Shadowsword,” he replied. “They could have set sail from any number of docks, although I haven’t seen anything that looks like a warship.”

      “Right. What I meant was, do the Sons of Frey operate from any particular docks? Do they have a base here?”

      Elderberry shook his head before answering.

      “There’s a lot of commerce that comes through here,” he said, “and the Sons do enjoy the blessing of the High Fathers, but they don’t operate openly. Even among friends, they want their operations to be a secret.”

      Wren sat down on the bed, feeling frustrated. She only had her instincts on this mission, and this was as far as they had taken her.

      “Can you think of anything unusual?” she asked, hoping to spur Elderberry’s thoughts. “Is there anything out of the ordinary that might be associated with the Sons of Frey? Has Teargarden set sail any time in the last week?”

      “I don’t have any reports of him being aboard a ship,” Elderberry said. He thought for a minute. “Although, there may be something else.”

      “What?”

      “Well, there’s a cove just outside the city,” he said. “Lately, people have been dying there. Mostly disappearing, but sometimes a piece of ’em floats back to the port.”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “Several months at least. According to the locals, a sea serpent has taken up residence there.”

      “A sea serpent?” Wren said. She’d heard of such creatures but never seen one. “Is that possible?”

      “I’m sure it’s possible,” Elderberry answered. “The cove is pretty big. There’s supposed to be an underwater cave there. Some people claim they’ve seen the creature at night. It has eyes that glow bright enough to be seen in the darkness before sinking beneath the surface.”

      Wren considered that. There was no reason to believe that a monster hadn’t made its lair in a port city. There were a number of large behemoths that lived beneath the waves, and knowledge on most of them was scant. But she’d never heard of a sea serpent with glowing eyes.

      “Is this cove big enough to shelter a ship?” she asked.

      “Absolutely,” Elderberry replied. “Possibly more than one. It’d have to be to harbor a sea serpent.”

      “Suppose it wasn’t a sea serpent,” Wren said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Suppose the Sons of Frey had a naval base there, and they didn’t want anyone to find it, so they made up a story to scare people away. Further suppose they killed anyone who came near to feed the legend of their monster.”

      Elderberry nodded and stroked his chin again.

      “Sounds pretty far-fetched,” he said at last.

      Wren agreed. It was entirely possible she was grasping at straws. But Elderberry had said no one had seen anything resembling a warship in the port. And this was the most unusual thing going on in Allamabad. It seemed to her that if the High Fathers or the local officials got word that a sea serpent was eating elves in a major port, they would dispatch someone to deal with it. And given that elves were masters of magic and likely had numerous esoteric solutions to that kind of problem, it didn’t make sense to her that they would tolerate the beast’s presence.

      Besides, it was the closest thing to a lead she had.

      “I don’t know much about sea serpents,” she said. “But doesn’t it seem strange that it’s been allowed to terrorize the locals for months without the authorities doing anything about it?”

      “It does,” Elderberry conceded after thinking about it. “But if you’re right, I don’t know how you’ll get near the cove. It’ll be heavily guarded, and what’s left of the few people who come back isn’t much. You’ll need to find another way in.”

      Wren smiled and nodded.

      “It’s a cove,” she said. “That means it can be approached by land … or by sea.”

      “I would think the Sons will have that angle covered, my friend.”

      “They’ll be watching the surface. I very much doubt they’ll expect someone to come from under the water.”

      Elderberry’s eyes grew wide.

      “How would you do that, Mr. Shadowsword?”

      “I have a device that will allow me to breathe underwater. The only problem is it only lasts for ten minutes. I’ll have to get close enough to the cove that I won’t have to swim too far.”

      “I can get a boat,” Elderberry said, sounding excited. “I’ll row you out there, but we’d better go at night. If I were seen, not only would it be bad for me, they might be expecting you.”

      “Make the arrangements,” Wren said. “I want to go tonight.”

      Elderberry nodded again and got up. His eyes twinkled.

      “It’s funny, Shadowsword,” he said. “Your government has been paying me to keep an eye on things for three years. This is the first time I’ve actually gotten to do something. Thank you!”

      “You’re welcome,” Wren replied. “I just wish the circumstances weren’t so dire.”

      “Meet me on the shoreline two miles east of the docks after dark. Make certain you’re not followed. You’re an unfamiliar face here, so the Purity Patrol will watch you more closely.”

      Wren nodded, and Elderberry left. Once again, her gut told her she was on the right trail. It was only a hunch, but that’s what had brought her here in the first place. Hopefully, her luck would hold.

      Absently, she ran her fingers across the tattoo May had given her. For a moment her heart ached. All the thoughts she’d had on the journey here came flooding back.

      She shook her head to clear it. If her instincts were correct, she was going to be in incredible danger after the sun set. She couldn’t afford to have her thinking scattered. Deciding to rest because there was no telling how late into the night she’d be working, she lay back on the dingy mattress and tried to relax.

      But the last image she saw in her mind before sleep took her was May’s yellow eyes.
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        Urlish Expeditionary Force Main Base, Drasilia, Alfar

      

      

      May cringed as General Blackstone shot from his seat, knocking the chair over in the process. His fat face turned bright red, and he looked for a moment like he was asphyxiating. But May had seen this behavior from him many times in the past.

      “Absolutely not!” the Urlish commander roared.

      May saw Elena Kenderbrick roll her eyes and Sir Geoffrey Devonshire, Ambassador from Her Majesty’s Government in Urland to Alfar, wince. Both were clearly embarrassed. May sympathized.

      “I will not allow these incompetent buffoons to command my soldiers,” Blackstone continued.

      “General,” the ambassador said in as placating a tone as he could muster, “I hardly think the Alfari Elite Guard are buffoons.”

      “The hell they aren’t,” Blackstone retorted. “There is at least one suicide bombing a week and usually more. When that isn’t happening, one of their militias is slaughtering whomever they don’t like. If it wasn’t for us, the whole country would descend into chaos.”

      “Which is why,” Kenderbrick said, her tone soaked with acid, “Captain Honeyflower has approached us about becoming more involved.”

      “Precisely,” May said before Blackstone could launch into another tirade. “General Blackstone, all of the statements you make are true. We cannot control the militias or the terrorists with our current deployment.”

      “About time someone admitted it,” Blackstone swore.

      “Additionally, Silverleaf’s coup attempt had a devastating effect on our security forces. Nearly a third of the Elite Guard was arrested for treason, and many who weren’t left for militias. Militia recruiting is hurting enrollment for the CP. I just don’t have enough soldiers or police officers to get a handle on the violence, and sectarian tension has been steadily rising since the coup attempt. I need help.”

      No one said anything for a moment. Even Blackstone didn’t seem to have some insulting retort for her. She suspected it was the first time any elf had ever actually acknowledged needing Urlish military support. That must have thrown him.

      “Captain,” Kenderbrick said, “do I understand that you want to integrate Alfari and Urlish forces in the CP?”

      “For the most part,” May answered. “But the catch is that elves would have to be in command.”

      “To hell with that idea,” Blackstone said. “You people have yet to prove you’ve the competency to swat a fly. I’m not risking my soldiers to the decision-making of your officers.”

      “Come, General,” Devonshire said. He adopted a soothing expression on his long, angular face. His soft, blue eyes attempted to charm the fat general’s fury. “There must be some way we can accomplish this. Captain Honeyflower has come to us with an intriguing proposal and a desire to put an end to the violence that is hurting both Alfar and Urland. Surely a tactician as brilliant as you can craft a solution.”

      May bit her cheek to avoid rolling her eyes. Wren may have been too blunt and acerbic to make a good diplomat, but Devonshire was completely the opposite. He was so smarmy it was hard to take him seriously. Blackstone glared at his facile attempt at a compliment.

      “Don’t patronize me, Devonshire,” he said. “I’ve been in this hellhole a lot longer than you. It’ll take more than flimsy flattery to make me change my mind.”

      May rubbed her temples. This was going nowhere.

      “General I sympathize with your concerns,” she said. “I would be just as anxious about placing the Elite Guard under your control. But if you’ll hear me out, I believe you’ll find my proposal has wide-ranging benefits for both of us, including bringing sectarian violence to an end.”

      Blackstone laughed. He put his pudgy hands on his hips and aimed his considerable gut at her like a weapon.

      “Bring sectarian violence to an end?” he said with a snort. “You people are killing each over religion! I’ve been a lot of places in my career, Captain, and when faith is at the core of the conflict, it never goes away.”

      “General, will you at least please hear her out?” Kenderbrick said, her tone just shy of threatening.

      “Fine!” he said throwing his hands up in the air. “Talk until you’re blue in the face,

      Captain Honeyflower. Tell me what elven magic is going to wipe out centuries of hatred.”

      May bit her lip to avoid shouting back at him. He might have been a veteran of more wars than she, but his total disrespect for her decorated service made her want to belt him. His arrogance was larger than this belly.

      But if she sank to his level, she was never going to get this done. And it was the only way to stop the country from completely unraveling.

      “As I mentioned before, General,” she said, her tone calm and even, “I do not have the resources to control the militia violence. CP recruitment is suffering, and the Elite Guard is a fraction of the force it was prior to the coup attempt.

      “That deficiency is causing the Coalition to refuse to take any commonsense action.”

      “Heh,” he said. “That hasn’t changed since before the coup.”

      “General,” Devonshire warned.

      “Oh, fine,” Blackstone spat. “Please continue, Captain.”

      “You are correct that the source of this struggle is the rivalry between majority Freyalans and minority Shendalis. And as things have deteriorated in the last year, particularly with the blight, it has become convenient for one side of the schism to blame the other. It’s hot, uncomfortable, and food is in short supply compared to the past, because agriculture is not producing strong harvests. When people are miserable, they take out their anger on others. And if there’s a convenient scapegoat like a rival religious faction, it takes very little spark to ignite a fire.”

      Blackstone crossed his arms and glared dismissively at her.

      “I’m aware of all this, Captain,” he said. “I served my country a lot of places before I was sent here.”

      “I wasn’t finished,” May said, bristling at the interruption.

      Blackstone rolled his eyes. May took a deep breath so she could continue without insulting him.

      “Now, we have a unique form of government here. I know there is a large bureaucracy and court politics in Urland. But ultimately, it is a monarchy, and the Queen can put her foot down if she wants.

      “President Spellbinder does not have that luxury. She chairs the Coalition and commands our military and security forces. But she cannot pass legislation without support from a majority of the ministers.

      “I have proposed on several occasions that we outlaw militias altogether and funnel those willing to comply into the Central Police. But no one believes I can enforce such a law because my resources are too thin.”

      “And you’re surprised by this?” he said.

      “All right that’s enough!” Kenderbrick snapped. “The captain is laying out her proposal, and you will show her some respect! She came to us!”

      “Really, General,” Devonshire added, “your manners are … discourteous. Captain Honeyflower is a foreign official. She has every right to expect better behavior than this.”

      “When you all have been on as many battlefields as I have, you can tell me which officers to respect and which to ignore.”

      “This is not a battlefield, General Blackstone!” Kenderbrick shouted. “We are not at war with Alfar or Jifan. We are here on an expeditionary mission to bolster Alfari security. The tactics are different, and so is the end goal. Stop thinking like a warrior, shut up, and sit your fat ass down until Captain Honeyflower has finished her proposal!”

      May’s eyes went as wide as Blackstone’s at the insult. She knew Wren often chafed under Kenderbrick’s authority, but the Urlish woman was not about to be bowled over by anyone. May respected the hell out of that, and she deeply appreciated the support she was getting from the other humans.

      General Blackstone had a different opinion.

      “Don’t you speak to me like that, you Shadow-loving ghoul,” he said, his face turning purple.

      May blinked in astonishment. She’d never heard a human speak ill of Shadows before. Wren had told her that they were no more popular in the Northern World than the Southern, but it seemed strange of a military commander to loathe working with intelligence agents.

      “I have earned—” Blackstone shouted, but Kenderbrick cut him off.

      “A lot less respect than Captain Honeyflower deserves! At least in this theater.

      “Wren Xavier had you removed from the negotiations for troop-withdrawal last year, because constant insults to our Alfari hosts made coming to an accord impossible. If you don’t adjust your attitude, I will go all the way to the Queen if necessary to get you reassigned. Now sit. Down.”

      My tried not to be embarrassed. She couldn’t quite pull it off. She believed discipline should be handled internally and quietly. But Kenderbrick hadn’t had much of a choice. If someone didn’t get control of General Blackstone, the entire proposal would never have a chance.

      And she didn’t want to think about what the consequences of that might be.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Blackstone growled, putting his fists on the table.

      “Try me,” Kenderbrick sneered.

      “And I’ll back her,” Devonshire added.

      Blackstone looked like his entire unit had just mutinied on him. His eyes shot back and forth between the two of them. May thought he might pass out from the fury.

      Then he walked over to his chair, set it up at the table properly, and sat down. He forced a non-threatening look onto his face.

      “Please continue, Captain Honeyflower,” he said, as though he were trying to swallow something particularly foul-tasting.

      “As I was saying, I am deeply undermanned,” May said. “Thus, the Shendali members of the Coalition do not wish to outlaw militias, because they claim they are the only defense the people have against Freyalan militants, particularly the Freedom Patrol.”

      “That priest, Gladheart, is fomenting revolution,” Blackstone commented.

      “I agree,” May said. “Which is why I need the authority to ban militias. But the Freyalans won’t back me either, because they fear the Sons of Frey. I’m at an impasse, General. Until I have the resources to deal with militia violence, the Coalition will not agree to outlaw them. But that is the very first thing that needs to be done to get our arms around the situation.”

      “Heh,” Blackstone said. “Politicians: They’re all alike.”

      He threw a glare at Devonshire.

      “So here’s my quandary, General Blackstone. I cannot hope to attract sufficient numbers of recruits to the police with the current situation. If I cannot crack down on militia violence, the current situation will get much worse. So, I have to populate the CP with officers I can trust. And you’re the only one who can provide them to me.”

      May fell silent and waited for the Urlish commander’s response. She’d tried to appeal to him with logic. She’d made herself vulnerable so that he could feel good about helping her. But she worried he was too pompous, too sexist, and too bigoted to listen. She held her breath as he put a hand to one of his three chins and thought. He tapped his index finger against his cheek several times.

      “That’s an interesting solution, Captain,” he said at last. If you could get the Coalition to ban militias, then anyone who was a part of one would be acting criminally and could be arrested.”

      “Exactly,” May said.

      “But you’re right. It’ll require a lot of manpower. Because no one’s going to take it seriously until the first militia members are arrested. And the weaker ones will fall in line and quit. But the hardcore members won’t go down without a fight. The Freedom Patrol and the Sons of Frey especially will refuse to cooperate. It’s going to get bloody.”

      May sighed. She knew he was right. Aqib Dragonblade and elves like him would never willingly surrender. Eventually, she’d have to call in the Elite Guard and maybe even the military. And then it would get really ugly.”

      “What do you two think?” Blackstone asked his human colleagues.

      “I think we need to do it,” Kenderbrick said. “I managed to get more agents as a result of Shadow Six’s diplomacy last year, but it’s still not nearly enough. We’ve made headway against the Sons of Frey, but Starfellow and Teargarden are still at large. And now that the Freedom Patrol is emerging as a serious threat to domestic security along with several smaller but aggressive militias, it hardly matters if I can smash Shendali terrorists. There are plenty of people to replace them.”

      Blackstone nodded. He turned his attention to Devonshire.

      “And what do you think, Ambassador?” he asked, making certain that Devonshire’s title sounded like an insult.

      “As you know, Her Majesty desires to continue our magic trade with Alfar. The Coalition Government wants us to withdraw our troops. We cannot, because the country is riddled with sectarian violence that threatens to destabilize the entire region. Like Captain Honeyflower, we are at an impasse. Perhaps if we help with hers, she will then be able to help us with ours.”

      Blackstone leaned back in his chair and thought some more. May worried there was real danger of the seat collapsing beneath him. The wood creaked in protest.

      “All right,” he said. “If you two are onboard with this, I’ll go along. But I’m sorry, Captain Honeyflower. The Central Police is a shoddy organization that can barely deal with petty crimes. If you want my soldiers, they need to be in command.”

      May hung her head. Why did everyone resist so hard doing what they knew to be right?

      “General, that will never fly, and you know it,” Kenderbrick said.

      “It’ll have to,” he replied. “My soldiers are well-trained, they understand the situation, and they can help the elves become better police.”

      “Because the elves already don’t want us here,” Kenderbrick said. “Putting them under our command will cause backlash that may turn militias against us!”

      “General, you must appreciate how delicate our position with the Alfari government is,” Devonshire added. “They want us to leave as it is. They’ll view putting Urlish soldiers in charge of Alfari police forces as a takeover.”

      “Maybe that’s what they need,” he replied. “With a few months of Urlish command, they might be ready to take charge of the situation themselves. Then we can discuss a withdrawal.”

      “Blood and bones!” May shouted, using Wren’s curse. She’d had enough. “General, you’re worse than the entire Coalition. The solution to the situation is obvious. We all know what has to be done. We all know there are going to be ugly sacrifices. But instead of helping me move forward, you dig in your heels on an issue you know is unacceptable.

      “For God’s sake, I’m not even supposed to be here. I skipped an important meeting on Mother Gladheart, because I needed to broach this subject with you.

      “I need Urlish help, General. I need your help. And I need you to help me the way it will actually work. The Coalition will never stand for humans to be in charge of elves – even if it’s the right thing to do.

      “So we can all sit here and stand on our principles and watch Alfar disintegrate into utter lawlessness, so that we’re easy pickings for Jifan and you Urlanders lose your precious trade agreement, or you can make the concession that I need to be able to get my government to go along with it. Which sounds better to you, General Blackstone? You’re the legendary Urlish tactician. Tell me what the right choice is here to achieve the mission objectives.”

      Her yellow eyes blazed. She was through playing politics with this jackass. She called him out on his stupidity and then used his own expertise to show why he was acting like imbecile. And she was not backing down.

      Devonshire and Kenderbrick stared in shock. Blackstone refused to look at her. He heaved a sigh.

      “You’re a hell of a strategist yourself, Captain,” he said with a sigh. “You know exactly how to back an opponent into a corner.

      “All right, you’ve made your point. Let’s talk about the logistics for how this would work.”

      May swallowed hard, so she wouldn’t cry. Finally, at long last, someone was willing to make a concession. She had some small sense of hope they might be able to actually solve this issue.

      As she laid out what she thought needed, she couldn’t help but think of Wren. The same kind of direct calling of obstructionists to the carpet had worked last year, when she lost her temper. Maybe Wren was a better ambassador than she gave herself credit for.

      And thinking about telling her that made May grieve that Wren was on an incredibly dangerous mission in Jifan that might result in them never seeing each other again.
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        The Gleaming Sea, off the Coast of Allamabad, Jifan

      

      

      Wren and Elderberry rowed across the water to the mysterious cove on a night lit only by a crescent moon. They were further assisted by thick clouds, encasing them in even greater darkness. The only sounds were the splash of the waves against the side and the creaking of the oars.

      Elderberry’s boat wasn’t much more than a dinghy, and Wren was grateful the night was relatively calm. She hated sea travel, and being in a small craft on such a large body of water ignited all her fears of drowning. The constant rocking of the boat made her want to puke.

      But she steeled herself against her fears. She had Kinsey’s torq and a job to do. She needed to see it through for both Urland and Alfar.

      She tried to study the cove as they approached it, but the darkness made it impossible to observe many details. Occasionally, moonlight illumined the shape of the surrounding hills. From what she could see, the inlet was well-protected by land. It would be an ideal place for a sea serpent to make its home; or for a group of terrorists to set up a secret base. She imagined it would make a fine pirate lair.

      Elderberry drew the oars in approximately half a mile from what looked like shore. If they proceeded any farther, they would truly be in the cove, flanked on both sides by land.

      “I’d better not take you any closer,” he said. “I don’t know what they can see in this darkness, but it would be better not to take any chances.

      “I’ll wait here until dawn. Then I’ll have to be off.”

      “I understand,” Wren said. “I don’t know what I’ll find in there. If I don’t make it back by dawn, I may have to hide out. Check back for me the next couple days.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Shadowsword,” he said. “Good luck. May Frey watch over you.”

      “Thanks,” Wren said.

      She pulled the torq from a pouch and put it on her neck. Then she checked to make sure she had all her daggers and the translating brooch. With a shudder, she realized it was time to face her fears. Taking a deep breath and forcing her mind into mission mode, Wren lifted herself over the edge and slipped quietly into the water.

      She kicked off from the boat and started swimming towards the cove. Since she had only ten minutes of magic from the torq, she elected to swim on the surface for the first part of the journey. Without warning, she suddenly wondered if there would be any sort of sign that a giant sea serpent was rising from the depths to devour her, or if she’d just die screaming and surprised.

      With an effort, she pushed the thought from her mind. She was almost certain the sea monster story was a hoax. And her instincts were screaming at her that this was where the Sons of Frey were running their operations from. Kenderbrick may have wanted her to focus on mission protocols and to take caution. But in almost twenty-five years of working for Shadow Service, Wren had found going with her gut was almost always right.

      She concentrated on her stroke to bring her mind into focus and chase away all extraneous thoughts. Despite hating having to sail, Wren was a strong swimmer. Working as a Shadow required all sorts of skills – often with no notice that they would be needed. This was not her first waterborne mission, despite being thirty-nine, she had rigorously kept herself in the shape she was in in her twenties. If she let herself go soft, she could be killed.

      She wore a tight top and leggings to reduce drag from her clothes becoming waterlogged, but they still encumbered her. By the time she’d made it a quarter of a mile, she was tired, and her shoulders ached. She also worried she could be seen if there were patrols assigned to watch the water. The night might be dark, but swimming wasn’t a quiet activity, and someone paying attention might notice an approaching figure on the waves.

      Trying not to panic, she took a deep breath and dove into the darkness. She frogged her way forward, ignoring the stinging in her eyes from the salt water. After about thirty seconds, her lungs started to burn. Wren forced herself to still the beating of her heart. She needed to be calm. If she panicked and the magic didn’t work, she’d be dead.

      Slowly, she opened her mouth and let seawater run into it. She allowed herself to drift toward the surface, so she would have an escape. Then, convinced she was about to die, she inhaled.

      Water rushed into her lungs, and she started choking. Oh, shit, it didn’t work after all! She pushed hard for the surface, but just before she got there, she realized she was breathing.

      It was a damned strange sensation. She could feel the water in her lungs, and she struggled not to gag. But her air sacs pulled the oxygen from the liquid, and she felt fine.

      She put her mind back on the mission. She had only ten minutes. Hoping she hadn’t become disoriented, she set off in the direction she thought she’d been going. Her progress was as difficult beneath the surface as upon it. She might not have had to keep turning her head to draw air, but the seawater was thick and required a lot of exertion to navigate.

      Wren swam for several minutes. Just as she was becoming concerned about how much longer the magic would last, she thought he could see light up ahead. She increased her speed, uncertain how far away it was.

      As she got nearer, she was convinced that it was indeed light, and it was more illumination that a sea monster’s eyes or predator’s lure. But she’d lost track of how long she’d been under, and she was exhausted. As a precaution, she rose a few feet towards the surface, in case she was out of magic.

      Soon, she was surrounded by light. She could make out the walls of a cave. Above her, something large floated in the water. It looked big enough to be a ship, but Wren didn’t see a keel. Instead, she thought she detected fins. Was it a sea serpent after all? Panic exploded in her gut. Perhaps the legend was real, and she had foolishly swum to her death.

      Sara and she had often discussed what they thought would be the stupidest way to die on a mission. Wren couldn’t think of anything dumber than being devoured by a sea serpent because she’d ignored local rumors and went into its lair, hoping to find a clue. With a wince, she wished Sara was alive, so she could tell her.

      Wren moved to the cave wall and surfaced slowly. If she was going to come up next to a monster, she didn’t want to give it any chance to notice her.

      As she rose, though, she noticed strange details. Shadows moved above her, and as she got nearer, she thought she saw walkways. This didn’t seem like the sort of cavern a sea serpent would make its home. And what was the source of the light anyway? If this monster had eyes that glowed in the dark, it wouldn’t need lights in the cave. Something wasn’t right here.

      Swallowing her fear, she swam carefully towards the beast, approaching slowly so she wouldn’t attract its attention. If she was wrong, this would be an even stupider death than the one she’d just imagined.

      But no matter how close she got, it didn’t move. When she was just a few feet away, she realized it had no scales. A fish or a snake had to move through the water, even to stay in place. This beast didn’t. It just rested on the surface. Was it dead? No, dead fish usually floated on their sides. This one was upright.

      When she at last drew even with it, she saw that it was made of wood. Despite clearly having fins like a fish, including a tailfin, it had all the appearance of a ship. Cautiously, she put out a hand to it and confirmed her suspicions. As extraordinary as it seemed, this was some sort of vessel shaped like a fish.

      As her mind boggled, her lungs started burning. Her vision blurred, she felt lightheaded, and she wanted to gag. Blood and bones, in her fear, caution, and curiosity about the ship, she’d forgotten about paying attention to her breathing. The magic in the torq was exhausted. She had only a few seconds before she started drowning.

      Grabbing the nearest fin, she desperately hauled herself upwards. A moment later, she broke the surface, barely worrying about being seen. She tried to breathe, but there was still water in her lungs. As spots danced in her vision, she partially flung herself over the fin and spewed liquid back into the sea. Though she tried, she could not keep herself from coughing. Terrified, someone would notice her, she did her best to conceal the sound.

      When she finally had her breath back, Wren checked to see if anyone had seen her. The cave was illuminated by magical light was crawling with soldiers in the white tunics and leggings of the Sons of Frey moving in every direction. But no one seemed to be concerned with the Shadow clinging to one of the vessel’s fins.

      “Quickly,” a voice shouted in Elfin. “We are behind schedule. I want to cast off in fifteen minutes.”

      Wren looked up and saw Magnus Teargarden standing atop the ship. Whatever was going on, she had nearly missed their departure.

      Sucking in a deep breath, she submerged and swam to what looked to be the ship’s dock. Carefully, being certain to rise slowly so she would be able to see if anyone was present, she broke the surface and had another look around.

      The vessel looked like a fish above the waterline as well. It had huge, bulbous eyes through which Wren could see more Sons of Frey busying themselves in preparation for launch.

      Suddenly, everything made sense. The ship had interior light, which would cause the eyes to appear to glow to external observers at night. Because it was roughly the size of a schooner and made to look like a sea creature, if anyone saw it, they would assume it was an enormous beast. The Sons of Frey likely invented the story of the sea serpent to frighten others away. And when someone was foolish enough to investigate, the terrorists would kill them, mutilate the body, and then send a portion of it back to Allamabad to feed the legend of the monster. It was as ingenious as it was sinister.

      Wren tried to think what to do. Her instincts were to get aboard the ship, especially since it would be leaving shortly. But she was soaked to the bone from swimming into the cove, and though she was disguised as a male elf, she didn’t look like she belonged. Deciding she would have to improvise, she pulled herself out of the water, dashed for a shadow, and vanished into it.

      She scanned the cave looking for ideas. Gangways crisscrossed the base, and elves hustled back and forth. A guard stood near to her position, observing the activity. Wren saw an opportunity.

      When she was certain no one was looking, she left the safety of the shadow and stole up behind the guard. She tapped him on the shoulder and took one step back.

      As soon as he turned around, she launched a spear-hand into his throat, crushing his trachea.

      Knotting one fist in his tunic and clapping the other hand over his mouth, she dragged him into the shadows while he was still surprised. He tried to fight her, but she spun him and put him in a sleeper hold. He didn’t resist long. He’d been gasping for breath before she pulled him out of sight. The resistance he put up stole the last of his oxygen. Within a few seconds, he lost consciousness.

      When he went slack in her arms, she gently lowered him to the ground. Triggering her vanishing ability, she quickly stripped off her wet clothes. Then she set to taking the dead elf’s uniform. The fit was decent, but she had no means to dry herself, so the clothes stuck to her. The tunic had a hood. She put it up to conceal her wet hair and face. She transferred the language brooch to her new clothes and then looked for an opportunity to get near the ship.

      A column of soldiers armed with swords and spears marched onto a gangplank towards the strange vessel. Wren grabbed the dead elf’s weapons and raced after them, falling in at the back of the line.

      “Move along,” Teargarden said as they boarded. “I want you in your berths and ready to sail immediately.”

      A ladder led down into the bowels of the strange ship. Wren followed the other soldiers to quarters lined with racks. Each stowed his weapons in a cabinet set aside for them. Wren did her best to imitate them. A few of them spoke to each other, but the conversation was only perfunctory. What little was said amounted to greetings and short prayers to Frey to watch over them.

      A few minutes later a voice came into the room. Wren couldn’t see from where it originated.

      “This is the captain,” it said. “All hands to departure stations. We are casting off in sixty seconds.”

      The other soldiers grabbed handles on the walls and ceiling. Wren followed suit. Shortly thereafter, the strange craft lurched forward. Wren bent her knees and held onto the handle to steady her balance. It didn’t feel like a conventional ship. There was no rising and falling. Instead, it seemed to sway from side to side.

      Just as she was becoming accustomed the motion, the captain’s disembodied voice came into the room again.

      “All hands, prepare to dive on my mark,” he said.

      Wren watched her new comrades. None of them moved.

      “Mark!” came the captain’s voice.

      Wren panicked when the ship clearly moved downward. She could hear water rushing over it against the hull. Were they sinking?

      None of the other soldiers seemed disturbed. They waited impassively as if this were the sort of thing that happened every day.

      Despite the fact that they continued to descend, the ship continued its side-to-side swishing. She noticed it was now glowing with magical light visible only to her Shadow Sight.

      Blood and bones. The vessel wasn’t just shaped like a fish; it moved like one. And that included being able to swim underwater.

      All at once, the mystery of the Red Dragon sabotage fell into place. The Sons of Frey had launched their magical vessel from Allamabad and sailed to the Olympian Archipelago undetected. There, they waited until night when the test began. At that point, they surfaced just off the coast of Cygnus. Teargarden went to the top deck and, using his weather wizardry, summoned a hurricane that crashed all the Red Dragons. He must have kept his own ship safe from the weather so she would not be sunk. Wren’s instincts had been correct, and the Sons of Frey’s operation incredibly clever.

      But there were still unanswered questions. Wren had seen the Red Dragon Compound at the base in Wildwood Forest. And the project itself was classified at the highest level of secrecy. So how could they have known when the test would occur and acquire the formula?

      There had to be an insider. Someone in the program leaked it. Or, since the Phrygians were involved, a spy might have discovered it. That didn’t quite explain how they got the Sons of Frey involved, but Wren suspected those answers would come if she could stay aboard undetected.

      The craft leveled off, and the captain’s voice once more echoed through the barracks.

      “All stations normal,” he said. “Repeat: All stations normal.”

      The remaining soldiers released their handles and began moving about the cabin normally. Many of them got into their racks and relaxed. Wren decided that was the best move for the moment. No one seemed to be called to a duty station. She had no idea where they were going or what the mission was. While the opportunity to rest was here, she needed to take advantage of it. She would need her wits about her soon enough.
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        Sunnybrook Neighborhood, Drasilia, Alfar

      

      

      Aqib Dragonblade paused at the edge of the Shendali settlement. He fingered the hilt of his sword and surveyed the well-kept homes. Bile burned his throat. Seeing Shendali scum inhabit fine neighborhoods like this one infuriated him. They belonged rightfully to Freyalans – the proper caretakers of Alfar. Everyone knew the Shendalis wanted to unite the two nations under Jifani tyranny.

      And that meant these bastards were harboring members of the Sons of Frey. Mother Gladheart was right. Good elves had to stand up to the terrorists and do what the government would not.

      He waved his hand forward, and his soldiers fanned out into the neighborhood. Carrying spears, they went to the doors and began hammering on them with their fists.

      “Open up in the name of the Freedom Patrol!” they shouted.

      Most of the doors were opened by fearful-looking elves, whom the soldiers dragged out into the street. Aqib smiled at their terror. They should be afraid. Anyone who sheltered the Sons of Frey had made their house into a battlefield. They had no right to a feeling of safety.

      Some of the doors weren’t answered. The Freedom Patrol kicked them in, and the occupants shrieked. One woman was pulled from her house by her hair, and a man had to be kicked from behind several times to get him into the street.

      Aqib watched with grim satisfaction. The vile woman Morninggloam had taught him the error of mercy. He wasn’t going to be fooled again. Let the traitors suffer. He didn’t care if they all died. Justice would be served.

      “Stop!” a voice cried.

      Aqib cast his eyes in its direction and saw a large patrol of heavily armed soldiers heading their way. For a moment, he panicked. Then he realized they weren’t humans. The occupiers weren’t here to stop his purge. It was a Shendali militia.

      “Release these people in the name of Shendal’s Chosen,” the lead elf commanded.

      Aqib’s men looked to him for instruction. He gripped the pommel of his sword tightly. Each of the newcomers wore a red tunic and brandished a sword. There was blood in their eyes. Aqib drew himself up to his full height.

      “I will do no such thing,” he replied, “until we have identified the members of the Sons of Frey.”

      “There are no terrorists here,” the new commander said, “and, if there were, you do not have the authority to remove them. That is a job for the Elite Guard or the Central Police.”

      “I have the authority as a citizen of Alfar!” Aqib roared. “I will not tolerate terrorists in our neighborhoods, and neither will my companions. We will remove them.”

      “These are not your neighborhoods,” the Shendal’s Chosen leader retorted. “They are Shendali settlements and have been in the hands of these residents for hundreds of years. You will not oust these people from their homes.”

      “Don’t claim historical rights with me, you fundamentalist,” Aqib spat, his spine stiffening. “It was you Shendalis who started the civil war, you who seceded to your illegal theocracy. There are plenty of homes for you in Jifan. Take your false religion and your suicide killers and go back.”

      “Go back?” The leader looked profoundly shocked. “I was born here. I grew up here. This is my homeland. This is the homeland of all these people. And we will not allow you to take it away from us.

      “Now release them and leave, or we will slaughter you where you stand.”

      Even Aqib was shocked by the threat. It was one thing to argue with arrogant Shendalis, but to hear one actually threaten to harm him – Him! – after the service he’d rendered to Alfar in the Elfin Civil War and the Elite Guard fighting separatists and terrorists was beyond insulting. Slowly and deliberately, he drew his own sword.

      “We will continue with the search for the terrorists we know to be harbored here,” he said, advancing towards the rival militia. “If any of you so much as moves towards one of my elves, we will consider you allies of the Sons of Frey and take appropriate action.”

      Aqib nodded to his soldiers, and they returned to dragging the residents into a line in the street. One of the Shendali militia members charged a soldier wrestling a woman out of her house. The rival commander looked aghast for a moment, but he didn’t get a chance to do anything about it. The nearby Freedom Patrollers let go of the people they were holding and rushed to their friend’s aid. That was all the rest of Shendal’s Chosen needed. They charged.

      Aqib threw himself into the fight, determined to kill every last one of his enemies.

      
        
        Coalition Chambers, The Grand Palace of Frey, Drasilia

      

      

      “Forty dead, three hundred twenty-nine wounded, six homes destroyed, and that’s only what we can confirm,” May said.

      She glared at the ministers, making certain they understood that she had warned them about this, that this blood was on their hands. They all held grim expressions. Many of them even looked ashamed. None of the usual arrogance polluted the air. Even Lumendrake looked upset.

      “It seems,” May continued, “the Freedom Patrol had superior numbers to start. When the early part of the battle turned their way, Shendal’s Chosen moved into the houses to fortify their position. That created a stalemate until reinforcements arrived. We’re not certain how they were summoned, but there were enough Shendali civilians and militia that any one of them could have slipped away during the fight to get help.

      “Once the reinforcements arrived, the original fighters emerged from the houses and attempted to catch the Freedom Patrol in a crude pincer move. The Shendalis appeared to have the upper hand until a Freyalan magician showed up. According to confessions the Urlanders obtained, the Freedom Patrol’s captain, Aqib Dragonblade, had a magical whistle that could summon the wizard—” She paused to consult her notes. “—Caius Hollyweave. So far, Dragonblade has refused to say where he got it, and we can’t ask Hollyweave, because he’s dead.

      “Anyway, the magician started hurling lightning bolts at the Shendalis, which caused considerable damage to the neighborhood in addition to turning the tide of the battle back towards the Freyalans.

      “The fight had been waging for about an hour before Urlish troops arrived. It took them twenty minutes to suppress it, and they had to kill six elves, including Hollyweave, in the process. They’ve detained forty-two surviving militia members.”

      May fell silent. No one said anything. She took a deep breath.

      “Ministers,” she said, “this cannot continue. Not all of the dead were militia members. Many of the wounded are civilians. The Urlanders lost two soldiers, and several others were hurt. The Freedom Patrol was attempting to uncover Sons of Frey agents, but there is no evidence to suggest they had any cause. This looks to be a case of sheer vigilantism – on both sides.

      “Now, I know I serve at the pleasure of the Coalition, but I’m afraid I have little choice but to be direct with you. I am tired of making these reports. I am sick to my stomach that the feckless behavior of this government is costing innocent elves their lives and safety. I lay responsibility for this bloodshed at your feet. And if you do nothing about it, this will not be the last incident. And I guarantee the next will be more savage.”

      “What would you like us to do, Captain?” Minister Sandgrove said weakly. “Go out into the streets and stop the violence ourselves?”

      “You know damned well what I want you to do!” May shouted.

      “Captain …” the president said, warning her.

      May wanted to scream. Elves were dying, the land was dying, hatred was consuming their once-happy nation, and President Spellbinder was upset, because May had raised her voice? What the hell was the matter with her? What the hell was the matter with all of them?

      “Ministers,” she said through her teeth, “you must outlaw militias. You must criminalize being part of one severely, so that I can take real action. We need the authority to stop this sort of sectarian violence.”

      Uncomfortable murmurs went around the table. Goldenfawn in particular looked squeamish.

      “Captain Honeyflower,” Minister Waterdown said, “didn’t you say your police forces were insufficient to maintain security?”

      “I did,” May answered.

      “Then how⁠—”

      “You know the answer to that question,” Lumendrake said. “She seeks to increase the influence of the occupiers.”

      “Minister, they are not occupiers,” the president objected, sounding weary. “And I do not appreciate hearing them described so.”

      “I have spoken to the Urlish authorities,” May said.

      Minister Goldenfawn’s eyes popped open wide. She looked as though her face might fall completely off.

      “They are willing to lend us three hundred soldiers in each city to work under Alfari control,” May continued. “In the countryside, Urlish troops will continue to handle security as they have been with Alfari soldiers acting as advisors.”

      “When …” Goldenfawn stammered, “when did you speak to the Urlanders? And on whose authority? I didn’t instruct you to consult with them.”

      “I met with General Blackstone, Elena Kenderbrick of Shadow Service, and Ambassador Devonshire just the other day. We had a very productive conversation about how things would work.”  May swallowed bile at her memory of Blackstone’s jackass behavior. “When the Urlish authorities informed me of the battle and that they’d been forced to suppress it, I immediately contacted the general again to get some short-term numbers I could present before I reported here.”

      She hadn’t wanted to do it this way. She’d wanted a real proposal she could put in front of Goldenfawn, so May could obtain her support when the Coalition met. But that hatemongering fool, Dragonblade, and his aggressive posturing – along with her superior’s own inaction – had forced her hand. She didn’t like making her boss look bad in front of the rest of the Coalition, but May believed she no longer had any choice.

      “And I acted on the president’s authority,” she continued. “As you’ll recall, she instructed us to investigate what it would entail to implement my proposal of obtaining Urlish help with our police forces. I couldn’t do that without discussing the matter with the Urlanders.”

      Goldenfawn’s green skin darkened twelve shades. She opened her mouth to scold May, shut it, ground her teeth, opened it again, but then closed it without saying anything. But she throw May a glare hot enough to melt stone.

      “How very industrious of you,” Lumendrake said, his voice thick with sarcasm. “Thank you, Captain. The Coalition will take it under advisement.”

      “I move we follow Captain Honeyflower’s suggestions,” Waterdown said.

      “You can’t do that,” Lumendrake hissed.

      “Why not?”

      “Because she has ‘suggested’ two separate things,” Lumendrake replied as though it should be obvious. “First, that we outlaw membership in militias, and second, that we ask the Urlanders to loan troops to our police forces.”

      “Fine,” Waterdown said, “I’ll make two separate motions. Consider them both made.”

      “Seconded,” Minister Skysweeper said.

      Everyone turned and stared at him. The Minister of Agriculture was about as middle-of-the-road a politician as there was. He rarely spoke and nearly always went along with the majority once he determined what it was. May couldn’t recall him ever seconding a motion on anything, let alone something so controversial. As a result, he’d stunned the table into several seconds of silence.

      “I’m sorry, Minister Skysweeper,” President Spellbinder said. “Which motion are you seconding?”

      “Both,” he pronounced, drawing glares from the conservatives, particularly Lumendrake.

      His face was gaunt with age, and his hair was so thin May couldn’t be sure how much of it he had. Like Minster Gildenstar, he appeared ancient and physically weak. But his grey eyes burned with passion. He emanated strength and confidence. May would have sworn there was light around him.

      Lumendrake opened his mouth to argue about proper procedure and other obstructionist tactics, but Skysweeper raised a hand and cut him off.

      “Spare me your protestations, Ahmed,” Skysweeper said. “We’ve been playing politics with the lives of our fellow elves for over a year, and what have we accomplished? Nothing. We allowed a traitor to manipulate us into fighting amongst ourselves, so he could set up a coup, and we learned nothing from the experience. We still bicker like my grandchildren do over sweets. In the meantime, our priests are promulgating rigid ideals of intolerance, our people are slaughtering each other out of paranoia and rage, and Jifani terrorists sow chaos and fear with their suicide killers.

      “Is this the message of Frey? Is this the work of Shendal or Freya? Is this the will of God? If it is, we should step down from our posts and let corruption take the land, for we are surely a damned people, whom God wishes wiped from the face of the Earth. I’m not a priest, but I, like all of you, remember Alfheim, and this is not what it was like. If this is what God wants, he desires our doom.

      “But if we think God wants something else for us, we must fight this corruption. We must spit in the face of tyranny. We must outlaw elves killing each other and any organization that makes it possible. And we must arm our police with the tools to enforce this prohibition.

      “So, I second Minister Waterdown’s motion that we outlaw militias, and I second her motion that we adopt Captain Honeyflower’s plan to enlist Urlish assistance. It is the only logical thing to do in the face of this violence and hatred. That means it is the only reasonable action for a patriot.

      “I am a patriot, Ahmed. Are you?”

      Everyone stared in wonder at him. May couldn’t recall Skysweeper saying a quarter as many words in the entire time he’d been in the Coalition as he had with that speech. It was truly an extraordinary moment in Alfari politics. Her heart soared.

      “I am a patriot,” Lumendrake said. May watched as he searched for the right words to dance around the rhetoric. “I am just concerned about many of the particulars of these proposals. We haven’t drafted penalties for breaking this law, sentencing guidelines, or any of the important considerations enacting such sweeping legislation requires.”

      “Horseshit,” Skysweeper said. “You just don’t like having Shendali militias defanged or the Urlanders being granted additional authority. I don’t know why you hate them so much, Ahmed, but the humans are the only ones standing between us and total collapse.”

      May couldn’t believe what she was hearing. No one ever spoke to Ahmed Lumendrake like that. Not even the president when she was upbraiding him for his impolitic behavior. Lumendrake gaped in stunned silence.

      “Madam President,” Skysweeper said, “if there’s no further discussion of the motions on the table, I’d like to call the questions.”

      There was further discussion. May sighed as the Coalition’s usual bickering got underway. But though Lumendrake did his best to rally the conservatives against the motions, Skysweeper’s plea for patriotism won over the majority. Both motions passed with near-unanimous support. As furious as Minister Goldenfawn clearly was with May, she voted in favor. Lumendrake and a few of the conservatives abstained.

      But May finally had the means to tackle the largest internal security threat in the country. The militias were done. Anyone found belonging to one faced two years behind bars. Engaging in militia activity carried a five-to-ten-year sentence in Hammerdown Prison. And anyone caught arming, abetting, or operating a militia would be charged with sedition.

      May was through messing around. Beginning tomorrow, she would start returning order to her homeland.

      The session adjourned immediately after the votes. May left to begin her preparations. She needed to inform the Urlanders the plan had been approved and to reorganize her duty roster to accommodate the influx of troops. Lumendrake caught her arm as she was about to exit.

      “We will all pay for this,” he growled quietly in her ear. “You have set us on a path of doom.”

      May fixed him with her fiercest stare. All the anger she’d been feeling over the Coalition’s partisan bickering bubbled over like a boiling cauldron.

      “No, Minister,” she said. “I’ve taken us off one. For the first time since this government was formed, we have taken charge of the problems we have and tried to do something about them. We’ve put the people of Alfar ahead of our personal aspirations.

      “Now take your hands off me before I interpret your words as making a threat against a government official and have you arrested.”

      They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment. May watched Lumendrake’s jaw work as he tried to come up with parting shot. Then he released her, and she strode away from him, feeling his glower on her back.

      God, she hated politics. Too many people were more interested in advancing some ideological agenda instead of actually caring for their constituents.

      It shouldn’t have had to be this hard to get a simple, commonsense solution. But it didn’t matter anymore. She had the authority to act, and she planned to use it. If Mother Gladheart was smart, she’d reconsider her bid for power. May was determined it would less successful than Ambassador Silverleaf’s.
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        Silverfin, at Sea

      

      

      Wren spent a week undercover on the strange craft, which had a typically elven name – Silverfin. Wren never quite got used to the way the ship swayed side to side as she swam through the depths. Wren stumbled frequently and suffered constantly with unease. Aboard a traditional sailing vessel, she feared not being able to see land, feeling isolated with nowhere to turn if something went wrong. Shipwrecks were survivable, though. If Silverfin’s hull were compromised, there would be no escape.

      Additionally, Wren couldn’t see where they were going. Aboard a surface vessel, cloud formations during the day and the stars at night at least gave her some point of reference. The only portholes here were the bulbous “eyes” on the bridge, and Wren wasn’t allowed there. Even if she were, what would she see but the depths? She wondered, given the darkness of the waters, how the captain knew where to steer the ship. She supposed it was more elven magic.

      If that weren’t paranoia enough, Wren constantly feared discovery. It was one thing to infiltrate an enemy base by stealing a uniform and posing as a guard. Maintaining that disguise for days or weeks was a lot trickier. She constantly feared she would make some small mistake that would reveal she wasn’t an elf.

      And it was hard not to let her mind run wild with imagined horrors. She was disguised as a marine. Though it meant she didn’t have to know how to operate any part of the ship, she had no real responsibilities, so there was nothing to do. She was bored and worried and uncomfortable. She longed for Silverfin to put into whatever port she was headed for, so Wren could figure out what was going on.

      With nothing better to do and not wanting to appear suspicious by acting like a loner, she spent time getting to know her fellow marines. Plus, she hoped she might be able to glean some information about the nature of the mission. She befriended a fresh-faced elf named Treebender – an eager and talkative new recruit.

      “Do you know what this is all about?” Treebender asked her two days into their voyage.

      “I was hoping you would,” Wren replied.

      “They didn’t tell me anything,” Treebender replied. “After training, they shipped me to Allamabad. I spent two months on guard duty before they reassigned me to this mission. All they said was to pack my bags and report to Battlelead Sphinxspire. I did as I was told, and they marched us onto this ship.”

      Wren nodded, acting as if it all made some sort of sense. She hadn’t met anyone named Sphinxspire, but she’d learned that a battlelead was a kind of lieutenant, who commanded small units. Wren’s title as a grunt was “battleblade.” Leave it to elves to think up pretty-sounding names for soldiers.

      “Same here,” she replied. “They just told me to report to Sphinxspire. No one told me what this was about. Is the battlelead quartered somewhere else?”

      “Not that I know of,” Treebender answered. “I think he was just getting us organized. We must be under someone else’s command, but no one’s told me who it is.”

      “Me neither.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments. Wren tried to make sense of it. Why would marines not be briefed on their mission? In fact, why even have marines aboard unless the objective was to deploy them somewhere? Assuming her unit was aboard for a specific reason, why didn’t anyone know what it was? Like any terrorist organization, the Sons of Frey were secretive and paranoid. But it still seemed odd not to inform personnel what the mission was.

      “What made you join?” Wren asked, changing the subject.

      Treebender brooded on the question. His emerald skin turned darker. His purple eyes went stormy.

      “My brother, Swiftcloud, had been in love with our neighbor’s daughter, Seacrest, from the very first day he saw her. They were only eight when they met, but even then, she was lovely. As the years went by, she grew into the most beautiful girl in the village, and she fell as deeply in love with him as he was with her. Even as the land began to decay and the war raged with Alfar, the sight of Swiftcloud and Seacrest walking hand-in-hand made everyone smile. Theirs was a love for the ages – the kind poets write of.

      “When he proposed to her, everyone sighed with happiness. She accepted immediately, and her father planned an elaborate wedding.

      “But, two days before the event, the Sons of Frey came to town with a writ from the High Fathers compelling the first-born son of every household to enlist. Martyrs and soldiers were needed for the battle with Alfar. Because he was not yet married, Swiftcloud was obligated to fulfill our family’s commission; he was the oldest son.

      “Well, I couldn’t let that happen. This was the greatest love any of us had ever known. It was pure and beautiful and magical. The very grace of God shone from their eyes. And Swiftcloud is my brother. I couldn’t let him make this sacrifice.

      “So, I went to the battlelead who commanded them and told him I was our family’s oldest son. I enlisted in his place. Our family has fulfilled its obligation to the holy war against the Freyalan corruption, but Swiftcloud and Seacrest’s love wasn’t sundered.”

      Treebender turned and looked at Wren for the first time since he’d begun his story. For a moment, there was real rage in his eyes. But then he smiled, and it passed.

      “Sometimes, it makes me angry,” he continued, “but I am happy I did it. I am fulfilling God’s purpose, and my brother’s marriage will serve as a beacon for all who know them. Surely, we will go to Heaven and frolic with Frey for these things.”

      Wren stared at him in wonder. That sort of loyalty was rare. It was the kind of devotion she gave to Shadow Service, that she expected of her friends. After all, no one in her own family would have made that sort of sacrifice for her.

      

      “Soon it will be time to start your training for politics,” her father said.

      Wren turned to him in wide-eyed, thirteen-year-old surprise. She blinked twice. He smiled in amusement.

      “But what about Thomas?” she asked. “He’s the eldest. I thought you were training him to manage our affairs at court.”

      Her father frowned. He put his arm around her shoulders and guided her gently to the bench in the garden. She felt even more confused.

      “I love your brother very much,” he said. “He is a fine young man, and I am proud of him. But he is too conservative, too cautious in manner. Thomas does not like to take risks. He fears making mistakes. This trait will serve him well in managing our family businesses. He will be thoughtful and careful, so that our assets grow – slowly, but also steadily.

      “But this nature that makes him so perfect to be a businessman will make him a failure as a politician.”

      Wren’s mouth hung open. She could hardly believe he was telling her this. Was she dreaming?

      “You see, politics requires a bold nature. You have to be ambitious. You have to be willing to take risks. And while you must be careful how you say things, you must ensure that conservatives and those with feeble vision to do not stand in the way of Urland’s progress.

      “Our queen is just, but she moves slowly on all initiatives. She’s cautious and wants all the perspectives before she makes a decision. The successful politician must woo her ear with bold suggestions and eliminate the voices of those who would block them.

      “You are far better suited to this task, Wren. You are fearless. You take things apart just to see how they work. Your break things just to see if you can repair them. You say and do things just to see what will happen.

      “Right now, you are young, so everyone considers you rash and reckless. But as you grow into a strong, capable woman, they will instead see you as bold and courageous. People will flock to you, often without knowing why. And they will listen to you.

      “You must be the heir to the Xavier name, Wren. Thomas will maintain our wealth, but you will forge a future for us. You will increase our influence throughout Urland and throughout the Northern World. If there is a solution to this Cold War with Phrygia, I am confident you will be the one to bring it about.”

      Wren sat stunned. She had no idea her father thought these things. She’d always believed he was just humoring her when he indulged her fantasies and experiments. But it seemed there was real admiration there. Tears of love lit her eyes.

      “I have the utmost faith in you, Wren. I know you will make me and the entire Xavier lineage proud.”

      

      Cold fury crawled through Wren’s heart like a spider. Her father had told her she would make him proud. Two years later, he didn’t protest when her mother insisted they disown Wren. Jealousy raged inside her. Here she was, sitting with a terrorist – an enemy of Alfar and Urland – but this elf had more honor than any human she’d ever met. Sometimes, she was glad she’d become a Shadow. If she hadn’t, she might have grown up callous and greedy just like her family.

      “How about you?” Treebender asked, snapping her out of his reverie. “Why did you enlist?”

      For a moment, Wren panicked. She hadn’t spent time creating a cover story. She’d had only minutes to slip aboard, and then her fear of deep water and paranoia about being discovered had kept her focused on the moment at hand rather than thinking about the future. She didn’t have a controller on this mission, so there was no one to support her with fake documents, assistance in the field, and specialized equipment.

      But for better or worse, lying was one of her well-developed skills. She started talking, making up the story as she went.

      “Sort of the opposite reason as you. I don’t have a family. My father was killed in the war, and my mother died of sickness a few years ago. I spent some time wandering. I didn’t know what to do, and nothing really interested me.

      “Then God spoke to me and told me I was wasting my life. He told me to follow the example of Frey and do something important. I didn’t think I had anything to live for, so I joined the Sons of Frey, intending to become a martyr.

      “But, in my years wandering, I’d gotten into a lot of fights, and I’d become pretty good at it. The trainers decided I would make a better battleblade than a martyr. Here I am.”

      Treebender stared sorrowfully at her. He appeared to have never heard a sadder tale.

      “You have a family now,” he said. “I will be your brother, and we can look after one another.”

      Despite needing to protect her identity, her eyes got wet. This stranger of a different species had made himself her sibling with no thought. It was the most natural thing in the world to him. He might be a part of a fascist militia that killed innocents without cause or concern, but he understood the importance of love and loyalty. And he wanted Wren in his family simply because she was an orphan.

      It was strange. How could these two incredibly different positions be held by one person? Wren marveled at the hypocrisy of it while also feeling grateful for acceptance.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’d like that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three days later, the marine corps was summoned to the refectory. No one told them why, but they were all to come at once. Wren hoped it would lead to discovering what was really going on. She also feared that someone had found her out and intended to arrest her with the whole unit in one place, so it would be impossible to escape. Although, there was no place to go on a ship swimming below the surface of the water.

      Trying to ease the beating of her heart, she walked calmly to the refectory with the other battleblades. She took a seat next to Treebender and tried to look excited.

      “Do you suppose we’re about to get our mission briefing?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. This is my first deployment. But I hope so. It will at least give us something to think about and possibly to do. I don’t know about you, but I’m bored.”

      Wren nodded her agreement. After five days of undersea tedium, she was itching for action.

      Her eyes popped wide and her mouth fell open when a human woman walked in. She wore a black scarf over her head, but she didn’t cover her face. She was gorgeous – ice-blue eyes set against olive skin. The contrast was striking. She was short, perhaps only five-foot-two, but she walked with a confident air that announced she was in charge and knew it.

      “Good morning,” she said with no hint of warmth. “I am Alexa Emory, and just so there can be no misunderstanding, I am in charge of you. If you have a problem taking orders from a woman, I would be happy to stop the ship long enough for you to get off. Does everyone understand me?”

      Wren choked. Alexa Emory? She was the missing Red Dragon! Blood and bones, she hadn’t been kidnapped or killed. She was a defector.

      No one said a word. Wren stole a glance at Treebender. He looked as shocked as she did.

      “We will be arriving in Celia in two days,” Emory continued. “You will be escorting me ashore, where we will collect a Phrygian agent. This person’s code name is Dark Dagger, and they have information that is critical to our operations. You will assist me in successfully recovering the Phrygian. If there is any resistance from human authorities, you will offer cover so Dark Dagger and I can escape back to Silverfin. Our safe return to the ship and back to Jifan is the highest priority. If need be, you will sacrifice yourself to make this happen. If you are captured, you will commit suicide so as not to reveal anything about what we are doing.

      “Make no mistake, gentlemen; I am a member of the Sons of Frey. This is no mere alliance. My orders come from Magnus Teargarden, and his orders come from Mustique Starfellow. When I speak, you are hearing their words. Do you understand?”

      All of the battleblades continued to look amazed. They exchanged curious glances between each other.

      “I asked you a question!” Emory shouted.

      “Yes,” they replied, although Wren didn’t think any of them meant it.

      “Together, we will fulfill Frey’s Word and bring glory to Jifan,” she continued. “This mission will help bring the corruption in Alfar to an end and unite Alfheim once again.

      “You will report immediately to the docking bay, where you will be trained to use the vehicles that will carry us ashore. That is all.”

      She turned and strode out of the room. Treebender stared at Wren with a do-you-believe-this look on his face. Wren matched it.

      As they filed towards the front of the ship, she turned the information over in her mind. Alexa Emory had given no specifics about why they were contacting Dark Dagger, but Wren could guess. The Red Dragon Project was headquartered in the Olympian Archipelago, but according to the brief, it had research facilities in Celia.

      Wren shivered. Deep beneath the surface of The Gleaming Sea, a Phrygian, a Jifani, and a traitorous Urlander were plotting Armageddon.
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        Theological Library, Arch-temple of Frey, Drasilia, Alfar

      

      

      Celindra Gladheart studied Frey’s Third Epistle carefully. Scriptural scholarship divided the piece into three parts – “The Argument,” which took up about a fourth of the epistle and wherein Frey identified the issues he wanted to discuss; “The Revelation,” consisting of about a third of the text and wherein he made his assertions on God’s will; and “The Commandment,” the remainder of the letter that summarized Frey’s conclusions and how they should be applied to Elfin culture. Most of the Third Epistle concerned itself with the role of government and how it needed to function to properly execute the will of God. Shendali fundamentalists quoted from it frequently, used it as justification for their revolution during the Elfin Civil War, and occasionally pointed to Shendal writing three of his testimonies on it as proof of the Third Epistle’s importance and authenticity. Consequently, it was rarely used in Freyalan services since the founding of Jifan, although no move had been made or even suggested to remove it from the sacred texts.

      But Celindra knew there was wisdom to be found in the Third Epistle, even for Freyalans. More to the point, if the Shendalis could twist the words for their own purposes, it was not only fair, but also necessary, to follow suit.

      She hadn’t read the Third Epistle in some time, and it took her awhile to find the passage for which she was searching. But at last, her eyes lit upon it, and she drank in the words eagerly.

      
        
        
        The truth is an uncomfortable neighbor for the corrupt.

        Indeed, it is a disquieting citizen for a Godless government.

        Those who shun God, who reject his message, who prefer their

        own whims and desires to the demands of the Divine Will,

        would shackle the truth. They would lock it away in their

        dungeons of lies and darkness, seeking to forever squelch its

        searing light.

      

        

      
        For the truth, though liberating, is also often painful, and it

        does not accommodate the ambitions of the unjust. No

        government that seeks to fetter truth enjoys God’s blessing.

      

      

      

      Celindra smiled. This was perfect. It was exactly the springboard she needed for her next lecture.

      A knock at the door startled her. She’d been so consumed with her study, she hadn’t heard anyone approach. She looked up to see Minister Gildenstar in the doorway and smiling at her. She leaned heavily on a staff, as if her frail body would not stand without its assistance. Celindra wasn’t entirely sure how old Minister Gildenstar was. But though she looked ancient and weak, her eyes burned with intelligence. The Minister of Faith might be antediluvian, but her mind was still sharp.

      “Minister,” Celindra said, covering her heart with her hand in mock pain, “you startled me.”

      “I apologize. I can see you were hard at work with the scriptures. I’m sorry to interrupt you.”

      Celindra smiled, but it was difficult. If Gildenstar was here, it was on business of the Coalition. She might be Minister of Faith, but she showed Alfar’s clergy only cursory supervision. She consulted with the priests only when the Coalition wanted to meddle in the church’s affairs. Soon, Celindra would be rid of her. For the moment, she had to pretend to acquiesce.

      She did her best not to sigh. She had hoped for at least one more lecture before the Coalition reprimanded her. Celindra had prayed their constant bickering and aversion to real action would buy her a little more time. It seemed, though, they had gotten fed up with her sooner. She wasn’t surprised. She’d thrown them well under the manure cart for the new laws. You couldn’t do that sort of thing without there being consequences.

      “What can I do for you, Minister?” she said, trying to sound both curious and sweet.

      She was pretty sure she got the first one right. The second was iffier.

      “I wonder if I might have a few moments of your time,” Gildenstar replied.

      Celindra bit her lip, so she wouldn’t scowl. God, Gildenstar had become such a politician. Celindra had already given her permission to talk to her, but the Minister of Faith fell into the familiar, sanctimonious pattern of a politician warming up to make a point.

      “Of course,” Celindra said.

      Gildenstar took a moment to gather her thoughts. Then she looked Celindra directly in the eyes.

      “Mother Gladheart, you need to desist in decrying the government’s crackdown on militias.”

      Celindra blinked twice in amazement. Gildenstar was rarely so direct.

      “What?” she said.

      “You need to stop agitating against the new law prohibiting militias.”

      Celindra hardly knew what to say. She’d expected the Minister of Faith to come as the Coalition’s envoy to counsel her on the content of her lectures. But she’d expected Gildenstar would pussyfoot around the issue, allowing Celindra the opportunity to debate her into silence. Still, she thought she knew how to deflect the argument.

      “Minster, is the government presuming to tell a priest what she can say in her lectures?” she said, raising her voice.

      Gildenstar narrowed her eyes. Though she often acted foolishly and naïve, the fire in the old woman’s eyes told Celindra she was shrewd and calculating.

      “Mother, this new law is neither illegal nor unreasonable. You know as well as I that the violence cannot be allowed to continue. It isn’t just the militias slaughtering each other. Innocents are dying in their conflicts. The persecution is not only contrary to the message of Frey, it has ordinary elves living in fear of a death squad coming to purge their neighborhood. This is wrong.”

      “But allowing humans to have authority over us is right?” she retorted. “Allowing the Sons of Frey to murder our people with their suicide explosions is right?”

      “Oh, stop! You’re a priest. You of all people should know Frey commanded us to live in peace with one another, not butcher elves we disagree with. And no one has given humans authority over us. The Urlanders are our allies, and they are working for us.”

      She fixed Gildenstar with a hard stare. The ancient cleric didn’t quail.

      “You’re right, Minister,” she said, putting some salt into her tone. “I am a priest. And no one, not even the government, has the authority to dictate lecture content.

      “Frankly, I’m surprised at you. I thought you actually understood this and weren’t just one of President Spellbinder’s puppets.”

      “Puppets?” Gildenstar shrieked. “Mother Gladheart, some of the things you have been saying border on sedition. You have all but called for a revolution. You have demanded the release of the Freedom Patrol. You have suggested the government is operating without a mandate.

      “You can hide behind your clerical independence all you want, but saying such things has consequences! You know full well your lectures are provocative, and it should not surprise you there are those in the Coalition calling for your arrest!”

      Celindra sighed. She’d gone a little too far in her last lecture, after all. She really thought the Minister of Faith’s sympathy and defense of her in the Coalition would hold them off longer. Still, perhaps the situation wasn’t hopeless just yet.

      “Like Minister Lumendrake?” she said, trying to sound incredulous. “For Frey’s sake, Minister Gildenstar, you sound just like him.”

      “I what?” she roared.

      “He’s been crying about the Freedom Patrol and my lectures ever since his Shendali friends lost the upper hand in this conflict. He needs the Freedom Patrol in prison and me silent, so he can rebuild his forces. Naturally, he’s manipulating the government to make that happen.”

      Celindra waited. If Gildenstar was the Coalition’s tool, she’d defend Lumendrake. If she still had Celindra’s back, she’d be outraged at the accusation.

      Gildenstar’s face set in hard anger. She adopted the look of an old woman who had heard enough bickering among her grandchildren.

      “Minister Lumendrake has nothing to do with this! He isn’t getting what he wants either. He’s as furious that the Urlanders continue to detain Shendal’s Chosen as you are that they are holding the Freedom Patrol, and he’s livid the humans have been integrated into the police forces.

      “No one in the Coalition is taking Lumendrake’s side. Even Minister Goldenfawn seems to have abandoned him. That’s a baseless accusation, Mother.

      “The facts are that the militias were responsible for most of the sectarian violence and that, since they were outlawed, violence has dropped considerably. And it’s been only a week! The principal security threats are now the Sons of Frey and those who are agitating for the reinstatement of the militias.

      “And, unfortunately, Mother Gladheart, that includes you. You’ve got to leave off this theme. It won’t be allowed to stand.”

      So. She was definitely no longer in Celindra’s camp. She was the Coalition’s elf through and through now. Celindra sighed again. She would be forced to accelerate her plans now. She would also have to do some things she’d rather not.

      “I see. So, the government has indeed decided it can tell the priests what to say. You have decided to throw off your obligations and your history as a scriptural scholar to order me to tell whatever lies the state demands.”

      “No, you fool!” she roared. Her face turned purple with fury. “I came to warn you! If you don’t stop with this seditious behavior, they will arrest you. They will charge you with treason.”

      She took several painful steps towards her, advancing on her as she might a petulant daughter. A deep sadness filled her eyes.

      “And then I won’t be able to protect you, Celindra.”

      To her surprise, Celindra felt regret. Ora Gildenstar had been her mentor at seminary. She had encouraged Celindra’s interest in scriptural scholarship. And she had done her best to shield Celindra from the Coalition’s wrath. Sadly, there was nothing more the Minister of Faith could offer her.

      “Let them come,” Celindra replied. “If the Coalition dares to arrest me, this city will drown in outrage. They think it was violent before this law of theirs? If they arrest a priest – especially one as influential as I – they will be signing their own death warrants. The people will not tolerate it. You came here to warn me, Minister? Take a warning back to your masters. The line is drawn. If they step across it, they’ll need more than the Urlish Expeditionary Force to keep them alive.”

      Now, it was Gildenstar’s turn to sigh. She studied the floor for several seconds before meeting Celindra’s gaze again.

      “You have lost your way, Celindra,” she said, her voice a mixture of anger and sadness. “You’re no longer serving elves; you’re serving yourself.”

      “I am serving Alfar, Minister,” she spat back. “It’s a shame you’re not.”

      Gildenstar glowered at her a little longer. Then, shaking her head, she turned and left without saying goodbye.

      Celindra pulled the scriptures to her and started making notes. She knew she would only get to give one more lecture. It was going to have to count.
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        Silverfin, off the Coast of Pilano, Theocracy of Celia

      

      

      Wren’s heart pounded as she filed into the hangar with the other battleblades. It was go-time. Tonight, they were to extract the Phrygian agent from the Red Dragon Project. She didn’t know what she would do. The marine units were supposed to find Dark Dagger and bring them to Alexa Emory. No one aboard Silverfin had a reliable description of the infiltrator, even Emory, who was in the program before her defection. Should she kill them? Alert Urlish authorities? Stay undercover to learn more? She just didn’t know what the right move was. Her legendary instincts offered nothing.

      The battleblades climbed aboard the one-person vehicles they’d been training on for the past several days. Called glidestrikers, they were made of wood, with a seat, chassis, and handlebars. A knob on the handlebars set speed, pulling back applied brakes, and steering was done by leaning to the left or right. It wasn’t as simple as Ravager’s flying carpet, but Wren mastered the strange craft quickly.

      Alexa Emory stalked into the hangar and surveyed them. She was dressed all in black and glared at her charges imperiously.

      “All right, listen up,” she said. “In a moment, we will sail to the Celian shore. Once there, you will fan out and search for Dark Dagger. They will signal with a red flare light from a special wand. If you encounter them, you are to confirm their identity and that they have the materials. If they do, you will put Dark Dagger on your glidestriker and return to the rendezvous point. A green flare light will signal to you the mission is a success and that you have fifteen minutes to return to the rendezvous point. Fifteen minutes after the signal has been given, we will return to Silverfin and set sail. If you are late, you will be left behind. Does everyone understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” they all shouted.

      “Very well,” she said. “Follow me.”

      She walked to a glidestriker of her own, mounted it, and signaled to an elf manning a control panel. He pressed some buttons, and water began to fill a pool in front of them. Treebender caught Wren’s eye and grinned at her excitedly. Wren smiled back.

      When the hangar was properly flooded, the elf at the controls pressed some more buttons and then pulled a lever. The wall in front of the landing party split open. The bottom half slid down slowly, and the pool water mixed with the ocean. A sea breeze blew in and cooled Wren’s face, reminding her of standing at the prow of The Shimmering Veil on her way to Alfar.

      Emory raised her hand and signaled for everyone to move out. Then she rolled the speed control on her own bike forward. The traitorous Red Dragon shot away through the hangar door. The other marines followed her out.

      As soon as Wren was out of the hanger and cruising over the open sea, the back of her mind filled with dark, mostly unintelligible whispers. She cringed. Now, that she was back in the Northern World, she could once again hear the voice of The Rift. Wren sighed and tried to ignore it. But she was out of practice. After seven months in the relative quiet of the Southern World, The Rift’s murmurs sounded as loud to her as the screeching of cicadas in late summer.

      … welcome back …

      Wren grimaced and put her mind on the mission. The coast of Celia loomed ahead, the fires from the watchtowers of Pilano glowing like soft, orange beacons in the darkness. Emory led the squadron of battleblades to the north. After a few moments, Wren determined they would make landfall a mile or so away from the city.

      Within minutes, they reached the rocky coast and assembled a few hundred feet from the water where a large boulder provided a good landmark for a rendezvous. The moon was only about half full but provided enough light for them to see it.

      As soon as they brought their crafts to a halt, Wren heard shouts in the distance. She cocked her head and strained her ears. Yes, there was a large group of people not far to the south of them. And in addition to human voices, she detected the baying of dogs. Dark Dagger’s escape had been detected.

      “Something’s gone wrong,” Wren said.

      “Shut up,” Emory hissed. She raised her voice only a shade and addressed the landing party. “I am going to signal Dark Dagger. Fan out now. I want them recovered as quickly as possible.”

      She withdrew a wand from a holster on her hip.

      “Wait!” Wren protested. “If you send the signal, whoever is searching for them will see it.”

      “I said, ‘shut up,’” she barked. “We have to let Dark Dagger know it is safe to move to us.”

      Emory swished the wand and spoke the command word. Wren saw a flash of magical energy, and then a small ball of green light shot up into the sky. It hung over their heads, illuminating their position for several seconds. Then it vanished.

      “Go!” she ordered.

      Wren and the rest of the battleblades shot away on their glidestrikers, fanning out in a wide arc into the darkness in anticipation of a return signal. As soon as she was out of sight of the others, Wren brought her vehicle to a stop. For all she knew, she could be traveling away from Dark Dagger, and she needed to make sure she got to the Phrygian agent first. It was better to wait for the signal, and then head towards it at top speed.

      The shouting and barking continued, and it was getting closer. Worry swam through her stomach. She still hadn’t decided what to do. If Dark Dagger had botched the extraction, Wren was in perfect position to cut them off, helping the search party capture the insider. But if she still didn’t know the full extent of the Phrygian-Sons of Frey alliance. And if one of the other battleblades got to Dark Dagger first, there would be a whole host of new problems. She chewed her lip in anxious indecision.

      … patience …

      Just then, a red light identical to Emory’s green one rose into the night sky well to the left of her. Wren cursed. Several elves would be in position to respond.

      She rolled the speed control on her glidestriker all the way forward and shot away in the direction of the flare. The cool night air bit into her cheeks as she raced towards the rapidly fading light. She put herself low in the saddle as if she were riding a horse to reduce the wind drag.

      “Did you see that?” someone yelled in Urlish.

      “It was over this way,” came the reply.

      Wren shook her head at the foolishness of this plan. Emory and Dark Dagger both seemed determined to lead the search party right to them. She tried to coax more speed from her elven craft, but she already had the throttle fully open. There was nothing to do but hope she got there first.

      Up ahead, she saw a shadowy form. Thinking it must be the Phrygian double agent, she eased back on the speed. But as soon as she did, the object got further away. Oh, hell, it was another glidestriker moving towards the signal.

      She ripped her sword from its scabbard and then rolled the speed control fully forward again. The sudden acceleration nearly unseated her. Trying to fly the craft one-handed was harder than she’d anticipated. Gripping the chassis tightly with her thighs, she lowered her head and focused on catching the other battleblade.

      Wren was going much faster. She closed the distance in short order. She stood up in the saddle to hack at the elf with her sword. But that unbalanced her. She was forced to sit back down immediately, and to avoid dropping her weapon, she overcompensated with the hand on the speed dial, dragging herself off-course. She shot past her target and pulled away.

      “Blood and bones,” she cursed.

      Once again gripping the chassis with her thighs, she reduced speed and swung around in a wide arc, putting herself on a collision course with the elf. She held out her sword, preparing kill the battleblade in a high-speed joust.

      The elf had a moment to look surprised as Wren approached. Then her blade cut cleanly through his neck, beheading him. The glidestriker spun out of control and crashed into the ground, destroying itself and what was left of the pilot.

      Wren brought herself around and then resumed course towards Dark Dagger’s signal. Less than a minute later, she came upon a small grove of trees. Thinking it would be an ideal place to hide while waiting for extraction, she eased off the speed and entered the copse.

      “Are you here?” Wren called out in Phrygian. “I am with the Sons of Frey. I am here for you.”

      She cruised slowly through the trees. The dogs were baying much louder now. The timing was going to be close.

      “If you are here, please show yourself,” Wren said. “Your pursuers are getting closer. We need to leave quickly.”

      Just then, a dark form shot up from behind a bush and threw something at her. A moment later, solid Schatten whizzed by Wren’s face, narrowly missing her. She stopped her glidestriker.

      “Don’t hurt me!” she said. “I am on your side!”

      A blonde woman dressed in a black tunic, leggings, and boots emerged from the shadows. Her arm was raised, a knife of raw Schatten clutched in her hand. Her blue eyes stared at Wren threateningly.

      “Dark Dagger?” Wren said. “Is that you?”

      “How do you know my codename?” the Phrygian responded after a pause.

      “It was given to me by Alexa Emory,” Wolf replied. “She is in command of this mission. We are to retrieve you and bring you aboard Silverfin.”

      Wren dismounted. Dark Dagger took a step back and looked as though she would attack. Wren put her hands up.

      “I am not here to hurt you,” she said. “I am your ride.”

      Dark Dagger didn’t move for a moment, considering her options. Then she lowered her arm, and the Schatten vanished.

      “Da,” the Phrygian said. “I am Dr. Tania Anderson, aka Tania Koskova, aka Dark Dagger.”

      Wren’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. Dr. Tania Anderson was one of the key magicians on the program. A transmogrification expert, she worked on the metamorphosis part of the project.

      “Who are you?” Dark Dagger asked.

      “I am Ren Shadowsword, a battleblade of the Sons of Frey. We must hurry.”

      “Well, Ren Shadowsword, how about you put your weapon away first.”

      Wren blushed. No wonder Dark Dagger had been suspicious.

      “My apologies, Dr. Anderson. With the search party getting closer, I thought I might need to rescue you.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “Put it away and let’s get the hell out of here. The Urlanders nearly caught me when I left the base.”

      “I am to confirm you have the materials,” Wren said.

      “I’ve got them,” she replied, walking forward. “Let’s go.”

      Wren tried not to panic. She still didn’t know what the Phrygian had, and she didn’t know whether to capture, kill, or rescue her. She needed more information.

      “I’m sorry,” Wren said. “My orders are to see them before I bring you back.”

      Dark Dagger looked furious. It was clear she couldn’t believe the audacity of this common elf to challenge her. But a moment later her expression softened.

      “Fine,” she said, sounding irritated. “Here they are.”

      She produced a scroll case from her belt. Wren reached for it, but Dark Dagger pulled it back.

      “Uh-uh,” she said. “You could leave me here.”

      Wren cursed to herself. This didn’t help any more than before.

      “Very well,” she said. “You hold them, but I need to confirm what you have.”

      Shaking her head in annoyance, the Phrygian double agent pulled a series of documents from the case, unrolled them, and held them up. Wren glanced at them. The only thing she could make out was that they were stolen from the Red Dragon Project. The language was all magical. Blood and bones, what the hell was she supposed to do?

      … ring …

      For half a second, Wren couldn’t figure out what The Rift was trying to tell her. Then the solution popped into her head like lightning.

      “Good enough?” Dark Dagger said.

      “Exactly what I need,” Wren replied.

      She moved swiftly to Koskova’s rear side and brought the pommel of her sword crashing down on the back of the Phrygian’s head. Stunned by the blow, the other woman sank to her knees. Wren dropped the sword and slipped an arm around Dark Dagger, locking her into a chokehold. Then she squeezed until the Phrygian suffocated. Wren lowered her to the ground and started removing Koskova’s clothes.

      “What are you doing?” a voice said.

      She looked up to see Treebender astride his glidestriker and staring incredulously. Blood and bones, the magical elven vehicles made little sound, and Wren hadn’t heard her friend approaching.

      “Treebender,” Wren said, “we’ve got a problem.”

      He dismounted and came over. He took a look at Dark Dagger and again at Wren.

      “You are betraying us,” he said. “You have killed the Phrygian.”

      “Treebender, listen to me.”

      “You are betraying us!” Treebender shouted. “I made you my brother, Shadowsword. I gave you a family, and you are betraying it! What kind of a fiend are you?”

      Wren’s heart broke. Her job called for deception, for lying, and for betrayal. But it felt so much worse doing this to Treebender. His friendship and offer of family had been sincere, and she hated hurting him.

      But he was also a terrorist.

      … distraction …

      “Treebender, I’m not an elf.”

      “What?” he whispered, unable to comprehend what she was telling him.

      Wren slipped Kinsey’s ring off her finger. The uncomfortable sensation of returning to human form wracked her guts. But she kept her eyes trained on her friend. His mouth fell open in horror. While he gaped in amazement, Wren flashed forward and drove a spear-hand into his throat. She thought she might cry when she felt the elf’s trachea crumble, hated herself as he clutched his neck and gasped for air he couldn’t get. In a few seconds, Treebender’s face turned purple. Then he fell over, dead. She blinked away tears of regret.

      Shouts and barks reminded her the search party was closing in. She didn’t have a lot of time.

      She returned to Dark Dagger’s body and stripped the dead Phrygian of her clothes, donning them herself. Then she placed Kinsey’s ring on the imposter’s finger. Sure enough, it transformed her into a male elf. Wren got her dressed in the Sons of Frey uniform.

      Dogs barked perhaps a few hundred yards away. It was past time to go.

      Grabbing the plans and stuffing them into the scroll case, she went to Treebender, lifted him, and threw him over her shoulder, heaving under his weight. Moving as fast as she could, she slung him into the saddle of his glidestriker and mounted it behind him.

      “I’m sorry, my friend,” she said. “I need your help.”

      Squeezing her thighs around the chassis, she held onto Treebender with one hand and leaned forward to grab the throttle control. Rolling it forward slowly, she moved off from the scene of the crime. With an intact glidestriker and a dead elf in the trees, the illusion that one of the rescue party had been killed would help Wren cover her escape.

      She emerged from the copse and had a quick look around. She saw nothing but darkness and moonlight. Bringing the glidestriker to a halt, she secured the scroll case in her belt. Then she pulled a dagger and drew the blade across Treebender’s throat.

      “I’m so sorry, my friend,” she said. “You deserved a better death than this.”

      “Stop!” a voice cried.

      “Blood and bones.”

      Tossing the weapon to the ground, she wrapped her free arm around Treebender’s waist, and put the glidestriker in motion again. Dogs barked furiously behind her and gave chase. With the dead elf’s body in her way, she struggled to coax much speed out of the magical craft. The dogs were gaining on her.

      “Oh, hell,” she swore as one of them drew alongside her.

      The fierce hound made a quick calculation in its canine brain and then leaped at her. She swerved away from it, and the beast just barely missed her, snapping its jaws a foot from her face.

      The dog hit the ground and tumbled into one of its companions, taking them both out of the chase. But three more were coming up behind her.

      Wren adjusted her balance, leaning further forward and hugging Treebender’s bleeding body tightly to her. Hoping she had enough control, she rolled the speed dial forward.

      She increased speed as fast as she dared. She could hear the dog’s growling and barking, their mouths mere inches from the back of the glidestriker. Holding her breath and fearing for her life, Wren accelerated faster.

      For a moment, she didn’t think it would work. But the glidestriker began pulling away. One of the hounds leaped at her in desperation, but there was too much distance now. It came up short and rolled forward when it hit the ground. It’s companions, winded from the pursuit, gave up.

      Keeping the speed up, she headed for the rendezvous point. As soon as she could see the boulder on the beach, she called out in Phrygian.

      “Are you there?” she shouted. “It’s Dark Dagger! Are you there?”

      “Over here,” Emory shouted back in Urlish.

      Wren homed in on Emory’s voice. A few moments later, she drew even with the traitorous woman.

      “What happened to him?” Emory asked, looking at Treebender.

      “I was nearly captured,” she replied switching to Urlish. “He caught a sword to the throat as we were escaping. Is he dead? I can’t tell from back here.”

      Emory examined Treebender briefly. Then she pushed him. He fell off the glidestriker in a heap.

      “Yes, he’s dead,” she said. “Looks like he gave his life to save yours. Gotta love extremists. Always ready to die for the cause.”

      “We need to get the hell out of here,” Wren replied. “The Urlanders aren’t far behind me.”

      Emory raised her wand. Wren opened her eyes wide and pretended to look horrified.

      “What are you doing?” she said.

      “I need to recall my troops,” Emory answered.

      “Are you insane? There is no telling how close they are behind me. If we wait for the rest of your squad, we could be captured!”

      Emory frowned and appeared to consider her options. She examined Wren for several seconds. The cries of barking dogs went up in the near distance, convincing her.

      “All right, let’s go,” she said. “Follow me.”

      Seconds later, they were racing off across the ocean. Within minutes, they were safely installed in the docking bay.

      “Close the hatch,” she ordered.

      “But what about the others?” asked the elf manning the controls.

      “They won’t be joining us,” she said and swept from the room, motioning for Wren to follow.

      She led him to the bridge, where Teargarden stood glaring at them imperiously.

      “Dark Dagger,” Emory said, “this is Dr. Magnus Teargarden, Director of Operations for the Sons of Frey.”

      “A pleasure to meet you,” Wren said.

      “Why did you leave the battleblades behind?” Teargarden demanded, ignoring the formalities.

      “Because,” Emory said, looking exasperated, “she was being pursued by Urlish agents. We had to go immediately. There wasn’t time to recover the landing party.

      “Besides, she is what we came for. Nothing else matters. Now give the order to dive and get us out of here.”

      Teargarden stared at her. He looked unimpressed.

      “There were fifteen battleblades in that party,” he said. “It’s awfully callous of you to dismiss them that way.”

      “Says the man who orders elves to blow themselves and others up,” she retorted. “You don’t seem to care too much about all the innocents your wands kill. At least these elves were soldiers.”

      They locked eyes for a moment. It was clear they didn’t like each other. Wren hadn’t seen them together when she was posing as a battleblade, but theirs was obviously an alliance of necessity, not choice. Perhaps there was an angle she could exploit.

      “Have you verified that she is whom she claims to be and has the materials?”

      Emory looked like she’d been caught stealing.

      “That was the battleblades’ job,” she said.

      “And you didn’t doublecheck?”

      “No, Doctor, I did not. She arrived on the back of a glidestriker. The driver’s throat had been slit by a sword in their escape attempt. He had just enough life in him to get her to me. I could not discern how close the pursuit was, but since your elf bled out by the time he arrived, I figured it wasn’t far. I prioritized the success of the mission over other considerations.”

      “But you do not know if the mission was successful, because you skipped a key protocol!”

      Emory opened her mouth to start shouting. Wren stepped forward.

      “Comrades, please,” she said. “This arguing can only delay our departure and risk our capture by Urlish or Celian warships.

      “I am Tania Koskova, codename: Dark Dagger. My cover was as Tania Anderson, a magician in the Red Dragon Project. And yes, I have the materials.”

      Emory folded her arms and threw a smug smile at Teargarden. He scowled.

      “Hand over the plans,” Teargarden said.

      “I don’t think so,” Wren pronounced.

      “Excuse me?” Emory said, whipping her head in Wren’s direction.

      Wren still had no idea for certain what she had. She wasn’t handing it over to the Sons of Frey before she’d had a chance to analyze whatever it was.

      “When we have reached our destination and I am satisfied you have upheld your end of the bargain, I will turn them over,” she said.

      “That was not the arrangement,” Teargarden growled, but Emory laughed.

      “Relax, Dr. Teargarden,” she said. “Where can she go?”

      Teargarden glared at Emory, but it was immediately obvious he agreed with her. They were aboard a vessel that was sailing under the water. There was no escaping.

      “For a Phrygian, you speak extremely good Urlish,” Teargarden said, his eyes narrowing.

      “Really?” Wren said, layering on the sarcasm thick. “I’ve been embedded in this program for three years. Do you think I would have been able to get this close to the actual design work, if I’d sounded Phrygian? Do have so little knowledge of Urlish security protocols, that you think they wouldn’t look into my background carefully?

      “My cover had to be perfect, Dr. Teargarden. I can speak weeth a Phrygian accent eef that weel make you feel better. But it’s pointless. I am a Shadow, and I am very good at my job.”

      “Are you done now?” Emory sneered at Teargarden. “Are we finished insulting our guest and suggesting she didn’t just risk her life to bring us an important piece of the puzzle? Because if you are, maybe we should get going before the Urlanders dispatch a frigate to sink us while we sit around arguing.”

      Wren watched as they glared at each other. In her entire career, she’d never seen two allies so at each other’s throats.

      “Captain Darkweaver,” Teargarden said in Elfin, “take us down.”

      “Aye, sir,” the captain said.

      “You,” Emory said, pointing to another elf. “Take Agent Dark Dagger below and find her some quarters.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the elf said. “If you’ll follow me, ma’am?”

      Wren thanked Emory and followed the sailor off the bridge. She’d successfully pulled off the change in cover, but she was no closer to understanding what the temperamental alliance was up to. But she now knew there had been two insiders – a Phrygian Shadow on the research team and Red Dragon Five herself. Perhaps she should have aborted the mission instead of electing to continue. Now, she would have to wait to see what happened next.

      … not over yet …

      Wren nodded grimly. She was certain The Rift was right. With a heavy sigh, she tried to believe she wasn’t in over her head.
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        Arch-temple of Frey, Drasilia, Alfar

      

      

      May knew there was going to be trouble as soon as Mother Gladheart opened her mouth. May hadn’t heard a Freyalan priest quote Frey’s Third Epistle since before the Elfin Civil War. Rightly or wrongly, Shendali fundamentalists had hijacked that scripture for their own manifesto. It had become the gospel of revolutionaries. So, if Mother Gladheart was using it, it was almost certain she was setting herself against the Coalition.

      And May had anticipated that. She’d come to temple this Freysday in uniform. She made sure to set up her prayer mat up on the floor in front of the pulpit, so she would be clearly visible during the lecture. And she had a member of the Elite Guard stationed in the back of the temple, with more outside.

      She prayed Mother Gladheart would not cross the line, would not incite revolution. But May was fully prepared to arrest her, and the priest’s choice of scripture made her certain that was exactly where this was headed.

      “The truth is an uncomfortable neighbor for the corrupt,” Gladheart read. “Indeed, it is a disquieting citizen for a Godless government. Those who shun God, who reject his message, who prefer their own whims and desires to the demands of the Divine Will would shackle the truth. They would lock it away in their dungeons of lies and darkness, seeking to forever squelch its searing light.”

      May wished she could believe Mother Gladheart had found an interpretation that took the epistle back from Shendali fundamentalism, but she’d been listening to her lectures for weeks now. There was no reason to believe she was de-escalating her rhetoric.

      “For the truth,” Mother Gladheart continued, “though liberating, is also often painful, and it does not accommodate the ambitions of the unjust. No government that seeks to fetter truth enjoys God’s blessing.”

      She closed the Wisdom of Frey and stared at the book’s leather cover for a moment. She appeared to be trying to think of what to say. May rolled her eyes. She didn’t doubt that Gladheart knew every word she would speak exactly right down to the articles and prepositions.

      “My friends,” she said, looking up at last and appearing sad. “I regret to inform you I am going to be arrested.”

      Oh, shit, May thought.

      A gasp went through the congregation. May had been expecting a rhetorical tactic like this one, but she hadn’t foreseen Gladheart going straight for the throat. Now, if May arrested her, Mother Gladheart, would be seen as a martyr. And if she didn’t, May would have to allow her to continue to rally action against the government.

      “Yesterday,” Gladheart continued, “Ora Gildenstar came to see me.”

      What? The minister hadn’t been instructed to speak with Gladheart. No formal action of any kind had been decided upon.

      “Of course, it’s not unusual for the Minister of Faith to visit with her priests,” Gladheart went on. “It’s quite natural and appropriate.

      “No, it wasn’t the visit that causes me sadness. It is what he said.”

      Oh, shit, May thought. God damn you, Gildenstar, what did you do?

      “You see, Minister Gildenstar warned me I would be arrested.”

      No. Dear God, no.

      “She said the Coalition was making plans to silence me.” Murmurs ran through the crowd. “She said they’d been talking about it for awhile now and that they would be acting soon.”

      That was a damned lie. As outraged as everyone was by Gladheart, no formal plans were made to bring her in. May was authorized to use her own discretion. Had Gildenstar lied? Was she part of the conspiracy? Or was Mother Gladheart twisting what she really said to inflame the crowd?

      “I asked what I’d done,” she went on, acting surprised. “As a loyal citizen of Alfar, I obey the law. I was shocked I was considered a criminal. I wondered if some Shendali terrorist had used magic to make me commit crimes unawares.

      “But she said I was not guilty of any crime formalized under Alfari law. Instead, what I’d done was say things the government didn’t like.”

      The murmurs grew louder. May felt the beginnings of panic creep into her stomach. If Gladheart didn’t stop soon, she would be forced to act.

      “Evidently,” Gladheart continued, “the Coalition sees itself as above the law. President Spellbinder is not the elf we thought she was only a few months or even a few weeks ago. Her government continues to illegally detain the members of the Freedom Patrol seized by the occupiers. Now, speaking out against this injustice is being deemed sedition.

      “Minister Gildenstar came to warn me I would be arrested for treason. She didn’t know when they would come for me, but she told me it would be soon.

      “Unless …”

      She paused and let the word hang in the air. The crowd, already distressed, leaned forward in anticipation. May held her breath.

      “Unless I stopped saying the things I’ve been saying,” Gladheart finished. “If I stopped calling for the release of the Freedom Patrol, if I stopped advocating for the destruction of the Sons of Frey, if I stopped encouraging all of you to live up to the president’s own words on Revelation Day and be elves Alfar can be proud of, then I would not be arrested. If I quietly submitted myself to the government’s blind toleration of terrorists slaughtering our children and killing our land, I could retain my freedom. As long as I teach what they want me to teach, they will do nothing.”

      May had had enough. She stood up.

      “That is a lie!” May cried. “I attend Coalition meetings regularly, and this has never been discussed. There has been a lot of talk about the content of your lectures, Mother Gladheart. But no one, not even the archconservatives in the Coalition have called for your arrest!”

      Everyone stared in tense silence at the two women. What would happen? It was unthinkable for a congregant to call out a priest during service. But May had accused Gladheart of lying.

      Gladheart smiled and met May’s gaze. She made it perfectly clear that the war was on.

      “You see, my friends?” Gladheart said, returning her attention to the crowd. “This is the spiritual corruption destroying our land. This is the ungodly policy of President Spellbinder’s government in action. Here, we have Captain Honeyflower – a courageous soldier, the Captain of our Elite Guard, a war hero. She is as devout and righteous an elf as you will find in Alfar. Yet even she has been poisoned by the Coalition.”

      A wave of anger rippled through the crowd. May could feel hundreds of angry eyes boring holes into her.

      “I am not poisoned, Mother,” she replied. “The Coalition does not seek to tell priests what they can say in temple. But you have twisted their words and concerns, and you have sown paranoia and hate in the very house of worship Frey himself built. You have taken Frey’s and Freya’s message of love and Shendal’s message of service and used them to fuel your anti-Shendali bigotry and the violence that has plagued our fair city. We asked for your help, and you spit on us and escalated your rhetoric.

      “And now you lie again. You paint yourself as a martyr and a victim, when in fact it is you whipping our citizens into a frenzy of revolution.”

      More murmurs ran through the crowd. Everyone whispered and speculated about who was telling the truth, and what would happen next. Once again, Gladheart smiled. Pure malice blazed her eyes.

      “Then arrest me, Captain,” she drawled. She held out her wrists inviting May to clap irons on her. “If what I say in temple is illegal, have your Central Police seize me now and drag me before the president.”

      May gripped the handle of her sword as she tried to think of what to do. Gladheart was trying to martyr herself now. How could May take her down without giving her more power?

      “You see?” Gladheart taunted. “Even you cannot cross that line, Captain. You know that I am a woman of God. I am a devotee of Frey.” She suddenly raised her voice to a shout. “And you know that ‘no government that seeks to fetter truth enjoys God’s blessing!’ I will not shackle the truth because it makes the Coalition uncomfortable! I will not submit to Shendali corruption perverting my government! I will not stand by while terrorists are allowed to murder our people and those who stop them are imprisoned! I will not!”

      The congregation roared as one in approval. May cursed herself. Gladheart had outmaneuvered her. She was too skilled an orator. Now, if May took any action, Gladheart would be a hero.

      She wanted to storm the dais and take Mother Gladheart in immediately. She couldn’t stand to hear the hateful woman utter one more falsehood in the name of Frey.

      But if May wasn’t a talented rhetorician, she was a shrewd soldier. Tactics were one of her specialties. She needed to fall back and regroup. This was a battle, not the whole war.

      She turned on her heel and stalked out of the Arch-temple. A wave of surprise and accusation followed her in the voices of the crowd. Looks of shock and of resentment greeted her as she passed. When she reached the giant double doors she had broken down last year to save the president, she turned back.

      “This isn’t over, Mother,” she promised.

      Gladheart put her hands on the edges of the pulpit and leaned forward.

      “You’re exactly right,” the priest replied.

      May exited the temple. She was going to have to move fast to keep Mother Gladheart from using this opportunity against her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Silverfin, at Sea

      

      

      Wren’s new cabin was an upgrade over the one she had shared with the battleblades. It was smaller than the marine barracks, but she had it to herself. Her rack was no more elaborate or comfortable, but it was larger. She had a small table and chair, and there was a basin to wash her face in.

      As soon as she was alone, she shut the door and locked it – another nice feature – then sat at the table and went about examining the contents of Dark Dagger’s scroll case. Now that she had proper light and time to read them more closely, she saw that she had the exact magical procedure for transforming a human being into a dragon.

      Most of the technical language was beyond her. Wren had never understood magic theory. She could see arcane energy, and she loved the equipment she got from Quincy and his team. But the study of it and how to manipulate it was more than she could comprehend.

      Despite not knowing the meaning of about a quarter of the words, though, Wren was able to follow enough to get the basics. A simple transmogrification wasn’t nearly good enough to create a real dragon. Regular magic could change a person’s form, but they wouldn’t gain or lose a consequential amount of mass. To turn a person five- to six-feet tall into an enormous wyrm, their molecular structure had to first be altered. The process was long, involved many sessions and numerous spells and elixirs, and was evidently painful. Wren was reminded of the discomfort she felt when Kinsey’s ring transformed her into an elf. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could endure that magnified a thousand times.

      And as she read further, she saw that many had not. The Red Dragon Project began with one hundred carefully screened volunteers. Only twelve had survived what the documents called, “the pre-transformative treatment.”

      All that was in preparation to be able to ingest the Red Dragon Compound. The magical elixir triggered the metamorphosis, but there was no guarantee it would work. Of the twelve surviving specimens, four of them died the first time they drank the compound. Wren thought she might vomit when she read that their bodies grew but didn’t transform, causing them to eventually explode. A fifth individual became horribly deformed, when the process didn’t quite work, and two others went mad when their minds could not handle the alien thought processes of dragons.

      Wren shook her head. Ninety-five people had suffered gruesome fates to make this weapon possible. It seemed like way too high a cost, and she couldn’t understand why Her Majesty’s Government continued to fund the program nor why anyone would volunteer to be part of it.

      But it made perfect sense to her why both the Phrygians and the Jifanis wanted to replicate it. She shuddered at the thought of the Sons of Frey having an arsenal of Red Dragons.

      Wren regretted establishing a new cover. She should have knocked Dark Dagger unconscious and then helped the Urlish patrol find her, so she could be questioned. Now, the Jifanis had the documents they needed in effect if not in fact. She would have to ensure that she escaped with them or destroyed them when they got to Allamabad.

      She took the opportunity to research them more thoroughly. Since Tania Koskova had had the plan in her possession, Wren could use her Shadow powers to learn more. She put her hands on the documents and closed her eyes. A moment later, her mind went tumbling into the past.

      

      Wren stood before a safe in an Urlish magic lab. She knew the combination to the lock and entered it swiftly. A moment later, she had the door open and was pulling out documents. She examined each one to make certain she wasn’t missing anything. They were all there.

      Good. She rolled them up and slid them into a scroll case. She put the stopper in the tube and secured it to her belt. Now to make sure the Urlanders could never use the weapon against Mother Phrygia.

      Reaching into a pouch, Wren withdrew a small piece of amber. She set it inside the safe on top of the other papers.

      “Fiero,” she whispered, activating the stone’s magic.

      It instantly burst into flames. Within seconds, the entire contents of the safe were burning. Wren waited to make sure everything would be reduced to ash. She wanted to take no chances that anything would be left behind that the Urlanders could exploit. Once she was out of here, it would be Phrygia introducing Red Dragons to the world, not Urland.

      “What are you doing?” a voice called from behind her.

      Wren whirled and saw a guard, staring into the lab with a look of horror on his face, which quickly turned to astonishment.

      “Dr. Anderson?” he said, still unable to fathom what he was seeing.

      Wren took advantage of the confusion. She summoned Schatten to her hand, quickly forming it into the shape of a knife. Then she flung the black blade at the Urlander. It hit him in the shoulder, causing him to cry out from what should have been a non-lethal wound.

      But the man’s throat turned black as coal as the Shadow poison in her dagger infected him. He slumped to the ground, dead, seconds later.

      

      A sharp knock at the door frightened Wren back into the present. Her heart pounded at the shock of seeing herself murder someone as Dark Dagger and the sudden interruption. She had to take a few seconds to get her wits about her. Whoever was at the door knocked again.

      “Who is it?” she called.

      “It’s Alexa Emory. May I come in?”

      Wren swore quietly. What the hell was Emory doing here so fast? Did she want to see the plans?

      Her mind racing at a million miles per hour, Wren hastily rolled up the Red Dragon Project documents, stuffing them into the case as quickly as she could.

      “Agent Koskova?”

      “Just a moment,” she replied.

      Getting everything into the case, she re-stoppered it, threw it on her rack, and tossed a blanket over it. She took a deep breath and then went to door, unlocked, and opened it.

      Alexa Emory stood smiling at her. This was the first close look Wren had at her. Though they had been working together for several days, she had done her best to keep her head down, so the Urlish woman wouldn’t notice her. And their training on the glidestrikers had always been at night to avoid detection. Silverfin waited until after sundown to surface and open her hangar to let the battleblades out for practice. It was dark. Wren hadn’t been able to see her well, even when they’d been face-to-face on the Celian shore.

      But now, she stood only inches from Wren. She could notice the soft, sandy color of Alexa Emory’s skin, take in the lovely curve of her lips, feel those ice-blue eyes bewitch her. She was exceptionally beautiful, and Wren felt her heart race for reasons that had nothing to do with being frightened out of her Shadow vision.

      “I’m so sorry,” Wren said, trying to recover her cool. “I must have dropped off. The last few days have been so stressful, I crawled into my rack to relax. The next thing I knew, you were knocking on my door.”

      Emory chuckled.

      “Hatch,” she said.

      “What?”

      “On a ship, a door is called a hatch.”

      “Ah, yes,” Wren said. “I’ve never been much of a sailor.”

      “Well, I’m sorry for waking you,” she said, smiling broadly. “Do you have a minute to talk?”

      Talk? What the hell was she up to?

      “Of course! Won’t you come in?”

      Wren stepped aside and admitted Emory to the cabin. She shut the hatch behind her and sat in the chair without being asked.

      “What can I do for you?” Wren asked, taking a seat on the edge of the table.

      “First, I need to debrief you. The Urlanders were chasing you when we arrived. How soon were they on to you?”

      Wren couldn’t help but feel lucky. She supposed it didn’t matter what she told Emory, but being able to tell the truth would make things easier.

      “They were never on to me,” she answered. “I was embedded deeply in the program for three years. They only found me out when a guard happened to come along while I was making the theft. I had to kill him. Fortunately, I got a good head start before his body was found. Unfortunately, I had not gotten off the base before he was. I am lucky to be here.”

      “Damn,” Emory said. “It would have been better if they hadn’t known right away the plans were stolen.

      “You stole the originals, right?  You didn’t make copies?”

      “Correct. And I destroyed all the other documents.”

      Wren felt as though she’d stabbed herself in the heart. The situation was dire. Not only did she have the original documents with her, if she allowed them to fall into enemy hands, she’d severely damage the security of both Alfar and Urland. She wished again she hadn’t elected to continue with the mission. She could practically hear Kenderbrick upbraiding her.

      “Excellent,” Emory said. “At least the Urlanders won’t be able to make any more.”

      “Pardon me for saying so, but aren’t you Urlish?”

      “Don’t remind me,” she said, her face darkening.

      “What was the second thing?”

      “What?”

      “You said, first you needed to debrief me. What was the second thing?”

      “Oh,” she said. Her expression changed from anger to irritation. “I came to apologize.”

      “What for?”

      “For Teargarden,” she answered. “He’s an ass, and he treated you like shit. Unfortunately, that’s not going to improve. He thinks he’s better than you because you’re human. He forgets you Phrygians are allies, not lackeys.”

      “Forgive me, but aren’t you human, too?”

      “Partially,” she said. She pulled back her hair and revealed an ear with a subtle but noticeable point to it. “I’m one-quarter elf.”

      Wren’s eyes widened. She couldn’t remember seeing that in Emory’s file. Had they missed it? How could they have if she’d had to go through grueling treatments to alter her physiognomy?

      “Aahhh,” she replied. “Is that why you defected then?”

      Emory barked out a short and humorless laugh. Her expression turned bitter.

      “No,” she said, her voice full of bile. “I don’t like elves any better than Urlanders.”

      Wren cocked her head in confusion. The more she spoke to Alexa Emory, the less she understood her. Wren didn’t comprehend why someone who hated Urlanders and elves would spend years and risk death working with them. There was some critical piece of the puzzle missing.

      “I’m sorry,” Wren said. “I don’t understand.”

      Emory didn’t say anything at first. Her eyes became unfocused. She drifted away to some other time – a memory, Wren suspected, that made her who she was but that she would rather forget.

      “My grandfather was a master magician,” Emory said, as though that explained everything. She paused again before continuing. “He was in Urland teaching a seminar on enchantments to novices at the University of Capita when he met my grandmother. She was there studying politics. Her family had minor influence at court, and she was learning to become a courtier.

      “They fell in love immediately. He was handsome and talented and smart. She was beautiful and inquisitive and clever. They consummated their passion almost immediately, and my mother was conceived. Grandfather was happy. They were not yet married, but he didn’t care. He loved my grandmother and proposed to her as soon as she told him she was pregnant. She accepted.

      “But her family was not pleased. They saw their daughter being pregnant before marriage at the hands of an elf as disgraceful and harmful to their growing influence. They refused to bless the union, so no priest would marry them.

      “My grandfather was unperturbed. He told her he would bring her to Alfheim and they would be wedded by an elven priest. However, Alfheim refused her a visa because they were not married. Conservatives in the church demanded she convert to their religion. Grandfather insisted that was not the message of Frey. His protests were ignored.

      “Then, Grandmother’s family used their influence to have Grandfather deported while refusing to allow her to leave the country. They forcibly separated them. My poor grandfather never got to see his daughter. She was born after he was taken away.

      “His devotion never ended, though. He wrote to my grandmother every day. He sent gifts and money to help with raising the child.

      “My family attempted to marry my grandmother to someone else to eliminate Grandfather’s influence, but no one wanted her since she already had a child. The last suitor was more interested in Mother than Grandmother. He courted Grandmother, but he eventually raped my mother, who was only fourteen at the time. She became pregnant with me.

      “When Grandmother discovered what happened, she took Mother and left. She lived out the remainder of her days on what money Grandfather sent her. Mother killed herself when I was only three. Evidently, she was so scarred by the experience, she couldn’t live with herself.

      “When Grandmother died, I joined the Royal Navy. There was nothing else for me to do. I wanted to be aboard a ship and leave behind everything I’d known. I discovered I was good at fighting, and, more importantly, I liked it.

      “But I swore I was going to make everyone who hurt my grandparents and my mother pay. When the opportunity to volunteer for the Red Dragon Project came along – the opportunity to become a living weapon – I jumped at it. I knew I would one day be able to turn against all the people who screwed my family.”

      Tears swam in Wren’s vision. Alexa Emory’s story was different than hers, but it was basically the same. An ambitious family that cared more for social standing than the well-being or happiness of their children. A callous church that fed the flames of hatred rather than love. And both Emory and her mother were caught in the middle, torn apart by people with no compassion.

      “I am so sorry that happened to you,” Wren said, unable to think of anything else.

      “Thanks.”

      “I am amazed they let you join the Red Dragon Program at all, let alone become a test subject. I would think your background would label you as a security risk.”

      “Ha!” she practically shouted. Her mood blackened further. “That’s the best part. They should have eliminated me just as you say. But you see, I was a very good marine. I was passionate in my job, I followed orders to the letter, and I knew all the right things to say. They believed I was serving to return honor to my family name! Because I lied so well, they thought my background actually made me less of a liability than more.

      “Delicious, isn’t it? They looked at how my family and I were mistreated, and they thought, ‘Good, that’ll make her more loyal.’ Now they’re paying the price, not only for their stupidity, but for how my grandmother and mother were screwed over.

      “And they are going to pay.” An evil light shone in her eyes. “I’m going to help the Sons of Frey destroy Alfar. The Urlanders will lose their precious ally, and you Phrygians will have the weapons to destroy them. Plus, Alfar will pay for refusing to allow my grandfather to marry my grandmother. They’ll learn they could have prevented this holocaust if they had done the right thing forty years ago.”

      Wren’s sympathy turned immediately to alarm. She understood Alexa Emory’s defection perfectly now. When people sought revenge, they laid aside all ethics and rules. And while Wren could see the vengeful motives of giving the ultimate weapon to the Phrygians, Emory was a single Red Dragon. How could she hope to destroy Alfar, even with the help of the Sons of Frey? She could cause great harm, but could a single dragon lay low an entire nation? Backed by Urlish troops, Wren saw no way the Alfaris would be unable to dispatch her. There had to be more to the plan than this. Alexa Emory and the Sons of Frey and perhaps the Phrygians, too, had some bigger objective. Emory’s revenge may have been the heart of the scheme, but there were higher stakes here Wren couldn’t yet perceive. She elected to poke Emory’s wounds to see what they might reveal.

      “I think there is a problem with your plan,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      Emory met Wren’s gaze for the first time since beginning her story. Naked anger seized the traitor’s expression.

      “By working with the Sons of Frey, you are helping the very people who abused your grandfather,” Wren said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Sons of Frey are the arm of the conservative Jifani theocracy. It is they who impose harsh restrictions on human-elf interaction and relationships. Humans and elves are not allowed to be together in Jifan, unlike in Alfar.”

      A sinister smile crept slowly up Emory’s face.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” she said with a chuckle. “Alfar not’s the only elf nation I intend to destroy. It’s just the first. Once I’m done with that, I’m through with this alliance. I need them to hurt Urland, but I plan to make all elves pay for what they did to my grandfather.”

      Wren wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or further frightened. On the one hand, it was comforting to know that Red Dragon Five had no loyalty to despotic theocrats. But on the other, it was clear she had no loyalty to anyone. Driven solely by anger and revenge, she would stoop to any atrocity to unleash her anger on the world. Wren stopped feeling sorry for her. Alexa Emory had learned all the wrong lessons from her betrayal.

      She stood up and circled the table until she drew even with Wren. Then she smiled sexily.

      “Enough talk of bad memories,” she said. “Why concentrate on past anger when there is pleasure to be had in the present.”

      She flung her arms over Wren’s neck. Shocked, Wren backed away and fell off the edge of the table. Feeling like an idiot, she scooted to the bulkhead and scrambled to her feet. Emory laughed and walked towards her slowly.

      “Oh, come now, Agent Koskova,” she drawled. “Don’t tell me you don’t like girls. I have seen how you look at me hungrily. I have observed the desire in those pretty, grey eyes. You wonder what I am hiding beneath my tunic. You long to explore the secrets of my body.”

      She drew even with Wren, put her hands on the bulkhead, and leaned in, pressing her breasts against Wren’s. Lust sprang up from Wren’s loins and shot through her heart. Her mind struggled not to drown in desire. Everything Emory had said was true. From the moment she’d gotten a good look at her, Wren had been deeply attracted to Alexa Emory. She was gorgeous and had a divine body.

      But this wasn’t right.

      Wren slipped beneath the other woman’s arms and crossed the cabin, putting the table between them. She did her best to smile.

      “I am sorry, Comrade Emory⁠—”

      “Call me Alexa.”

      “Very well,” Wren replied, her smile turning to a grimace. “I am sorry, Comrade Alexa. I cannot do this.”

      “Sure, you can.”

      “No, comrade, I cannot. I am … I am in love with someone else.”

      Wren’s heart stopped at those words. Was it true? Was she in love with May?

      She had long ago lost count of the number of women she’d slept with to further a mission’s goals. Forget how sexy Alexa Emory was, getting into bed with her would bring them closer together. Wren could exploit that to learn more about what was going on.

      But for the first time in her career, it felt dirty. It felt … immoral. May had given Wren her heart. Wren could not bring herself to betray that kind of trust.

      “The Gleaming Sea tells no tales, Tania,” Emory said, assuming it was okay to address Wren by her first name. “And we are deep beneath it.”

      “That may be, Comrade Alexa. But whether my lover ever learns of this or not, I will know. And I cannot live with that.”

      Emory’s shoulder’s sagged in defeat. She smiled and shook her head.

      “You’re a wonder, Tania. You spend three years lying to everyone about who you really are. You betray them in a way from which they cannot recover. And now you’re worried about a tiny sexual betrayal?”

      Wren scowled. Her business was deception, and she had betrayed many a person over the past twenty-four years. But the only way to live with what she did was to have a moral compass. She had to give her loyalty to someone, and she had to stick with it.

      “I did all of that for my country,” Wren said. “I may have been disloyal to my work colleagues, but I was serving a greater good. And I will not break my vows with my lover.

      “You are exceptionally attractive, Comrade Alexa, but I cannot explore your carnal secrets. Think of it as the type of loyalty you expected to be shown to your grandparents.”

      Emory regarded Wren carefully for several seconds. Her ice-blue eyes crawled over Wren, searching for some weakness. Then she smiled and shook her head again.

      “Very well, Tania. We will keep our alliance platonic. I suppose it is nice to know that someone in this vicious game we play has a sense of honor.” She went to the hatch and opened it. “But should you change your mind, I would be happy to accommodate you.”

      She held Wren with her gaze for several seconds longer. Then she went out and shut the hatch behind her.

      Wren slumped into the chair, exhausted. The midnight extraction mission, the stress of having the only remaining documents on the Red Dragon Project, and Alexa Emory’s disturbing tale of seeking revenge all drained her mind. She needed rest, and she needed time to think.

      Especially about her feelings for May.
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        May Honeyflower’s Office, the Grand Palace of Frey, Drasilia

      

      

      May was furious with herself. How could she have let Mother Gladheart escape like that? She’d gone to the temple with security measures in place. They had it surrounded. All the exits were covered. When the service ended, she went back in to confront Gladheart.

      And the controversial priest had vanished as if she’d never been there.

      It shouldn’t be possible. May had given her no opportunity to change her vestments, no way to slip out with the crowd. But after a thorough search of the Arch-temple Frey, there was no sign of Mother Gladheart.

      Now, nearly twenty-four hours later, no one had heard from or seen her. The Freyalan militia sympathizers were spreading rumors the government had her killed. The Shendalis claimed to have nothing to do with her disappearance. No one took credit for rescuing or abducting her. She was in the wind, and everyone was looking at May for the blame – either for silencing Mother Gladheart or for allowing her to flee.

      “Were you able to find anything?” she asked Eagleflight.

      “The temple guards protested our presence and resented the investigation, but they put up no resistance,” he answered. “After searching the entire grounds, I ordered the soldiers to expand to the surrounding areas, including every house and business in a two-square-mile area. They turned up nothing.”

      “God damn it,” May swore. “How could she have managed it?”

      “Many of Mother Gladheart’s personal effects were missing. In particular, there was no sign of her copies of the scriptures, and her wardrobe contained empty hangars. At least one set of vestments was taken. Caretaker Seaskimmer informed us there were other items missing she would need to conduct services.

      “I have since ordered the Elite Guard to scour all of Drasilia for her, and the Central Police have orders to arrest her on sight.”

      May turned that over in her head. Gladheart had somehow gotten all she would need out of the temple to make herself God’s chosen firebrand and, if necessary, his martyr. The fact that no one had heard from her meant nothing. It was still early. She was no doubt establishing a hiding place and gathering her most trusted agents to her. The very mystery of her disappearance had spread like wildfire through the city, feeding her legend and garnering sympathy. When she finally surfaced, it would be cataclysmic.

      “We’ve got to find her, Eagleflight. We can’t let her reappear under her own terms. We can’t let her control the message.”

      “I agree,” he said nodding thoughtfully. “We’re doing all we can now. Should we ask the Urlanders for additional manpower or to actively search for her?”

      “No, that’ll backfire. The Shendalis in the Coalition don’t want to work with the humans in the first place, and if it looks like Urland is shaking down Drasilia to find a renegade priest, it’ll turn everyone against us. We’re on dangerous ground as it is.

      “I’ve asked Shadow Service for their assistance. They can look more discreetly.”

      “A shame Shadow Six is on assignment elsewhere. She has a peculiar talent for making things happen.”

      “Heh. That’s one way of putting it,” May said.

      Her heart ached at her lover’s absence. Not only was Wren the top-ranking Shadow in the theater, her sweet touch, strong embrace, and sympathetic ear helped soothe the madness in May’s mind when she was battling an impossible situation. Without Wren here, everything seemed too hard.

      “I also suspect her company would aid your thinking,” Eagleflight said, as though he’d been reading her mind.

      She studied him for a moment. As usual, her friend and chief lieutenant wore a stoic expression. But there was love and sympathy in his eyes.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “I have seen you endure scorn for dating a human, especially a Shadow. But Wren Xavier more than proved her worth and friendship on Revelation Day. And there are no strictures against interspecies couples, so if God is love, then it is only natural you should be supported for finding and accepting it.”

      Gratitude seized May’s heart. She’d known Eagleflight a long time.  He was good and compassionate and devout. But she’d never heard him speak of love. Right now, she was in the midst of a storm. Having a friend was everything.

      A knock at the door brought her back to the present. Elena Kenderbrick stood just outside.

      “Oh, good morning, Agent Kenderbrick,” May said, trying to sound cheerful and failing utterly. “You didn’t need to come all the way up here to brief me. You could have sent an assistant or a report through the usual channels.”

      “I have something I need to discuss with you personally, Captain,” she said, sounding grim. “I thought I’d bring you the intel myself since I’d be seeing you.”

      May tried to read the human’s expression. Her face was flushed, and sweat beaded on her skin. But whether it was from the exertion of climbing to the top of Drasilia or the subject matter at hand, May couldn’t tell.

      “Excuse us, Lieutenant,” she said. “Please keep me informed on the progress of the search.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      He fired off a salute and then turned and left the office. Kenderbrick came in and shut the door behind her.

      “So,” May began, “have you come to give me the good news that you have a lead on Mother Gladheart’s whereabouts?”

      “I wish I were,” the other woman said as she approached the desk. “May I sit down?”

      “Please.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So, what do you know?” May inquired.

      “Not much more than you’ve already briefed me. I assigned Shadow Thirty-one to investigate. Among his unique abilities is the power to see a person’s footsteps. He’s an excellent reconnaissance agent, as you might imagine.”

      “I’ll bet!”

      May was as disturbed as anyone by Shadows. Their innate supernatural powers were unnerving to begin with. But knowing that they got them from The Rift, that only certain people could be touched by The Rift’s corruptive energy and no one knew why or could predict whom would be affected, made them seem downright diabolical. She’d learned to see past that prejudice, though, after taking Wren as a lover. Now, she mostly marveled at the extraordinary things they could do.

      “Unfortunately, he hasn’t been able to conduct a proper investigation,” Kenderbrick said.

      “Why not?”

      Kenderbrick hesitated, searching for a delicate way to say whatever was on her mind. May steeled herself for more bad news.

      “For Shadow Thirty-one’s ability to be effective, he needs to be at the origin point,” Kenderbrick explained. “Otherwise, there is no way to be certain which of the footsteps belong to her and which trip may be the one to follow if there are more than one. As you can imagine, Mother Gladheart has a lot of trails within the Arch-temple of Frey and leaving it. So it’s impossible to know for sure which, if any of them, will lead to her new location.

      “And unfortunately, Captain, the temple caretakers and the priests are refusing to allow Shadow Thirty-one to operate inside.”

      “What!”

      “Because he is a Shadow, they deem him corrupt. They will not allow him to use his Shadow powers anywhere in the temple, especially in the sanctuary. They claim it will defile sacred ground.”

      “Oh, God damn it,” May swore.

      Sometimes, she hated her job. There was a right way to do things. Everyone knew what it was. And they hid behind dogmatic excuses to resist. The temple caretakers were being every bit as rigidly obstructive as the rest of the Coalition. And she doubted they were truly concerned with the Arch-temple of Frey being defiled. She suspected many of them sympathized with Mother Gladheart and the rest were giving into anti-human bigotry.

      “I’m sorry, Agent Kenderbrick. I’ll see what I can do. I may have to get Minister of Faith Gildenstar involved, since she technically has the authority to overrule them. But she’s been a Gladheart sympathizer for some time, so I can’t promise I’ll be able to persuade her.”

      “I expected as much,” Kenderbrick said, nodding thoughtfully. “We’ll continue to search for her by other means, but any help you can give us with the caretakers would be appreciated.”

      “Of course. Is that what you came to speak to me about?”

      Kenderbrick’s pale face darkened. Regret haunted her blue eyes.

      “No,” she said flatly. “There is another matter.”

      Dread crawled through May’s stomach. The deliberate obstruction of the temple was bad enough. But the Head of Section for Shadow Service had more news, and May could tell it was far worse. She couldn’t imagine a security matter more serious than the one she was facing at the moment, unless the Urlanders had uncovered another coup plot.

      “What is it?” May asked, gripping the edge of her desk.

      The last of Kenderbrick’s professionalism drained from her face. May fought the urge to panic.

      “As you are probably aware, we sent Shadow Six on a covert operation a few weeks ago. I can’t tell you anything about it. However, shortly after her arrival onsite, Shadow Six made contact with one of our agents. This agent identified a potential Sons of Frey stronghold. Shadow Six attempted to infiltrate the base.” She paused. “She hasn’t been heard from since.”

      No.

      “Our agent waited a full week for any sign of her,” Kenderbrick continued. “None came. We have to assume, therefore, that she is dead.”

      May stopped breathing for several seconds. Pain exploded in her heart. Involuntarily, her hand went to her chest.

      “I’m sorry,” May said, “why do we have to assume she’s dead? Is it not also possible she was captured and is being held there?”

      “Our agent does not think that is likely⁠—”

      “Why not?” May interrupted, her voice rising. “Why doesn’t he think that is likely?”

      “I can’t comment on the situation,” Kenderbrick said, “but the protocols he observed do not suggest they have a prisoner.”

      “But he only thinks it is ‘unlikely,’” she said. “It remains possible Wren is still alive. Your agent hasn’t seen her body.”

      “Well, no⁠—”

      “Then you can’t know for sure she is dead,” May retorted. “You’re only assuming.”

      “Captain,” Kenderbrick said, sounding disgustingly piteous. “It’s a pretty safe assumption under the circumstances.”

      “I’m not interested in assumptions!” May snapped. “I want facts! Have you reconnoitered this base?”

      Kenderbrick looked uncomfortable. May didn’t care. She’d been walking on eggshells with the Coalition, Mother Gladheart, and General Blackstone for weeks. She was not going to sit here and listen to this woman tell her Wren was dead.

      “Captain, I can’t talk about any of the mission details,” Kenderbrick said, “but we’ve done all we can.”

      “The hell you have! There’s more that can be done! You haven’t found a body! You haven’t seen anything! All you know is she went in, and she hasn’t come out!”

      Kenderbrick searched for the right thing to say. Her face was begrimed with sorrow.

      “I’m sorry, Captain Honeyflower,” she said. “Due to the nature of the mission, I can’t really tell you anything else.”

      “God damn you, Kenderbrick, stop playing games with me! I know she’s in Allamabad, and I have a good idea why! You do not get to sit there and tell me Wren Xavier is dead and not explain to me why you are convinced of that, when you don’t know for sure.”

      Kenderbrick’s expression suddenly went stony. May understood. Wren revealing where she was going was a serious breach of protocol, but May didn’t care. She’d been right to demand information of Wren.

      “If you know where Shadow Six is,” Kenderbrick said, “then you know why we have not been able to reconnoiter the base more thoroughly. We have done everything we can.

      “She knew the risks, Captain. She knew what the potential consequences were. I shouldn’t have let her go in the first place, but she went with the full understanding that there was no backup and no official authorization.

      “I’ve done what I can for her. All there is left to do is assume she is dead and mourn for her. And frankly, if she isn’t dead, she probably wishes she were. We should pray for that, because you know what they’ll do to her, and I can’t risk an extraction.”

      May stared at her. Kenderbrick’s expression was angry, but her eyes were wet. It was clear she wanted to do more, but her hands were tied. May understood that, but she didn’t want to accept it.

      “You’re wrong,” May said, trying to keep her voice even. “Before Wren left, I performed an elven ritual on her, binding my heart to hers. If she were dead, I’d have felt that connection sever.”

      Kenderbrick’s eyes went wide at that revelation. Worry, wonder, and fury warred for control of her expression.

      “She’s not dead, Kenderbrick. I would know if she were.”

      Wren’s controller shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Her eyes searched the desk, looking for the right words to say.

      “If she’s alive,” Kenderbrick replied, meeting May’s gaze, “then the safest assumption is that she’s being held prisoner. And if that’s the case, she is likely being tortured for information.”

      “Or the mission is still active!” May shouted. “You don’t know that she’s been captured any more than you know she is dead! It is possible she is deep undercover and unable to report in.”

      The other woman sighed. She put a patronizing look on her face.

      “Captain, even if that is true, I still can’t do anything for her. She went to Jifan knowing she would have no backup, that if anything went wrong, no cavalry would come to her rescue. She’s on her own, Captain Honeyflower, and the ritual you conducted notwithstanding, she is most likely dead or in the hands of the Sons of Frey.

      “I’m sorry, but I’ve lost too many field agents in the past to believe this time is any different. Call it an instinct, a gut feeling, or whatever you like. Shadow Five was the best agent I’ve ever worked with, and even she turned up torn to pieces in the wasteland outside Wildwood Forest. I’ve no reason to believe Shadow Six is any different and a lot of reasons to believe she isn’t.

      “But whether I am right or wrong, there is just nothing I can do.”

      “Then why are you telling me this?” May cried, her voice finally breaking.

      Tears streamed from her eyes, and a lump the size of a boulder came into her throat. Kenderbrick swallowed hard.

      “Partially, because you’re the operational head of security and my direct liaison with the government. I’m obligated to report to you any change in the status of my agents in-country.

      “But mostly because you are clearly in love with Wren. And I thought you deserved to know.”

      Neither woman said anything for a moment. They sat quietly, pinned to their chairs by grief.

      “For what it’s worth,” Kenderbrick said, “I believe she was in love with you, too. She tried to pretend she wasn’t. But the way she spoke of and looked at you suggested otherwise. I may be a sour, cynical controller for Her Majesty’s Shadow Service, but I know authentic feelings when I observe them.”

      May couldn’t see anymore. There were too many tears. Everything was a blur.

      “Thank you for telling me,” she said, her voice choked.

      “You’re welcome. I’m sorry.”

      Kenderbrick stood and gazed on May for several seconds. Then she turned, went to the door, and opened it.

      “I hope you’re right, Captain. I really do. I just think you should prepare yourself to be wrong.”

      May couldn’t look at her. Tears fell on her desk like silent rain. When she didn’t reply, Kenderbrick went out and shut the door behind her.

      Putting her head down on the desk, May allowed herself to cry. She needed the emotion to come out, so she could think clearly. She realized as she sobbed that she no longer cared about where Mother Gladheart was or what that meant to security in Drasilia or whether the Coalition would survive. The only things that mattered to her were Wren Xavier and the idea she might never see her, never hold her again.

      “Dear God,” she prayed. “Please don’t let her be dead. Please watch over her. Please. I’m begging you.”

      May didn’t expect a response. God didn’t speak to his devotees aloud. But it was hard to believe the silence didn’t mean her prayer was unheard.
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        Silverfin, off the Coast of Akrinos, Olympian Archipelago

      

      

      Wren’s heart pounded in fear. She’d been unable to relax for the past two days. Maintaining her cover in a submersed vessel was nerve-wracking enough. But she also had to ensure no one got ahold of the Red Dragon Project documents. She feared leaving them in her quarters, but she was just as afraid to have them on her person. What if Teargarden or Emory demanded to see them? What if Teargarden decided to have his crew take them? Wren’s ingenuity had led to him losing his marines, but there were plenty of sailors the Sons of Frey’s Chief of Operations could muster to the task.

      Additionally, she drew uncomfortable glances from the crew. Women were viewed as property in Jifan, and humans had no real rights. She would catch sailors staring at her hungrily, undressing her with their eyes. And most of those lascivious glances were matched with frowns. These men didn’t like having a woman or a human aboard, let alone two. And Emory had rank. Wren saw how the crew chafed under her commands.

      Though she hated it, she wore the hijab Emory gave her. She made certain none of her hair poked out of it. The sex these elves imagined having with her was punitive, not for pleasure. And she wanted to give them as little reason to act on their urges as possible.

      A knock at the door made her wince. Though Emory had not made a pass at Wren since their first night aboard, Red Dragon Five continued to flirt with her and offered suggestive remarks. Wren despised having to constantly deflect the traitor’s advances, and she feared Emory had come to her cabin in search of a tryst again.

      She rolled off her rack and went to the door, opening it. An elf she didn’t recognize stood outside.

      “Excuse, ma’am,” he said in broken Phrygian. “Ms. Emory like see you on bridge.”

      “The bridge?”

      “Da. Me to accompany yourself.”

      Terror raced through Wren’s mind. Had she been found out after all?

      “Very well,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant. “Lead the way.”

      Wren followed the elf through the hatch and down the hall. The odd swaying sensation of Silverfin’s motion had ceased. They’d come to a stop. Was she about to be put off in the middle of the ocean? Maybe they would flood the hangar, open the mouth, and just purge her into the deep.

      She willed herself not to panic. There was no reason to believe her cover was blown. Therefore, she shouldn’t act like it. That would only arouse suspicion and cause her to make a mistake. It was best to remain calm and act as though this was all very normal.

      Emory had summoned her to the bridge. That was a good sign, wasn’t it? If they thought she was a double agent, it would be risky to bring her to the nerve center of the ship. It would be far safer to summon her to the hangar or a brig if they had one. It would have been even smarter to just lock her in her quarters, where she couldn’t do any harm.

      She hated this mission and regretted volunteering for it. Being confined inside Silverfin for so long was making her paranoid.

      The bridge was just as Wren remembered it. Elves sat at various stations operating controls. The captain sat in a large chair overseeing everything. Teargarden stood in the middle of the room, leaning on his staff. Alexa stood next to him, holding a map. They seemed to be conferring.

      She looked up to see Wren waiting just inside the hatch. She smiled, but there was very little warmth in it.

      “Hello, Tania,” she said.

      Teargarden looked Wren’s way and offered a customary look of disgust. Wren smiled.

      “Greetings,” she said. “You called for me?”

      “Yes,” Emory said, “you’re just in time. We’ve come to a stop.”

      “Have we reached Jifan already?” Wren asked.

      “Nyet,” Teargarden said, his voice dripping with disdain.

      “Then where are we?”

      She adopted a curious expression, trying to feign no worry about the development.

      “Just off the coast of Akrinos, largest of the Olympian Islands,” Alexa said.

      “She doesn’t need to know that,” Teargarden snapped.

      “Why not?” she protested. “She’s coming with me.”

      “What?” Teargarden said, alarm in his voice.

      Wren had to swallow hard not to echo the terrorist’s sentiment. Just where the hell were they going?

      “I need her help,” Emory replied.

      “Absolutely not,” Teargarden said. “This was not part of the approved mission protocol, and I’m in charge. I forbid it.”

      Wren’s head spun. She had no idea what they were talking about. But the Red Dragon Project was headquartered on Akrinos. Their presence here couldn’t possibly be good.

      “Look,” Emory said, her face turning red. “You idiots are the ones who lost the elixir in the first place. Now, I have to get it back. The approach isn’t going to be easy, the Urlanders are likely on high alert after my defection, and I’m going to need some help breaking in. Besides, we lost the battleblades recovering her –” she jerked her thumb in Wren’s direction “– in the first place.

      “You may be in charge of this operation, Dr. Teargarden, but it’s my ass that has to pull it off, and I do not want it hanging in the wind.”

      “Excuse me,” Wren said, trying to pull some details from them. “What are the two of you talking about?”

      Alexa let out an angry sigh and rolled her eyes. She turned to Wren with a you’re-not-going-to-believe-this look on her face.

      “After I managed to steal a portion of the elixir and smuggle it out of the Red Dragon Project’s nearly impenetrable fortress, these geniuses allowed an Urlish agent to destroy every single bottle. So now we’ve got to break into said nearly impenetrable fortress – after I defected and sabotaged the project – to steal some more.”

      Wren’s heart skipped a beat. Though she hadn’t been able to recover any of the elixir, all of it had been destroyed. And that meant Emory’s defection was meaningless. She couldn’t transform, and she’d likely been unaware of the loss of the compound when she sabotaged the test mission. Blood and bones, she was powerless. Wren had unwittingly defanged her weeks ago.

      “And you want me to help?” she said, trying to contain her incredulity.

      “The Urlanders weren’t stupid about this project,” Emory replied. “They wanted it somewhere difficult to reach. Akrinos may be the largest island in the archipelago, but it’s one of the least hospitable. The fortress is at the top of a mountain that drops away into the sea. The only ways up are through a steep and well-defended pass or through the air.”

      “Which way are we taking,” Wren asked.

      “We can’t take the pass,” she answered. “We’d be cut to pieces before we even saw the defenders. And since I can’t transform, flying’s out, too. So, we’re going to have to scale the cliff face.”

      Wren swallowed hard. On the one hand, being on the mission would enable her to ensure it didn’t succeed. On the other, climbing a mountain that dropped into the sea sounded really unappealing.

      “And I’m going with you because …”

      “Because, assuming we don’t fall to our deaths, I’ll need someone to watch my back while I steal the elixir.”

      “And I suppose,” Wren said, “this can only be done at night, so we will not be seen?”

      “Correct. Our ‘friends’ in the Sons of Frey left us a hell of a job.”

      “It would have been easier if you hadn’t martyred all the battleblades,” Teargarden commented.

      Wren watched the two of them glare at each other. She thought perhaps the only thing she might need to do to scuttle whatever plot the Sons of Frey were cooking up would be to foment the hatred between Alexa Emory and Magnus Teargarden. Wren was amazed they were able to work together at all.

      “Regardless,” Emory said at last, “the situation exists as it does. We must recover the Red Dragon Compound. The only approach is up the cliff face. I will need assistance. The battleblades are all dead. Dark Dagger will have to be the one.”

      She let that hang in the air. No one said anything. Wren waited. After a moment, Emory turned to the captain.

      “Darkweaver, have the crew prepare the two remaining glidestrikers and some climbing gear,” she said. “If your clock is correct, the sun will be down in about an hour. We need to be ready to surface and disembark by then.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

      Wren sighed. Things kept getting worse, and she feared she would make some terrible mistake that would lead to her handing the Sons of Frey a doomsday weapon.
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      May hadn’t known she was coming here. Her mind was in a fog, unable to process any thoughts not concerned with Wren. No sensory information penetrated her conscious mind. She just walked where her feet took her.

      Wren couldn’t be dead. May had performed the dicta foresa, and there had been no signal. If she’d been captured and tortured, she’d have used the magic. If she’d been in mortal danger, she’d have signaled her. She just couldn’t be dead.

      Unless, of course, she’d been killed unexpectedly. If she’d been surprised, she wouldn’t have had time to call. But then May would have felt it. She’d have experienced terrible chest pain as her heart returned to her.

      No, Wren Xavier was still alive. But she was behind enemy lines with no backup, and worse, Shadow Service had given up on her. May had to do something.

      When she realized where she was, she smiled weakly. She wasn’t at all surprised. God had guided her, known what she needed.

      She approached her parents’ quaint home. Ivy grew up around the door. The walls were intricately carved. Her father’s herb garden flanked the winding path to the door. There was no place on Earth she felt safer – no place she needed more than the house where she was most loved. She walked up the path and rapped twice on the front door. After a moment, her father opened it.

      “Well,” he said, a broad smile growing across his thin face. “To what do I owe the honor of a visit from the Captain of the Elite Guard?”

      His warmth and his love were too much. She burst into tears. She threw herself into his arms and sobbed uncontrollably. All of the pent-up anger and grief of missing Wren and dealing with the Coalition and the militias rushed out of her. He wrapped his arms around her and held her softly.

      “There, there, my Little Honeyflower,” he said. “Whatever troubles you, we’ll sort it out. Why don’t you come inside?”

      She allowed him to draw her into the house and close the door behind her. Unsure what to do, she simply followed him into the sitting room, where he seated her on a chair.

      “Wait here,” he said.

      Then he left the room for a few minutes. May stared at nothing. Her mind was blocked by thoughts of Wren. She couldn’t tell how much time passed before her father returned with two glasses of freschina.

      “Drink this,” he said. “It will make you feel better.”

      She did as she was told not so much because he was her father or even because she wanted to. She complied because she didn’t know what else to do, and she wanted someone else to do the thinking.

      He seated himself opposite her and sipped his wine. He did not smile, but somehow his features still soothed. His Kelly-green skin, his greying hair, and the yellow eyes that matched hers exuded both confidence and comfort. The neat, little room with its chairs and end tables and a shelf of books returned her to childhood, when she felt safe and secure as long as her father was watching over her.

      “Now, what troubles you, May?” he asked.

      She didn’t know where to begin. How could she explain all this to him?

      “It’s Wren,” she said as though that summarized everything.

      He smiled and sipped more of his freschina. Then he leaned forward.

      “I should have known,” he said. “Only love could so weaken one as strong as you. What has happened?”

      “She’s …” She stopped, swallowed hard, and then began again. “The Urlanders say she’s dead.”

      Her father frowned. The creases in his face deepened.

      “Do you have some reason to doubt them?”

      “Yes!” She put her wine down. “No. I don’t know.”

      “That’s three very different positions,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me more.”

      She recounted for him how Wren had left on a secret mission and how Kenderbrick had reported her likely death. She left out the details to maintain security but otherwise told him the whole story.

      “And why do you feel the Urlanders are wrong in their assumption of her demise?” he asked.

      “Because they haven’t really investigated,” she said, raising her voice. “She’s disappeared, but they haven’t really looked for her.”

      “So you feel she might be alive, even though the evidence suggests she is not.”

      “Yes!”

      He smiled again. She wanted to be angry with him for doing that, but it eased her heart the smallest bit.

      “You should drink some more of your freschina,” he said. “You’re still upset.”

      She glared at him. He smiled more broadly.

      “May, you may be correct that there is no conclusive evidence Ms. Xavier is dead, but you haven’t told me why you believe she is still alive.”

      “Because I performed the dicta foresa!” she shouted. “Even if she hasn’t called to me, I would know if she died.”

      Her father’s yellow eyes opened wide in stunned surprise. It was a rare expression for him, and she wasn’t usually the one who caused it.

      “You pledged your heart to a human? To a Shadow?”

      “Papa, please don’t,” she moaned.

      Confusion and concern washed over his face. He studied her for several seconds.

      “Forgive me for asking,” he said, “but why would you do something so …”

      “Radical?”

      “Uncharacteristic. You’ve a temperament just like your mother’s – bold, passionate, quick to anger – but you also show moderation and careful judgment. You have to as Captain of the Elite Guard. Bestowing the sacred seal on a human Shadow you’ve know only a few months is unusual behavior for you. So, tell me, May, what motivated you to do this?”

      She sighed. It was a fair question. She just didn’t fully know the answer.

      “Wren’s mission is off the books,” she said. “Due to the nature of it, she has no backup. If anything goes wrong, Shadow Service will cut her loose. Urland will disavow her. She’ll be treated as a rogue agent, and the Jifanis can do whatever they like to her.

      “I … I couldn’t let her go off alone, Papa. She may be working for Urland, but her mission is defending Alfar. No other human has shown us that sort of respect. The rest of them are here protecting Urlish interests. But Wren is actually trying to help us. It didn’t seem right for her to assume all of the risk, for her government to ask her to undertake this incredibly dangerous but critical mission and refuse to give her any support.

      “So I gave her the only help I knew how to. I performed the dicta foresa, so that if she did get in over her head, she would be able to call me for help. I sacrificed my heart to protect Alfar and to watch over this human who cherishes all we stand for.”

      Her father leaned back in his chair and stroked his chin thoughtfully. For several seconds, his gaze went somewhere far away, as if he were trying to find answers in the stars. Then he looked her in the eye.

      “Do you love Wren Xavier?” he asked.

      May hardly knew how to answer the question. She’d been dancing around it for weeks. There were so many reasons why it would never work, why they could never truly be together.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Well, maybe.”

      Her father’s smile returned. A wave of happiness broke over his face.

      “Listen, Little Honeyflower, love is not a thing that one doesn’t know about. When we are in love, there is no denying it. When we are not, it can feel crushing.

      “You have been involved sexually and presumably romantically with Ms. Xavier for seven months. When you come for dinner, you entertain us with stories of this strange and extraordinary human. And now you tell me you have performed the dicta foresa on her despite there being no troth between you. You are upset because the Urlanders sent her on a suicide mission and have left her for dead.

      “I think it is time to stop lying to yourself. You love Wren Xavier. Long before you performed the sacred seal, she captured your heart.”

      Had she been lying to herself? Well, maybe it was more like denial. She knew they couldn’t be together. She knew that eventually Urland would recall Shadow Six, and that would be the last they ever saw of each other. She couldn’t just resign as Captain of the Elite guard. Not with everything going on.

      And so, she had told herself she had not fallen in love with Wren. She put up a barrier, a shield, to prevent that sin of her heart from intruding on her mind. But her father had exposed her. He’d stripped away all her armor. She wanted to be angry with him for penetrating her defenses so easily, but she reminded herself that God had brought her here. This was the truth she needed to acknowledge.

      “You’re right,” she said with another sigh. “I love her. And more than that, I’m in love with her.”

      Her father smiled. He had another long sip of his wine.

      “Congratulations, May. I am so happy you have found someone you cherish. Love is the very language of God. It can sometimes be a burden, but it is always rewarding.”

      “Thanks, Papa.”

      “Of course, this raises a new, bigger question. What will you do about it?”

      May wished she knew. The situation was impossible, and she’d made it more so by giving Wren her heart.

      “I don’t know, Papa. She’s not here, and I may never see her again.”

      “I think you misunderstood me,” he said with a chuckle. “There is nothing you can do about being in love with Wren Xavier. Even if you hadn’t given your heart to her with the dicta foresa, you would be unable to turn off your feelings. Your heart has decided it wants Ms. Xavier.

      “No, the question is, now that you know you are in love and you know that the Urlanders have given her up for dead, what action will you take?”

      Tears leaked from her eyes. She knew what action she wanted to take, but she also knew it was impossible.

      “There is nothing I can do, Papa. I have no idea where Wren is, and I have responsibilities here.”

      He frowned. Then he rose from his seat, crossed the room, and gently stroked her cheek.

      “My dear Little Honeyflower, I love you with all my heart. I am so very proud of you. But sometimes, you are too much like your mother – stubborn, intractable, so certain there is only one proper choice in any situation.

      “It is of course true that you have responsibilities here in Drasilia, and that, with the current political climate, your voice is needed more than ever. But ask yourself: ‘What would happen if I were to fall from the Grand Palace of Frey and die?’”

      “It’s not that simple, Papa, and you know it.”

      “Humor me.”

      May huffed in protest. She hated it when he forced her through a hypothetical situation for the sole purpose of teaching her something. It didn’t matter that he was usually right. She just didn’t have the patience for his rhetorical methods when she was already frustrated.

      “Fine,” she said. “If I died tomorrow, someone would be named to replace me, probably Eagleflight. And life would go on without me just fine, I’m sure.”

      “Then why can they not go on fine without you now?”

      “Because I have a duty, Papa! I am the Captain of the Elite Guard. I am in charge of internal security throughout Alfar. I can’t just take a vacation because my lover is missing!”

      “But isn’t that what you’re already doing?”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know your schedule by heart, May, and I know that you often must work at odd hours. But it is not quite noon, and you are here in my sitting room instead of at your post. Surely, you are supposed to be working at the moment?”

      “You’re right,” she said, feeling disgusted as she stood. “I should leave.”

      “Sit down, Daughter,” her father said.

      His tone was gentle but firm. And he only ever called her “Daughter” when he felt the need to exert his parental authority. It had been many years since he’d had any right to tell her what to do – she was a grown woman and an important public official. But her love for him, her trust in his wisdom, gave him power. Unable to resist, she dropped back into her chair.

      “Drink some more of your wine,” he said. “It will relax your mind. You are so passionate, May, and sometimes, that prevents you from seeing all the possibilities.”

      Feeling petulant, she nevertheless did as he asked. She grabbed the cup and took a sip. Its airy taste pleased her. After another swallow, she could feel the tension draining from her.

      “‘Duty’ is an interesting word,” he went on. “It connotes obligation. It requires one to forsake other things in favor of that duty.

      “But it is not a word confined solely to military or political service. I had a duty to you and your brother to raise you to become wise and good elves. I have a duty to your mother to be the best husband I can be and to give her the love she deserves. There are all kinds of duties, May, and a person may hold multiple obligations.

      “You may recall, for example, that your mother resigned her commission in the army so that there could be no conflict of interest in promoting you to Captain of the Elite Guard. Did she shirk her duty to Alfar by retiring? Did she fulfill her duty to you by sacrificing her own career for yours? I know what your mother’s answer would be to that question.

      “And it is the same question facing you now. If you go after Wren Xavier, are you betraying Alfar? If you do not, are you betraying your love?”

      The tears flowed freely now. Her heart ached with loss. She knew what she had to do. She just wished she could make the other choice.

      “I see what you are trying to do, Papa. But there is no real choice here. I swore an oath to protect Alfar. That has to be my first concern.”

      “Really? Did you not tell me you performed the dicta foresa so Ms. Xavier would have backup in an emergency?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “What would you do, then, if she did call to you? Suppose she signals you this afternoon. The security situation in Drasilia will not have changed. You will still be needed here. Will you leave Wren Xavier to whatever fate caused her to call for your aid?”

      She opened her mouth to shout at him, but she realized he had her in a logic trap. If Wren did signal, May would have to make a choice of which oath to betray.

      Suddenly, she wasn’t sure what she’d been thinking when she sealed herself to Wren. Of course, she’d been planning to ride to the rescue! But she hadn’t considered any of the ramifications of chasing after Wren in Jifan.

      “God forgive me, Papa. I’ve already broken my vow.”

      He smiled sympathetically and brushed a tear away.

      “I believe you told me that your motivation for pledging your heart to Wren Xavier was because she is fighting for Alfar. This human Shadow is prepared to die to defend God’s Chosen People.”

      “Yes,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Well then, if Ms. Xavier’s mission serves Alfar, are you not fulfilling your duty to both her and the country by ensuring she succeeds?”

      May stared in wonder at him. She had to blink away tears to focus on his face. Was he really saying what she thought he was?

      “A good leader trusts in those beneath her,” he went on. “If Eagleflight is capable of stepping into your shoes, even for just a short time, then your duty to the Elite Guard is fulfilled, freeing you to serve Alfar in another way. And this way may be more critical to our survival than dealing with militia violence or the disappearance of Mother Gladheart.”

      May had no idea what to say. She silently thanked God and Frey for guiding her here. At last, she knew what to do.

      “Thank you, Papa,” she said. “This was what I needed.”

      “You already knew what to do,” he said, brushing off the gratitude. “You just needed someone to give you permission to do it.”

      May nodded. It was true. From the moment Kenderbrick had told her Wren was missing and presumed dead, she’d wanted to see for herself. But her rigid sense of duty had forbidden it.

      She rose and kissed him on the cheek before pulling him into a tight hug. He returned it with all the warmth and joy she’d ever wanted.

      After a moment, she disengaged and turned to go. He put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Dearest Honeyflower,” he said, “May, I am so pleased for you. A father wants only happiness for his child. I am so glad you have found love.”

      “Thank you, Papa,” she said, her eyes welling with tears again, although this time they were joyful.

      “In all you do, you make me proud. Go. Find your love and bring her home safely. I want to get to know this woman who stole my daughter’s heart.”

      She gave him another hug and a kiss and left. As she walked back towards the palace, she set her shoulders. She knew what she had to do, and she had a plan. The Jifanis had better hope no harm had come to Wren. If it had, she was going to bring their entire nation down.
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      Dread flooded Wren’s stomach as Emory and she raced over the waves towards the shore. Wren had no idea what to do. She could try to kill Red Dragon Five on the mission. Or alert the Urlish personnel once they had penetrated the base. Both of those options would contain the damage of Alexa Emory’s defection.

      But it only handled one side of the problem. There was still the issue of the alliance between the Sons of Frey and the Phrygians. Last year, they had teamed up to orchestrate Silverleaf’s coup attempt. But the Phrygian Politburo had been unaware of the operation. General Tupelov was a warrior operating without a mandate, and Ravager was working for Silverleaf without the knowledge of his superiors in the People’s Defense Bureau. It had seemed like a seditious warmonger had teamed up with a megalomaniac to change the political landscape.

      Except now, the Phrygians were working with the Sons of Frey again. And this was no unauthorized conspiracy. Tania Koskova had been a deep plant inside the Red Dragon Project. The Phrygians naturally would want to spy on the development of a doomsday weapon, and they would surely want to acquire it for themselves. The entire Cold War was predicated on the fact that if either side attacked, the outcome would be calamitous for both, for the entire Northern World. As long as the status quo was maintained, neither Urland nor Phrygia dared be too aggressive. Thus, both sides sought any advantage that could tip the balance in their favor.

      The Red Dragon Project was all that and more. And despite the fact that Wren understood their interest and goals in it, she was still missing some key answers. Koskova may have been a double agent, but how did she discover Emory wanted to defect? Whose idea had this plan been in the first place? And perhaps most importantly, how did the Sons of Frey become involved?

      If Wren killed or arrested Red Dragon Five, there would be a host of questions that could not be answered. Koskova was dead. Only Emory had the answers.

      She supposed Teargarden might also have helpful information. He surely was involved in coordinating with the Phrygians, and he participated in the sabotage of the test flight and facilitated Emory’s defection.

      But without Red Dragon Five, Dr. Teargarden was completely inaccessible to Wren. If she returned to Silverfin without Emory, there was no reason to believe the sinister elf wouldn’t just kill Wren and take the plans Dark Dagger had stolen. And though Wren might succeed in coordinating with the Royal Navy to sink the magical vessel, Teardgarden would never allow himself or any of the others to be taken alive. They would all be lost with the ship. And the answers to this Phrygian-Jifan alliance would sink to the depths of The Gleaming Sea along with them.

      And so, as the salt spray from the ocean bit into her face and the wind whipped her cloak behind her, Wren felt paralyzed with dread. She had to stop Emory and the Sons of Frey somehow, but she had no idea how she might do it without making things worse. Both Alfar and Urland were in danger from this dark alliance, and there was more at stake than simply taking out a defector.

      As they arrived on what passed for a shore, Wren and Emory looked for a place to park their glidestrikers. They found a small outcropping of rocky beach and tied up the crafts like horses at a hitching post. The tide was in, and it continually slammed against the cliff face. Wren wasn’t sure how they were going to even start the climb. It was easy to imagine slipping off the wet surface after only a few feet, falling into the water, and then being continually battered against the rock wall until she either drowned or was pulverized.

      The moon provided some illumination, but it was high in the sky and off to the east. Only a portion of its light cascaded over the top of the cliff to the western wall where they’d made landfall. Thus, it was difficult to see, which would make the climb even more dangerous. Wren shuddered. She’d scaled many a wall in her years with Shadow Service, but the cliff rose hundreds of feet into the air. It would take hours to reach the top, even if they were unmolested. And there was no way her old friend Julius Quincy hadn’t left a few nasty surprises for anyone trying to break into the compound from this direction.

      

      Wren tapped her foot nervously. They’d been training and preparing for this for the better part of two years. But now that the first mission was finally here, she felt small, weak, incapable. She was barely seventeen, and here she was risking her life for her country.

      “You need to relax,” Erin said. “If you don’t calm down now, you’ll freeze up inside.”

      Erin Evanson. A gifted Shadow only a few years older than Wren. Not only had The Rift blessed her with superspeed, she also had a potent danger sense that allowed her to foresee trouble before it occurred.

      “She’s right,” Sara said. “You can’t think about what could go wrong. You need to focus on the mission protocols and executing them.”

      Wren knew the protocols backwards and forwards. They would break into the villa of a known Phrygian spy in Patrias. Sara would use her Shadow-rot power to open a hole in the wall. Wren and Erin would slip inside. While Wren used her ability to hide in shadows to make her way to his office, Erin would use her superspeed to run interference against any security personnel. Wren was to use her Shadow Sight to learn the combination to the safe and how to disable any traps. Then she would steal the documents they were after while Erin covered her escape. Sara would remain as a lookout, using her message-sending ability to alert the others to anyone coming.

      “I know what to do,” Wren said. “It’s just … this is real. All of our training exercises had failsafes so we couldn’t really get hurt. If something goes wrong tonight, one or all of us could die.”

      “Something will go wrong, if you don’t stop worrying about it,” Sara said. “Come on, where’s the bold, creative Wren Xavier? She’d relish an assignment like this.”

      “Exactly!” Erin added. “Besides, there is nothing to worry about. We’re Shadow Service’s Triple Threat. They’re going to be writing about our exploits for years after we retire. Together, the three of us are absolutely unstoppable!”

      “I don’t think anyone records the exploits of undercover agents,” Sara said. “At least not in the history books.”

      Wren laughed. Sara always knew how to put her at ease.

      “Whatever,” Erin said. “All right, girls, everyone ready?

      “Ready,” Sara said.

      Wren heaved a sigh and willed her heart to slow.

      “Ready,” she said.

      “Then let’s go,” Erin said. “The legend begins tonight!”

      

      Wren shuddered at the memory. Everything had gone wrong that night. There was more security than they’d been told to expect, and the Phrygians knew they were coming. Wren had barely begun to crack the safe when alarm bells went off and there were guards everywhere. For all her confidence in her speed and danger sense, Erin lost her head to a Phrygian sword when she zigged instead of zagged. Moving at superspeed, she was dead before she had time to realize what happened. Wren had escaped with Sara’s guidance, but the legend of the Triple Threat had ended before it ever began.

      Now, with Sara’s death last year, Wren was the only of them still alive. And though she was much more seasoned and had no trouble taking risks, the memory of Erin Evanson’s overconfidence haunted her to this day. There was always a moment right before she began an operation where all of the ways it could go horribly wrong popped into her head, forcing her to get control of her anxiety.

      If Emory was afraid, though, she didn’t show it. After tying up her glidestriker, she opened the pack she’d brought, extracted a grappling hook and rope from it, and set to work. She had to throw the rope three times before the hook caught on something and held fast. She tugged the line to make sure it was secure.

      “Let’s go,” she ordered without looking at Wren.

      The echo of Erin’s enthusiastic words, drove another spike of regret into her heart.

      Emory put a foot on the wet rock, took a deep breath, and began her ascent. Wren waited for her to get up about ten feet before she cast her own line. Getting lucky on the first try, her grappling hook found purchase, and before long, she, too, was scaling the treacherous cliff.

      Wren rarely wished for different Shadow powers. She was content with the ones she had, and she knew how to make the most of them. But tonight, she’d have preferred to be able climb walls like an insect.

      As if to bring all Wren’s fears to fruition, Emory slipped. Her foot hit wet rock and flew off the wall. She had a good grip on her rope, so she didn’t fall. However, the misstep caused her to bang her knee on a small outcropping, and she cried out.

      “Are you all right?” Wren called up to her.

      “Yes,” she said after a moment. Wren couldn’t see very well, but she presumed Emory had taken a moment to assess herself. “God damn those elves for losing the Red Dragon Compound. When we get back, I’m going to take this out of Teargarden’s ass.”

      They resumed climbing in silence. It was exhausting work. The cliff was craggy, and there were many places for hand- and footholds. But it was also sheer, rising almost completely perpendicular to the water below. Without the ropes, they would not have been able to scale it. Within ten minutes, Wren’s arms and legs were burning with the exertion. Her feet hurt from standing only on her toes. She could hear Emory above her, but it was difficult to see where she was.

      She made it to the end of her rope after about fifteen or twenty minutes and paused to catch her breath. Despite the cool breeze blowing in off the sea, she was hot. Sweat dripped from her forehead, and her hands were slick with perspiration.

      Winding her left arm into the rope to secure herself, Wren pulled a spike from a satchel at her side, grabbed the small hammer tied to her belt, and drove the anchor into the stone. Then she secured a line on her belt to the end of the spike.

      Once she thought she was more or less safely tied to the cliff, she dislodged the grappling hook. For a moment, she feared she might fall, but her restraints held fast. Working as quickly as she dared, Wren coiled the rope and got ready for another throw. She wasn’t as lucky this time. She had to cast the line six times before it stayed. Each time she missed, she was terrified the falling hook would take her with it. Once, it came directly back at her and nearly hit her head.

      “Blood and bones,” she swore when the line was finally secure above her.

      “Watch yourself,” Emory called out. “There are some strange features along this part. I don’t know what they are.”

      Wren looked up and saw Emory wasn’t far from her to the left. Whatever she’d run into had slowed her down.

      She resumed her ascent. On just her second step, her foot landed on something that wasn’t secure. It felt like a rock, but it moved easily. Before she could transfer her weight off it, she slipped. A second later, Wren was falling.

      That saved her life. A large, metal blade emerged from the cliff where she’d been standing. It just missed her rope and would have gored her had she still been there. Her line snapped tight, and she thought her arm might be ripped from its socket. But she managed to get a foothold on a large crag in the rock and pulled herself flat against the cliff and held on for dear life.

      Wren had no time to consider the fact that she’d set off a trap her own colleagues had designed. Blades started springing out of the walls at irregular intervals.

      “Oh, shit!” Emory yelled.

      . . . Move! . . .

      Wren rolled to her right, gripping the rope tightly at the sound of The Rift’s voice. Another of the deadly blades sprang from the wall and would have beheaded her if she hadn’t been warned.

      A scream ripped through the air above her. Then Alexa Emory plummeted past Wren towards the sea.
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        Minister of Internal Security Shamala Goldenfawn’s Office Suite, the Grand Palace of Frey, Drasilia

      

      

      May winced as her boss stared at her flabbergasted. Next to her, Eagleflight stood rigid awaiting Goldenfawn’s response. May could see it was not going to be favorable.

      “You want what?” the Minister of Internal Security cried.

      “A leave of absence,” she replied, keeping a calm expression on her face.

      “Captain, have you gone completely mad? We are in the middle of a security crisis! And you had a role in making it happen!”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, Captain, you went behind my back to strike a deal with the Urlanders. You pushed the Coalition to outlaw militias, and when it happened, it turned Mother Gladheart from a giant pain in the ass to a full-blown revolutionary. And now, you want me to give you some time off?”

      May’s eyes about fell out of her head at the accusations. Goldenfawn couldn’t really be suggesting the current mess was her fault.

      “First of all, Minister,” she retorted, “we both know that Gladheart was a revolutionary all along. For Frey’s sake, I was agreeing with Minister Lumendrake about her, and you know how that galls me.

      “Secondly, this crisis preceded the Coalition’s law banning militias. I didn’t make this mess. Silverleaf did with his coup attempt. That weakened the Elite Guard and the Central Police to the point the militias were able to flourish.

      “And finally, I wouldn’t have ‘gone behind your back’ if you’d acted in the first place. You know damned well that my solution was the only feasible one, and we had direct orders from the president to explore it. I did what needed to be done to solve the security crisis we’ve been experiencing for months.”

      “You embarrassed me in front of the entire Coalition!”

      “I wouldn’t have if you’d let your tactical knowledge rule your thinking instead of your anti-Urlish prejudice! In the name of God, Minister, we have greater control of the city and violence than we’ve had in more than a year.”

      “But now, Mother Gladheart cannot be found, and her anti-government, anti-Shendali rhetoric cannot be monitored, let alone dealt with.”

      May thought she was going to scream. She no longer cared if Goldenfawn fired her. Her fury at her boss playing politics with the lives of innocent elves just like the rest of government consumed her. Was she the only here serving Alfar instead of her personal ambitions?

      “Ladies, if I may,” Eagleflight said, a calm and peacemaking tone in his voice.

      “What is it, Lieutenant?” Goldenfawn asked.

      “Captain Honeyflower has fully briefed me on all of the Elite Guard’s operations at present, including liaising with the Urlish Shadow Service. I am personally overseeing the hunt for Mother Gladheart already. While Captain Honeyflower is unquestionably better qualified than I to direct our security efforts, I am capable of filling her post on a temporary basis. Surely, we can spare her some time to attend to personal matters.”

      Goldenfawn glowered at May. But her expression softened a few shades.

      “How much time do you need?” she asked.

      “I don’t know for certain,” May admitted. “Two weeks, maybe a month.”

      “Captain!” Goldenfawn roared. “That is more than a short leave! Why do you need so much time?”

      “Because I need to travel.”

      “And go where?”

      May sighed. How did she explain this without alarming the elf in charge of security for the entire nation?

      “I can’t tell you that, Minister,” she said. “And frankly, it would be better if you didn’t know.”

      Goldenfawn’s eyes went wide. She dropped a hand onto her desk in astonishment.

      “You may be an excellent soldier and security chief, Captain,” she said. “But you are a piss-poor salesperson.”

      May smiled at the joke. It reminded her a little of Wren’s sardonic humor.

      “Minister, you know me as well as anyone,” she said. “You know I am driven by duty and that I put Alfar before all other concerns. I don’t remember the last time I took any vacation. I’m working practically around the clock.

      “I need this leave of absence. It is absolutely critical. And I’ll brief you on everything when I get back. Please let me go.”

      “What part of a vacation would you need to brief me on?”

      May sighed heavily. She put on her most imploring expression and looked Goldenfawn in the eyes.

      “Please, Minister,” she said. “Stop asking questions and grant me the leave. The less you know about my ‘vacation,’ the safer you will be from any potential fallout. While I’m gone, I have every confidence in Lieutenant Eagleflight.”

      Goldenfawn studied her carefully. Suspicion crowded her eyes and disbelief ran like a river across her face.

      “Very well, Captain. You may have your leave. But if you stain this department or threaten the overall security of Alfar, don’t bother coming back. I already have enough to do with keeping the conservatives in line and cooperating with your initiatives. If you make things worse for me, the best outcome you can hope for is a court martial.”

      “I understand. Thank you, Minister. I’ll leave you and Lieutenant Eagleflight to get better acquainted.”

      Saying goodbye to her friend, May turned and left the office. Now that she’d been officially cleared to go, she had another important stop to make. Then she was off to Jifan.

      “Hang on Wren,” she said. “I’m coming.”

      
        
        Akrinos, The Olympian Archipelago

      

      

      Wren froze. She had no idea what to do. Here was the opportunity to let Emory die and end the security threat instantly. But it still posed the problem of discovering how deep the link between the Sons of Frey and the Phrygians went, which was a larger issue than Red Dragon Five’s defection.

      Before she could make a decision, the traitor’s voice cried out to her.

      “Ms. Emory?” Wren shouted. “Are you all right?”

      “No,” she responded after a moment. “But I’m alive. I’m going to need your help.”

      Wren sighed. It would be so easy to let Emory fall to her death. But her instincts told her there were larger things at stake than the sabotage and theft of the Red Dragon Project. And that meant there was only one choice.

      “Hang on,” Wren said.

      “The thought had occurred to me,” she replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm despite the danger.

      Wren grabbed another spike from her satchel and drove it into the cliff face, hoping she would not trigger another assault from the magical blades. Once she was secure, she pulled her grappling hook down and then dug it into a small crag just above her.

      “Tania, I’m quite literally hanging by a thread here,” Emory called. “If you could hurry up, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “On my way,” Wren replied.

      She rappelled down the cliff as fast as she dared. After about twenty feet, Wren saw Emory clinging to a small piece of rope that had looped itself over a rough outcropping. There wasn’t much else for her to find purchase on, and she was dangling over the edge. As Wren got closer, she noticed the rope Emory held was fraying. She didn’t have long.

      “Don’t move,” Wren said.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she replied in the same sarcastic tone.

      Wren reached into the satchel and grabbed some rope. She wound her arm into one end of it and let the other fall.

      “Can you grab that?” she asked.

      “I think so.”

      A moment later, the line went tight.

      “Have you got me?” Emory called up.

      Wren set her feet against the wall and made sure her left arm was wrapped tightly in the line securing her to the cliff face. If she’d believed in God, she’d have said a quick prayer.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Okay, I’m letting go in three, two, one.”

      Wren thought she might be torn in half. Both of her shoulder joints screamed as Emory came free from the wall. Wren heard her put her feet on the cliff and start climbing.

      When Emory got hold of the main line, Wren thought she might die from relief. At last, some of the pressure eased. Still, her arm was wound in that rope, and Emory’s weight caused it to bite into Wren. When Red Dragon Five was within reach, Wren grabbed her wrist and helped her pull herself up onto the tiny ledge. When they were both safe, they spent a few moments just breathing and trying to relax.

      “God damn Quincy anyway,” Emory panted. “This is exactly the sort of trap he’d devise. I should have seen it coming. One of those damned blades cut my rope. I’m lucky what I had left caught on something.”

      “Do you suppose there are more traps?” Wren asked, certain of the answer.

      “Yes. If I know Quincy, there surely are.”

      Wren was struck by the oddness of the situation. She had just saved the life of an enemy agent attempting to break into a top-secret compound. But like Wren, this woman was Urlish, and she probably knew Quincy every bit as well as Wren did.

      “C’mon,” Emory said. “We better get going. Night won’t last forever.”

      They climbed in near silence. The only sounds were their feet scraping against the stone and Emory pointing out the triggers for the blades trap. Now that they had set them off, they knew what to look out for. She was above Wren and gave warning whenever she passed one. She managed not to set any off herself.

      After half an hour, they stopped seeing them. Either they were better hidden, or that was the end of them. Wren suspected it was the latter. Quincy would have something else in mind for anyone who made it past the blades – something that was far worse than having a rope cut or being gored to death. Involuntarily, she shuddered.

      They’d been climbing for over an hour when they came to a small ledge. It wasn’t much. There was barely enough room to sit, but they both gladly rested on it, putting their backs against the cliff wall and dangling their feet over. They drank from their waterskins and massaged their aching muscles. A breeze cooled their faces, and Wren relaxed the slightest bit.

      “I estimate it’s another one hundred fifty feet or so to the top,” Emory said. “We should be able to make it with plenty of night to spare.”

      “If you say so. Let’s just hope things go as smoothly as they have the last hour.”

      Emory nodded and stood up. She retrieved the grappling hook and cast it upwards again. After two tries, she had it secured. She tugged on it and then smiled.

      “Onward and upward,” she said as she started ascending again.

      Wren waited for her to get a few feet up and then started climbing herself. After ten more minutes of ascending, Emory gagged.

      “Ugh,” she said. “Something smells really foul up here.”

      Little alarms started going off in Wren’s head. She didn’t know what she was detecting, but this was a change in their circumstances. Fear crawled over her heart.

      “Can you see anything?”

      “No,” Emory replied. “But I wish I couldn’t smell anything.”

      They climbed a little farther. After a moment, she spoke again.

      “There’s some sort of a hole in the wall to the right. It seems to be the source of the smell. Could be some sort of an ejection port for oil or fire. Watch yourself as you go by it.”

      Wren shuddered. The smell, which she’d detected now, too, didn’t resemble brimstone or oil. Still, she didn’t like the idea of any substance being projected out at climbers. She tried to shift to her left, but it was difficult. Because she was sharing a line with Emory, Wren was forced to go roughly where Red Dragon Five did.

      As she got to the hole herself, she thought she was going to vomit. She was sure the scent was refuse. It reminded her of the worst slums in Mensch, but this was more intense and fouler than the impoverished sectors of Bretelstein’s former capital. She paused and tried to wrap her cloak around her face to reduce the smell.

      … incoming …

      Wren barely had time to register The Rift’s warning before a slimy tentacle snaked out of the hole in the wall and wrapped itself around her waist.

      Instinctively, she reached for a dagger to strike back, but before she could get one out, a second tentacle had wrapped itself around her right arm. Both appendages pulled her towards the hole.

      “Alexa!” she screamed.

      She didn’t have time for much else. She saw a sharp beak approaching and several terrible eyes. Wren didn’t know what she was looking at, but she understood she was about to become its lunch.
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      Wren couldn’t believe she was going to die like this. Of all the dumb scenarios she and Sara had ever imagined, this was the worst. Not only was she about to be devoured by a tentacled monstrosity, it was guarding an Urlish base that she was trying to break into. Her friends and colleagues had placed it there to keep enemy agents out. The irony of it was too rich. She wished there were an afterlife, so she could tell Sara that Wren herself was the one who died stupidly.

      All this went through her mind in the space of a second. She struggled vainly to break free, and, when it seemed inevitable the creature would take its first bite, she closed her eyes and braced for death.

      It never came. A thump, followed immediately by an ear-splitting screech from the monster made her open her eyes. Emory stood on the tentacle wrapped around Wren’s waist, swinging her satchel at the beast like a club. She hit the thing twice more before it tore the bag from her hand. Dropping to her knees, she drove a dagger into the tentacle. The horrible beast screamed shrilly and let Wren go.

      Getting to her feet, she drew two daggers and started stabbing any part of the monster she could reach. It wailed horrifically and slapped at Wren with several appendages.

      “Dark Dagger!” Emory shouted.

      The fiend had ahold of her now. She stabbed the slimy pseudopod with her dagger. Howling in fury, it slammed her against the wall of the cave. Wren couldn’t tell if she’d been hurt, but she didn’t give Red Dragon Five good odds of surviving too much more of that treatment.

      She faced the creature again. It reached for her with multiple tentacles. She dove under them and slashed with her knives, drawing blood and another scream. It tried to swat her, but she rolled out of the way. Emory cursed at it and stabbed again. It responded by slamming her into the ground. She moaned sharply.

      This wasn’t working. Neither she nor Emory would last long against this thing, and who knew if there were more of them?

      Wren ducked another series of blows and rolled away. How was she going to kill this thing?

      … eyes …

      Hoping it wouldn’t be able to simply swat it away, Wren hurled a dagger straight towards the beast’s right eye. As usual, her aim was perfect. Tumbling through the air, the knife rolled over the appendage trying to block it and embedded itself deeply in the soft tissue. The creature screamed briefly in surprise. Its tentacles shook in shock. Then it collapsed, dead.

      Wren sank to her knees in relief. She’d managed to avoid the stupidest of all possible deaths.

      Emory groaned softly. She lay flat on the ground, still encircled by the beast’s appendage. Wren crawled over to her.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Ugh,” Emory replied. “I think so. Bastard hit me pretty hard.”

      Wren worked to free her from the monster’s death grip. It wasn’t easy. She pulled on the tentacle, just trying to loosen its hold. It took several minutes before Emory was able to wriggle free. When she had, she rolled over onto her back and lay still but for deep breaths.

      “I swear to God,” she said between gasps. “If we run into Quincy up there, I am going to kill him. No, first, I’m going to emasculate him; then I’m going to kill him.”

      Wren wasn’t about to let that happen, but she definitely felt the sentiment. Between the hidden blades and the malefic monster, she’d had enough of having to avoid grisly deaths.

      “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” she said. “Your Urlish friends seem determined not to let anyone break in.”

      “I never said it was a good idea,” Emory countered, still breathing heavily. “We just don’t have a choice. Without the compound, the blueprints and I are useless.”

      For about the hundredth time tonight, Wren second-guessed her decision. If Emory was telling the truth, perhaps it didn’t matter if the Phrygians or the Sons of Frey got hold of the plans.

      But she knew that was bullshit. With the technical documents, the project could be recreated. The People’s Paranormal Research Unit had plenty of talented magicians, and who knew what sort of improvement elven masters in Jifan could make.

      And besides, until she knew the extent of the alliance between the Sons of Frey and the People’s Defense Bureau, they were a threat to both Urland and Alfar.

      “Once we get safely back to Allamabad,” Emory went on, “I may have to consider castrating Teargarden for losing the elixir in the first place.”

      Wren nodded. She liked that plan a lot.

      “We better get going,” Wren said, “in case this thing has a mate.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that,” Emory said, a look of worry flashing across her face. “Let’s go.”

      Moments later, they had resumed their ascent. Emory didn’t climb as fast as before. She was clearly in pain. Quincy’s beast had pounded her thoroughly. Wren suspected she had some pretty big bruises and wondered if the fiend had cracked any of her ribs. But if it had, she didn’t let it stop her. Emory winced a few times and her progress was slower, but she climbed determinedly.

      After a little less than an hour, Wren was sure she could see the top. She’d been looking at rock for so long, that seeing sky ahead was easily noticeable. Enough of the moon was visible that it was casting a strong glow on the edge of the cliff. Wren estimated they could summit it in about ten minutes.

      They found a small ledge, and Emory recast their line one final time. She got it on the first try. After tugging on it to make sure it was secure, she smiled at Wren.

      “Almost there,” she said.

      She started ascending again, and Wren followed her. But they hadn’t gone far when they ran into a new problem.

      “There’s something on the rock,” Emory said.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. It feels like⁠—”

      She was cut off when her foot slipped from the rock like it had been shoved. Red Dragon Five fell away from the wall for a moment but clung tightly to the rope. A second later, she banged against the cliff face, nearly jarring Wren loose in the process. She cried out in pain and then hung on for a moment.

      “God damn it,” she swore.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Sort of. It’s some sort of oil. It’s extremely slippery. We’re not going to be able to get any kind of grip on the rock.”

      Blood and bones. Had they come this far to be unable to complete the journey? There was only one solution. They would have to climb with their arms alone, using just the rope. They wouldn’t be able to use their legs or gain any leverage on the wall. This was sinister. They were both exhausted. It would have been tricky to do this anyway. At the end of the approach, after they had been climbing for hours, it seemed impossible.

      “How far do you make it?” Wren asked.

      “At least a hundred yards,” she replied. “This is going to be awful.”

      Great. Wren was already sore. She wondered if she actually had the strength to make it. In twenty-four years on Her Majesty’s Shadow Service, she’d never been physically tested like this. Why couldn’t one of her powers be flying?

      Emory started up again, going hand-over-hand and try to gain some leverage with her legs in the rope. But she didn’t make it more than a few feet before she cried out in pain and stopped.

      “Are you okay?” Wren asked.

      Emory didn’t answer right away. She hung lifelessly on the rope for several seconds.

      “No,” she admitted. “I’m pretty sure Quincy’s vile pet cracked my ribs. I … I don’t know if I can do this.”

      Damn. Now what? The only ways off the cliff were finishing the climb or descending. And if Emory’s ribs were cracked, Wren couldn’t imagine her being able to go in either direction.

      “Maybe you should go first,” Emory said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re not as injured as I am. At least I hope not. Maybe you can reach the top and either pull me up or get the Red Dragon Compound yourself.”

      “How would I be able to get it?” Wren asked.

      “You’re a member of the Red Dragon Project, Dr. Anderson. You should have clearance codes.”

      “Ms. Emory,” Wren replied, “I was caught stealing the plans a few days ago. I barely escaped with them. The Urlanders will surely have realized I was a spy and rescinded my codes.”

      As much as Wren liked the idea that the mission was thwarted, she was stuck on the side of a cliff face hundreds of feet above the ocean. She needed a way off.

      “Shit, that’s a good point,” Emory said. “All right then, there’s only one thing we can do. You’re going to have to get to the top and then pull me up.”

      Wren hated that idea even more. She was in great physical condition, but she wondered if she had the strength to pull another woman a hundred yards up a sheer rock wall. She supposed, though, there was no alternative.

      “All right,” Wren said. “I’m coming.”

      She climbed up until she was right beneath Emory. As soon as she arrived, she discovered another problem: There was no way to get past her. The viscous substance on the rock wouldn’t allow her any purchase, so she couldn’t go by on the rock.

      “You’re going to have to climb down me,” Wren said.

      “Right.”

      Wren knotted her arm in the rope, so she wouldn’t slip and fall. Then Emory started to descend. Wren winced as her feet and hands found bruises on her arms and legs from the fight with the tentacled monstrosity. The rope stretched and cut into her skin as she took Emory’s weight. She had to bite her lip not to wail in pain.

      At last, Emory made it to Wren’s feet and lowered herself off and back onto the rope. Wren sighed heavily and willed herself to find the strength to climb again.

      Within seconds, her feet could find nowhere that wasn’t covered in oil. She hung in the air, suspended only by her strength. With a deep sigh, she began the agonizing work of climbing hand over hand. Her body screamed at her. Muscles aching from the exertion of hours of scaling the cliff and the beating she’d taken from the fight made every inch sheer torture.

      After she’d ascended about thirty feet, her hand slipped. It flew off the rope, and she nearly fell. Wren swore and hung on one-handed for a few seconds.

      “Come on, Wren,” she muttered. “You can rest when you get to the top.”

      She put her free hand back on the rope and attempted to pull herself up. Her grip was firmer this time, but her fingers nevertheless slid down rope rather than raising her body. Confused, she examined the line. It was covered in oil.

      “Oh, hell,” she swore.

      “What’s the matter?” Emory called up.

      “The oil is all over the rope. I can’t get a grip on it.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I’m afraid I am.”

      “For God’s sake,” Emory said. “It shouldn’t be this hard.”

      “Well, actually …”

      “Ha-ha. Any ideas?”

      … clean …

      Wren examined the line doubtfully. How the hell could she clean it? She supposed she could try to wipe off the rope, but she’d have to do it as she climbed. That didn’t sound terribly safe. She laughed at herself. What the hell about this operation was safe?

      “I’m going to try to wipe the oil away as I go,” she said. “Hopefully, I won’t fall.”

      “If you do, we’re both screwed.”

      Wren nodded. That was the damned truth.

      Once again knotting her arm in the rope, she let go with the other hand. She grabbed the hem of her cloak and pulled it to her. Then she tore a strip off. With her makeshift rag, she tried to wipe the viscous substance away just above her.

      It wasn’t easy. Not only was the oil slippery, it was also sticky. She had to scrub vigorously to get rid of it.

      But it worked. Her cloak absorbed enough of it that she could get a secure hold on the line with her other hand.

      Wren was able to make progress this way, but it was slow and torturous. Instead of simply climbing, she could go only a few feet before having to clear away more of the oil. After only three “cleanings,” the rag was completely saturated. She discarded it and tore off another strip and repeated the process.

      All the while, her shoulders burned, her hands cramped, her arms ached, and she constantly feared she would run out of strength as Red Dragon Five had. It seemed as though it would just be better to give up this mad quest, let go of the rope, and fall away into the ocean’s oblivion.

      But she kept going. Refusing to be defeated, she climbed foot by agonizing foot until she finally reached the top. For a moment, she simply clung to the line and celebrated her achievement. Then, she tried to figure out how to get over the edge.

      The oil practically oozed from the stone. Wren still wouldn’t be able to use her feet or legs. And there was nothing on the grassy edge for her to use as a handhold. She’d summited the cliff, but now she couldn’t figure out how to finish.

      Briefly she wished for another answer from The Rift. But while she could perceive it mumbling in the back of her head, none of the words were clear.

      Cursing softly, she decided she was going to have to make her own handholds. Drawing a dagger, she hoped the ground wasn’t as rocky or as hard as the cliff face. Wren swung her arm up over the edge and stabbed the knife into the earth.

      It was soft loam, and the dagger penetrated deeply. Wren practically cried in relief at one thing going right. She let go of the dagger and pulled another. She put the blade briefly in her mouth as she switched hands on the rope. Then, she stabbed the second knife into the dirt.

      Now for the hard part. She would have to let go of the rope to get her hand back on the other dagger. And in that moment, the only thing holding her to the cliff would be the dagger she was currently gripping. If it came free of the ground or even shifted, she would fall.

      “Damn, Wren, this might be the stupidest thing you’ve ever done,” she said aloud.

      But there was nothing for it. She either succeeded or died trying. Taking a deep breath, she pulled herself up as high as she could with the hand on the dagger and let go of the rope.

      For one terrifying moment, she feared she would fall. One arm wasn’t enough to keep her secure, and she had nothing to push off with. Desperately, Wren snaked out her other hand and grabbed the dagger’s hilt. Then, while she still had a small amount of momentum, she heaved herself forward. Her body hit the rock wall just below her breasts. She winced as fiery pain blazed through her arms and shoulders. For a second, she could only hang suspended a third of the way over the ridge.

      But she was the teenager who had escaped her brother’s murder plot. She was the Shadow who had foiled Silverleaf’s coup, Heinrich von Stapp’s mad plan to make his own Shadows, and countless other fiends determined to hurt innocents and threaten Urlish interests. She was Shadow Six, and she was not dying like this.

      Ignoring the pain and the fear, Wren willed her arms to push herself up until her waist was higher than the ledge. Then she pulled herself forward until her balance broke, spilling her onto her stomach. Wriggling like a snake and digging her fingernails into the grass, she fought her way fully onto the surface.

      As soon as she was certain she was in no danger of falling back over the ridge, Wren rolled over and gulped air. She lay there for the better part of a minute, panting with relief, staring at the stars, and marveling that she was still alive.

      Then her thoughts returned to Red Dragon Five. Wren briefly considered leaving her on the cliff face, walking into the compound, and surrendering. It seemed so much easier and solved the immediate problem of Emory’s defection. But she reminded herself there was more at stake. With a heavy sigh, she rolled over and crawled back to the edge.

      “Ms. Emory, are you still there?” she called.

      “Yes, but I’d love to be anywhere else.”

      “I’ve made it to the top. Give me a moment to figure out how to get you up here.”

      “Don’t take too long, Tania. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold on.”

      Wren nodded. If Emory was near the limits of her strength, she was going to be unable to help. Her injuries already prevented her from being able to climb without using her legs. Wren was going to have to do all the work.

      How could she pull this off? She’d barely made it herself. Emory was a little shorter than Wren, but she was still a fit, muscular woman. Wren expected they weighed roughly the same. How the hell was she going to do this?

      … ox …

      At first, Wren wasn’t certain what The Rift meant. She glanced around, hoping she might see one standing nearby with nothing better to do. But there were no oxen or any other wildlife in the vicinity. Then she realized she needed to become the ox herself.

      Wren checked her satchel and found she still had a short length of rope left. Pulling it out, she made a loop on each end. Then, she reached down and wrapped it twice around the shaft of the grappling hook, so that the line would be the same length on each side.

      “All right, Ms. Emory, make sure you secure yourself to the rope. I’m going to be dragging you up, which will eventually cause the hook to come free.”

      “Are you sure you can do this?” Emory called, sounding worried.

      “Do I have a choice?” Wren replied.

      “I suppose not.”

      Retrieving her knives, Wren slipped the makeshift harness around her shoulders. She took another deep breath.

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      “As I’ll ever be,” Emory answered.

      “Okay, here we go.”

      Getting down on her hands and knees like a beast of burden, Wren stabbed a dagger into the ground and used the leverage to heave herself forward. She repeated the process with the other knife. Slowly but surely, she crawled away from the cliff.

      After four “steps,” the grappling hook dislodged itself from the rock. The line went taut, biting into her shoulders and drawing a cry of pain from her. She felt herself pulled back towards the edge. She gripped the knives tightly, willing them not to slip. Then she waited for several seconds as she adjusted to the weight.

      “Okay, Wren,” she gasped, “you can do this.”

      Trying to believe she wouldn’t be pulled to her death, she withdrew one of the daggers and surged forward, stabbing it into the ground. Her body screamed at her to stop. But she shut off the signal from her pain receptors and focused solely on going forward.

      As she went, it reminded her of a conditioning exercise she often did back in Urland between missions. The gym had a large wooden board on the wall, drilled with tens of holes. The goal was to climb the board to the top by inserting round pegs into the holes and pulling the body up. Wren hated doing it, because it relied solely on upper body strength to make the ascent. But she was glad now that her trainers had always insisted on it.

      In a way, what she was doing now was easier. She wasn’t trying to defy gravity by going up, and she could use her knees and thighs to help push. But back at Shadow Service Headquarters, she’s never attempted the exercise while carrying the dead weight of another person.

      Zeroing her focus in on just the daggers stabbing the soft earth, Wren crawled steadily away from the cliff. She had no idea how long it took. Sweat poured off her forehead and soaked her clothes. But she refused to give up. She kept going.

      Until at last, some of the pressure eased. She stole a glance back and saw Emory partially over the side. Wren stopped and made herself an anchor. Cracked ribs and all, Red Dragon Five clung tightly to the rope and pulled herself to safety.

      The line went slack, and Wren collapsed. There was no part of her that didn’t hurt. She doubted Magic Division’s famous healing salves could take the ache from her bones. She simply lay in the grass and panted, desperate to slow the beating of her heart and get her lungs comfortably full of air.

      About a minute later, Emory staggered to her position. She stood over Wren, putting her hands on her knees, so she, too, could gulp air.

      “Thank you,” Emory wheezed. “I don’t think I could have gotten here without you. You’re a hell of an agent, Dark Dagger.”

      Wren winced inwardly. Her mind recalled all the times Sara and she had worked together, how often one of them had saved the other’s life. And of course, Sara blowing her cover to save Wren was what got them split up.

      Now, here was a traitor invoking that same level of partnership and calling her by a false codename. She hated herself for keeping Alexa Emory alive. It may have been the right thing to do for the mission, but that didn’t make her like it.

      “We’d better get going,” Emory said. “I don’t know how long it took us to climb with all the setbacks. We definitely don’t want to be here when the sun comes up.”

      Wren nodded and dragged herself to her feet. With a wave of her hand, she indicated Emory should lead on. She was too weary to think about any of the consequences.
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      May followed the Urlish soldier down the hall of the brig. She’d never been to this part of the UEF HQ before, but she knew it had never been this full. Every cell was stuffed with three and sometimes four elves. She recognized them as members of the Freedom Patrol and Shendal’s Chosen. There was not a cell where she didn’t know at least one of the prisoners. It disturbed her that so many of her former comrades had chosen this path.

      They cursed at her as she passed, calling her a traitor and a whore. Some even spat at her.

      “You’ve lost the message of Frey!” an elf called to her.

      “You should be loyal to your own kind!”

      “Snavrek lover!”

      And on it went. May ignored them as best she could. She wasn’t going to give any of these vigilantes the satisfaction of thinking they got to her. Besides, they might change their minds about her once she was done with her business here.

      The guard looked nervous as they walked to the cell in question. He appeared to think the bars couldn’t contain the prisoners – as though their sheer hatred of May would somehow break the iron and release them to commit further savagery.

      At last, they came to the cell holding the elf May was here for: Aqib Dragonblade. He was at the end of the hall and was the only prisoner housed alone. General Blackstone knew he was the Freedom Patrol’s ringleader, and he did his best to isolate him, although there was nothing to prevent him from talking through the bars of his cell to those detained closest to him. Still, he didn’t have anyone who could take a sword for him if he tried to escape.

      He stood when he saw May coming down the hall. They locked eyes from a distance, and he threw her a glare that left no doubt he had no respect her authority. May smiled ever so slightly. She had a surprise for him.

      The soldier stopped at the door. He pulled a keyring from his belt, searched until he had the one he wanted, and then gripped his sword with his other hand.

      “Stand back,” he ordered the prisoner.

      He needn’t have. Dragonblade was on the opposite side of the cell. The elf took a half step back anyway, smirking at May as the scar on his face darkened with his hatred.

      A moment later, the door was unlocked, and the soldier stood aside so May could enter. She went in, and he shut the door behind her.

      “Leave us,” she said.

      “Are you sure?”

      The human was young, and he looked genuinely terrified of the elves surrounding him. May suspected this was his first tour of duty overseas.

      “Quite,” she said. “I’ll call for you when I’ve finished.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

      He relocked the door and then walked back down the hall. He looked over his shoulder twice to make sure he hadn’t made some sort of mistake. When he was out of immediate earshot, May turned her attention to the prisoner.

      “Hello, Dragonblade,” she said.

      “May Honeyflower,” he drawled. “Captain of the Elite Traitors. To what do I owe this dubious pleasure? Have you come to your senses at last and plan to release me, or do I get a personal lecture on why it’s a good idea to be a lapdog to Jifan?”

      She smiled thinly at him. He’d always challenged her authority when he was in the Elite Guard. May was certain he’d wanted her position.

      “Glad to see you’re as tactful as always, Dragonblade,” she replied.

      “What can I say, Captain? The amount of respect I have for you has never wavered.”

      “Why don’t you sit down?” she said. “I’ve got a proposition for you.”

      “I prefer to stand,” he said.

      His scar seemed to glare at her like a third, angry eye.

      “Suit yourself,” she replied with a shrug.

      She sat down on the small stool that stood opposite his bed and put her hands on her knees.

      “How would you like to get out of here?” she asked.

      He snorted at her and folded his arms across his chest.

      “How would you like to get out of here with ten of your best soldiers?” May added.

      He continued to stare. She fell silent and waited for a reply. He searched her eyes for some sign of deception.

      “You’re serious?” he said at last.

      “Yes.”

      He searched her face further. She could see in his eyes he was intrigued.

      “What’s the catch?”

      “I need you to do me a favor.”

      He barked out a humorless laugh. Suspicion crowded his expression.

      “And what would that be?” he asked. “Cease all activities with the Freedom Patrol? Call for all militias to kowtow to President Spellbinder? Denounce Mother Gladheart?”

      “No, I need you to come work for me,” she answered, unable to keep a mild sneer off her face.

      “Rejoin the Elite Guard?” he said, laughing harder than before. “Please, Captain. I won’t be putting on that uniform again without a wholesale regime change. As if I’d help you oppress our people.”

      “As if I’d let you sully that uniform after what you’ve done,” she retorted.

      His eyes flew open wide in surprise at the insult. Some of the anger left his scar for a few seconds as he grappled with the shock.

      “I don’t want you in the Elite Guard,” she continued. “I need you and ten of your best elves for a special mission – one that will let you strike at the heart of the Sons of Frey. Do what I ask, and you’ll get to skewer those bastards directly.”

      Dragonblade tried to pretend he wasn’t interested. He did his best to put an indifferent look on his face. But May knew him too well. His hatred of all things Shendali smoldered behind his eyes. His scar turned almost black.

      “How?” he said, his voice full of both desire and suspicion.

      “Wren Xavier has disappeared while working undercover in Allamabad,” she said, her voice hard and even. “Her mission was unofficial and outside Urlish foreign policy, so the Urlanders have given her up for dead. I intend to go to Allamabad and find her. I need a detachment of soldiers, and obviously, I can’t take anyone from the Alfari military or the Elite Guard. So I’m asking you.”

      Dragonblade’s eyes widened. Then a cynical smile crept over his face, and he shook his head.

      “You slut, Honeyflower,” he said. “You really came here to ask me to help you rescue your snavrek lover?”

      “Use that racist word again, and I’ll carve your tongue out of your head.”

      He raised his eyebrows at the threat. She sat impassively on the stool and stared at him calmly.

      “Please, Honeyflower,” he spat. “You? Maim or murder an unarmed prisoner? There is no way.”

      “Try me, Dragonblade.”

      She let her yellow eyes blaze with the promise of violence. He matched the intensity of her glare, but he didn’t call her bluff.

      “All right, Honeyflower, for argument’s sake, why would I want to help you recover a little lost human?”

      “Because I know you, Dragonblade. I know how you feel about the Shendalis, the Jifanis, and the Sons of Frey. These people are traitors to our country and our faith. They stain Frey’s memory by murdering in the name of God. They are terrorizing our people and destabilizing our government.

      “This is what you’ve been fighting against for more than ten years. You fought for Alfar in the civil war, joined the Elite Guard to continue that battle, participated in Silverleaf’s coup so you could strike at them directly, and left us for the Freedom Patrol so you could do things to them I wouldn’t allow. These are the very people you want to eradicate from the face of the Earth.”

      “Don’t throw my patriotism at me and try to make it sound like helping you would fulfill it,” he snapped. “You’re not interested in striking a blow for Alfar against these infidels. You only want your girlfriend back.”

      He tried to knock her over with just a glare. May stood and advanced one step towards him.

      “The problem with firebrands like you, Dragonblade,” she growled, “is you think only you have the right brand of patriotism. You think only you love your country. I’m a patriot, too! I just choose to work within the framework of the law, instead of attempting to topple the rightfully elected government.

      “You may hate Wren Xavier because she’s Urlish, and you may hate me for taking her as a lover. But she did not go to Jifan on a whim or to imperil our people. She went because the Sons of Frey stole a powerful weapon they will no doubt use against us. When her superiors refused to sanction her mission, she went unofficially, fully accepting they would not back her up if something went wrong. She is risking her life to protect Alfar.

      “She’s disappeared and needs help. These are the very people who are destroying our country. So, yes, I want you to come to Allamabad and help me rescue my lover, and I’m offering you the chance to kill a bunch of Shendali terrorists in the process. If you agree to help me, I’ll walk out of here and order General Blackstone to release you and any ten elves you name. Then we will go to Jifan, and we will make those assholes pay for what they’ve done to our people and our country.

      “Now, do you want in, or do you want to rot in this cell just wishing you could do something about the Sons of Frey?”

      She clenched her hands into fists, put them on her hips, and leaned towards him, daring him to argue with her. His mouth fell open in surprise. His face was a war of emotion. She watched him struggle between anger, resentment, wonder, and fascination. She aimed her glare at him like a loaded crossbow, making certain he understood she was not backing down.

      “All right,” he said, after a few moments’ pause. “All right, I’m in. We’ll go to Jifan and rescue your Urlander. But if we make it back alive, we’re going to discuss the future of the Freedom Patrol.”

      “No promises,” she said. “I’m not authorized to make a deal like that, and, if you hold out on me, hoping I’ll cave, I’ll just go to Allamabad without you. If I have to do this alone, I will. I’d rather have help.”

      He stared at her for a minute, searching her again. He crossed his arms.

      “Fine, but I have a question.”

      “What is it?”

      “Why me?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Why come to me for help?” he replied. “You know I don’t like you or the fact that you’re fornicating with a human. You know I want to see the government you serve be overthrown. Why would you come to me for help?”

      She smiled at him. Time to seal his loyalty.

      “Because you’re desperate,” she said. “You’re rotting in jail, with no prospects of getting out. That makes you available and willing.

      “But more importantly, because you’re a patriot. When the time comes, you’ll do the right thing.”

      He nodded. His scar lightened.

      “Thanks for being honest with me.”

      “Don’t mention it,” she said. “We need to be able to trust one another, Dragonblade. You should know there’s a real possibility none of us is coming back.”

      “Then we’ll kill as many terrorists as we can first,” he said. “So now what?”

      “You give me those ten names, and we get the hell out of here,” she said. “I want be on the road in an hour.”
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      Wren was disappointed when they reached the base. After the grueling ascent to break into it, after the incredible importance and secrecy of the Red Dragon Project, she expected a high-walled fortress patrolled by hundreds of guards with devastating weapons. Instead, there were just a few buildings, and none of them looked very big or impressive. What she assumed was the barracks was the largest, and it was only long, not tall or wide. Everything was built from wood instead of stone. There wasn’t even a wall.

      She supposed, though, they didn’t need one. It was a miracle Emory and she had made it to the top of that cliff, and the other approach was equally deadly, according to the Urlish traitor. The Red Dragon Project was well-defended from outsiders. The problem had been a double agent and a defector on the inside.

      Emory led Wren to the compound, past the foot patrols that went by every few minutes. They took cover in a shadow by the barracks.

      “That’s the research facility over there,” Emory whispered, indicating a small hut directly across from them approximately a hundred yards away. “This is the soldiers’ barracks. The Red Dragons and the magicians quarter over there.” She pointed to a smaller but nicer-looking house approximately fifty yards to the left.

      “What’s that?” Wren asked, pointing out a larger building across from the research center.

      “The infirmary. We had a lot of accidents getting this thing up to speed. I spent six weeks there when my first transformation didn’t go right. Took Quincy two weeks to sort out my physiognomy and another month for me to heal.”

      “And the last building?”

      “Mess hall,” she said.

      “Of course.”

      “Here’s the plan,” Emory said. “Everyone should still be asleep except the patrols. Even the early risers are still in bed at this hour. When I say, ‘go,’ we sprint for the research center. Hopefully, they haven’t changed my code key.”

      “And if they have?”

      “Then you’d better be a fast talker,” she replied. “It’ll set off the alarms.”

      Wren nodded. She actually liked the plan. Either they’d break in or get caught. Both options worked favorably for Urland and Alfar. Assuming Quincy was onsite, Wren would be recognized immediately. It was less desirable than completing the mission, but it beat the hell out of getting eaten by some tentacled horror or falling to her death.

      “Okay, go!” Emory said.

      Wren let her take a step ahead, so she would be leading. Emory hadn’t given her any details on what would happen if they got inside. Then she took off at a run. Her muscles screamed at her. The ordeal of the cliff had completely sapped her. Every muscle and joint hurt, and she had to force herself to actually sprint.

      Moments later, they were kneeling by a hut that looked way too small to house an intricate magical research facility. Emory caught her breath and then maneuvered over to the door. It had no handle or knocker. She put her right palm on the surface and said, “Access.”

      “Please confirm identity,” a disembodied voice said far too loudly for Wren’s comfort.

      “Alexa Andrea Emory, Red Dragon Five,” she answered.

      The door glowed with emerald light before Wren’s Shadow Sight. Green lines swirled around Emory’s hand and stretched out to her, bathing her face.

      “Identity confirmed,” the voice said.

      The magic energy went dark, and Wren heard a lock click. The door swung inward.

      Emory flashed through the doorway, not even bothering to signal Wren she should follow. She slipped in behind the traitorous woman, who shut the door behind Wren, encasing them both in darkness. Emory rustled in her bag.

      “Lumen,” she said.

      Wren was nearly blinded when a rod in Emory’s hand lit up like a torch. When she recovered from being dazzled, Emory grinned at her.

      “Teargarden and the Sons of Frey may be giant pains in the ass,” she said, “but elves make useful allies.”

      “Another of their toys?”

      “Yes. Like it?”

      Wren nodded. She glanced around. They were in a large, round room that appeared to encompass the entirety of the building she’d seen outside. However, at equidistant points around the perimeter, doors were set into the floor. She should have known Quincy wouldn’t have a simple hut for his research facilities. There was likely an entire network of labs honeycombing the depths of the rock beneath them.

      “This way,” Emory said.

      She led Wren across the room to one of the doors, knelt by it, and put her hand on the handle.

      “Alexa Andrea Emory, Red Dragon Five,” she said again.

      Wren saw another flash of magic and heard another click. Emory lifted the door to reveal a staircase. She motioned Wren to go in.

      Moving swiftly, Wren descended, with Emory following after. The air cooled as they went down. Before long, they emerged into a small room. There were a number of what looked to be safes on the wall and several tables mounted into the stone below them.

      “Now for the tricky part,” Emory said.

      She reached into her bag again, rummaged around, and then brought out a wooden key. She held it against one of the safes.

      “Reserare,” she said.

      Magical energy enveloped the key and then poured out of it into the safe. After a moment, there was another click. Emory lowered the key and tried the handle. The safe opened easily. Inside were rows of vials filled with red liquid, which glowed with magical light.

      “Bingo!” Emory said. She took a bottle from the safe, showed it to Wren, and grinned broadly. “I’m a Red Dragon again.”

      Wren took the bottle and examined it. It was identical to the ones she’d seen in the Sons of Frey base back in Alfar.

      “So this is it, eh?” Wren said.

      “Yep. That’s the key to everything.”

      She pulled a wooden case similar to the one Wren had seen in Wildwood Forest out of the safe and set it on the countertop. Then, she snapped it open and started fitting vials into the slots.

      “This is going to take awhile,” Emory said. “There’s a lot here. In the meantime, I have a special mission for you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Losing the elixir wasn’t the only way Teargarden managed to screw up this operation. He also failed to kill Red Dragon Two during my defection. We’re running short on time, because it took so long to get up the cliff. I need you to kill her while I’m stealing the potion.”

      Wren stopped breathing for a moment. Kill her?

      “But … I don’t have any of your access codes⁠—”

      “She’ll either be in the infirmary or the residence,” Emory said without looking up. “You don’t need code keys to get into either of those buildings. Based on what I heard her injuries were, she’s probably still in the infirmary. I’d look there first.”

      Wren stood dumbfounded. What the hell was she going to do? It would be easy enough not to kill Red Dragon Two, but what if Emory checked on her work?

      . . . potion . . .

      Yes! She still had ahold of the Red Dragon Compound Emory had shown her. Maybe there was a way to continue the mission and also warn Her Majesty’s Shadow Service about what was happening.

      “Move, Tania!” she snapped. “We don’t have a lot of time. The sun will be up soon, and we need to get everything taken care of before then.”

      “Da,” Wren replied.

      She surreptitiously tucked the vial into her belt and left, her mind racing. Wren ascended the stairs swiftly, the ambient light from Emory’s torch providing enough illumination for her to see to the top. The door lifted easily, and she climbed out. When it shut, though, she was surrounded by darkness.

      “Blood and bones,” she swore.

      She started feeling along the wall, figuring she had to find the door eventually. When she did locate it, she panicked for just a second, worried she wouldn’t be able to open it without a code key. But there was a handle. Wren turned it and pulled. The door opened, and cool air rushed in.

      Wren slipped out into the moonlight, found a shadow, and triggered her ability to vanish. She scanned the compound and found the building Emory indicated was the infirmary. Measuring the distance, she calculated she’d be exposed for several seconds before she could get to cover again. She would have to hope no patrols looked her way. Sucking in a deep breath, she took off at a run.

      Once again, her body protested. Trying to go any faster than a stagger was agony. But the fear of getting caught shot adrenaline to her muscles, and though they complained at more exertion, she was able to sprint to the safety of a concealing shadow.

      As she caught her breath, she noticed the sky was getting lighter. The darkness was softening. The sun hadn’t poked over the horizon yet, but it would soon. They needed to finish quickly.

      Wren examined the door. There was no way to know what was behind it. The infirmary had no windows, at least not here. She hoped there wasn’t a guard waiting just behind it.

      Sucking in another breath, Wren yanked it open, dashed inside, and pulled it shut behind her. Darkness fell over her, and she triggered her Shadow ability again.

      Not far from where she stood, was an L-shaped admissions desk. Behind was an office with an open door and a light on inside. A hallway went off to the left and another straight ahead.

      At the sound of the entrance being closed, a sleepy-looking man in a nurse’s uniform emerged from the room, rubbing his eyes. He looked directly at Wren. She held her breath so as not to make a sound. After a moment, the nurse’s tired expression turned to confusion.

      “Anyone there?” he called out.

      Wren willed herself to absolute stillness. The nurse blinked twice and then came out from around the desk. He looked down both hallways. Not seeing anything, he shook his head and returned to the office with a yawn.

      Wren breathed a soft sigh of relief. She thanked The Rift for her Hide-in-Shadows ability. It had saved her life countless times.

      Dim light came from the hallway straight ahead. She suspected there were windows on the other side of the building and that the approaching dawn was spilling in. She made out several doors on either side of the hall. They might be offices or treatment suites.

      Checking to be certain no one was looking, she dashed towards the illumination. The corridor terminated in a set of double doors with windows in them. Wren ducked into a shadow and reconcealed herself. Then she peeked into the room at the end of the hall.

      Several windows allowed moonlight and the first hints of dawn to bleed into what was obviously the general ward. Nondescript beds lined the walls. One of them was occupied. Wren couldn’t tell if the person was asleep or awake, but it was the only individual she could see. Forcing her heart to stop racing, she pushed open one of the doors and slipped inside.

      Hiding again in the darkness, she scanned the ward for other signs of life. The patient seemed to be the only person here.

      Wren tiptoed across the room and knelt by the bed, where a woman slept soundly. She had bruises on her face and arms that appeared to be healing. Her black hair was a mess, and it looked like her nose had been broken. Wren sighed. She’d been through hell, whoever she was, and her wounds seemed consistent with the battering Red Dragon Two was reported to have taken.

      She hated to disturb her rest, and she expected Red Dragon Two would be frightened when she was suddenly awakened in the dark by an unknown person. But there was little to be done about it.

      Wren clapped a hand over the other woman’s mouth and shook her. Her eyes snapped open, and she started to struggle. Wren put a finger to her lips to shush her. When Red Dragon Two ceased fighting her, Wren spoke.

      “My name is Wren Xavier,” she whispered. “I am Shadow Six of Her Majesty’s Shadow Service. I am going to let go of you in a moment, and I need you not to make a sound, just listen. Do you understand?”

      The other woman nodded. The look on her face changed from fear to confusion. Wren took her hand away.

      “Are you Red Dragon Two?”

      She nodded again.

      “Okay, listen carefully. I am currently on a deep-cover assignment. I am posing as a Phrygian agent working with the Sons of Frey. I broke in here with Red Dragon Five.” Red Dragon Two’s eyes grew wide. “She is a traitor. She teamed with the Sons of Frey to sabotage your test and kill the other Red Dragons. She defected.

      “Right now, she is stealing the Red Dragon Compound. The Sons of Frey and the Phrygians are working together to duplicate the Red Dragon Project. She sent me to kill you.

      “When we are finished here, Ms. Emory and I will return to a magical ship that can sail beneath the ocean. That’s how they got a magician out into the sea to sabotage your test flight. We’ll be sailing back to Allamabad, Jifan, where the Sons of Frey have a secret base in a secluded cove.

      “I intend to go with them, so I can find out exactly what they have planned and try to put a stop to it. You need to tell your superiors all this, so they will know what is happening. My mission is off the books, but it can be verified by my controller, Elena Kenderbrick. Make sure Bartleby knows what I am doing and that he understands that Red Dragon Five is alive and a traitor. Do you understand?”

      She nodded again, a look of wonder on her face. Wren pulled out the vial she’d stolen and pressed it into Red Dragon Two’s hand.

      “Take this,” Wren said. “You may need it. I’m not sure if Alexa will leave any behind.”

      She stared at the vial. Wren pulled out one of her knives and leaned forward.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I need to convince Red Dragon Five I killed you. I don’t know what sort of magical means the Sons of Frey have to verify it or if Alexa will check my work. Therefore, I’ve got to make this look good.”

      Red Dragon Two had just enough time to look scared before Wren grabbed her shoulder and drew her dagger across the skin where her neck joined her shoulder. She winced and sucked a breath in through her teeth. Blood welled out of the cut and started staining her sleeping gown. Wren held her blade in it for a moment. Then she quickly sheathed the dagger.

      “Sorry,” she said again.

      The injured woman put a hand to her neck and glared. Wren leaned back and stood up.

      “Don’t report us right away. We need time to escape. Wait until your nurse comes in for morning rounds.”

      She nodded again. Patting the other woman’s hand, Wren left the bedside. She hoped they would be pressed enough for time that Emory wouldn’t be able to come back and check. Willing her aching muscles into motion again, she left the general ward and headed for the exit, dodging in and out of shadows as she went.

      When she got outside, the sky had changed from black to purple, and few stars were still visible. Dawn was nearly upon them. Wren started back towards the lab just as Emory emerged from it. Wren sprinted to her to prevent her from checking on Red Dragon Two.

      “Is she dead?” Emory inquired.

      “Does this answer your question?”

      She drew her bloody dagger and showed Emory. The other woman smiled.

      “Excellent,” she said. “Now I am the last of the Red Dragons. Urland’s going to be in a hell of a position.”

      “Ms. Emory, it’s getting light. What do we do? Surely, we’ll be seen if we use the rope to go down.”

      “Maybe. I’m not sure how carefully they patrol the cliff’s edge. But it doesn’t matter. We’re going down the quicker way. Come on.”

      She was off before Wren could ask more questions, bolting for the cliff. When they reached the edge, Emory took off her satchels. She handed them to Wren roughly.

      “Put these on,” she ordered.

      “What?”

      “Just do it!” she snapped.

      Wren took the bags and slung them over her shoulders. They were heavy, filled with cases of the potion, and her body complained at having to take on additional weight. Emory pulled a vial from her own belt and uncorked it.

      “Make sure you hold on tight,” she said.

      She tossed the elixir back and turned to Wren with a wild look on her face.

      “Follow me!” she shouted.

      Then she dove over the edge.

      Wren gaped. Was she serious?

      … Go! …

      Wren swallowed hard and charged the edge of the precipice. She flung herself over in a swan dive and hoped she hadn’t just committed suicide.

      A terrifying scream cut through the air, sending chills down her spine. Below her, Emory was in mid-transformation. Wren watched in horror as Red Dragon Five’s body elongated and enlarged. Her clothes ripped away, and her skin turned red. Scales popped out all over her. Her arms changed to wings, and thick leathery membranes grew from them. A tail emerged from the base of her spine.

      And all the while, Emory howled in agony, until her cries became the roar of a dragon.

      Wren plunged towards her. The great, leathery wings caught the wind and hung Red Dragon Five in the air. Wren slammed into her spine and rolled uncontrollably left. She grabbed at Emory’s neck and held on tight.

      Emory dove for the sea, descending at frightening speed. As they approached the water, she leveled off. Silverfin was parked offshore. She aimed for the magical vessel and slowed her pace. Passing the ship and then wheeling around, Emory landed gracefully on the water and drew even with the craft.

      Wren got up and jumped from Red Dragon Five’s back to the ship’s side, catching the rungs of the vessel perfectly. By the time she made it to the top, a sailor was waiting at an open hatch.

      “Welcome back, ma’am,” he said in Urlish.

      “Specieba,” Wren replied.

      A moment later, Emory climbed the rail, naked. Wren handed the satchels to the sailor.

      “Hold these,” she said.

      After the elf took them, Wren pulled off her tunic, and handed it to Emory as she reached her. Emory’s bare skin was covered in gooseflesh, and her teeth chattered.

      “Here, put this on,” Wren said, handing over her top.

      “Thanks,” she said with a shiver.

      She pulled it over her head, and Wren helped her to the hatch. As they climbed down into Silverfin’s bowels, she thought of the message she’d left with Red Dragon Two. What would she do with it? How would Bartleby or Quincy or Kenderbrick act on the information?

      There was no way to tell. Wren was still operating without sanction. It might be they would take the update under advisement but do nothing else. She doubted it, though. If Red Dragon Two reported the message accurately, the Chief would know the operation was coming to a head and act.

      But it didn’t matter. She’d taken the opportunity to update her superiors. Now, she was back on her own. When they returned to Allamabad, she had some havoc to wreak.
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        Silverfin, Off the Coast of Akrinos

      

      

      Wren crossed her arms and set her face with a stony expression. Magnus Teargarden’s beauty was as unnerving as Sagaius Silverleaf’s had been, but she’d been in the Southern World for nearly eight months now. She’d built a tolerance to elven splendor over that time, and she no longer quailed before it.

      “Comrade Koskova!” Teargarden barked. “I do not wish to repeat myself. Now that we have all the materials, I demand you share with us the documents you procured in Celia, so we may determine if they are genuine.”

      “I believe I have made my position on this matter perfectly clear,” Wren replied. “When we have reached Allamabad and I am satisfied the Phrygian end of the arrangement is being upheld, I will turn the documents over to you. Until then, the only assurance I have that you will not take them and jettison me into the sea is that you do not have them.”

      “You are extremely presumptuous, Comrade Koskova,” he growled.

      “How so?”

      “First, you assume we will not deal in good faith⁠—”

      “I find I live much longer that way.”

      “We are elves!” Teargarden shouted. “We follow God’s Law and Frey’s Message! If we make a deal, we can be expected to follow through on it!”

      “As I recall,” Wren said, acid in her tone, “God’s Law prohibits theft and murder, yet the Sons of Frey willingly commit both.”

      Wren may have been an atheist, but she had grown to respect May’s faith and those of some of the other elves she knew. She envied them their belief in things unseen and the comfort it brought them. And their adherence to God’s Law led them to behave ethically and with honor.

      But she could not stand hypocrites. And murder in the name of God was about as sacrilegious as it got.

      Teargarden smiled thinly at her. It was unpleasant and implied a wicked threat.

      “As usual, Comrade Koskova,” he said, “you humans have an imperfect understanding of the will of God.

      “Second, you presume that we could not just take the documents from you and throw you overboard. There is nothing preventing us from doing that.”

      He leaned forward and smiled the threat into Wren’s face. She’d been anticipating this exact tactic and had her lie prepared well in advance.

      “There is one thing,” she said with a smirk. “The case is trapped. If you open it without disarming it, it will explode, destroying the documents and possibly part of the ship. It would be unfortunate if something were to happen to the hull, don’t you think?”

      They stared at each other for a moment. Then Teargarden broke into a wide grin.

      “I think you are bluffing, Comrade Koskova,” he said with a laugh. “I think there is no such trap, and that you are lying to protect yourself.”

      “You are welcome to test that theory,” Wren replied. “By all means, please kill me and take the documents. See what becomes of your great magical vessel.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake!” Emory roared. “Dr. Teargarden, put your penis back under your robes. Neither Tania nor I is interested in how small it is. She has more than proven her loyalty. She saved my life twice. She killed Red Dragon Two. She stole the plans. She’s held up her end of the bargain and then some. When we get to Allamabad, she’ll turn everything over. Now back off. You’re acting like a toxic male, and you’re irritating me.”

      Teargarden glared at her. His hatred of her was stark. He obviously wanted to kill her on the spot. But he couldn’t; he needed her – not that he was happy about it.

      He shoved his chair back from the table, stood up and stalked to the hatch. He turned to them before opening it.

      “We will be in Allamabad in a few days’ time,” he said. “Then both of you will do as I say.” He turned back, opened the hatch, and stepped through it. “Or there will be unpleasant consequences.”

      He shut the hatch behind him. Emory gestured rudely in his direction.

      “God, I hate him,” she said. “There are going to need to be some changes when we get back to Jifan.”

      
        
        Silverfin, Approaching Allamabad, Jifan

      

      

      It took four days to complete the voyage back to the Sons of Frey’s base. It wasn’t nearly as pleasant as the trip out. Then, Wren had had the companionship of Treebender. Now, all she had was Alexa Emory, and Wren wasn’t interested in spending time with her. She was a traitor and stood for everything Wren reviled. The fact that she had saved Red Dragon Five’s life twice galled her. She knew it was for the good of the mission, but that didn’t make her feel any better about it.

      She also continued to suffer from the stress of possibly being found out. She worried incessantly that someone was going to figure out she wasn’t who she said she was. The closer she got to smashing the whole nest of vipers, the more she feared the opportunity would somehow evaporate. She continued to imagine them throwing her into the sea, possibly while Silverfin was still submerged, and leaving her to drown. Sometimes, she dreamed of it and would awake sweaty and scared.

      Plus, her body was savaged by the grueling ascent up the cliff face, and though she now had time to relax, sleeping in a rack on a ship weaving back and forth beneath the waves offered little actual comfort. She ached nearly all the time and was unable to rest comfortably, even when her dreams were untroubled.

      When the duty officer at last reported sighting land, Wren thought she might collapse with relief. She wanted her feet back on real ground, where she might have some chance to fight for her life if something went wrong, rather than out in the middle of the ocean where there was nowhere to go.

      Silverfin sprang into a state of orderly business. Sailors reported rapidly to duty stations and began working quickly to bring the strange vessel into port. Fascinated by the process, and having nothing better to do, Wren wandered up to the bridge.

      There, Teargarden looked over the operation imperiously. Darkweaver barked out orders. Teargarden said nothing, leaving him to his command, but the captain looked nervous. The presence of his superior was causing him to sweat.

      “Five degrees starboard,” Darkweaver ordered.

      “Aye, sir,” the helmsman replied.

      Wren felt the ship shift course. After weeks aboard, she’d become accustomed to its odd rocking motion and could perceive changes in course.

      “We are one hundred yards from the cove, sir,” another sailor said.

      “Very good,” Darkweaver replied. “Slow to one-quarter speed.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The ship moved in silence. Wren wondered how they could mark the distance so precisely. All she saw through the bulbous windows was dark water. Bubbles went by suggesting movement, and there were lights up ahead, but she couldn’t have told the captain if they were a hundred or a thousand yards from the cove.

      “Fifty yards, sir.”

      “Maintain course and speed.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      There was another silent pause. Everyone watched their controls or the windows, marking their progress.

      “Twenty-five yards … ten … five … and we have penetrated the cove.”

      They cruised for a short distance. There was light up ahead visible through Silverfin’s “eyes,” and Wren could see the walls of the cave on either side of the vessel. After a minute, they entered the underground harbor that housed the secret base.

      “Full-stop,” the captain ordered.

      “Aye, sir. Full-stop.”

      The helmsman pushed a lever, and the ship quit rocking. She coasted forward a little farther, before her fins reversed course, and she came to a halt.

      “Surface,” the captain ordered.

      “Aye, sir.”

      Almost instantly, Silverfin began to rise. Emory came to the bridge just then and joined Wren. A few moments later, the ship broke the surface of the water. Wren could see elves moving in every direction across the catwalks she’d seen the first time she was here.

      “What do you think, Tania?” Emory asked. “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      “Very,” she replied.

      “Mooring lines secured, sir,” a sailor reported.

      “Open hatches and prepare ship for servicing,” Darkweaver said.

      “We have arrived in Allamabad, Comrade Koskova,” Teargarden said. “I will expect you to deliver the documents to me after you disembark.”

      So saying, he swept from the room. Emory rolled her eyes.

      They left the bridge, stopping by Wren’s quarters to pick up her things, including the case with the stolen documents. Emory and she chit-chatted as they made their way to the top hatch, out of Silverfin, and down the gangplank. Wren sighed in relief.

      “What was that for?” Emory asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “I hate sailing. And I hated sailing under the water even more than on it. I’m glad to be back on dry land.”

      Emory laughed as they continued onto the dock. A blonde, human man in a black tunic and leggings approached them. Wren froze when she saw him. It was Anderov – the Phrygian she’d fought at the Sons of Frey base in Alfar.

      Anderov looked stunned for a moment. Then he vanished, reappearing right in front of Wren and punched her hard in the stomach.

      It happened too fast. Wren didn’t have time to tighten her muscles. The blow collided with her solar plexus, and the air rushed out of her lungs as she doubled over.

      Anderov followed up with an elbow to the back of her head. Wren hit the dock with a thud, and the world swam in her vision.

      “Phaser, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Emory yelled.

      “Thees eez not Dark Dagger,” he replied. “She eez the Urlander who destroyed the Red Dragon Compound een Alfar!”

      Wren tried to move, but she couldn’t make her body obey. Her head was soaked in confusion and pain. Before she could get up, Anderov knelt on her spine and drew her arms behind her back. Wren was vaguely aware of her wrists being bound.

      “Take her to a holding cell,” Emory said. “Then she and I are going to have a very informative conversation.”
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        Frey’s Comfort Tavern, Allamabad

      

      

      May glared at Elderberry from across the bar. He flashed her a quizzical look, as if he couldn’t understand why she would be angry with him. Dragonblade smirked and looked away. May stifled the urge to curse at the barkeep.

      “Look,” she said through her teeth, “I am not interested in whether or not you think Wren Xavier is alive. I just want to know where she went.”

      “Keep your voice down,” he hissed at her. It was his turn to look angry. “The Sons have ears everywhere.”

      May’s eyes narrowed. There were agents in the tavern? Maybe there was another way to track Wren down. She was getting tired of having to sneak around. Ever since they’d come to Jifan, posing as a trade caravan, they’d been on alert, careful about what they said and did. She was a soldier, not a spy. She wanted to bang on the door of wherever Wren was being held and take her by force.

      She knew better, of course. The time might come for them to fight the Sons of Frey, but they would need stealth and guile to do it. Still, maybe the direct approach had a few advantages.

      “Here? Now?” she asked. Elderberry nodded. “Where?”

      Elderberry sent his gaze in the direction of a small table. May checked it out. Three elves were sitting at it. They appeared to be sharing a cheese and a loaf of bread. They had a jug of something to drink, but there was no way to know what it was.

      May nudged Dragonblade and flicked her eyes at the terrorists. A slight smile crept up his face, his scar darkened a shade, and he nodded his understanding. She was grateful his soldier’s training and experience in the Elite Guard made it possible for him to understand silent commands.

      He turned to two of his companions and sent the same order. They nodded as well. Then the three of them crossed the room to where the Sons of Frey sat as May said a fast prayer.

      The terrorists looked up as the Alfaris got within ten feet of them. One of them realized immediately something was wrong. He started to stand.

      Dragonblade made sure he never finished the action. He flung a dagger at the terrorist, striking him dead in the throat. The elf’s hands went to his neck, and he clutched at the knife as he fell over and died.

      The other two elves whirled in their chairs, stunned by the sudden development. Dragonblade’s men closed the distance and held the terrorists fast, before they could get up. Two more of Dragonblade’s soldiers rushed over to help subdue them.

      The remaining four patrons jumped up, horrified, and ran for the door. May snatched out her crossbow and brought it to bear.

      “Stop!” she cried. Everyone froze. It didn’t seem to matter her weapon wasn’t loaded. “Anyone who tries to leave dies. Go back to your tables and sit quietly.”

      Elderberry hadn’t indicated any of these people were Sons of Frey, but May wasn’t taking any chances. She’d tipped her hand a bit by attacking the known agents. She didn’t want the terrorists getting any notice there were armed troublemakers in town. For that matter, she didn’t want the police hearing that either.

      Persuaded by her unloaded crossbow, the patrons went back to where they’d been sitting. All of them looked at her with concern. Their reaction buoyed her hopes a bit. If one of them had been an agent, it was likely he would have kept running, since she couldn’t have actually shot anyone.

      “Take those two in the back,” she said to Dragonblade. “I have some questions for them.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

      He snapped his fingers, and his men wrestled the two terrorists out of their seats and dragged them into the backroom. Dragonblade followed them, looking delighted.

      “Don’t hurt them until I’ve had a chance to question them,” she yelled at his back.

      “In the name of Frey, what do you think you’re doing?” Elderberry asked. “You can’t do this here! You’ll blow my cover and get me into trouble with the authorities. How can I be a sleeper then?”

      “You’re on Urland’s payroll, not Alfar’s,” she replied. “That’s their problem.

      “Now, I want you to tell me everything you know about where Wren Xavier went and how she disappeared.”

      
        
        Sons of Frey Secret Base, Allahabad

      

      

      Wren’s head was on fire. Anderov hadn’t knocked her out, but the blow to her skull had been fierce, and the guards weren’t exactly careful when they dragged her to a cell. She lay on her hands and knees and tried to get her bearings.

      Emory stood over her imperiously. She glared at Wren with a fierce look of triumph.

      “You have got to be the stupidest Shadow I’ve ever met,” she declared. “In fact, I think you’re the stupidest Shadow I’ve ever even heard of.”

      One of the two guards behind her laughed. He must have understood Urlish. Teargarden stood stiffly, holding his staff and fixing Wren with his customary glower. He offered no additional comment.

      “You could have killed me,” Emory went on. “At any time during the incursion of the Urlish base on Akrinos you could have killed me. You could have let me die every time I got into trouble on the climb. Hell, you could have killed me when we first met in Celia. None of our marines were present.

      “But, no, you let me live. You stayed by my side. You saved my life several times. And for what? So you could find this base? So what! We’ve got the Red Dragon Compound. Thanks to you, we’ve got the formula. And, since I’m still alive, we have a fully functional Red Dragon right now! If you’d killed me and made off with the formula, we’d have nothing, and this base wouldn’t matter!”

      She paused to laugh at him. Teargarden remained impassive.

      “You’re going to die on this base you discovered,” she said. “You’ve accomplished nothing.”

      “You’re the one whose actions are moronic,” Wren said. “You’ve betrayed your country and your people.”

      “No, I’ve taken revenge!” she shouted, her skin turning red. “My grandfather was a pariah. My grandmother and mother were abused by Urlanders! Now Urland will pay the price for that in blood and fire!”

      “To the other group of people who betrayed your grandparents!” Wren yelled back. “You’re working with the very kind of fundamentalists who rebuked and reviled your grandfather for daring to love a human. Look around you, Alexa. Are these the people who would seek justice for your grandfather? Would they have tolerated his relationship with a human woman? You haven’t just betrayed your country and your people; you’ve betrayed your grandparents’ sacrifices and your family.”

      She stepped forward and kicked Wren in the ribs. She collapsed to the floor and curled into a ball as Emory kicked her repeatedly.

      “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” she screamed.

      Teargarden snapped his fingers, and the guards came forward and pulled Emory away as she raged like a feral animal. She shook herself free and composed herself. Wren moaned in agony.

      “Let me tell you what’s going to happen, you stupidest of Shadows,” Emory spat. “We’re going to find out everything you know. Dr. Teargarden is going to torture you until you tell us everything.

      “Then we’re going to Drasilia. I’m going to burn the entire city to the ground, starting with the Urlish base. I’m going to cremate everyone in the city.

      “The Jifanis are going to get their reunified Alfheim. Urland will lose its special relationship with elves and have to develop its own magic – just like the Phrygians, who, incidentally, will have Red Dragons, and you won’t. And all those elves who could have tolerated and embraced my grandparents’ relationship will find out just what sort of society they were promoting when they demanded religious purity. They are going to get what they asked for.”

      “No, they’re not,” Wren grunted.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said, ‘No, they’re not,’” she repeated.

      She knew she shouldn’t be saying this, but Emory had pissed her off with her irredeemable betrayal and her psychotic plan for revenge. Wren wanted to hurt her. Besides, it wasn’t like this was information they wouldn’t be able to figure out.

      “And why is that?” Emory asked.

      “You sent me to kill Red Dragon Two,” Wren rasped. “Do you honestly think I did that?”

      Wren let the question hang in the air. Emory looked uncertain. Teargarden rolled his eyes and sighed. Maybe Wren shouldn’t have told them. Well, it didn’t matter. Once they got around to thinking about it, they’d have drawn the same conclusion.

      “I didn’t kill her,” Wren continued. “I told her exactly who I was and what I was doing. I told her where this base was – that’s right; I already knew – and I told her to bring the Royal Navy to crush it.

      “You’re not going to get the chance to burn Drasilia to the ground, Ms. Emory. You’re going to be destroyed along with the rest of these terrorists. That’s all you are now: a pathetic terrorist who glories in the murder of innocent people. You’re as Godless and deluded as the rest of them.”

      Emory stared at her in shock for a moment. She turned to look at Teargarden. His face was stony. She turned back, but a smile was creeping up her face.

      “You told Emily to bring the Navy?” she said. Then she burst out laughing. “My God, you’re even stupider than I thought!

      “We’re not in Alfar, you moron; this is Jifan. If the Royal Navy makes an incursion here, it’s an act of war. They’ll never risk that with Jifan being allied with Phrygia.

      “Moreover, I took all the Red Dragon Compound. Emily can’t transform, even if she’s well enough to come herself. That means I’ll just be able to sink your ships myself. Telling her did nothing!”

      She threw back her head and laughed again. Wren pretended to look chagrined. She wasn’t going to tell her she’d given a vial of the elixir to Red Dragon Two.

      As for the bit about the naval strike, she might be right. But Wren had been lying about what she told Red Dragon Two to do. She fully expected Bartleby would send a strike team. It would just be a covert one. Wren needed to buy them enough time to get here. It probably wouldn’t be more than a day.

      “I’m going to leave you to Dr. Teargarden now,” Emory said. “Phaser and I have a lot to discuss about getting the Phrygians the materials to make their own Red Dragons. Goodbye, Tania or whatever your name is. Thanks for saving my life.”

      She turned and left the cell, leaving Wren alone with Teargarden and his guards. He snapped his fingers, and they went out. The sinister elf looked Wren over without moving.

      “All you infidels are the same,” he said. “Flaunting God’s Law, believing you are so clever, and setting your own ambition ahead of the Almighty’s will. None of you understands we all are his instruments.

      “God declared a role for women to fulfill and another for men. You have played at being a man, human. You have acted outside your prescribed duties. Women do not fight men; they serve them. And God has used your sin against you. You are the one who has betrayed your people, Comrade Koskova. You have delivered their own unholy doomsday weapon to God’s Chosen People. And we will wield it to burn corruption from the world and set fire to the wicked.”

      Wren wanted to vomit. She didn’t know what made her feel worse – Emory’s selfish betrayal, Teargarden’s sanctimonious misogyny, or her own blunder. After she’d worked so hard to get deep inside their operation, she’d gotten caught before she discovered the information she’d risked everything to gain. In the back of her mind, she envisioned Bartleby and Kenderbrick taking turns telling her how she stupid she was.

      The soldiers returned with a bucket of water. They placed it on the floor and then grabbed Wren roughly by the shoulders and arms. She cried out, sore from where Emory had kicked her.

      “Let’s start with some basic information, Comrade Koskova,” Teargarden said. “What is your real name, and which branch of the Urlish service are you working for?”

      Wren said nothing. She knew what was coming. She believed she could survive this. It was certainly better than what Ravager had done to her last year.

      Teargarden nodded. The soldiers pushed Wren’s head down into the bucket. She didn’t struggle. She’d need her energy later. She slowly exhaled the air she’d gulped, so she’d be able to get a breath as soon as her head came up.

      They didn’t keep her down long. It wasn’t more than thirty seconds. This was just a warmup.

      “We’ll be able to learn this information without your cooperation, Ms. Koskova,” Teargarden said. “Mr. Anderov has already identified you as the Urlish agent who destroyed the Red Dragon Compound in Alfar. We can find out who you are. You may as well tell us.”

      Wren knew the game. Teargarden was trying to establish that it would be easier to just cooperate – start breaking her down now. But Wren had been tortured before. No one had broken her yet.

      Teargarden nodded again, and Wren’s head went into the bucket a second time. They held her down longer but still didn’t approach the limits of her breath control.

      “Your name and agency,” Teargarden said.

      Wren said nothing. They shoved her head in the bucket once more, and this time she worried she would run out of air. They pulled her up just in time.

      “You’re only causing yourself pain,” Teargarden said. “This is meaningless information. I’ll get it anyway. You may as well tell me.”

      “And you may as well kiss my ass, you murderer,” Wren replied. “I’ll give you nothing.”

      They shoved her down again. This time her air ran out. She struggled against the pressure, trying to knock the bucket over with her head. It didn’t work. Unable to stop herself, she sucked in water.

      Wren thrashed wildly as the liquid filled her lungs. A second later, the elves released her. She rolled to the floor and choked up water, gasping for air.

      “You’ll give me what I want, Ms. Koskova,” Teargarden said. “I guarantee it.

      “But I can see you are going to need alternative motivation.”

      He snapped his fingers again, and one of the guards grabbed the bucket and dumped its contents all over Wren. Then, the two soldiers exited. Teargarden spoke words Wren couldn’t understand and waved his staff. The temperature in the room plummeted.

      “As you may be aware, Comrade Koskova,” he said, “my specialty is weather magic. I’ve lowered the temperature in this room to just above freezing. With wet clothes, no blanket, and a stone floor, it shouldn’t take long for you to start flirting with hypothermia. I’ll return later, and we’ll resume our conversation.”

      He left, shutting the door behind him. Wren heard a key turn in the lock.

      She was already shivering. The blows from Anderov, the ordeal up the cliffs of Akrinos, the stress of staying undercover for two weeks, and the near-drowning, along with the cold were sapping her will. She feared she would crack under Teargarden’s torture.

      Her thoughts turned to May. It was unlikely she would ever see her again. She’d known that was a huge risk before she left. She went knowing she had likely held the lovely elf in her arms for the last time. But now that it seemed certain her career would end at the hands of the Sons of Frey just as Sara’s had, Wren’s heart ached with regret. Aside from Sara’s friendship, May’s love was the only thing that had ever made Wren feel even a shred of contentment.

      As her hands shook, she reached inside her tunic, touched the magical tattoo between her breasts, and thought May’s name. For a moment, blessed warmth radiated in her chest. It spread through her veins and comforted her freezing muscles. Wren stopped shivering.

      After the sensation passed, she smiled. There was no way May would make it to Allamabad in time to rescue her. But she might be able to finish the mission Wren began.

      And that was enough to make her happy.
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        Outside the Sons of Frey Base, Allamabad

      

      

      May crouched behind a rock in the pre-dawn light. She could just make out the sentry standing approximately a hundred yards away. According to Sons of Frey they had interrogated, this was the primary land entry to the network of caves the terrorists were using as a base. Wren had attempted to penetrate the stronghold via the sea entrance. May had considered that but given it up quickly based on two considerations. First, she expected there would be a lot more guards there. Even if there was an underwater entrance, it would be easier to see them coming. Second, she didn’t have the magical equipment Wren had apparently used to sneak in. Her strike force would have to come on the surface of the water, so they’d be easier to spot.

      She didn’t see any sort of entrance for the sentry to guard, but it had to exist if the Sons of Frey had a soldier stationed there. She watched a little longer. After a few minutes, a second guard wandered into view.

      May cursed. She knew it couldn’t have been so easy. There was no way there would be only one guard. Still, it was disappointing to see his partner.

      Warmth spread suddenly through her heart like a hearth fire. Love surged through her veins. Wren was inside her, and May practically glowed at her presence. For the first time, hope ignited in her mind.

      “She’s definitely inside,” she said.

      “How can you tell?” Dragonblade asked.

      “I gave her my dicta foresa, and she just signaled me.”

      Dragonblade’s eyes grew wide at the confession. He stared at her in amazement.

      “You bound yourself with the sacred seal to a snav— to a human?” he said, floored.

      “Yes,” she replied. “Like I told you: Wren came to Jifan with no backup, no way out if anything went wrong. And she did it for Alfar. So I sacrificed my heart to make sure she would have a rescue team if she got in trouble.”

      He blinked twice at her. Several of the Freedom Patrollers within earshot looked back and forth between each other, as astonished as Dragonblade.

      “You’re a wonder, Honeyflower,” he said. “I can’t decide if you’re a reckless fool or a misguided soul.”

      “I’m a patriot,” she replied. “Like any good soldier, I did what was necessary to protect my country.”

      Dragonblade continued to look awed. May was vaguely irritated with him. His vision was still too narrow, in her opinion. But it didn’t matter. He was here, and they were in position to rescue Wren.

      Because beyond being a patriot, she was a woman in love. And for the first time, she had proof of life. Wren was inside that base, and whether she was hiding or captured, she hadn’t been killed. It was time to make sure that didn’t change.

      “Let’s go,” she ordered.

      “What? We haven’t had enough time to observe their patrols,” Dragonblade protested. “We could walk into a trap without more intel.”

      “Dragonblade, I gave Wren Xavier my dicta foresa, so that if she got in trouble, she could call for help. I told her to signal me if she was in trouble. I just ‘heard’ from her now. I have no idea what sort of danger she may be in, but I am not going to sit around here when her life may depend on me. We’re going.”

      Dragonblade sighed and shook his head.

      “You’re in charge, Captain,” he said. “But I think this is reckless.”

      “Noted,” she said. “If I get you killed, I’ll apologize in Heaven.”

      He snorted and crept off. Pink light crept slowly over the stones. It would be day soon. May waited for Dragonblade to make his move, trying not to hold her breath.

      After the longest five minutes of her life, she heard a twang! A second later, the first sentry fell over dead. His companion rushed to him and knelt beside his body. If he’d simply run for the cave to warn his friends, he might have had a chance. Stopping to see what happened to his partner was fatal. A second crossbow twang sent a quarrel through his neck. He dropped to the ground, gurgling. Dragonblade moved in and finished him. He stood up and signaled to May and the rest of the team. They moved quickly to where the dead terrorists lay.

      It didn’t take long to find the entrance. It was covered by several tall bushes, but, once they were on top of it, they could see the cave behind them. Dragonblade and his partner, Thistlegate, reloaded their weapons.

      “Okay, let’s go,” May whispered.

      Silently, they slipped inside the cave.

      Hang on, my love, May thought. I’m coming.

      
        
        Inside the Sons of Frey Base, Allamabad

      

      

      Alexa rolled her eyes. For all his stomping around, acting pompous and powerful, Teargarden hadn’t been able to get even the simplest piece of information out of the Shadow. She was not surprised.

      “The Urlander’s will is strong,” Teargarden went on.

      “Her identity should be easy enough to acquire,” Phaser said. “Her eencursion eento the base een Alfar was seen as a debacle by the Coaleetion Gowernment. They have no doubt deescussed the matter een detail. We should be able to get her name from your eensiders.”

      Alexa stared at the two of them from across the table in the briefing room. Were they really debating the significance of the woman’s identity?

      “You’re missing the point,” she said. “It doesn’t matter who she is.”

      “Precisely,” Teargarden said, interrupting her. “The issue is she has considerable willpower. I have begun breaking her down, but it may be some time before we can extract anything useful from her. Until we know for certain what the Urlanders know and what they don’t, we need to put the operation on hold.”

      “What?” Alexa cried.

      He couldn’t be serious. Tania – or whoever she was – was bluffing. Even if she had warned Emily, it wouldn’t do any good.

      “I agree,” Phaser said. “We can’t reesk putteenk our one functioneenk Red Dragon in danger unteel we understand how to make more.”

      “First of all,” Alexa said, boring holes into Phaser with her gaze, “don’t talk about me as if I’m some sort of inanimate asset. I’m a person, who makes her own decisions. I’ll decide if I’m going to ‘put myself in danger.’

      “Second, the Urlander doesn’t know anything. Even if she’s telling the truth and she did warn her friends, she didn’t know a thing about the scope of our operation and what we intend to do. There is zero chance they can stop it.”

      “You do not know that, Ms. Emory,” Teargarden said. “We do not know what she knows, nor do we know precisely what she told her comrades while you were stealing the Red Dragon Compound.”

      “And,” Phaser added, “she told us she gave Red Dragon Two eenformation on where thees base eez. They could be comeenk for us weeth a strike team right now.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” she said. “Just as I told the Urlish Shadow, they cannot possibly risk an international incident and an act of war by attacking sovereign Jifani territory. The High Fathers would never stand for it, and Phrygia would be in a position to counterattack.”

      “You are putting a lot of faith in the prudence of your countrymen,” Teargarden said.

      “It’s not prudence; it’s cowardice,” she spat.

      They weren’t her countrymen now. Hell, they never were as far as she was concerned.

      “Don’t mistake the two,” Teargarden said.

      “And don’t lecture me like you’re some sort of wizened philosopher, Dr. Teargarden. We are going forward with the operation.”

      “Perhaps I need to remind you that you are not the Director of Operations for the Sons of Frey, Ms. Emory. I am. You are the one who has jeopardized the plans. Had you not behaved like a fool and defended this Shadow without considering her credentials, you might have had discretion enough to recognize she wasn’t whom she claimed to be, or at least had the good sense not to take her along on your mission to recover the elixir.”

      Rage pulsed through Alex like never before. Did he really just infer she was the one who had been careless?

      “Listen, you sanctimonious zealot,” she growled. “I may have not seen through her cover, but you didn’t notice she wasn’t Phrygian either!”

      “You defended her, despite my concerns.”

      “You were at the base when she destroyed the elixir, Teargarden! Why did we have to wait for Phaser to recognize her?

      “And I don’t give a shit if you are the Director of Operations for the God-damned Sons of Frey; I’m Red Dragon Five! Your whole plan is useless without me! I’ll decide when I’m going to execute my part of it.”

      “Don’t you blaspheme before me, woman!” he cried, rising from his seat.

      “Go to Hell, Teargarden,” she shot back, standing as well. “You need me. You can’t hurt me.

      “Why don’t you ask Starfellow if he wants to delay the mission? Why don’t we see if he thinks we should slow down?”

      She locked her ice-blue eyes with his brown ones. He tried to use his elven beauty to intimidate her, but she was too furious – with him and with elves in general. He opened his mouth to shout, but Phaser cut him off.

      “Stop eet, both of you! You are so beezy trying to prove who eez stronger you have forgotten what eez most important about thees – createenk more Red Dragons. Phrygia has played her part een thees leetle drama. I demand you turn over the technical specifications and a portion of the formula to me, so I can take them to my superiors as agreed.”

      As angry as they were at each other, both Alexa and Teargarden looked stunned at the interruption. Teargarden turned his head slowly in Phaser’s direction, and Alexa couldn’t help but smile as the cold gaze that had no effect on her caused Phaser to blanch. Involuntarily, the Phrygian took a step back.

      “I am afraid that is impossible at the moment,” Teargarden said.

      Despite his fear, Phaser looked shocked. He recovered himself and stood up straight.

      “Don’t play games weeth me, Dr. Teargarden,” he said. “Phrygia weel not tolerate be-eenk double-crossed.”

      “No one is double-crossing you, Comrade Anderov,” Teargarden replied. “We need to study the formula before we release it. We are happy to share everything we learn with Phrygia, but we intend to fully understand how to make a Red Dragon before we let anything out of our hands.”

      Phaser was outraged. Alexa smiled a little broader. What did he think was going to happen?

      “That was not the arrangement,” he said, raising his voice. “You are renegeenk on the deal.”

      “I am doing no such thing,” Teargarden said. “The arrangement was for both Jifan and Phrygia to acquire the means to create Red Dragons. Until we understand how the Urlanders accomplished it, the plans are not leaving this compound.”

      Phaser opened his mouth to shout, but he was interrupted by a klaxon. The anger on his face was replaced by confusion.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “The intruder alarm,” Teargarden answered.

      A frantic-looking guard burst through the door.

      “Dr. Teargarden,” he said in Elfin, “we are under attack.”

      “Attack?” Alexa said, stunned.

      “Yes,” the soldier said. “From Urlish marines and … a dragon!”

      “Prepare Silverfin for an emergency launch,” Teargarden said. “Repel the invaders.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      The soldier scrambled out. Teargarden and Phaser both turned hard looks on Alexa.

      “So they wouldn’t reesk an eenternational eencident, eh?” Phaser said.

      “Silence!” Teargarden replied. “We can assign blame later. You two get the Red Dragon materials. I’ll take care of the prisoner. Meet me at Silverfin in ten minutes. Go.”

      Alexa took off, with Phaser tailing her. It seemed “Tania” hadn’t been lying. And it looked like Emily was here for revenge. That was just fine with Alexa. Let her come. Let them all come. She’d show them what was revenge was really about.
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      The alarm rang in May’s ears, making her feel naked. The entire strike team froze for a moment as the horn sounded again and again. Each elf’s eyes darted from person to person asking the question, “Now what?”

      Had the bodies outside been discovered? May supposed it was possible, even though they hadn’t encountered anyone since penetrating the cave. Still, maybe there were other patrols they hadn’t seen.

      “Weapons ready,” she ordered. Every one of them raised their crossbows. “If we run into any resistance, shoot.”

      Dragonblade nodded, and the rest of the company adopted a grim look. May led them down the corridor. It was uncarved stone – clearly a natural cave the Sons of Frey had discovered and were using for their own purposes. Periodically, torches hung on the walls, glowing magically. There was no place to hide. If a patrol came around a corner or down a hall, there would be nothing to do but fight.

      She moved as quietly as possible, fearing they would be discovered. Yet still, they encountered no resistance.

      When they came to a T-junction, May signaled for everyone to stop. She flattened herself against one of the walls. The company did the same. Then she peered around the corner, ducking back only a second later.

      An armed patrol of elves rushed down the corridor towards their position. May pushed back from the junction and signaled for everyone to be ready. Her plan was to shoot the first elves that came around the corner and try to create a bottleneck for the reinforcements.

      But, instead of turning, the soldiers rushed past their position and kept going. She waited for a moment, but they continued running away. It didn’t make sense. The strike team had not veered off its current passage since entering the cave. If the Sons of Frey had been alerted to their presence, they should have come straight to them. Was something else going on?

      “Why didn’t they attack us?” Dragonblade whispered.

      “I’m not sure,” she answered. “Maybe they don’t know we’re here.”

      “Then why the alarm?”

      May didn’t know the answer to that. For the moment, though, she decided to treat it as good fortune.

      “Let’s continue with our mission and sort out the rest of it later,” she said.

      Dragonblade looked concerned, but he didn’t argue. May focused on the warm feeling in her chest. She pictured Wren in her mind. A moment later, she understood where she was.

      “This way,” she said and turned in the direction the patrol had come.

      “What if there are more of them?” Dragonblade said.

      “Then we’ll kill them,” she replied.

      She could feel Wren calling to her. Nothing was going to keep her away.
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        * * *

      

      Emily Craik swooped in over the Sons of Frey and incinerated them with another blast of her fiery breath. Two of them got arrows off before being immolated, but one missed and the other bounced harmlessly off her dragonhide.

      After weeks of being cooped up in the infirmary, after weeks of stewing over the betrayal and slaughter of her sister Red Dragons, after long nights contemplating what the mysterious Shadow, Wren Xavier, had told her, she was finally getting revenge. This was what she’d been made for. This was why she’d volunteered for the Red Dragon Project in the first place – to serve her country by extinguishing threats.

      She assessed the situation as she arced around for another pass. The initial defense had been suppressed. The marines seemed to be in control of the situation. The two man-o-wars parked off the cove were moving in. Urlish forces were in control of the harbor. It was time to launch phase two of the operation.

      Emily came about and aimed straight for land. She beat her wings twice to gain momentum, then tucked them in tight and dove for the water. She broke the surface not far from land and surged through the ocean. As they expected, the water continued into an undersea cave. It no doubt gave access to the Sons of Frey’s base. Emily swam at top speed. The terrorists were going to be in for an ugly surprise.
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        * * *

      

      Wren had never been cold like this in her life. She couldn’t remember what it was like to be warm. Her muscles were sore from shivering and Emory’s abuse. Her fingers were blue. Her feet were numb.

      She huddled in a tight ball as her teeth chattered and pulled her soaked cloak tighter to her, trying to suck some warmth from it. She imagined the heat of the Alfari sun on her skin as May and she walked hand-in-hand along a beach. Did they have beaches in Alfar? They must. Maybe in Brightwater. It was a port city, after all.

      She knew she was going to die. She was already sick, and Teargarden was determined to hurt her. Unless they gave her warm, dry clothes, she wouldn’t last much longer. Then there would be no more pain.

      Wren couldn’t decide if this was a stupid death or not. What would Sara have said over drinks about extending a mission instead of dealing with a traitor only to get caught, tortured, and killed? She suddenly realized she didn’t care. Sara was dead, and Wren wasn’t interested in thinking about her. She was more concerned with the living woman she would never see again.

      

      May and Wren sat on a bench in Warmgrove Commons. The late afternoon sun was largely blocked by the leaves, and though it was sweltering, it was tolerable in the shade. Children ran back and forth, squealing with the joy of innocence, while elves gathered in the cafés to talk and relax from the day.

      “Try it again,” May instructed.

      Wren stared into her lovely, yellow eyes. They looked like the sun itself, except they radiated the warmth of love rather than blistering heat.

      “I’d much rather look at you,” Wren replied.

      “You can look at me and speak at the same time,” she replied, blushing a shade. “Come on, Wren, you can’t always rely on a medallion from Magic Division. You need to actually learn the language.”

      Wren sighed. She was fairly certain she could rely on a magic talisman to translate for her, but she wanted this. Since she’d been stationed in Alfar long-term, she needed to learn the language.

      It was just so damned hard! Even Phrygian, itself very different from the other three languages she spoke, seemed easier than the curious language of elves. She’d never struggled to learn a foreign tongue before. Maybe she was getting old.

      “Uhlureen,”she said, pronouncing the word carefully.

      May shook her head and smiled.

      “No, silly,” she said. “There’s a circumflex over the ‘A,’ so you pronounce it as the long-a sound, and you have to make certain to emphasize the diphthong, because that changes the pronunciation from a standard long-a, which in turn changes the meaning or tense of the word.”

      Wren shook her head in confusion. Among the things she’d discovered shortly after she began learning Elfin was that the accents made a huge difference in meaning but were subtle and difficult to hear.

      “Ehlureen,” she said, trying again.

      “No!” May said, laughing. “Not, ‘eh,’ ‘aayyeee.’”

      “Aaaayyyeeee-urleen.”

      May laughed again.

      “That’s much better,” she said, “but don’t hold the diphthong so long. People will think there’s something wrong with you.”

      “Why? Does that sound mean, ‘I’m dying’?”

      May threw back her head and guffawed. It was the most beautiful sound Wren had ever heard. Despite her inability to pronounce the word for ‘walking’ in Elfin, she was happy. May’s companionship filled her with peace.

      “No, it doesn’t mean anything other than you can’t pronounce âluhrean correctly,” May answered between giggles. “And the ‘e-a’ spelling means you pronounce both vowels, not just the first.

      “I’m never going to get this,” Wren said, only half-joking.

      “Âluhrean,” said a small, high-pitched voice.

      A girl of perhaps six stood a few feet from them. She smiled, earnestly trying to help the clumsy human speak her language.

      “You see?” May said. “It’s so simple, even a child can do it.”

      “Unfortunately, I’m no child,” Wren replied, laughing at herself.

      

      Wren smiled at the memory. It was simple and pleasant. The world wasn’t in danger. She didn’t need to learn the correct pronunciation to avoid being killed on a mission. It was May and she sharing some downtime on a hot afternoon. It made her happy, and that’s how she wanted to remember her beautiful Captain of the Elite Guard.

      The door to her cell opened. A horn blared in the background, ruining her reverie. Teargarden strode in flanked by two guards. Wren gritted her teeth and prepared for more torture.

      “It seems you were sincere, Urlander, in your claims of invoking an attack on this facility,” Teargarden said.

      Wren struggled to process that information. What was he talking about?

      “Your friends are here with Red Dragon Two just as you predicted,” Teargarden continued. “But it doesn’t matter. By the time they overrun the base, Ms. Emory, Mr. Anderov, and I will be gone with the Red Dragon materials. We will then burn Alfar to the ground along with your infidel countrymen.

      “And you will not get the opportunity to warn them. I’m afraid your time on this Earth has come to an end. You will burn in Hell for all eternity for your sins.”

      Teargarden snapped his fingers. One of the guards drew a sword. Wren closed her eyes and thought of May.
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      Alexa stuffed the boxes of the elixir into satchels similar to the ones she’d used to get it out of the Urlish base on Akrinos. Phaser opened the scroll case from the Urlish Shadow and checked the documents inside it.

      “Everytheenk appears to be here,” he said.

      “Good.”

      She closed a satchel and tossed it to him. He slung it over his shoulder. She put the remaining two on herself.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      They moved out of the room, but Phaser started heading left down the corridor instead of right towards the hangar.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I am getteenk out of here,” he replied. “Comrade Emory, come weeth me. I can offer you sanctuary een Phrygia. You would be a valuable asset and treated like you deserve.”

      “That wasn’t the arrangement, Phaser.”

      She had to be careful here. His ability to teleport made it impossible for her to catch him if he chose to run. He could teleport only short spans, but if he went one after the other, he’d outdistance her quickly.

      “These people are madmen,” he pleaded. “The Red Dragon Project eez a weapon of deterrence. Eet exists to prewent one’s enemies from attackeenk.

      “But the Sons of Frey do not understand thees. They believe eet eez a holy weapon from God to be used een the annihilation of their enemies. They butcher eennocent people een the name of holy war. That’s wrong, Comrade. War eez always a tactic of last resort, never first. These zealots don’t believe that.

      “You’re human. You’re Urlish. You may have grown up be-eenk taught Phrygia was the enemy, but you weren’t taught to slaughter us. Eef you had been, our peoples would be at war right now.

      “Come weeth me, Comrade Emory. Leave the elves to their seewil war and their desire to destroy each other. You’ll steel have hurt Urland by bringeenk the weapon to us, but you won’t be responsible for Armageddon.”

      Alexa couldn’t help but be surprised. She hadn’t realized Phaser was such a dove. She would have thought anyone working undercover in Jifan with the Sons of Frey to steal an Urlish first-strike weapon would be more hawkish.

      She supposed it didn’t matter. She just had to make sure he didn’t get away with the materials.

      “But where will we go?” she asked.

      “The Urlanders are attackeenk the harbor. If we take the land exit and go to Allamabad, we can arrange transportation back to Phrygia. We can be on our way before anyone realizes we’re meesseenk. And if they do come after us, between your abilities and mine, we can handle them.”

      Alexa nodded, feigning agreement. She just needed to sell it a little longer.

      “Comrade Emory, we must go now,” he said. “Dr. Teargarden weel be finished weeth the Shadow, and we don’t know what sort of progress the Urlanders are makeenk. We need to escape een the confusion of the battle.”

      “You can guarantee my safety?” Alexa said. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life answering questions for the PDB’s Torturer General.”

      “Eef you request asylum, eet’ll be given to you,” he answered. “My gowernment does business weeth the Jifanis because we have to. We don’t like eet. They are religious fanatics and untrustworthy.”

      Alexa nodded again. She faked a look of concern, then met his gaze.

      “All right,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      Phaser smiled at her. He turned and started down the hall. Alexa slipped a dagger out of its sheath and began following him deliberately. She lined him up in her sights, and then threw it with all her strength.

      It buried itself between his shoulder blades. He gasped once and sank to his knees. Alexa approached and stood over him.

      “I’m sorry, Phaser,” she said as she ripped the knife from his back. “I don’t think you understand. This has always been about Armageddon. We dealt you Phrygians in because we needed someone to steal the plans for us, but this was always about destroying Alfar. If you don’t want to be a part, that’s just fine with me.”

      She cut his throat, and he fell over. She suspected he’d died from having his heart pierced by the dagger, but it was best to make sure. She took the scroll case from him. She wanted the extra elixir he had, but she was too burdened. It would have to be left behind. No matter. She had plenty and the means to make more.

      Alexa turned and walked back towards the hangar. She could taste revenge.

      Don’t worry, Grandfather, she thought. Soon, they will all pay for what they did to you.
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        * * *

      

      May rounded a corner quickly. The feeling in her chest burned like a star. She was close. She also noticed the guards were all moving away from the strike team’s position, and there were fewer and fewer Sons of Frey as they went on. She didn’t know what the alarm was about, but she was convinced it had nothing to do with her team. As long as they didn’t challenge or attack any soldiers, she suspected they’d be left alone.

      They came to a stairway heading down. Two sentries stood guard on either side. They looked confused at the arrival of an armed party.

      “Shouldn’t you be repelling the invaders?” one of them asked. Dragonblade shot him in the chest.

      “No,” May replied.

      The second guard was so surprised he never saw one of Dragonblade’s men shoot him in the eye. He fell over dead without ever realizing he’d been killed.

      May proceeded down the steps without breaking stride. A hall stretched on for approximately two hundred feet with doors on either side of it. Just ahead to the right, one of them was open, and another guard stood in its frame. He turned just as May got there. She drove her sword into his neck.

      Inside the room, a second guard stood over Wren with his sword raised, while another elf with a staff watched. Both turned to stare at her as the soldier she’d killed fell to the floor.

      “No!” May shouted.

      Dragonblade pushed past her and shot the guard with the raised sword in the chest. He looked confused as he died.

      The other elf turned quickly and pointed his staff at them. A blast of wind hit May and Dragonblade full-on and tossed them backward. May hit the wall of the corridor with a thud and felt the air rush out of her. Dragonblade was thrown from his feet and rolled, taking out three more of the strike team with him. May gasped for air and tried to move towards Wren, but the relentless wind held her fast.

      The other elf moved into the hall and past her quickly. He waved his staff again, and another blast of wind scattered the rest of the strike team. He swept up the stairs and disappeared. For a few seconds after he left, the gale continued. Then it subsided, and May could breathe and move again.

      She dashed into the cell. Wren was curled up on the stone floor, soaked from head to toe and shivering violently.

      “Wren!”

      May ran to her, dropping to her knees and skidding to a stop. She was cold to the touch – colder than had she been dead.

      “Dragonblade!” she shouted. “Give me your cloak.”

      Before he could respond, she started stripping Wren’s clothes off.

      “M-m-may?” she said.

      “Hush, Love,” May soothed. “Hush now, I’m here.”

      Dragonblade arrived just as she got Wren’s boots off. He threw his cloak over Wren’s naked arms and chest. Wren immediately clutched it to her. May tore off Wren’s pants and swaddled her in her own cloak.

      “M-may, I luh-luh-love ya-you,” Wren sputtered.

      “I know, my love,” she said, stroking her head. “I know.”

      Tears ran freely from her eyes. Was she too late? Would Wren die of hypothermia? No, she couldn’t. May was here now. She had risked everything to be with her. God wouldn’t let her die now.

      You hear me? she prayed. You can’t let her die now. Don’t you let her die.

      Wren shivered in her arms, snuggling into her embrace. May swore everything was going to be all right.
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      Alexa didn’t like what she was hearing. The closer she got to the hangar, the more the screaming grew. The Urlanders must have penetrated the cave. That was going to make escape difficult.

      A flash of light and heat washed over her as she got to the entrance. Her mouth fell open in horror. Emily was inside the hangar, breathing fire and killing battleblades by the tens. It was quickly becoming a massacre.

      Alexa contemplated turning around and going back the other way. She looked to Silverfin. Thus far, it appeared unharmed. Maybe Emily didn’t realize what it was or that it should be her priority. At the moment, she was engaged with a phalanx of battleblades who were trying to organize a coordinated attack on her. One of them signaled with his sword, and ten or twelve of them let fly with arrows. Emily wheeled away, and the missiles bounced harmlessly off her dragonhide.

      Deciding to use the distraction and continue with Teargarden’s plan, Alexa took off at a run, heading down the steps towards the gangways. Emily came about and breathed fire at the soldiers trying to stop her. Half of them dove into the water to escape the flames. Half of the remaining ones were immolated and fell to the ground screaming. The rest scattered to get out of the way as she swooped in on them. A swift crack of her tail killed another three.

      By the time Alexa made it down to the gangways, the battleblades who’d dived into the water were clambering out. A second coordinated attack came from across the hangar. It was as ineffective as the first.

      But Alexa saw what they were doing. Both groups of battleblades were well away from Silverfin and situated so that Emily wouldn’t be focused on the magical ship. They were attempting to keep Red Dragon Two occupied, so she wouldn’t attack it. Alexa surmised Teargarden was aboard and had ordered them to protect Silverfin.

      Alexa sprinted down one gangway and then made a turn to get to the one that would take her to the ship.

      Another volley of arrows sang into the air. Emily rolled to the right to take them on her armor. That caused her to dip low, and she splashed into the cove momentarily. It wasn’t enough to affect her flight, but she displaced a huge amount of water. The resulting wave broke over Alexa and swept her into the sea.

      She swallowed a mouthful and thought she was going to choke. One of the satchels of elixir came off her shoulder and sank. She snatched at it but missed. She wanted to swim for it, but her lungs were burning after getting plunged into the ocean without the chance to draw a breath. She had another satchel; it would have to do.

      Alexa turned and kicked for the surface. She came up a moment later and sucked in air. She immediately started coughing and had to tread water for a moment while she got herself together.

      Emily blasted another group of soldiers. Alexa heard the elves scream as they burned. She did not want to be next. She needed to get going before Emily noticed her. Besides that, her clothes were already getting heavy with water. She didn’t want to be pulled down.

      She started swimming as best she could towards Silverfin. Her waterlogged garments and the satchel of elixir threatened to drag her to the bottom. Pushing everything else out of her mind – the cries of the dying, Emily’s fiery breath, the weight of her clothes – Alexa locked her focus onto Silverfin’s hull. With each stroke it got nearer. She thought of nothing but how much closer she was getting.

      At last, her left hand made contact with one of the magical ship’s fins. Exhausted, she took a moment to rest and to gather a little strength. She chanced a look around. Emily was making short work of the battleblades. Alexa needed to move quickly.

      She took a breath and then dropped beneath the surface of the water. She swam under the fin and came up again on the other side. The railing was right there. She grabbed it desperately and willed herself to have enough strength get up it.

      When she made it to the top, she found the hatch open. She threw herself into it. A crewman helped her the last few steps down.

      “Is Dr. Teargarden aboard?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then shut that hatch and get us the hell out of here,” she ordered.

      “What about the Phrygian?”

      “He won’t be joining us.”

      The sailor nodded and climbed the rungs. Alexa stumbled down the corridor in the direction of the bridge. Over the speakers, she heard the sailor she’d spoken to announce that the hatch was secure. A moment later, Silverfin started sinking into the depths. Alexa made it to the bridge and found Teargarden in his usual spot, overseeing everything.

      “Why haven’t we started moving?” she asked. “We need to get out of here before Red Dragon Two notices us and attacks. She’ll be able to follow us underwater.”

      “She has not yet paid attention to the ship,” Teargarden responded, sounding irritated. “She has been preoccupied with the battleblades. I have therefore ordered the captain to take us down first. Hopefully, she will not see us submerging. If she does, she may believe we are sinking and not believe she needs to pursue.”

      Alexa nodded. For once, she agreed with Teargarden’s strategy. She bit her lip, certain Emily would see what they were doing at any moment. The water outside bubbled over Silverfin’s “eyes.” No one made a sound. The only thing that could be heard was the operation of the ship’s equipment.

      “Dive complete, Dr. Teargarden,” Darkweaver said at last.

      “Ahead one-quarter,” Teargarden responded.

      A moment later, Alexa felt the ship begin to rock back and forth as it swam out of the cove. She relaxed only the slightest bit.

      “Do you think she’ll pursue?” the first mate asked. Alexa couldn’t remember his name.

      “Let’s hope not,” Darkweaver replied.

      “If the battleblades do their job, we should be able to escape,” Teargarden said.

      “We still need to get past the man-o-wars in the harbor,” Darkweaver commented.

      “That will be less difficult,” Teargarden said. “They haven’t seen Silverfin; they will not know to look for her.”

      “Or so you hope,” Alexa said.

      “Had you not allowed the Urlish Shadow to warn her comrades, we would not be in this position,” he said, not taking his eyes off the operation.

      “And if you had killed Red Dragon Two like you were supposed to, we wouldn’t be running for our lives now,” she shot back. Was he really making this her fault, when it was his incompetence that caused this whole situation? “If you hadn’t lost the first batch of the compound I stole for you, we would never have been back at Akrinos, and the Urlander wouldn’t have been able to warn anyone.”

      Teargarden said nothing further. He stood quietly, although she could see him seething.

      “We have emerged from the cave,” the helmsman reported. Alexa thought his name might be Sweetcedar. “The two Urlish vessels have the harbor blockaded.”

      “Will we be able to clear them?” Teargarden said.

      “I believe so,” Sweetcedar answered. “But it’s going to be close.”

      More silent tension gripped the bridge. Alexa watched as bubbles passed by the windows. She couldn’t make out anything.

      “Captain,” Sweetcedar said, “our present course will carry us close to the port-most Urlish warship.”

      “How close?” Teargarden said.

      “I believe we will come within twenty yards.”

      “Adjust your course,” Teargarden said flatly.

      “Three degrees starboard, five degrees down,” Darkweaver ordered.

      “Aye, sir.”

      Alexa felt the ship adjust. She wished desperately she could see where the man-o-wars were.

      “Report position,” Darkweaver said.

      “We should now clear the port vessel by fifty yards and the starboard one by forty.”

      “Hold present course,” Darkweaver said.

      Alexa looked at Teargarden to see if he approved. He gave no indication one way or the other, simply glaring ahead.

      “Approaching Urlish vessels now, sir,” the navigator said.

      “Steady,” the captain replied.

      “Are they anchored?” Teargarden inquired.

      “Yes,” another of the bridge officers replied.

      “Is there a chance we will hit their anchor lines?”

      “Yes.”

      Alexa sucked in a breath and held it. If they hit the line, they might alert the Urlanders to the fact they were there. Worse, if they became fouled in the ropes, they might not be able to escape.

      “Alter course one degree to port,” Darkweaver said.

      “Aye, sir.”

      Silverfin shifted course again.

      “Good,” Darkweaver said. “Now hold steady.”

      “Slow to one-eighth speed,” Teargarden added.

      “Aye, sir.”

      Alexa gulped. She could see the hawsers swaying in the water on either side of the ship. It looked as though they would make it, but how wide were the fins? Would they snare as they went by?

      “Passing between the anchor lines now, sir,” the navigator said.

      Alexa held her breath again. Despite her exhaustion, she was wide awake. Adrenaline coursed through her.

      “Anchor lines cleared, sir. We are now directly beneath the blockade.”

      No one commented. They all waited to see if they would be spotted somehow. Alexa wasn’t sure how the Urlanders would even know to look beneath them, let alone see something, but she was worried anyway.

      “We are past the blockade,” Sweetcedar reported after what seemed like an eternity.

      “Ahead one-half,” Teargarden said.

      “Aye, sir; one-half.”

      The ship surged forward as Sweetcedar increased the power to the fins. The rocking motion picked up. Alexa’s adrenaline wore off. She needed rest.

      “Course?” Darkweaver said.

      Teargarden looked at Alexa. He seemed to be considering his options.

      “Where is Mr. Anderov?” he asked.

      “He attempted to betray us,” she answered. “I killed him.”

      Teargarden thought about that news.

      “You have secured the materials?”

      “I have two cases of the Red Dragon Compound in this satchel,” she answered. “I lost more trying to get to Silverfin. I was able to get the technical specifications from Phaser, though, after I took him out.”

      “The Urlanders will be aware of all this and our plans once they secure the base,” he said.

      “Why? Didn’t you kill the Shadow?”

      “She was rescued before I got the opportunity.”

      “Bloody hell, Teargarden,” she exclaimed, “can’t you do anything right?”

      He glared at her, but she ignored it. Every single phase of this plan had gone wrong as a result of his idiocy.

      “We can still achieve our objectives,” he said after a moment. “They may know what we plan to do, but we have a head start. Additionally, we can surprise them if we change the target.”

      “Change the target?” She shook her head. “Dr. Teargarden, Urlish headquarters and the seat of the government are in Drasilia.”

      “But there is a sizeable Urlish military presence in Brightwater Port,” he countered. “If they are preparing for an attack, it will be inland at Drasilia. Striking Brightwater will catch them unawares and also allow us to bring Silverfin to bear in the battle. We can still devastate Urlish holdings. Then we’ll order the Coalition to surrender if they don’t want us to destroy the capital and everyone in it.”

      Alexa nodded. It wasn’t ideal. But they were going to have to adapt, and at least Teargarden wasn’t talking about aborting the mission altogether. It could work.

      “Very well,” she said. “I’m going to my quarters. I need some rest.”

      Teargarden acknowledged her with a nod of his own. Then he turned to Darkweaver.

      “Set your course for Brightwater Port,” he said.
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        RWS Victory’s Herald, International Waters, off the Coast of Jifan

      

      

      Wren’s head pounded. She still hadn’t fully recovered from her ordeal at Teargarden’s hands. Her sinuses were full, and her nose was clogged from the cold she’d gotten. Her muscles remained sore from all the shivering. She wrapped herself in a thick blanket, clinging to its warmth, despite the summer heat.

      May sat close to her, occasionally stroking her arm, as the two of them listened to a briefing in the ready room of the Urlish man-o-war. Marine Captain Justin Heathcliff outlined the accomplishments of the raid on the Sons of Frey base to Red Dragon Two, Julius Quincy, and an elf who evidently had helped May with Wren’s rescue. His name was Dragon-something-or-other – Wren couldn’t quite remember – and he had an ugly scar on his face that marred his elven beauty.

      “Most of the terrorists were killed in the raid,” Heathcliff was saying. “They fought fiercely to defend the base. Red Dragon Two killed many of them in the sea cave before our marines were able to move in. Taking the base afterwards wasn’t difficult. We did have to do some fighting, but most of the remainder scattered.

      “We managed to capture twelve of them. That lot is in the brig. We haven’t had a chance to begin questioning them yet.”

      “What about Teargarden, Anderov, and Emory?” Wren asked, her voice raspy.

      “The Phrygian was found dead with wounds in his back and his throat slit,” Heathcliff said. “We haven’t found any trace of the other two. It’s possible they’re among the dead, but they weren’t captured.”

      “And Silverfin?” Wren inquired.

      “Who’s Silverfin?” Quincy asked.

      A pang of fear stabbed Wren’s heart. If they didn’t know what she was …

      “Silverfin isn’t a person; she’s a ship,” Wren said.

      “I didn’t see any ships in the cave,” Red Dragon Two said.

      “And nothing got past our blockade,” Heathcliff added.

      “Blood and bones,” Wren swore.

      She rubbed the back of her neck, trying to make the pain go away, but the revelation that Teargarden and Emory had likely escaped with Silverfin only made things hurt worse. She tried not to look frustrated.

      “I don’t understand, Shadow Six,” Quincy said. “What did we miss?”

      “Silverfin is no ordinary ship,” Wren said with a sigh. “She’s shaped like a giant fish, and she can swim under the water. She’s the vessel I told Red Dragon Two about in Akrinos.”

      “Damn,” Quincy said, his voice almost a whisper.

      “That’s impossible,” the other elf said.

      “It’s not impossible. I’ve been aboard her for more than two weeks. That’s how they were able to sabotage the Red Dragon test. Teargarden sailed out to Cygnus aboard Silverfin, where he conjured up a storm to crash the Red Dragons. Red Dragon Five flew down to sea level, transformed back to a human, swam to Silverfin, and was spirited away. We never saw it, because the ship was submerged until the test, and it dove again after they picked up their defector.

      “Did you find a giant, fish-shaped vessel in the hangar?”

      Everyone looked at each other. Wren knew the answer before anyone said it.

      “No,” Heathcliff said.

      “Then it’s a virtual certainty Teargarden and Red Dragon Five escaped,” Wren said.

      “Oh, my God,” Red Dragon Two said. “I saw it in the hangar during the fight. I didn’t know what it was.”

      Her confession hung in the air. No one spoke. They all processed the information along with its implications.

      “So, the Director of Operations for the Sons of Frey and the most powerful woman on Earth slipped right past your blockade and could be anywhere in The Gleaming Sea,” the other elf said, clearly accusing the Navy of incompetence.

      “Dragonblade, that doesn’t help,” May said.

      He rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. The other humans looked guilty.

      “It would seem your friend has summarized the situation accurately,” Heathcliff said.

      “The base is destroyed, and the operation smashed,” May said. “This is a victory.”

      “I don’t think so,” Wren said, shaking her head.

      “What do you mean?” May asked.

      “The plan was to attack Drasilia and burn it to the ground. With the Urlish Expeditionary Force all but wiped out, and the Coalition Government literally reduced to ashes, the Jifanis would then reunite Alfheim under the High Fathers.”

      Everyone looked shocked. The horror on May’s face said it all.

      “They can still do that,” Wren continued. “They’ve got Alexa Emory, they’ve got the Red Dragon Compound, and they’ve got the plans to make more Red Dragons. We haven’t accomplished anything here.”

      “But they couldn’t act immediately,” May said, as though willing it to be true. “Teargarden knows we rescued you, so he’ll have to assume you’ve told us what you know. He’ll have to call off the attack because we’ll be ready for it.”

      “Right,” Red Dragon Two said. “They know we also have a Red Dragon. I can face Alexa, and, with the help of the Royal Army, we’ll be able to stop them.”

      “I don’t think Teargarden’s calling the shots,” Wren said. “Emory’s obsessed with destroying us. She won’t want to wait.”

      “That’s poor tactics,” Dragonblade said. “The Sons of Frey wouldn’t stand for that.”

      “I agree,” May said. “Teargarden may be a fanatic and a terrorist, but his profile suggests he’s a careful planner. It would be crazy to go forward after these setbacks when they could make more Red Dragons and attack later.”

      “You’re using logic that doesn’t apply to the situation,” Wren said. “Emory is consumed with anger. She will not wait until the time is right. From her perspective, she’s been waiting too long already.”

      “But why?” Quincy said. “I knew the woman all through the development of the project. She certainly was devoted and a little obsessive, but she never appeared to be a traitor.”

      “Family history,” Wren answered. “Her grandfather was an elf who fell in love with a human. He was denied a visa to live in Urland, and he was persecuted back in Alfheim. Emory blames us, in part, for what happened to him. She’s determined to avenge him.”

      “By helping the very people who persecuted him?” Dragonblade said. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “She hates elves, too. She’s working with the Jifanis, so she can take revenge on Urland and Alfar. Once she’s got that accomplished, the Jifanis will be next.

      “But that’s not the point. I saw her overrule Teargarden multiple times while I was aboard Silverfin. He may be the director of operations, but he’s not in charge of this plan; she is. And she doesn’t give a damn about tactics. She only wants her vengeance.”

      “That fits,” Red Dragon Two said. “Alexa was a pain in the ass to work with. She frequently extemporized on training exercises, straying from our orders if she thought she had a better idea.”

      The room fell silent. Everyone knew they were in a hell of a situation. Wren hated herself. She’d really screwed this one up. Emory had been right. If Wren had just let her fall to her death on Akrinos, no one would be in any danger. But she’d been so convinced there was a deeper connection she needed to uncover. Even if that was true, she had no chance of figuring it out now.

      “How fast can Silverfin sail, Shadow Six?” Quincy asked, breaking the silence.

      “I don’t know enough about shipping to say,” Wren answered. “But we made it to Celia in about seven days. From here, I bet they could get to Alfar in three, maybe two, depending on where they plan to land.”

      “We’d need to get really lucky with the wind to make that kind of time,” Heathcliff said. “Even then, we probably can’t catch them.”

      There was another round of glum silence as everyone imagined Red Dragon Five destroying Drasilia and Alfar with it.

      “All right, look,” May said. “It isn’t hopeless. Dr. Quincy, I assume you can get a signal to your people in Drasilia?”

      “Why would I need to do that?”

      “So they’ll be ready for an attack,” she answered. “The casualties might still be high, but at least they’ll be prepared.”

      “Ah, I understand!” he said. “You think there isn’t anything else we can do.”

      Everyone turned and stared at him expectantly. Quincy seemed confused.

      “What are you getting at, Quincy?” Wren prompted.

      “Shadow Six,” he replied, his tone patronizing, “Her Majesty’s Government maintains the best-funded and -staffed magical research-and-development agency in the entire world. Our partnership with Alfari magicians helps make our work unequalled by any other nation on Earth, including, I might add, Alfar or Phrygia.”

      Everyone stared at him blankly. Quincy rolled his eyes.

      “Do you really think the Sons of Frey are the only ones with a magical ship capable of moving at high speed?”

      “Wait,” Wren replied, “are you saying we have the means to catch them?”

      “Catch them?” Quincy said. “I’m almost certain I can get you there ahead of them. No matter how fast they can sail under the water, Red Dragon Five and her Sons of Frey friends will have to leave Silverfin and travel overland. I can alleviate that problem for you.”

      Hope surged through the room. Suddenly, all of their collective failures didn’t seem to matter.

      “There’s just one problem,” Dragonblade said. “This ship of yours isn’t here.”

      “I’ve already summoned her,” Quincy retorted. His tone suggested that should have been obvious. “She’ll arrive late tonight, possibly early tomorrow morning. That should be plenty of time to beat Red Dragon Five to Drasilia.”

      “And when she gets there,” Red Dragon Two said, “she’s going to have a little surprise waiting for her.”

      “How?” Wren asked. “I only gave you the one bottle of the elixir in Akrinos. I thought you needed it to transform.”

      “We recovered two cases of the Red Dragon Compound in the base,” she answered with a smug grin on her face.

      “Yes,” Heathcliff said. “They were on the Phrygian’s body. Whoever murdered him either didn’t know what they were⁠—”

      “Or couldn’t carry them,” Wren finished. “Emory needed me to help her get them off Akrinos. If she was trying to hightail it out of the base, she wouldn’t have been able to carry Anderov’s parcels, too. He must have tried to betray her, so she murdered him but couldn’t take anything off him but the schematics.”

      “So, there will be a dragon waiting for her when she arrives,” May said.

      “Not just a dragon,” Red Dragon Two said. “Justice.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Wren and May were back in their cramped but private quarters aboard Victory’s Herald. Wren’s headache had mercifully receded to a dull throbbing in the background she could tolerate.

      She lay on the rack with her arms wrapped around May, who hadn’t left her side since rescuing her from Teargarden. May’s body radiated heat that chased away the memory of the hypothermic torture and soothed all Wren’s hurts with healing warmth.

      “Thank you,” Wren said with a sigh.

      “For what?”

      “Saving my life. Again.”

      “It is becoming a habit,” she teased.

      “Yes, that’s the second time you snatched me from the jaws of certain doom.”

      May smiled and snuggled into Wren’s chest.

      “Oh, Wren, you have so little faith. I told you I would come for you if you were in danger. You should have believed me.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t believe you. I just figured you wouldn’t get there in time. Allamabad’s a long way from Drasilia. I figured Teargarden would kill me before you could reach me.”

      “God was watching over you.”

      Wren frowned. She didn’t begrudge May her faith, but Wren had suffered through too much betrayal to think God – or anyone else for that matter – gave a damn about her life.

      “You know I don’t believe in God,” Wren said.

      “But he believes in you, Wren Xavier. I came for you long before you ever signaled me. The Shadow Service assumed you were dead when you didn’t report in after a week. Kenderbrick informed me as a matter of courtesy because we’re together. But I knew you were not dead. I would have sensed it in my heart if you’d died.

      “So, since your people had given you up for dead, I determined to come looking for you. I used my position to free eleven militia members who’d been arrested to accompany me, and I came here illegally to find you.

      “And we arrived just in time. Had I waited to come until you called me, I would have been too late. You would be dead, and we would not know what Red Dragon Five and the Sons of Frey were planning.

      “For whatever reason he chooses, God is watching over you, Wren. He guided the decisions of others, especially me, to make certain I would be in position to save you.”

      Wren chewed on those words. She didn’t want to start an argument with May, but she just couldn’t swallow the idea that any divine force had moved people around the world for the sole purpose of protecting her or anyone else.

      “May, it’s not that I don’t respect your faith. It’s just that everything you described is easily attributable to human and elf decisions. You decided to give me the magical tattoo. That allowed you to know Kenderbrick was wrong when she told you I was dead. You decided to come after me. You freed the militia members. You broke into the base and prevented Teargarden from killing me.

      “God had nothing to do with any of that. If God was in control of the whole situation, then we’re all just puppets dancing on his marionette strings. And I’m sorry, but I won’t believe that without proof.”

      “Oh, Wren, I’m not suggesting God controls the universe. Only a fool would believe that. God inspires. He sends signs and thoughts designed to guide us on the path of righteousness and love. What we do with this information – whether we act on it, ignore it, or fail to notice it at all – determines the outcome of history. God watches over us. He doesn’t control us.”

      “I didn’t ask for him to watch over me,” Wren said bitterly.

      “I did,” May replied. “I prayed every day for your safety. I prayed for God to watch over you and protect you. When we journeyed here, I prayed nearly every hour for him to allow me to find you alive and well. My prayers were answered, Wren. My faith was rewarded.”

      “But—”

      “Shhh. It doesn’t really matter how it happened. Whether God answered my prayers, or it was all an incredible series of coincidences, I was there for you. I told you I would come for you, and I did. I love you, Wren. Have faith in that.”

      Wren’s eyes got wet. She rejected everything May had said. But her heart filled with a strange sense of joy that May would pray for her. And there was the matter of her using the L-word.

      “When I was little, I thought my parents loved me,” Wren said. “But once I became a Shadow, they turned on me, and I saw that my mother loved power and influence more than me. She was worried having a Shadow for a daughter would hurt them at court. I’ve no idea whether my father agreed with her or not. But he gave my mother and my brother his loyalty instead of me. Instead of doing the right thing and sheltering me from their bigoted wrath, he went along with disowning me.

      “No one’s ever really loved me before, May, and so I’ve never loved anyone. I’m loyal to Urland and the Shadow Service and my friends, but I’ve never actually loved anyone.”

      Wren winced as the words came out of her mouth. They weren’t fully true. She’d loved Sara Wensley-James. And Sara’s final words had been a confession of her own love for Wren.

      But Sara had never allowed them to be together. She was straight, but Wren didn’t associate sex with love. Sara had deflected every advance Wren had ever made. Despite the fact that they both knew they were closer than colleagues, Sara refused to acknowledge it, and she wouldn’t let Wren think it either. What the hell did “love” even mean?

      “My poor Little Songbird,” May soothed. “How terrible it must have been growing up without understanding real love, without ever feeling love’s gentle, reassuring touch.”

      Wren blinked away tears. May’s sympathy and kindness were so unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She could hardly believe they were real.

      “Did you just call me, ‘Little Songbird?’” she said, deliberately breaking the mood.

      “Yes, I’m sorry,” May replied with a giggle. “My father used to call me his Little Honeyflower – in fact, he still does when he wants to be affectionate. He loves gardening, particularly aromatic flowers. That’s how I got my name.

      “Anyway, it always makes me feel good, even if it embarrasses me sometimes. I must have picked up his predilection for cute nicknames.”

      Wren lay quietly for several seconds digesting that information. May thought of her in terms of an affectionate pet name? It was even more foreign a sensation than May loving her in the first place.

      “Why ‘Little Songbird?’”

      May laughed.

      “Because your name is, ‘Wren,’ silly! And it’s an apt name for you. On the whole, wrens are small and secretive. They don’t have flashy colors to draw attention to themselves, and they build domed nests to camouflage their dwellings from prying eyes. But they have the most beautiful songs. Listening to a wren deliver its complex melodies and harmonies warms the heart and relaxes the mind.”

      “I don’t know how to sing,” Wren protested.

      “For Frey’s sake, Little Songbird, you are way too literal. In Elfin culture, a song is not only a piece of music. It can also mean the true expression of one’s heart, one’s soul. Your song is beautiful, Wren. I thank God every day for sending you to me.”

      Wren frowned again. No matter how long May and she were together, she was never going to accept the idea of God’s hand moving the universe.

      “Micah Bartleby may think he’s God,” Wren replied, “but I refuse to acknowledge him as such.”

      May pulled the pillow out from under Wren and stuffed it in her face. She put her hands on Mays ribs and tickled her, immediately eliciting giggles. They wrestled for a few minutes before Wren dropped onto her chest with a sigh.

      “Oh, Wren. What am I going to do with you?”

      “I can think of a few things.”

      “Come here.”

      May kissed her deeply, and they lost themselves in sweet passion.
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      Quincy hadn’t been kidding about Magic Division having access to extraordinary transportation. The ship whisking them towards Drasilia was beyond Wren’s imagination. It looked like a proper sailing vessel, but it had two enormous wings – one on each side of the hull – and a giant bird’s tail aft. The wings beat with tremendous power, and they had all been advised by Quincy and the captain not to get too near them.

      Star Gander was equipped with two masts and sails, and these collected the wind, propelling the craft along at extraordinary speed. Between the beating of the ship’s wings to keep it aloft and propel her forward and the wind in her sails, Star Gander traveled much faster than any ship Wren had ever been on, including Silverfin. She was amazed at how much more wind there seemed to be up in the sky than down on the surface. They’d only been aloft for an hour or so, when it became obvious they were going to reach Drasilia well in advance of Red Dragon Five and the Sons of Frey. Wren’s heart seemed to race just as fast in anticipation of the mission.

      

      “Now pay attention,” Quincy instructed during their briefing in Allamabad, “once you’ve arrived in Drasilia, you may need to disembark quickly. We don’t know the Sons of Frey’s timetable, so there is the slightest chance you may arrive when the attack is in progress. If that’s the case, it’ll be dangerous for Star Gander to move too close. She doesn’t have the maneuverability of the Red Dragons, and Ms. Emory’s fiery breath would be devastating to her sails and wings.”

      “Not to mention her crew,” Wren quipped to May, drawing a punch on the arm.

      “Right,” Quincy continued. “An ordinary cloak.”

      He held up a black cloak. Despite its appearance, Wren knew it was anything but ordinary. Nothing Quincy made ever was.

      “Don it normally,” he went on, “and it wears just as you’d expect. But, if you jump up and think, ‘Fly!’ …”

      The ancient magician jumped off the deck and must have thought the command word, because the cloak transformed into a pair of black-feathered wings that appeared to be attached to his back. Everyone gasped as he hung in the air, the wings beating to hold him aloft.

      “… a pair of wings designed to carry your weight and allow you to fly through the air.”

      His eyes gleamed with pride. Then he zipped over their heads, somehow commanding the wings to move him. Everyone’s head turned as he landed behind them.

      “They do require some practice to manipulate, so I suggest you spend some of the journey learning to use them.”

      “Suppose our practice carries us too far off the ship?” Wren asked.

      Quincy sighed heavily and then glared at her.

      “Then we’ll be rid of you at last,” he replied, eliciting laughter from everyone, including May.

      

      They spent a few hours practicing with the magical cloaks. Wren was impressed with their maneuverability, quickly discovering that they responded to passive thought. Once they were activated, she didn’t need to consciously control where she was going by giving orders to the wings. She simply had to follow her instincts. They were absolutely ingenious, and she wished to hell she’d had them when Emory and she had been scaling the cliffs of Akrinos.

      But despite her feeling comfortable with Quincy’s latest equipment, Wren worried about what they would encounter in Alfar. In theory, Red Dragon Two was a match for Alexa Emory, but Wren didn’t believe for a moment that the Sons of Frey would allow the Urlish defector to act alone. As rich as they would find it that an Urlish weapon burned Drasilia to the ground, she couldn’t imagine them sitting on the sidelines and watching.

      Moreover, the Alfari capital was the largest grove of drasil trees in the world. The trees themselves were sacred to elves and infused with the magic that made the former Alfheim so enchanted. Silverleaf had told Wren last year that the drasils were dying as a result of the corruption poisoning the elf nations. Would the High Fathers really stand for the holiest site in Elfin culture to be destroyed? The Sons of Frey conspired to blow up the Arch-temple of Frey on Revelation Day which was about as sacrilegious a crime as any elf could imagine. But destroying the entire city? They couldn’t really be interested in going that far, could they?

      Wren feared there was some other objective. And she’d never been able to learn how deep their alliance with Phrygia was. She couldn’t help but wonder if there was something she had missed. Combined with the guilt she felt over saving Alexa Emory’s life twice instead of letting her die, Wren swam in anxiety that she had not only let May down but doomed her people.

      And then there was May herself. She’d confessed her love for Wren. And she had given Wren her heart through the sacred seal. She was bound to Wren as completely as if they had been married. It was a connection unlike any she’d ever experienced.

      That scared her. As much as Wren believed in loyalty, she didn’t trust it. She was always more loyal than anyone else in her life. She was always the one getting betrayed. Sure, she’d deceived hundreds of people in her work for Shadow Service. But that was the job. Her loyalty to Queen and country was unshakeable. Even in her dishonesty, she practiced devotion.

      But of all the people she’d known and worked with, only Sara came close to the kind of dedication May had shown. And though Sara confessed her love for Wren just before her death, she’d denied it while she was alive. She always kept Wren at arm’s length, deflected all of Wren’s overtures. And when she had at last admitted how she felt, Wren still had no idea what it meant. “Love you” could mean a lot of things, and Sara hadn’t elaborated.

      And so, while Wren had strong feelings for May, she didn’t trust them. What if she was just grateful to May for saving her life? What if her attraction to May was simply that she was the best lover Wren had ever found or that she was mesmerized by her elven beauty?

      Wren desperately feared breaking May’s heart. She didn’t want to be the person she’d always loathed, the one she suspected deep-down she really was – selfish, dishonest, a liar, and a cheat. Wren knew how badly it hurt to have faith in someone only to learn the devastating truth that you had made a horrible mistake. She didn’t want to do that to May.

      And so, the closer they got to Drasilia, the more she worried something would go horribly wrong. She would fail in battle, or there would be some wrinkle she hadn’t foreseen but should have, or that she would do or say something stupid that would render all of May’s sacrifices meaningless. Too many things had gone wrong already for her to believe this mission would end well.

      When they arrived in Drasilia, Wren’s nerves made it impossible to stand still. She prowled Star Gander’s top deck like a caged beast, yearning for the fight to begin at last. She had scores to settle, and she was determined Alfar would not pay for her mistakes.

      The sky was clear – no clouds or vengeful dragons appeared. Wren supposed that was good. Emory would be easy to spot the moment she transformed.

      “Relax,” May said as Wren paced. “We’re not late. They haven’t attacked yet. We’ll be able to stop it.”

      “Maybe,” Wren replied. “But I wish they’d just show their faces, so we could counterstrike and put an end to this.”

      “Don’t worry,” Red Dragon Two said, coming up behind him. “I’ve got the compound ready. As soon as we see any sign of her, I’ll be off. This will be over before you know it.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Wren scanned the horizon for enemies. Not seeing any only made her more nervous.

      
        
        RWS Vigilant, on Patrol in Brightwater Port, Alfar

      

      

      Captain Wesley Briggs-Martin strode the deck of his ship, looking over the operations. Everyone worked efficiently keeping the sturdy man-o’-war ready for anything. Not that he anticipated trouble. It had been a fairly standard day. A lot of shipping traffic had come through, but thus far, everyone had had proper papers. Business was moving smoothly in and out of port, much to Wesley’s satisfaction.

      He was about to go below when the bosun cried, “Storm approaching!” Thinking it had to be a joke due to the pleasant skies, he turned to reprimand the young sailor and was hit by a chilly blast of strong wind. Looking out over the horizon, Wesley saw that his bosun had been deadly serious. Ominous, black clouds full of rain and lightning rolled in from the sea.

      “Bloody hell,” he swore.

      Where had the damned thing come from? The weather reports had said nothing about bad weather, and that thing was roaring in like a wave of invaders, bent on slaughtering everything in their sight.

      “Secure the ship!” he ordered.

      “Aye, sir,” said Perkins, his first officer.

      The Ex-O started barking orders. Wesley continued to stare at the approaching wall cloud. It was coming in at terrific speed. He could observe it making progress, churning the waters as it bore down on Vigilant.

      “Helmsman,” he shouted, “bring us about and get us into port as fast as you can.”

      “Aye, sir,” the man said, his face a mask of terror.

      But though he looked like a mouse before a snake, he threw the wheel into motion and directed Vigilant back towards shore at the steepest curve he dared. Wesley admired his entire crew. They were the very picture of Urlish efficiency and a credit to the Royal Navy.

      As they completed the course correction, Wesley kept his eye on the storm. It was already much closer than he’d anticipated and gaining ground. Despite the fact that the sails were filled with the high winds, Vigilant wasn’t moving fast enough. The gale was coming in with preternatural speed. The crew finished battening all the hatches and tied everything else down, but he still didn’t want to have to take on this monster in open water.

      “Captain!” the bosun called. “I’ve got another vessel behind us, thirty degrees to starboard!”

      Wesley turned his head and saw something in the water, but he couldn’t have said for sure it was a vessel. It looked more like a fish. He pulled his spyglass from his coat and had a look.

      What he saw astounded him. It did indeed appear to be a fish, but it also looked as though it was made of wood. Someone was standing on top of it, waving a staff, his cloak whipping in the wind. Was it a ship made to look like a fish?

      Just then, the other vessel was occluded by a large object rising from the ocean. It happened too fast for Wesley to see what it was.

      “Captain,” First Officer Perkins said, his voice barely audible over the wind. “Was that a … dragon?”

      Wesley lowered the spyglass and looked with his naked eye. His heart stopped. Perkins was right. It was indeed a dragon. It soared past them like a missile and flew directly for Brightwater.
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        RWS Star Gander, Circling Drasilia

      

      

      Wren’s stomach crawled with dread. Where the hell was Red Dragon Five? They’d been waiting for hours for the attack, and it had not come. Had Wren been wrong? Had Teargarden and Starfellow aborted the operation, despite Emory’s protests? And if they had, why would that prevent her from abandoning them and wreaking vengeance on her own? Wren didn’t like it.

      “Something’s wrong,” she said.

      “Easy, Little Songbird,” May said. “You’re just nervous.”

      Wren frowned in irritation at May calling her a pet name in view of other people. But her concern overruled complaining about it.

      “It’s not nerves,” she replied. “My gut tells me this isn’t right.”

      “So, what’s wrong?”

      “We know their timetable. I know Red Dragon Five’s motivations and her blind need for revenge. They should have attacked by now.”

      “Wren, there are a hundred reasons why it hasn’t happened yet. There are tons of explanations for a delay. Let’s not get jumpy. Elves have a saying: ‘Don’t question God’s grace, lest it be withdrawn.’”

      “That’s just it,” Wren replied. “I don’t think we’ve been given grace – by God or anyone else. Somehow, we’ve miscalculated.”

      As if to confirm her fears, a sailor raced up from below-decks and spoke hastily with the captain. The look on the CO’s face told Wren she’d been right.

      “Oh, hell,” she said.

      Trying not to fear the worst, Wren sprinted for the bridge, with May right behind her.

      “What is it?” she asked as she arrived.

      The captain’s eyes were wide. The stereotypical stoicism of the Urlish Naval officer was completely gone from his face.

      “We’ve just received a communiqué from Fleet Operations in Brightwater, he answered. “The docks are in flames and a tempest is assailing the harbor.”

      No.

      “Blood and bones, they’ve changed the target!”

      “What!” May cried. “Why?”

      “Teargarden escaped. Emory would know we’d be waiting for them here. So they attacked Brightwater instead. She can cripple the Royal Navy and destroy Alfar’s busiest port, which will deal a monstrous blow to the Alfari economy, and completely destabilize the government. It’s not as catastrophic as destroying Drasilia, but it’s no less effective!”

      “No,” May said, horror crawling over her face like a swarm of insects.

      “Captain,” Wren ordered, “get us to Brightwater at top speed.”

      “I’ll need authorization for that, Shadow Six,” he replied, looking lost.

      “Captain, if we don’t reach Brightwater soon, there won’t be anyone in Fleet Command to give you authorization. Her Majesty’s interests in Alfar absolutely hang on you listening to me right now.”

      For a moment, he looked doubtful. Then his warrior’s training kicked in.

      “Aye-aye, Shadow Six,” he said. “Helm, get us to Brightwater Port yesterday.”

      “Aye, sir!”

      Wren ground her teeth. How could she have been so stupid? Of course, the Sons of Frey would have changed the target! Now, they had to hope Star Gander was fast enough to get there while there still time to do something about it.

      She feared she’d doomed Alfar with the singular mistake of not letting Alexa Emory die.

      
        
        Brightwater Port

      

      

      Alexa would have smiled if she’d been capable of it in her dragon form. She cruised the air over the harbor, reveling in the destruction and the screams.

      As they’d planned, Teargarden’s storm had driven the ships into port. Some of them hadn’t made it, and they were getting swamped with huge waves and waterspouts. The rest were huddled in docks, where Alexa set them ablaze.

      Fanned by Teargarden’s tempest, Alexa’s flames were rapidly reducing the Royal Navy to cinders. They had no defense against the triple threat of fire, wind, and water. Their ballistae could have hurt her, but they were not engineered to defend against an aerial assault. Designed for ship-to-ship combat, they didn’t rotate high enough to get a bead on her. The smell of smoke delighted her nostrils, and the cries of agony were music to her ears.

      She came around for another pass. Beneath her, a frigate’s crew was desperately trying to fight the conflagration she’d started. She tucked her wings and dove at them. A sailor spotted her and yelled out a warning while pointing in her direction. Several marines came running over with crossbows as the fire crews took cover.

      Alexa sucked in a breath and then let out a giant blast of flame. The marines were incinerated before they could loose their quarrels. The attack transformed the ship’s hull and top deck into an inferno. She was doomed.

      Pulling up, Alexa turned out to sea in a wide gyre. As she came around, she surveyed her work. About a quarter of the port was on fire, and she’d already gotten a third of the military vessels. This was going to take awhile, but she didn’t mind. Her heart beat swiftly with joy at the revenge she was enacting. Once she had all the naval vessels burning, she’d turn her attention to the commercial ships and the Alfari dockworkers.

      Everyone was going to burn or drown. And then the Coalition Government could decide if it wanted Drasilia to be next, while Her Majesty scrambled to apologize.
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        * * *

      

      As Brightwater came into view, Wren was horrified to see smoke in the distance and storm clouds out to sea. Were they too late? Had Red Dragon Five and the Sons of Frey destroyed it all already?

      “I’ll have us to the port in about three minutes, Shadow Six,” the captain said. “You and the strike team should get ready to launch. From the looks of the things, there will be too much fire to dare to get you very close.”

      Wren nodded and went to the elves and marines preparing to fight back. May, Dragonblade, and the other elves had looks of horror locked on their faces. May had tears at the corners of her eyes.

      “God damn, Alexa,” Red Dragon Two commented. “You are one vicious bitch.”

      “We’ll be there shortly,” Wren reported. “Captain Highsmith tells me he won’t be able to get us too close due to the fire risk. So we’ll have to disembark before we reach the water.”

      “What about the storm, Shadow Six?” Red Dragon Two asked. “Last time, they used it to crash us all. If it can do that to a dragon, what can it do to humans and elves with wings?”

      “Teargarden is a weather wizard,” Wren replied. “He’ll be directing the gale to keep any ships in the harbor at bay, while keeping the worst of the wind from the port, so Red Dragon Five won’t be impeded to destroy the city and the ships in dock.

      “You’ll transform and take on Emory, preventing her from inflicting further damage on Brightwater. The rest of us will fly out to Silverfin, where Teargarden is directing the storm.”

      “Against that tempest?” Dragonblade said. “You’re insane, Xavier.”

      “We’ll fly low, skimming the surface as best we can,” Wren said. “The wind speeds are much faster the higher we fly. So we’ll come in low to minimize the danger. Silverfin is likely sitting in the eye of that hurricane. Once we get there, it’ll be easier. We’ll kill Teargarden, which will eliminate the support Emory is getting. Then, if Red Dragon Two hasn’t finished her, we’ll come in to help.

      “Any questions?”

      “Yeah,” one of the other elves said. “Is there one chance in Hell we’ll survive this?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” May barked. “All of you swore an oath to protect Alfar with your life when you enlisted in the military. You joined the Freedom Patrol, because you thought that would allow you to fulfill that obligation better. But you are all patriots. That dragon and her friends are enemies of the state. We will stop them, or we will die trying. Do all of you understand me?”

      No one spoke for several seconds. May held each of them with her glare. Dragonblade drew his sword.

      “For Alfar!” he cried, lifting his weapon high.

      The other militia members copied him immediately.

      “For Alfar!”

      “For Alfar,” Wren said. “May she always know the blessing of Frey.”

      The elves cheered. May looked at Wren and nodded, an appreciative smile on her face. Wren wanted to return it, but the harbor came into view.

      Ships were burning, several of them reduced to nothing more than frames of flaming wood sinking into the harbor. Red Dragon Five soared through the skies and set fire to the ships that had not yet been completely destroyed.

      “Blood and bones,” Wren swore.

      “All right, listen up!” May shouted. “We go in two teams. Lieutenant Dressler,” she said, addressing the marine captain, “you and your men break right. Dragonblade, you and your team are with Wren and me. We’ll go left. We fan out and make our way to Silverfin. As soon as you’re in crossbow range, start shooting. We need to take out Teargarden, so we can get the weather under control.

      “Ms. Craik, are you ready?”

      “Absolutely,” Red Dragon Two said. “Everybody, stand back.”

      She uncorked a bottle of the magical elixir and drained it. Everyone got out of her way as she tore off her robe and sprinted naked for the bow. When she reached it, she dove over the edge. A moment later, a second dragon was soaring on the wind. She banked to her left and made her way towards Alexa Emory.

      “All right, let’s go!” May shouted.

      Both teams followed Red Dragon Two’s example, sprinting for the bow of the ship. When she reached the gunwales, Wren stepped up and kicked off, propelling herself into the atmosphere.

      Fly, she thought.

      A moment later, she felt the odd sensation of the cloak grabbing her by the shoulders. Then, she had wings. She beat them furiously and swerved to the left as May had ordered. May and Dragonblade’s elves formed up around her. Then they all dove for the water.

      Wren pulled up ten feet above the surface. The sea was rough from the storm. She didn’t want to take a chance on a large wave crashing into her and knocking her out of the sky.

      But as Dragonblade had feared, the wind shears were terrible, even close to the surface. Wren struggled to fly into the gale, and she was thrown left and right, nearly crashing into her companions.

      “Everyone get behind me in a tight line!” May shouted.

      Wren and the elves did their best to obey. The wind continued to buffet them about, and it was difficult to control their direction. But May had tucked her crossbow into her belt and extended her arms in front of her in a wedge. When Wren got in behind her, the drag subsided some. She was able to sit in the slipstream and make better progress.

      The rest of their unit fought their way into position, until at last, they had a long line of attackers like a spear hurtling towards the magical ship. Silverfin lay about half a mile out to sea. Wren couldn’t wait to get there. She had a reckoning to deliver.
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        * * *

      

      Emil Darkweaver watched the progress of the attack from the safety of the bridge. The destruction was enormous, nearly unimaginable. Between Dr. Teargarden’s storm and Red Dragon Five’s fire, there appeared to be no force on Earth that could stop them. Alfar was doomed. He expected the Coalition Government would surrender within an hour of getting the demand. How could they hope to stand against this? God would be pleased.

      “Captain,” Sweetcedar said. “There are a number of … creatures approaching.”

      “Creatures?”

      “I presume they are creatures,” Sweetcedar said. “They appear to be flying just above the ocean’s surface.”

      “Where?”

      Sweetcedar pointed out the windows to the port and starboard. Emil squinted his eyes and stared. Then he gaped.

      “Those aren’t creatures,” he said. “They’re soldiers. They’ve got some sort of magical wings to make them fly.”

      “They mean to board us?” Sweetcedar said.

      “So it would appear,” Emil replied. He turned to his chief of security, Warspear. “Scramble the battleblades on the glidestrikers. Tell them to repel the boarders at all costs. Under no circumstances are those people to reach Silverfin or Dr. Teargarden. Do you understand?”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Emil turned back to the windows and watched the infidels approach. Let them come. They’d find out soon enough Silverfin wasn’t defenseless.
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        Brightwater Port

      

      

      Emily Craik roared out over the harbor, barreling as fast as she could towards Alexa Emory. Shadow Six had been right. Teargarden’s magic kept the wind shears near land at a minimum. Though she could see rough, high waves further out to sea, they broke before they could wash ashore. And that meant the malevolent elf was too busy working the wind in the harbor to fry her with a lightning bolt like he had with Laura and Penny.

      Alexa had just finished a pass on a commercial ship. The Urlish fleet was burning, but she hadn’t got them all yet, and there were elven and human trading ships she hadn’t yet scorched. Emily was determined the last ship had been attacked.

      She beat her wings to gain some altitude and then sped towards Alexa. She was nearly on top of her when Alexa suddenly turned her head. There was surprise in her eyes.

      *Hi! Remember me?* Emily thought to her.

      Alexa tucked her wings and dropped out of Emily’s path just in time. Emily zoomed over her and immediately wheeled about.

      *You murdered our friends and left me for dead,* Emily continued. *Then you tried to have Shadow Six kill me in my sleep. You’re going to pay for those things, and I’m going to enjoy it, you traitor.*

      Alexa had come around and was in position to attack. She opened her mouth and let go with a giant blast of fire that connected with Emily’s underbelly. It felt warm and pleasant.

      *Did you forget, Alexa? We’re dragons. We’re immune to fire.*

      *Oh, good.* Alexa replied. *That means we get to do this the fun way.*

      She reached for Emily with her talons, but Emily was ready for her. She swatted Alexa in the face with her tail. Red Dragon Five went spinning out of control, whirling towards the ocean. She righted herself just before she hit the water and cruised along the surface, dodging a large wave.

      Emily attempted to follow up, but Alexa was too quick. As Emily dropped towards her with her claws outstretched, Alexa cut to the right. Emily crashed into the sea.

      *Looks like you’re a little wet behind the ears,* Alexa taunted.

      Emily growled to herself and shot back to the surface. As she came up, though, Alexa was on top of her. She zipped by and took a slice out of Emily’s back with her claws. Emily’s armor protected her some, but the razor-sharp dragon’s talons cut through the scales and found soft flesh. Emily roared in pain and splashed back down into the harbor.

      *I think you’ll find I’m not incompetent like Dr. Teargarden or the Shadow I sent.*

      Sea salt poured into Emily’s wounds, inflaming them. She ignored the pain as best she could and got airborne again. Alexa was coming around for another pass. Time to change up the strategy.

      Emily flapped her wings hard to gain altitude. Then she adjusted course and charged her former partner. Alexa seemed to relish the idea. She put her head down and increased speed.

      They collided in midair with a thunderous crash. Both dug their claws into the other. Both screamed in pain and fury.

      *You’re a traitor, Alexa! I’m going to make sure you never hurt anyone ever again.*

      *You know nothing about betrayal, Emily, but you’re going to pay the same price as every other Urlish dog who persecuted my family. You’re going to pay in blood like everyone else.*

      They fell towards the sea locked in a death grip.
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        * * *

      

      Wren banked left to dodge another elf on a glidestriker. She’d forgotten just how nimble the elven crafts were. And their magic seemed to make them less susceptible to the wind.

      The elf pursuing her brought his glidestriker around and got in behind her. He put on speed and closed the gap quickly. Wren couldn’t shake him. She chanced a look back and saw him taking aim with a crossbow.

      Wren pulled up hard and gained altitude. For all their speed and maneuverability, the Sons of Frey’s attack vessels had a low ceiling. They were more like horses than birds.

      But she’d only risen a few feet when a terrific blast of wind threw her backwards. Wren nearly lost control as she tried to cope with the sudden change of course. Beneath her, the glidestriker shot past. Its pilot turned and looked to see where Wren had gone and paid for the mistake with his life. His sudden shoulder turn pulled the handlebars to the left, and the craft zipped off-course and smashed into a large wave.

      But Wren had no time to celebrate. A downdraught pushed her toward the ocean as though swatting her like a fly. She managed to right herself only inches from destruction.

      This was impossible. The entire strike force was engaged with Sons of Frey defenders. Between battling Silverfin’s marines and the weather, no one was able to get a good approach to the ship.

      Just then, Teargarden pointed his staff at one of Dragonblade’s elves. A lightning bolt streaked from the sky and blasted the former Freedom Patroller, who fell into the sea, dead.

      Wren swallowed hard. How did they fight that? Something had to be done about Teargarden before he could electrocute everyone.

      She scanned the area for May. After a moment, she got a fix on her. An elf on a glidestriker was attempting to run her down. Wren put herself on an intercept course and raced over to head them off.

      May weaved and dodged, but the pilot of the glidestriker was too good. He took aim with his crossbow. Wren put on speed and tried not to panic. May turned, pulled up, took aim, and let fly with her own crossbow. Wren knew her to be a good shot, but she missed badly. The glidestriker closed the gap. It appeared he would run her down with the vehicle.

      With a final savage beat of her wings, Wren crossed the intervening distance and drove her knee into the side of the terrorist’s head, knocking him from the saddle and into the sea. May dodged right to avoid a collision with the out-of-control glidestriker, which crashed into the ocean a second later. Wren came around and drew even with her.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Yes,” May replied. “Thanks.”

      “This isn’t working. We’ve got to find some way to get to Teargarden, or they are going to take us out one at a time.”

      As if to emphasize her point, an Urlish marine caught a quarrel in the chest, dropped his crossbow, and whirled into the ocean.

      “Follow me,” May said.

      She took off, zooming away from Silverfin in the direction of an elf. Wren pursued, catching her as she drew even with Dragonblade.

      “Wren and I are going to make a run at the ship,” she shouted. “Get a couple of your men and cover us.”

      He saluted and then waved his arms. After a moment, three elves flew to their position.

      “Captain Honeyflower and the human are going to make a run,” he said. “We’re going to make sure they get there.”

      The other elves saluted as well. May turned and zipped away towards Silverfin. Wren took off after her, catching up in just a few seconds. The escort dropped in behind them.

      It didn’t take long for the Sons of Frey to come after them. Several glidestrikers altered course and moved to intercept.

      “When they get here, you break right; I’ll go left,” May said. “Then you come up on one side of the ship, and I’ll get the other. We’ll catch Teargarden in a pincer move.”

      “Assuming he doesn’t blast us with his lightning bolts,” Wren said.

      She drew her sword and readied it to swing at a battleblade as she went by. Then she concentrated on their approach.

      … inside …

      Wren was so focused on the battle that hearing the voice of The Rift nearly caused her to crash. Inside? What did it mean?

      “Get ready to break,” May said.

      Wren looked up. The interceptors were almost on top of them.

      But she also saw that Silverfin’s mouth was open. Of course! They’d launched the glidestrikers from the forward hangar, just like usual. The crew hadn’t reclosed the bay door.

      “May,” she said. “Break left, but instead of looping around the ship like you planned, follow me.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Just do it! Move now!”

      There was no more time to talk. Six glidestrikers driven by elves with crossbows aimed at them had arrived. Wren shot off to her right as May went left. Quarrels sang from the battleblades’ weapons. One of Dragonblade’s men got hit in the shoulder and veered off. The rest returned the volley. Three Sons of Frey went down when all the arrows hit their targets.

      Perfect. If Dragonblade did his job, the other battleblades would be engaged, buying May and her time to slip aboard Silverfin.

      She altered course and zoomed straight for the hangar. As she’d expected, the sea and wind were calmer. They were in the eye of Teargarden’s storm. Now, she could hug the surface of the water easily. May caught up to her, and the two of them flew to Silverfin and into her mouth like a couple of birds being swallowed by a sea monster.

      The hangar wasn’t well-staffed. Wren supposed it didn’t need to be. The marines were outside fighting to defend the ship. The rest of the crew was probably at battle stations. There were only two sailors on duty in the hangar, and they both looked stunned to see someone enter.

      Wren zipped towards one of them and drove her sword into the elf’s gut. She withdrew the blade, and the sailor fell into the pool, clutching his wound as he fell. The other elf turned to sound the alarm, but he froze for a moment with a crossbow quarrel sticking out of his back, before also toppling into the water. May landed safely where he’d been standing. Wren joined her.

      “Follow me,” she said, mentally triggering her wings to resume cloak form. “I’ve been aboard before. I know my way around.”

      “After you,” she said, also changing her wings back into a cape.

      She reloaded her crossbow, and the two of them made their way carefully out of the hangar and towards the nerve center of the ship.
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        The Gleaming Sea, Outside Brightwater Harbor

      

      

      Aqib Dragonblade had no idea what the hell Honeyflower and Xavier were doing. She’d told him they were going after Teargarden, but after he and his men cleared a path for them to get to Silverfin, she and her human lover had disappeared inside the strange vessel while Teargarden was clearly on top of it. Did Xavier know some faster way to get to the Shendali terrorist? Wouldn’t they have to go through the crew to get there? It didn’t make sense to him, and they were getting slaughtered out here in this infernal storm.

      To his left, a human marine was run into the sea by a pursuing terrorist on those strange vehicles. The Urlander didn’t re-emerge from the water.

      A blast of lightning fried another of the strike team. Aqib couldn’t tell from his position if it was an elf or a human.

      He decided it didn’t matter. He had no love for the occupiers, but he had to admit the Urlanders were fighting like hell for his country. They didn’t deserve to be murdered by the likes of this Shendali monster. Someone had to do something about it, and it seemed Honeyflower and Xavier had somehow missed the boat. He smiled grimly at his own pun. Then he resolved to do something.

      Nearby, two humans teamed up to crash a terrorist. He signaled to them.

      “You two come with me,” he ordered. “We’re going to take out that damned magician.”

      The marines were evidently accustomed to taking orders in combat, because they didn’t question him or protest that, as an elf, he didn’t really have the authority to command them. They just fell in. God bless the Urlanders for their training.

      With his new wingmen in tow, Aqib set off for Silverfin. He vowed Magnus Teargarden would die kicking on Aqib’s sword.

      
        
        Silverfin

      

      

      Wren crouched on the ladder just beneath the open hatch to the bridge. May was right below her. Wren was counting on the crew’s attention being on the battle taking place outside the ship. As long as they hadn’t been noticed entering through the hangar, May and she should have the element of surprise.

      “On the bridge, we should have a clean shot at the captain,” Wren whispered. “He’s got a chair positioned in the center of the room. He’s almost always sitting in it. Directly in front of him are the helm and navigator positions. There are six to eight other sailors positioned around the bridge. There shouldn’t be any marines. They are probably all outside fighting our people.”

      “Probably?”

      “Hey, nothing in this game is certain,” Wren said, quoting Sara.

      “Interesting that you think of a life-and-death risk as a game.”

      Wren ignored the remark. As much as she enjoyed bantering with May, this wasn’t the right time for it.

      “When I give the word, we fly up through the hatch,” Wren instructed. “You shoot the captain; I’ll get the helmsman.”

      “Then what?”

      “You reload while I kill the navigator. If we do this correctly, they should be surprised, and we’ll be in control before anyone else knows what to do. Assuming they surrender, I’ll tie up the remainder while you cover me. If they don’t, we kill people until they do surrender or they’re all dead.”

      “What if help comes?” May asked.

      “There’s a hatch behind the captain’s chair that leads to the rest of the ship,” Wolf said. “You move to it while you’re reloading. Secure it while I’m dealing with the rest of the crew.”

      “I don’t know, Wren,” she said after a pause. “There are a lot of variables here.”

      “That’s what makes the game fun,” she quipped. May frowned. “This is how I work. I kind of make it up as I go along.”

      “No wonder you’re always in trouble with Kenderbrick.”

      “We move on three,” Wren said, ignoring the remark. “One …”

      “Wait!” May hissed.

      “What?”

      “I love you,” she said.

      Wren looked at her in shock for a moment. She didn’t know how to reply. Did she love May? She still wasn’t sure. She still didn’t know what love really meant.

      “Don’t worry,” she finally replied. “This is going to work. We’ll have plenty of time to talk about that later.

      “Okay, here we go. One … two … three!”

      Wren triggered her wings and shot up through the hatch. She hurled a dagger at the helmsman and then zipped to her left to allow May onto the bridge. Her dagger connected with the pilot’s eye just as she heard the twang from May’s crossbow. A second later, her arrow embedded itself in Captain Darkweaver’s chest. He died instantly with a look of total surprise on his face.

      Wren wheeled and threw a second dagger. This one caught the navigator in the neck. He fell out of his seat, clutching at the knife. Wren yanked her sword out of its scabbard and charged the nearest sailor.

      “Nobody move!” she shouted as she landed on the deck.

      Five elves manned stations on the bridge. Every one of them looked stunned. May reloaded her crossbow and moved quickly towards the opposite hatch. It was already shut. She dropped to the deck and locked it as soon as she got there.

      Two of the sailors across the room found their courage and moved to attack. May turned and shot one dead. Wren set herself in a defensive stance to fight the second. The sailor next to her used the opportunity to put her in a bear-hug, pinning her arms to her sides.

      Wren cursed and then flip-kicked the elf in the knee. The joint buckled, forcing him to put all his weight on the opposite leg. Wren responded with a savage sidekick to the other knee shattering it. The sailor cried out, let go, and collapsed to the deck.

      She turned to face her attacker just as he arrived. Getting her sword up in the nick of time, she gored him. The two of them fell back against the controls. Wren felt a lever move when she sat on it.

      Silverfin lurched forward. Then Wren felt the familiar sensation of her submerging.

      “You’ve hit the dive controls, you fool!” one of the sailors said. “The hatches are open topside and on the hangar. If you don’t do something, we’ll drown.”

      Perfect! Wren thought. That would solve two problems.

      “You wanted to martyr yourself in the name of God,” she said. “Looks like you’re going to get your chance.”

      Wren threw the dead sailor off her and turned to the control panel. She yanked her sword from the elf’s body and brought the pommel crashing down on the controls.

      “No!” the sailor shouted.

      He moved to stop Wren as she continued to smash the instrument panel. May shot him in the back. He slumped to the deck, dead.

      The final elf leaped at Wren to tackle her. She stuck out a foot to intercept him. It landed perfectly in the elf’s stomach, folding him in half. She stopped sabotaging the ship long enough to behead the terrorist. Then she dropped her sword and twisted at the dive lever until it broke off in her hands.

      “That should do it,” she commented.

      “That’s great,” May said, “but I think we should get off the ship before it sinks, don’t you?”

      “Good idea. Come on!”

      Wren dashed for the hatch that led to the rest of the ship. She unlocked it and practically pulled May through, slamming it shut behind them.

      “This way,” she said.

      Wren took off at a run. May stayed right on her heels. Wren hoped against hope that she’d left them enough time to escape before Silverfin brought them all down to a watery grave.
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      Emily was getting scared. Alexa seemed to have a bottomless well of energy and rage. She fought with a savagery Emily did not expect and did not remember. During training, she’d always seemed so indifferent to everything. Emily had thought she was placid and calm. It seemed instead that that attitude was actually a hatred of her country. Anger had always been burning beneath the surface, and now that she was free from the Red Dragon program, it was on display.

      Alexa arced around in a tight gyre and came soaring at Emily again. Hatred smoldered in her eyes. Emily turned to face her. She was not going to let this crazed woman destroy Urland or its interests in Alfar.

      *Are you ready, Emily?* Alexa thought to her. *Here comes your doom!*

      Emily swallowed hard and tried not to let her former teammate rattle her. She beat her wings once to maintain her position and arched her back to prepare for the clash.

      *Time for this to end, Alexa.*

      *I agree.*

      Alexa hit her at full speed. The two dragons hurtled through the stormy sky, tumbling over and over. Emily struggled to get her bearings, tried to see where they were going and how to regain control of her flight before Alexa crashed them both.

      Alexa seemed unconcerned by such things. She clenched tightly, burying her claws in Emily’s chest. Emily howled at the pain and tried to bite back. She missed Alexa’s head narrowly, getting only a bit of ear in her jaws.

      They plummeted towards the ocean. Emily fought to free herself from Alexa’s talons, but she couldn’t do it. Desperate to change the conditions of the fight, she opened her mouth and breathed fire into Alexa’s face.

      It worked. The flames did no harm to her opponent, but Alexa was temporarily blinded, and the force of the fire caused her to turn her head away. She let go, and Emily beat her wings to get some air under her. Then she lashed Alexa in the head with her tail and sped away.

      Frightened, she tried to put some distance between them, so she could find a way to plot a new attack – one that might actually work. Alexa pursued.

      *You can’t escape, Emily. Teargarden should have killed you weeks ago. It would have been better for you if he had. It wouldn’t have hurt as much. When I catch you, you’re going to wish you’d never heard of the Red Dragon Project, let alone volunteered.*

      
        
        Silverfin

      

      

      Aqib slashed at Teargarden, but the Sons of Frey’s diabolical magician was too fast. He brought his staff up and easily parried the blow. Then he got it on top of Aqib’s sword, pushed it down and thrust the staff forward, smashing Aqib in the sternum. He stumbled backwards and nearly lost his balance. The curve of the strange ship made footing difficult. He caught himself on the dorsal fin and steadied his stance.

      Teargarden gestured with the staff, and a wave shot out of the water and hit Aqib in the side. He clung tightly to the fin, so he wouldn’t be swept overboard. He wished he had a knife or something he could throw, so he could distract the terrorist long enough to get back to him.

      There was nothing for it. He was going to have to act quickly. As soon as the water subsided, he charged.

      Teargarden set himself in a defensive stance and held the staff out to block him. Aqib wasn’t sure he could stop in time on the slick surface, and the deck was too narrow for him to really dodge around without falling back into the ocean.

      But just as he got there, Silverfin lurched forward. Teargarden lost his balance and staggered back. His staff went up into the air. Aqib was thrown forward. He reached out and grabbed the staff. Then he gave it a hard shove, using his weight moving forward for extra leverage. Teargarden was knocked to the deck.

      Aqib slid forward. Before he could regain his balance, Silverfin started plunging into the ocean. Was she sinking?

      He didn’t have much time to consider it. His feet connected with Teargarden’s, and he fell on top of the terrorist.

      Teargarden let out a groan as Aqib’s weight knocked some of the air out of his lungs. Then he brought his staff up, hitting Aqib in the ribs with the butt. Unable to help himself, Aqib rolled off him. A moment later he was sliding toward the sea. He scrambled for a hold on the slick wood, dropping his sword in the process.

      Suddenly, he was plucked off the side and carried into the air. He was surrounded by water, and when he looked down, he saw it was shaped like a giant fist that had him in its grasp. It squeezed, and he thought his ribs would crack.

      “Now then,” Teargarden said as he got to his feet, “what shall I do with you? I could hold you under the water until you drown. Or maybe I should just bash your head against the side of the ship until your brains are dashed out.”

      “I think you’d better save your precious ship,” Aqib grunted, “before it sinks.”

      Teargarden laughed. Aqib watched Silverfin continue to submerge like Xavier had described, but the terrorist leader seemed unperturbed.

      “I control water and weather with my magic,” he taunted. “You think I can’t pull Silverfin up from the depths? You Alfaris are such idiots. It’s no wonder you can’t stop us.”

      “Go to Hell,” Aqib said. “And may Frey spit on you from Heaven.”

      Teargarden’s eyes grew wide at the insult. Then he looked angry. He lifted his arms to cast a spell.

      It never came. Instead, an arrowhead exploded out of his chest. He fell over and slid into the ocean. May Honeyflower was halfway out of Silverfin’s hatch aiming a crossbow at where Teargarden had been standing.

      The water around Aqib lost its solidity and collapsed back into the sea. Aqib started falling. He triggered his cape to transform into wings and hoped its wetness wouldn’t interfere with the magic. Moments later, he was soaring over the waves again.

      May emerged from the hatch and turned back to it. Seconds later, Wren Xavier’s head poked out. Silverfin was nearly all the way down. Water rushed at them.

      “Go!” Xavier shouted at her. “I’m right behind you.”

      Aqib saw her look troubled, but she followed the command. Her cloak transformed into wings, and she leaped into the air as Xavier continued to climb out.

      She hadn’t quite made it when the water reached her. As Silverfin slipped beneath the surface, Xavier was still in the hatch from her knees down. She triggered her wings and jumped, sailing into the air just before a wave could catch her. She flew to Honeyflower.

      Aqib maneuvered over to them. He came around so they could see him.

      “Thanks,” he said to Honeyflower.

      “Don’t mention it,” she said.

      “Where’s Red Dragon Five?” the human asked.

      “There!” Honeyflower said, pointing.

      They followed her gaze. What they saw made both Xavier and Aqib gasp.

      “Blood and bones,” Xavier swore.

      “Dear God,” Honeyflower said. “We’re in serious trouble.”

      
        
        Brightwater Port

      

      

      Alexa bore down on Emily from above. She was tired of screwing around with the bitch. Emily was interfering with the operation. Some of the ships’ crews were getting on top of the fire situation, and it looked like at least one of the warships was trying to rig a ballista to fire high enough to hit her. She needed to deal with that quickly.

      But Emily wouldn’t die. Every time Alexa thought she had her, the irritating woman would somehow veer away or otherwise survive. She was wounded, but she was still fighting. Alexa admired her courage, but she was sick of it. Time to finish this.

      She dropped like a stone from the sky, aimed at Emily like a missile. Her former teammate saw her coming and banked right. She had no choice. Alexa had torn up her right side pretty badly in their last clash. She was trying to present her left flank while maneuvering for position.

      Alexa would have smiled if she had been in her human form. That was exactly what she wanted. She tucked her wings and straightened out like a giant arrow, hurtling towards Emily’s left side.

      As she hoped, Emily cut further to the right. She was almost where Alexa wanted her. Continuing her current trajectory until she had Emily lined up, she then soared up and to the right so that she was directly above her.

      *Looming death at twelve o’clock high!* Alexa thought.

      Once again, Emily did just what Alexa wanted her to. She looked up, searching around for the threat. Alexa waited for her to find her, and then she charged. Emily turned and fled. Alexa put on speed and threatened to put her claws right into Emily’s back.

      *Better duck!* she taunted.

      Emily dropped e more altitude. Alexa just missed her. It didn’t matter; that was what she wanted. Emily was so preoccupied with not getting hit she didn’t pay attention to where she was going.

      *Bye-bye, Em.*

      Emily saw her death just before it happened. Alexa had put her on a collision course with an Urlish frigate that was docked and trying to fight several fires. She was going too fast. She wouldn’t be able to stop.

      “Look out!” a sailor yelled in vain.

      Emily hit the ship on her broadside. There was a sickening crunch as her skull smashed into and then through the wooden beams. She went in all the way to her wings. The force of the blow nearly capsized the vessel. Then the weight of Emily’s body pulled it back the other way. Water rushed in through the gaping hole in the hull. She started listing immediately. Alexa figured it would take only minutes for her to sink.

      She roared in triumph. Finally, she was the last of the Red Dragons. Now it was time to finish what she came here to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-four

          

        

      

    

    
      Wren gaped at the scene in front of her. Red Dragon Two crashing into that frigate had to be one of the most spectacular and horrific things she’d ever seen. The ship was sinking fast, and the dragon hadn’t moved. Wren was convinced Emily Craik was dead.

      How were they supposed to fight Red Dragon Five? Red Dragon Two was supposed to take care of that part. The looks on May’s and Dragonblade’s faces asked the same question.

      Wren set her jaw. She’d find a way.

      “All right,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      “And do what?” May said.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Stop her somehow.”

      “Right,” May said.

      Dragonblade gaped at them for a moment. Then he turned his gaze grimly towards Emory.

      “I’m with you,” he said.

      They launched themselves at the dragon. Wren drew a dagger. The other two armed their crossbows and took aim. They crossed the harbor in only a minute, flying in tight formation.

      Emory blasted another ship then swooped up into the sky. As one, they altered their trajectory and moved to intercept her. Seconds later, they were in range.

      “Now!” May ordered.

      All three of them let fly. All hit the mark. None was effective. Wren’s bounced off Red Dragon Five’s skull. May and Dragonblade hit her between the shoulders, but the arrows clanged away.

      Emory didn’t seem to even notice. She arced around and went back for another pass.

      “When she comes back up, let’s try the underbelly,” May said. “It may be softer.”

      “Just to be safe, I recommend we all aim for the same target,” Dragonblade suggested.

      “Good idea,” May said. “Where?”

      “Throat,” Wren answered. “Right where it meets her head.”

      They agreed and reloaded their weapons. Alexa burned another ship and then came their way.

      “Let’s go,” May said.

      They zoomed in her direction. This time, they waited until they were nearly on top of her.

      “Shoot!” May yelled.

      All three launched their attacks. Each found its mark. All three bounced away again.

      This time, Emory swatted at the group with her tail, forcing them to scatter. But she did nothing to pursue. Impervious to their weapons, she ignored them and concentrated on destroying every ship in the harbor.

      “What the hell are we going to do?” May lamented. “Nothing seems to harm her.”

      “She has to have a weakness,” Dragonblade said. “People have slain dragons before.”

      “You want to tell me what it is?” May replied.

      “I don’t know!” he shot back, frustrated. “There has to be some soft tissue on her somewhere.”

      In a flash, the memory of killing Quincy’s tentacled horror shot through Wren’s brain. Yes. If the eyes were the weakness of the terrifying guardian on Akrinos, they had to be just as vulnerable on a dragon. At least Wren hoped so.

      “I’ve got it,” she said. “Shoot her in the eye. If you get close enough, the arrow should have enough force to penetrate and hit her in the brain. Even if that doesn’t kill her, it should cause her to crash, and that might.”

      No one said anything for a moment.

      “How do you propose we get close enough to her to get a shot off without her noticing?” Dragonblade asked.

      “We’ll need to distract her somehow,” May said. “We’ve got to get her focusing on something else.”

      “How do we do that?” Dragonblade said.

      Wren had an idea.

      

      “All right,” she said, tossing back the last of her wine and signaling to the barkeep for a refill. “Forget all the stupid ways to die. What’s the best way?”

      “Whatever way involves not actually dying,” Sara said with a laugh.

      Wren grinned. She was drunk, and Sara’s pitiful jest actually amused her.

      “Well,” she replied with a giggle, “let me know if you figure out how to do that, because death isn’t really a career choice I’m interested in.”

      “No way!” Sara cried, pounding a shot. “You’ll tell everyone else!”

      “Sara Wensley-James! I am an Urlish Shadow. I do not spill secrets.”

      Wren tried hard to look serious, but she was too hammered to pull it off. After only a few seconds, she burst out laughing.

      “Are you sure you need another, Miss?” the barkeep said, throwing her a doubtful look.

      “Hell, yes, she needs another,” Sara shouted. “And who the hell do you think you’re calling, ‘Miss’? She’s a hero of Urland!”

      Wren snickered. Sara tried but failed to keep a stupid grin off her face.

      “A hero of Urland,” the barkeep spat. “For what?”

      “That’s classified,” Sara replied.

      “Yes,” Wren said unable to avoid giggling more. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      The man frowned and looked offended.

      “Bring my friend her drink!” Sara cried.

      Shaking his head, the barkeep filled Wren’s flagon and walked away in a huff.

      “Thanks,” Wren said.

      “Oh, don’t thank me. I just want to see how many colors you puke when you’ve had too much. This last drink oughta do it.”

      “Come on, be serious.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re my friend and I asked you.”

      “Fine,” Sara said with an exaggerated sigh, “what do you want to be serious about now?”

      “We talk all the time about stupid deaths,” Wren said, slurring her speech. “But what would a good death actually be?”

      “Wren, after all the comrades we’ve lost and enemies we’ve killed, how can you think any kind of death would be good?”

      “No, I’m not buying that,” Wren protested. “If no death is a good one, then why are we constantly risking our lives for Queen and country? Surely, there is no reason to do that if there is no such thing as a good death.”

      “Because it’s the only thing we know how to do?”

      “Be serious!”

      “Ugh! You’re such a pain in the ass when you’re drunk.

      “Okay fine, what’s a good death? One that has meaning, I guess. I mean, it doesn’t do you any good, because you’re dead. But if it saves someone else? If it protects some important ideal? I guess that’s a good death. That’s heroic. That’s meaningful.”

      Wren nodded. She didn’t want to die. But if she had to, she hoped it would be heroically.

      

      Wren set her jaw grimly. There was only one solution.

      “You two wait here,” she said. “I’m going to put her right between you. When she gets here, don’t miss.”

      “Wait a minute,” May protested, “what are you planning to do?”

      “You said it yourself, May,” she replied. “We need to distract her. That’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to make her chase me. She’ll be focused on me instead of you, so you’ll be able to get a clean shot.”

      Horror seized May’s lovely face.

      “No!” she shrieked. “I just got you back!”

      “You would make yourself a target to save Alfar?” Dragonblade said, his eyes wide.

      “Not just Alfar,” Wren replied. “The Urlish Navy, the Alfari dockworkers, the innocent people down below, everyone.

      “And, May, I have to. We need a distraction, and I am the only one who can do it.”

      “Why?” she wailed.

      “Because I spent two weeks on a ship with her. I know how to get to her. I know how to make her follow me.

      “Listen, I love you. I hardly know what love is, but I love you. More than anything or anyone I’ve ever known. When this is over, I just want to go somewhere quiet with you and forget about everything. So, when I get back here with that crazy bitch, you put an arrow in her eye, so no one else has to die. Then we can go away.”

      Tears ran down May’s face. Wren reached out and brushed them away. May grabbed her and kissed her deeply. For just a moment, Wren’s will faltered. Could she really say goodbye to this? Summoning all her courage, she withdrew from May’s embrace.

      “I’ve got to go now,” Wren said. “Before she can hurt anyone else.”

      “Don’t you die, Wren Xavier. I can’t live without my Little Songbird.”

      “Just make your shot count,” Wren replied.

      Then she turned and zipped away. Her heart was breaking. She doubted she would survive this. But if it saved May and Alfar and everyone else, it would be a good death.

      Emory dove at another ship. Sailors scattered at her approach. Wren beat her wings and raced towards the fiery traitor.

      “Hey, Red Dragon Five!” Wren called. “Hey, Alexa!”

      The sound of her name gave Emory pause. She pulled up a little from her dive, lost some speed.

      “Behind you!” Wren shouted.

      Emory couldn’t resist the taunt. She turned her head and looked, searching for the person speaking to her.

      “It’s me,” Wren yelled, waving her hand so Emory would be sure to see her. “The Urlander who posed as Dark Dagger. The one who lied to you.”

      Emory realized she needed to pay attention to where she was going. She was on a collision course for a small merchant ship. She pulled up and came about.

      Wren had her attention, though. Emory was looking at her even as she was putting herself on a new course to dive-bomb the merchant ship.

      “You’re a traitor,” Wren shouted. “You’re an embarrassment to your country and the Red Dragon Project.”

      She turned her attention away from him. This wasn’t working.

      “Don’t you ignore me, you bitch,” Wren shouted as she closed the distance. “You’re worthless, and you’re a piss-poor commander!”

      She breathed fire all over the merchant vessel and then arced up, leering at Wren. With a defiant swish of her tail, she set course for another ship.

      Wren cursed herself. How did she reach her? Emory was so focused on her revenge nothing seemed to penetrate.

      Wait! Revenge. That was it!

      Wren put himself on another intercept course with Emory. When she was nearly on top of her, she shouted again.

      “You’re nothing,” Wren cried. “You’re an embarrassment to your family and to your country. This isn’t what your grandfather would want. You’re not avenging him; you’re dishonoring him.”

      Her head shot over in his direction on the last remark. That got to her. Wren smiled. She was almost there.

      “You’re pathetic,” Wren continued. “You’re a disgrace. And your grandfather would be ashamed of you.”

      Emory roared and altered course. Wren waited just long enough to be sure Emory was coming for her. Then she shot up into the sky.

      Okay, May, you’d better be ready.

      Red Dragon Five was much larger than Wren, but she closed the distance quickly. Wren looked up at May and then back at Emory. Grimly, she realized wasn’t going to make it.
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      May watched in horror as Wren flew away to confront the dragon wreaking havoc on the port. She’d risked everything to rescue her, and now her Little Songbird was gambling her life again. Was it always going to be this way?

      “I was wrong about you,” Dragonblade said.

      The statement shocked her so much she took her eyes off Wren for a moment and stared at him. His expression was sincere.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I guess I was wrong about her,” Dragonblade admitted. “I thought she was just another occupier. I thought she didn’t give a damn about elves or Alfar. She only wanted to advance her government’s agenda. And I figured she’d snowed you. I thought you were thinking with your loins instead of with your brain or your heart.

      “But none of that is true. She’s a good woman. She does what’s right. Xavier stopped that coup – our coup – last year, and now she’s risking getting burned alive to save our people. She could have sent me, so that she could be with you. But instead, she went down there to try to save us all.

      “She loves you, Captain, and you obviously love her. I’m sorry for assuming anything less.”

      May stared at him, flabbergasted. She wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      “Here she comes.”

      May turned back. Wren was flying as fast as she was able, but Red Dragon Five was gaining on her. She wasn’t going to make it to them in time.

      “Come on!” May cried.

      She dove for them, trying to close the distance before Red Dragon Five could incinerate Wren. After a moment, May realized she was heading straight for them. She wouldn’t get a shot that way. Reluctantly, she pulled up and then drifted to her right, so she’d have a clean look at the target.

      They were almost on top of her now. She raised her crossbow and waited.

      Red Dragon Five opened her great maw and let out a huge blast of flame. It engulfed Wren, and she disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Alexa closed the gap on the hateful Shadow. She was almost on top of the bitch. She contemplated just catching the Urlander in her jaws and tearing her to pieces, but she decided burning the foul woman to death would be more terrible.

      And Alexa wanted her to suffer. How dare she mention her grandfather?

      She got close enough she could have spit on her. The hapless Shadow looked back at her, panicked. Alexa opened her mouth and unleashed an enormous gout of flame. Tania Koskova, or whoever she was, vanished in a giant fireball.

      A moment later, Alexa saw her plummeting from the sky, a trail of smoke and fire coming from her back. Good. Let her burn on her way down before being smashed by the ocean surface.

      She watched with satisfaction. Let all of them suffer this Shadow’s fate. Let every elf and Urlander burn and die.

      To her left, she noticed something. She shifted her gaze. The last thing she saw was the tip of an arrow right in front of her eye.
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        * * *

      

      May screamed at Red Dragon Five’s falling body. The arrow was perfectly on the mark. Emory had never seen it coming. Wren executed her job perfectly.

      But now, she was gone. Red Dragon Five had completely incinerated her, cremated her in the sky above Brightwater Port. She’d died once again protecting May’s homeland.

      Grief-stricken, May dropped her crossbow into the ocean. Great heaving sobs wracked her body. She wailed her agony to the universe.

      “Hold off on the tears, Captain,” a voice said. “I’ve got something you might want.”

      She turned and saw Dragonblade rising towards her with Wren in his arms. She was mostly topless, and she looked like she’d been the main course at a pig roast. But she was alive. In God’s name, she was actually alive!

      “Wren!” she shouted and flew to them.

      May nearly crashed them trying to hug Wren.

      “Easy!” Dragonblade said. “Her wings are gone. If I drop her, all this will have been for naught.”

      She kissed Wren as best she could while Dragonblade held her. Then she drew back and stared at Wren in wonder.

      “How?” May asked, her eyes full of tears.

      “The fire got my cloak and tunic. I tore them off. I figured if I was going to die, I’d rather fall than burn. Then Dragonblade caught me.”

      Dragonblade smiled. May started blubbering.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” she sobbed.

      “No,” Wren quipped. “I’ve fallen too hard.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Home of Hassam Mossystone, Happy Glen Neighborhood, Drasilia

      

      

      Celindra Gladheart made certain no one was looking. Mossystone was a good host. He accepted her orders and her teaching without question, and he gave her all the privacy she required. But his wife, despite her devotion, was clumsy about staying out of Celindra’s way, and his daughter was nosy. Celindra admired the little girl for her curiosity, but she couldn’t have her stumbling into her meeting with the Master.

      When she was certain no one was near, she shut the door to the small bedroom and locked it. She went straight to the bed and pulled out a prayer mat, unrolled it, and knelt.

      “Frey,” she prayed, “grant me wisdom and discretion. Help me to know God’s will and execute it correctly.”

      She paused for a moment to let her prayer fall to Heaven. Then she bowed and touched her forehead and outstretched hands to the floor.

      “Come to me, my Master. I supplicate myself before you, that I may absorb your wisdom.”

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a flash of light engulfed the room, and a dark form hovered above her.

      “Greetings, Celindra,” it said in a cold, dripping voice. “You have news for me?”

      “None I suspect you do not know,” she replied. “The Urlanders suffered significant losses in the attack. General Blackstone is screaming to anyone who will listen that more reinforcements are on their way and that things are about to change in Alfar. The Coalition Government has instituted martial law in Brightwater until more Urlish ships and troops arrive.

      “The leader of the Sons of Frey remains at large, and three bombings have occurred in the days since the attack on Brightwater. People are terrified. Things have not been this bad in Alfar since before the establishment of the Coalition.”

      “Excellent,” the dark form said.

      “Excellent? How?”

      “My dear Mother Gladheart,” it said, “this chaos works in your favor. As you note, people are scared. The Sons of Frey and their Jifani masters are the most hated force in all Alfar. Faith in the Coalition is considerably shaken after last year’s coup attempt and the recent disaster with the Red Dragon Project. The Urlanders are tightening their grip.

      “This is the perfect atmosphere for your message. You must continue to send your communiqués condemning the president and her ineffectual Coalition. You must continue to decry the occupation by the humans. And you must continue to urge right-thinking Freyalans to join the Freedom Patrol, even if they must do so underground.

      “You need an army, Celindra. The Urlanders’ and the government’s botching of the Red Dragon Incident has given you the tools to raise one. I predict that, in less than six months, you’ll have more soldiers than the Elite Guard.”

      “And then?” Celindra said.

      “And then, Mother Gladheart, we’ll be in position to strike,” the Master answered. “You will have a force of armed elves to do the fighting, and a larger following of true believers to support you when you sweep the Coalition from power.”

      Celindra nodded. This was where she’d been pushing things. She liked President Spellbinder, but she was too tolerant of the Shendali fanatics. It was time to return Alfar to Freyalan rule. Still …

      “There is one problem,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      “Aqib Dragonblade has returned to the Elite Guard. He was one of my most vociferous supporters, and his voice carries a lot of weight with the Freedom Patrol and those Freyalans who participated in Silverleaf’s coup.

      “He had some sort of conversion while he was in prison, and he was among the elves who repelled the attack on Brightwater. He has been calling for all true Alfaris to enlist in the Central Police and assist the government in establishing order. That will cut into our recruitment, and if they’re successful, it will undermine our message.”

      The Master chuckled, sending shivers through her soul.

      “They will not be successful, Celindra. I will see to that. And Dragonblade is of no consequence. It is simple enough to turn him into a martyr for our cause – a warning to the Coalition’s supporters that the government has no control and cannot guarantee safety.”

      “How will⁠—”

      “All in good time, my dear. All will be made clear in time. For the present, do not worry. Just focus on getting your message out and recruitment to the cause. We have work to do now to build the future we desire.”

      Celindra nodded again. She didn’t like the Master’s vagaries. Still, you didn’t question an angel from God.

      “Very well,” she said.

      “Take heart, Celindra,” the Master said. “This is far from over.”

      
        
        Shadow Service Regional Headquarters, Drasilia

      

      

      Elena Kenderbrick had no desire to report to the Chief. They were still picking through the mess in Brightwater. There remained a lot of unanswered questions.

      But she had a pretty fair picture of everything, even if some of the details were vague. It was an ugly situation, and she feared Bartleby’s reaction.

      She was not the sort of woman who liked to put off unpleasant duties, though. She’d rather get them out of the way. So she sat at her desk, withdrew a wand from the drawer and tapped the crystal ball on the desktop. It filled with smoke, and seconds later the same image was on the wall. She didn’t have to wait long for the smoke to blow aside and Micah Bartleby’s image to appear in its place. He looked grumpier than usual – he rubbed his temples like he had a headache. Elena felt the same way.

      “Report, Kenderbrick,” he said, his voice a gruff bark.

      “I have a preliminary analysis of the fallout from the Red Dragon Incident.”

      “Bloody hell, Kenderbrick,” he sighed, “must we call it that?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Proceed.”

      “As you know, both Red Dragons died in the battle, leaving us with no surviving members of the project. It seems, though, that the damage to the program is more complete than that.

      “Shadow Six reports that, while she was undercover, she posed as a Phrygian agent codenamed Dark Dagger. According to my research, the Phrygians do have such an agent. Her name is Tania Koskova. She was a deep undercover agent in the Red Dragon Project, going by the name of Tania Anderson.”

      “Dr. Anderson was a Phrygian plant?”

      “I’m afraid so, sir. Koskova’s body was found in Celia a few weeks ago. It took awhile to identify her, because she was wearing the ring Dr. Kinsey issued Shadow Six for the mission.

      “According to Shadow Six, Koskova stole the technical documents for Red Dragon creation. All the other copies were destroyed. Koskova and another Phrygian Shadow, codenamed ‘Phaser,’ were part of a plot with the Sons of Frey to hijack the Red Dragon Project away from Urland and put it in the hands of the Jifanis and the Phrygians.

      “Koskova successfully stole the plans. Shadow Six killed her and took her place, attempting to further infiltrate the Sons of Frey.

      “Red Dragon Five was, as you know, in on the plan. She was conspiring with the Jifanis to attack Alfar and destabilize the government.”

      “Yes, yes,” Bartleby said, sounding testy. “Come to the part I don’t know.”

      “Shadow Six had the documents on her when she was captured,” she said.

      “Meaning, the bloody Sons of Frey have them,” the Chief interrupted.

      “Not exactly,” she replied. “We did not find them when we raided the base in Allamabad. Since Red Dragon Five and Magnus Teargarden escaped, we are fairly certain they had them with them. If that’s the case, they would have been aboard Silverfin when she sank. And if that’s the case⁠—”

      “They’re at the bottom of the harbor,” Bartleby finished.

      “That’s what we think.”

      “What about the compound?”

      “We have nine vials left from what we recovered in Allamabad. Otherwise, the rest of it went down with Silverfin.”

      Bartleby rubbed his temples more. Kenderbrick could a feel a headache of her own coming on.

      “So,” he concluded, “all our Red Dragons are dead, we have no way to make more, and even if we did, we have only nine vials of elixir.”

      “That’s about the size of it.”

      “What a bloody, awful mess. Is there anything positive at all? The Queen is screaming for an explanation, the Phrygians are denying they had anything to do with it and so are the Jifanis. Meanwhile, a fleet of our ships is cruising towards Alfar, and they’re packed with soldiers.”

      “Well, sir,” Elena said, grasping at anything, “we eliminated a traitor in a top-secret program⁠—”

      “At the cost of the program itself,” he interrupted.

      “—and Shadow Six confirms the death of Magnus Teargarden. In fact, despite the mess, this was a pretty crippling blow to the Sons of Frey. They lost several key assets – Red Dragon Five, Silverfin, and their director of operations – and, coupled with last year’s embarrassment over General Tupelov’s involvement in Silverleaf’s coup, I’d say the Phrygians are going to be extremely cautious about working with them again in the near future. As strange as it sounds, I’d call this one a win. It seems you were right about Shadow Six’s unconventional methods producing results.”

      “Harrumph,” Bartleby said. “And where is Shadow Six now?”

      “Recuperating from her wounds, sir. She played tethered goat to enable Captain Honeyflower to shoot and kill Red Dragon Five. She was burned and nearly killed in the incident.”

      “Heh,” the Chief grumped. “At least she got punished a little for this debacle.”

      Elena frowned. She still didn’t like Wren Xavier. She was too headstrong and insubordinate. But she put herself at great personal risk on several occasions. Elena didn’t like the Chief speaking poorly of her.

      “As soon as she’s healthy, I want her back on active duty,” Bartleby continued. “You’re right about one thing, Kenderbrick: Shadow Six gets results.”

      
        
        Shadow Service Safehouse, Brightwater

      

      

      Wren wondered if she would ever feel well again. She hadn’t recovered from the punishment she’d taken from the incursion into the Red Dragon base on Akrinos, when Phaser concussed her and Teargarden nearly killed her. And she was nowhere near a hundred percent, when she had to go into combat again and almost died a second time. Shadow Service had used healing salves and other magical techniques on her, but though her wounds were repaired, her body remained in need of rest. She ached down to her bones, her vision swam if she turned her head too fast, and she was practically drowning in lethargy.

      The only thing that felt good was May’s presence. She refused to leave Wren’s side for more than a few minutes, and she’d threatened to have any Shadow Service agent who denied her presence in the safehouse shipped straight back to Urland. Wren hated being so weak, but she had to admit she enjoyed May fawning over her like a mother hen.

      Wren lay in bed, and May sat on the edge, stroking her forehead lightly with her fingertips. Despite her muscles groaning at her, Wren sighed happily.

      “This is heaven,” she purred.

      “Ha!” May retorted. “Don’t get too used to it. I expect you up and about soon.”

      “Well, you’re making fine progress in that direction.”

      She smiled and gazed into May’s yellow eyes. A strange sensation of contentment filled her.

      “This is such a new feeling,” Wren confessed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, ever since I was disowned, I’ve considered Shadow Service my family. But it wasn’t the same. I didn’t have a sense of belonging.”

      She thought for a moment.

      “No, that’s not quite true,” she continued. “I did feel like I belonged. I felt like it was the only place I did – that being a Shadow for Urland was what I was supposed to be. And I loved Sara as much as I could. I would have taken her as a romantic partner if she’d been interested.

      “But there was always distance between us. And Shadow Service felt like a family but not. Something was missing.”

      “Love,” May said, her voice nearly a whisper.

      “What?”

      “You were missing love. What makes a family a family is love, Wren. Any group of people can get together to protect each other or accomplish an objective. You can even be friends with those people, and you can enjoy what you do. That’s how it is for me and the Elite Guard. I like a lot of my soldiers, and I truly love what I do.

      “But it’s not a family. The love that binds a family together isn’t there.

      “I’m sure you have friends in the Shadow Service, Wren, and listening to you talk about them, it’s obvious you respect Bartleby and Kenderbrick. But you don’t love them, and they don’t love you. Thus, Shadow Service isn’t a family.”

      Wren chewed on that. She couldn’t think of anyone she’d loved except Sara. Even her father, whom she lionized growing up, had turned on her. She wasn’t sure she’d ever loved him, but if she had, she stopped nearly twenty-five years ago. And since Sara had rebuffed Wren until just before the end, she supposed May was right: Wren had never had a family.

      “I don’t know what that feels like,” Wren said.

      “Belonging to a family? I’ll teach you.”

      “Promise?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Does this mean we’re a family, then?”

      “Not yet,” she replied, stroking Wren’s ear. “We haven’t married. But I will make you feel loved and at home for as long as you are here in Alfar.”

      Wren smiled. Could she ever need anything else? It didn’t seem possible.

      “I love you,” she said.

      “I love you, too,” May replied.

      Wren closed her eyes and allowed May to soothe her. Her gentle touch sent wave after wave of affection, loyalty, and trust into her soul. A smile crept up Wren’s face.

      Soon, she was fast asleep.

      
        
        The end of The Rogue Dragon.

        Wren Xavier will return in The Rose Assassin.

      

      

      
        
        He’s the world’s greatest assassin. He can look like anyone. When he targets the entire elven government, can Wren and May see through his disguise?

      

        

      
        Tap here to preorder THE ROSE ASSASSIN!

        Available May 21, 2024.
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        * * *

      

      Craving more sapphic fantasy adventure?

      Tap here to download a copy of the FREE short story, “The Shadow Thief”, featuring Wren Xavier earlier in her career.

      

      You’ll also be signed up for Phoebe’s Shadow Service mailing list, where you’ll receive regular updates, exclusive content, their thoughts on queer culture, and more!

    

  


  
    
      Dear reader,

       

      Thank you so much for returning with me to Wren’s world of action, danger, and magic. I hope The Rogue Dragon was as fun to read as it was to write.

      Among the things that have been so enjoyable is bringing Wren into an understanding of love. Like so many of us in the LGBTQ+ community, she hasn’t experienced the kind of acceptance and care that she should have in her youth. Her “coming out” as a Shadow was traumatic, and that led to deeply skewed ideas of what a family is. But May has a true family and by knowing and becoming involved with her, Wren’s eyes are beginning to open to the possibility of real joy.

      That will continue in the next book of the series. Not only will we see more of May’s family (including her mother and brother), but the connection between Shadow Six and the Captain of the Elite Guard is going to grow deeper. The slow-burn romance between these two very different individuals will only get warmer the more they work together.

      But Alfar remains one of the most dangerous places on Earth. Dexter Rose, the world’s greatest assassin, has been hired to topple the Coalition Government. His plan is simple: Kill them one by one until they abdicate.

      And Rose is no ordinary hitman. Using magic, he can make himself look like anyone. Indeed, no one knows his true identity. His only markers are the warnings he sends ahead of striking and the signature white rose he leaves at the scene.

      Wren and May find themselves in a race against time to track down a man of a thousand faces before he can complete his grisly mission. But Wren has a new partner in Shadow Service – a woman whose powers could threaten the happiness she and May have found. With the fate of Alfar hanging in the balance, Wren Xavier faces her most sinister foe yet.

      It all goes down in The Rose Assassin, and it’ll be available in May of 2024. I hope you’ll join me.

       

      Tap here to preorder The Rose Assassin from your favorite retailer today!

       

      Thanks so much for your readership and support. I look forward to continuing Wren’s adventures with you.

       

      Love,

      Phoebe

       

      P.S. (You can help other folks enjoy Shadows over Alfar, too! Readers love seeing what others thought of books they’re considering. If you enjoyed The Rogue Dragon, I’d appreciate you taking a moment to leave a rating or review. Thanks!)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe Ravencraft is a transfemme nonbinary fantasy author, whose pronouns are she/they. She was raised on a steady diet of comic books, D&D, Broadway musicals, and Star Trek, which she put to questionable use by earning a Bachelor’s and most of a Master’s degree in English Literature. But she did eventually become a professional writer, so maybe it was worth it.

      An award-winning game designer, Mx. Ravencraft geeks out on Magic: The Gathering, Labyrinth, Carcassonne, and other boardgames. She is passionate about the Cincinnati Bengals, queer representation, and equal rights for everyone.

      She lives in Columbus, Ohio, with her true love, Kat Diehl; two feline criminal masterminds; and two dogs convinced every delivery truck is driven by Satan. She wishes she were more like Margo Hanson and less like Willow Rosenberg.
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