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        Casa del Sol, Canasta, Patrias

      

      

      

      Principessa Teresa di Vincenzo stole down the darkened hallways of the manor house, checking frequently over her shoulder to be certain she wasn’t seen. There were numerous stained-glass windows along the hallways and each cast red and blue shadows onto the floor as the light of the full moon poured through them. She knew her way around well, having stayed here on numerous visits.

      And of course, her frequent visits to King Julio’s bedchambers, where she would tease him with kisses and erotic touches but refuse to let him have her. She needed Patrias’s monarch to be wild with desire but unsated if she was to accomplish her objectives.

      Tomorrow, she would turn eighteen and at last be of age for marriage. She wanted the geriatric king to be thinking only of her, to believe he could have her and all the secrets of her body. The only thing standing in Teresa’s way was Queen Andrea – and that was a problem she was currently taking measures to resolve.

      Teresa was determined to rise above her so-called station. As the second daughter of a count, she had almost no opportunity other than to wed some inadequate Celian noble — a man who would see her as little more than a plaything as he obsessed over his tiny fiefdom in the Theocracy. She had no desire to be wrapped up and treated as a nun except when her husband wanted sex. That might be enough for her sister, and her brothers were welcome to the minimal influence they had with the Grand Hierophant and the Church.

      But Teresa was made for something more. She knew she was. And even if it wasn’t her destiny from birth, she would be damned if she was going to just allow Fate to do what it pleased with her.

      And so, when she had caught the king’s eye during her family’s visit to Patrias three years ago, Teresa had seen an opportunity. She was old enough to understand her effect on men, and when she recognized lust in the eyes of the Patrian monarch, she knew then she had a means to get everything she wanted.

      Once Queen Andrea was out of the way, His Majesty would be unable to resist the sweet pleasures hiding just beneath her gown. She would marry him, and give him all the fantasies he desired, allowing him to believe that it was he who was the ultimate victor, claiming a girl barely more than a child as his bride in his twilight years.

      But it was King Julio III who was in fact the object of desire, the bedroom plaything. Teresa did not find him especially attractive physically, but his crown and his power were seductive, indeed. Once she was coronated as Queen of Patrias, she would be able to pay her father back for the vision and ambition he had instilled within her.

      Never satisfied with his limited influence, he had always sought ways to increase his standing with the Church hierarchy. And he had confessed those dreams to Teresa, who, loving him dearly and recognizing that she was his favorite, was determined to make them come true.

      King Julio was a reasonably devout man, and he recognized the importance of Patrias’s relationship with the Church and therefore with the Celian Theocracy. She had a more strategic view. Teresa fully intended, once she was on the throne, to apply pressure to the Grand Hierophant. She would demand he favor her father and her family – give them more land and greater influence with the Holy See. He could not refuse such a request from the Queen of Patrias.

      And if he did, she would see to it that Celia’s special relationship with Patrias chilled. The faithful were spread across The Northern World, and the Church had many devotees and a foothold in both Urland and Gallica. But neither of those nations held the Church in as high esteem and worked as consciously to advance the Grand Hierophant’s vision as Patrias. Without their friendship, where could he turn for the same level of support? Urland and her Queen were far too concerned with their Cold War with communist Phrygia. Gallica was little more than a satellite state for the Urlanders. And Frei Bretelstein? They were too busy attempting to keep their former neighbors from making them the next province in the Phrygian Empire. No, without Patrias, Celia was just a minor member of the Western Coalition. She had little to offer, aside from her ports that gave trade access to the countries to her north.

      When she was Queen Teresa I, she would hold power over two nations. And then both of them would be in a better position to dictate terms to Urland.

      Coming to a corner, she went right and darted swiftly another twenty feet before coming to a door. With a last glance in both directions to be certain no patrols were coming along, she knocked three times in rapid succession on the door. A second later, it opened a crack, and she pulled it ajar just wide enough to slip through and then shut it behind her. The room was well-lit despite the lack of any lanterns due to the giant windows that opened onto the terrace and allowed the moonlight to spill in. To her left, stood her co-conspirator, illuminated in a ghoulish glow – Señor Guillermo Marques.

      He may have been one of the king’s most trusted knights, but Señor Marques looked much more like a fop than a warrior. He wore a gold coat stitched with elaborate patterns and green trousers tucked into black boots shined so well that they practically glowed in the moonlight. Despite the unseasonably warm spring, he wore a black cloak over one shoulder, and his hand rested on a silver sword with an ornate basket hilt he wore at his side. His long, black hair was tied up in a golden bow, and his outrageously large mustache had been waxed to keep the handlebars at a perfect curve without a single hair being out of place.

      “Good evening, Principessa,” he said softly.

      “Good evening, Señor. Is everything in readiness?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Tomorrow, Queen Andrea will leave the palace for Casa de Diaz to spend the summer there.”

      “But along the way,” Teresa gleefully added, “her caravan will be set upon by highwaymen. And though the queen’s guard will fight valiantly to protect her, a wayward arrow will unfortunately find its way to Her Majesty’s heart, tragically felling her and opening the door for King Julio to wed again.”

      Marques frowned, his mustache turning down at a ridiculous angle.

      “Actually,” he said, “that part of the plan has changed a bit.”

      “What? Which part?”

      Teresa threw her most severe glare at the foppish knight. She did not like changes to her carefully plotted schemes, especially at the last moment.

      Marques reached into the sleeve of his coat.

      “The attack,” he answered. “And the queen’s death.”

      Teresa’s heart skipped three beats. Her eyes flew open wide. Marques withdrew a wand with his right hand.

      “Torpesco!” he said, swishing the shaft.

      An ice-blue ray shot from its end and struck her full in the chest. Her muscles stiffened, and she was unable to move, completely petrified before him.

      “I’m afraid, Principessa, Her Majesty learned of your secret letters and clandestine rendezvous with her husband. She is also fully aware of your plan to supplant her as Queen of Patrias. The queen will leave the palace tomorrow as planned. But no highwaymen will beset her. She will arrive safely at Casa de Diaz.

      “There, she will prosecute a campaign of vengeance on your family. She will insist that the Grand Hierophant strip your father of his meager title, or the Church’s friendly relationship with Patrias will be at an end. Your attempted regicide will be seen as an act of war. I think you’ll understand that he’ll have no choice but to comply.”

      No. This couldn’t be happening. She was giving her father what he always wanted. She’d thought everything through perfectly. How could Señor Marques have betrayed her? He wanted Andrea out of the way as much as Teresa did!

      “Your co-conspirator, the real Señor Marques, has already been arrested and awaits the headsman. As for you, Principessa, you will suffer the fate you had intended for the queen.”

      The man masquerading as Señor Marques produced a white rose from underneath his cloak. Coming forward, he pried Teresa’s fingers open one at a time and then pressed the flower into her palm, closing her fingers around it. With a smile, he withdrew the ornamental sword from its scabbard.

      “I am sorry your scheme to bring yourself and your family to power has failed, Principessa. But you can go to your grave with pride, for Queen Andrea hired Dexter Rose, the world’s greatest assassin, to bring about your demise.”

      Tears leaked from Teresa’s eyes. She had failed her father. She barely felt the blade as it cut through her neck.
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        * * *

      

      Dexter Rose sighed as Teresa di Vincenzo’s head struck the floor and rolled away from her body. There was no satisfaction in this kill. It had been far too easy – a waste of his skills. The queen’s money was good, and he was more than happy to accept it. But infiltrating the Casa del Sol and taking the guise of Guillermo Marques was child’s play. If the fee hadn’t been so high, he would have turned it down. Lesser assassins could have easily pulled off the job.

      It took a moment to clean Señor Marques’s sword before re-sheathing it.

      With another wave of his wand, Dexter changed his disguise. He still wore the same clothes of course, but at least his face was different. It wouldn’t do for anyone who chanced to see him to believe Señor Marques was still at-large.

      Leaving the room and pulling the door shut behind him, he strode confidently towards the house’s exit and turned his mind to happier thoughts. Tomorrow morning, he would be sailing across The Gleaming Sea toward Alfar and a much more fulfilling assignment.
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        Outside the Home of August Sunstrider and Melina Eveningsong, Drasilia, Alfar

      

      

      

      Anxiety slithered over Wren Xavier’s heart and coiled around it before sinking into her stomach like a snake descending a tree. Her lungs were tight. Her breathing short. Her insides twisted into knots with each agonizing step she took.

      Next to her, May Honeyflower beamed like an angel. She exuded happiness as she held Wren’s hand and smiled at her.

      Wren had been dreading this day for almost a year. And as it approached, her unease was nearly overwhelming. She sweated despite the cool breeze blowing through the leaves as winter refused to fully give up its fight.

      “Will you relax?” May said, chuckling. “It’s just my family. You’ve met them all before.”

      “I don’t like anyone making a fuss over me,” Wren replied.

      “Wren Xavier, it is your birthday, and we are going to celebrate.”

      “May, in human culture, forty isn’t a birthday we look forward to.”

      “Growing old is a privilege, Wren. Especially in our business.”

      May didn’t understand. That was exactly what was bothering Wren. The business they were in was not just dangerous; it was deadly. The older one got, the more likely it was for something to go wrong.

      Ever since she had come to Alfar, Wren had felt in over her head. She might have discovered and foiled Silverleaf’s coup last year, but she nearly died at the hands of his sinister henchman, Ravager. And then, just a few months ago, she embarked on the most dangerous mission of her career, infiltrating the Sons of Frey in Jifan. She’d been seconds from certain death when May arrived and saved her life for a second time. And so, the approach of her fortieth birthday had seemed like a finale – the last chapter in a book that did not end well.

      Unbidden, the memory of Sara’s death flashed into her mind. Like so many of Wren’s colleagues, her best friend had died on a mission. Her murder had been painful and horrific. Ravager’s malefic Shadow creatures had torn her limb from limb. She’d barely had a moment to get a message to Wren – “Love you.”

      Since her death, Wren had missed Sara in a way she never had before. In the latter parts of their careers, they had both been working solo, their partnership long ago broken up by the Chief’s spite. But there was always the promise of another get-together, another night where the two of them would get blind drunk, drowning the guilt of the killing, reveling in each other’s company, and pretending they were not in love. Now, with Sara gone, Wren couldn’t help but think her fortieth year on Earth would be her last.

      As they approached May’s parents’ idyllic home, Wren tried to force a smile onto her face. Ordinarily, the winding path to the ivy-lined door lifted her heart with its quaint coziness and the bucolic gardens that made everything seem as though the world were at peace. But tonight, it felt as though a wolf waited for her and would leap out and tear her to pieces as soon as she was inside.

      “Smile,” May said. “This is a happy occasion.”

      “If you say so,” Wren said.

      May stroked her cheek gently. Wren shivered with pleasure.

      “Cheer up, Little Songbird. It’s going to be fine.”

      May knocked and then took Wren’s hand. A moment later, the door was flung open wide.

      “Happy birthday!” roared a small crowd of people.

      Wren’s heart stopped. She threw May a severe side-eye.

      “I thought you said it was just going to be your family,” Wren drawled, an accusatory note in her tone.

      “Five people is hardly a party, Wren.”

      Wren sighed. She trudged into the house and was immediately greeted by a host of people, both human and elven. May had seemingly invited everyone Wren knew – Dragonblade, Eagleflight, Kenderbrick, Duty Officer Henderson, and even Shadow Thirty-one, along with a few other members of the Shadow Service staff. Everyone greeted her warmly. She did her best to smile and hide her irritation.

      “Happiest of birthdays to you,” Eveningsong exclaimed as she drew Wren into a hug.

      Wren returned it. She liked May’s parents. Eveningsong – so clearly May’s mother, with the same grass-green skin and warrior’s frame, a mere two inches shorter than May and every bit as fierce – was the picture of a retired soldier. And Sunstrider had given May her sparkling, yellow eyes and the wisdom to see beyond black-and-white. They were very elven in terms of their faith and sense of duty, but like May, they were accommodating of Wren’s differences and human sensibilities.

      “Thank you, Major Eveningsong,” Wren replied. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Ah, Ms. Xavier,” Sunstrider said, clapping Wren on the shoulder. “You bless us with your presence. Welcome to our humble home.”

      Wren grinned in spite of herself. It was not the first time she had ever been to May’s parents’ house. But her father always welcomed her as though Wren were an honored guest of state who had just set foot in the country.

      “I suppose I have you two to thank for this,” Wren said.

      “Not at all,” Sunstrider replied. “May arranged the whole thing.”

      “She may have arranged it,” Eveningsong said, “but I did the cooking.”

      “A full feast,” Sunstrider allowed.

      Wren’s stomach growled in anticipation. Eveningsong was a brilliant cook, and she was constantly introducing Wren to new elven delicacies. Wren had no desire to be celebrating her birthday, but she suspected the food would be divine.

      “Where’s Hollygrove?” Wren asked.

      Eveningsong’s face darkened. Sunstrider looked embarrassed.

      “I am afraid my son declined the invitation,” he said.

      Eveningsong cursed in Elfin. Wren didn’t know the word, but she knew May’s mother well enough to know that it wasn’t kind. May’s brother was slowly becoming radicalized by Freyalan purists. He didn’t like May dating a human, and he made no attempt to hide it whenever Wren was around. She felt like an idiot for bringing it up.

      “Pardon me,” Dragonblade said, inserting himself into the conversation. “I just need to extend my best wishes to the guest of honor before I’m off.”

      “You’re not staying?” May said.

      “I’m afraid not, Captain. I’ve another obligation tonight.” He turned to Wren. “Happy birthday, Xavier. I have to admit, you’re the only human I’ve ever liked. I pray you’ll have a long stay with us.”

      Wren wasn’t entirely certain what to think. She could tell Dragonblade was sincere, but he’d phrased his remark in such a way that it felt more like a backhanded compliment. Still, he’d saved her life after Red Dragon Five burned off her magical wings over Brightwater Port a few months ago.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said. “I’m here today because of you.”

      Dragonblade grinned. The dark scar that ran down his face lightened just a little.

      “Like I said, Xavier, you’re one of a kind. Enjoy the party. Captain.”

      “See you later, Lieutenant,” May replied.

      He patted Wren’s shoulder and then turned and left. Eveningsong took Wren’s hands in her own.

      “Come, Birthday Girl,” she said. “I have lots of new things for you to try.”

      Wren smiled and followed her into the kitchen to see what she’d whipped up this time.

      “I know of your fondness for cheese,” Eveningsong said, as they arrived.

      Wren’s eyes about fell out of her head. Every conceivable surface in the cozy little space was covered. Plates upon plates crowded with more treats and goodies than Wren had seen since she was a child filled her vision.

      “Here, try this,” Eveningsong said.

      She took a small slice of bread in her hand and then grabbed a serving knife and cut off a slice of a soft, white cheese, smearing it onto the bread. She handed the treat to Wren.

      Wren’s taste buds exploded in joy as soon as she put it in her mouth. The cheese was buttery and creamy with a sharp aftertaste. The bread crunched pleasantly between her teeth and was laced with several savory herbs. Wren thought she recognized rosemary among them, but the rest were unknown.

      “Blood and bones,” Wren said as she swallowed. “This is amazing, Eveningsong.”

      May’s mother smiled broadly in both pride and pleasure.

      “I was certain you would like that,” she said.

      “What is it?

      “Salia cheese on kreshka bread.”

      Wren had never heard of either, despite immersing herself in elven cuisine since coming to Alfar nearly a year ago. She’d been missing out.

      “This alone is a terrific birthday present,” she said.

      “You’re welcome,” Eveningsong said with another smile. She turned away and started piling tarts onto a serving dish. “So, would you like to tell me why you’re not happy to be here?”

      Wren blushed. She had no idea how Eveningsong had picked up on her mood. Wren had been doing her best to appear festive since she stepped through the door.

      “I’m happy to be here,” she protested.

      “Please, Agent Xavier. I served for nearly thirty years in the military. I was a commanding officer for the majority of my career. I had to know my unit’s strengths and weaknesses. And that meant that I needed to know the soldiers under my command. I have a keen eye. I know when something is wrong just by the way a person carries themselves. In wartime, knowing who may crack and whom you can count on can make the difference between victory and death.

      “You are not yourself tonight. Your smile is forced. Your shoulders are stiff. And you look like you’d rather be anywhere else on Earth. So tell me: What’s wrong?”

      Wren sighed heavily. As a spy, she was adept at putting on a false face and acting convincingly in whatever role suited her. When she’d realized May had thrown her a surprise party, she’d resigned herself to having to play the cheery birthday girl. And yet, she couldn’t quite muster the strength to do it. Everyone’s happiness depended upon Wren hiding her emotions, but Eveningsong had unmasked her almost immediately – further proof that her skill was fading.

      “I tried to explain to May that forty is not a birthday humans enjoy celebrating.”

      “Getting old is a privilege, Ms. Xavier.”

      “That’s what May said.”

      “And you should understand that better than most.” She faced Wren at last. A second later, understanding broke over her face. “Ah, but that’s it, isn’t it?”

      “Like I said: Forty is one of those birthdays humans dread.”

      “You’re not worried about getting older, Agent Xavier; you’re thinking about all the people you’ve survived.”

      Wren blushed deeply again. She didn’t know how to explain this to May’s mother. What would she even think?

      “You’re haunted, Wren Xavier. You’ve killed hundreds of people, and you’ve lost colleagues. Birthdays are a time of reflection, and what you’re remembering chills you to the bone.”

      Wren didn’t say anything. What could she? Eveningsong had hit the mark dead-on.

      “I understand,” Eveningsong went on. “Fighting in the Elfin Civil War was horrific. A soldier trains to fight and kill. But they do not teach you nearly as well how to live with the sin of taking another’s life, let alone the lives of hundreds, thousands. And for elves, violence against each other was once unthinkable. When the Jifanis began their rebellion, we butchered each other on a massive scale.

      “I am still learning to live with that.”

      Wren nodded. She knew the feeling well.

      

      Wren parried desperately against Rene Vivant’s relentless attacks. His sword flashed so quickly, she could barely see it. She reacted to his thrusts and slashes purely on instinct. She was too overwhelmed to think at all about strategy.

      “You see, leetle girl,” he taunted in his thick, Gallican accent. “You are no match for me. I won Ze Northern World Fencing Championship three years in a row. I am a master, and you are but a child.”

      Unable to resist it, panic seized control of her heart. She was only seventeen. This was just her third mission. And it seemed she was already doomed.

      Vivant brought his blade crashing down hard. She managed to parry again, but he was too strong. He knocked her to the ground, and she dropped her weapon.

      “And now, peetiful Urlander, eet eez time for zees farce to end,” he said.

      He raised his sword above his head. Wren scrambled to recover hers.

      “No!” Sara cried as she burst into the room.

      She flung herself to the floor, put her hand flat against the hardwood, and released a blast of her destructive Schatten. The plank on which Vivant stood rotted instantly. The weight of his back foot cracked it, causing him to momentarily lose his balance.

      And in that brief second, Wren snatched up her blade and drove it deeply into his exposed stomach.

      She shuddered as he cried out in agony. His eyes were wide with surprise. Vivant sank to his knees and clutched Wren’s sword. His face had become a mask of terror – puffy and red and teary. His mouth hung open in amazement, but he said nothing.

      Horror bubbled in Wren’s gut like water in a boiling pot. Rene Vivant’s death mask was beyond disturbing. And she couldn’t help but feel keenly aware that she was responsible.

      But a moment later, the Gallican traitor glared at her furiously. He ground his teeth and reached for his sword.

      “Nous mourrons ensemble,” he spat.

      “Wren,” Sara shouted, “finish him!”

      The voice of her best friend broke through her paralysis. With a savage yank, she pulled the blade from Vivant’s abdomen and then slashed him across the throat. She sprang to her feet and backed away as he fell over.

      Vivant gurgled horribly. He clutched vainly at his neck as his life spilled out onto the floor. Wren had never seen so much blood. And the once-cocky swordsman looked pitiful as he struggled both to staunch the wound and draw breath.

      At last, it was over. Vivant quit fighting the inevitable and lay still as his blood pooled around his head and shoulders. Wren wanted to vomit. She’d known killing was part of the job, but she’d never had to do it before. She was unprepared for how intimate murder would feel.

      

      Back in the present, Wren frowned. Over the years, she had become inured to the awfulness of ending someone’s life. But like, Eveningsong, she’d never fully gotten over it. She could kill without reservation now, but the price of spilling so much blood haunted her dreams.

      “We do what we must,” Wren said.

      “Heh. You sound like August.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Always so stoic and philosophical. But he is a civilian, an academician, a theologian. He doesn’t know the true cost fighting a war has on your soul.

      “I resigned my commission to ensure May would have no obstacles to becoming Captain of the Elite Guard. But the truth is, I’m happier. Instead of murdering my fellow elves, I’m cooking for my family. Cooking is creation, not destruction. And food nurtures life instead of robbing it.”

      Wren nodded again. She wished she had some idea herself for how to turn to healthier pursuits.

      “There you are,” May said, breezing into the kitchen. “You’re not going to hide in here and eat all the treats yourself. There is a house full of guests out there waiting to wish you a happy birthday. Get going.”

      Eveningsong grinned as May came forward and took Wren by the wrist.

      “So much like her mother,” Eveningsong commented.

      Wren barely had time to agree before May dragged her back out into the living area. Plastering a smile to her face, she did her best to ignore the thoughts May’s mother understood so well.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Wren was stuffed and inebriated. May poured her another glass of freschina, and Wren raised her eyebrows.

      “Are you trying to get me drunk, so you can take advantage of me tonight?” she asked.

      “Why, Wren Xavier, how could you think such a thing?” May replied with a wink.

      Most of the guests were filing out, each of them stopping by to wish Wren the best.

      “Well, this was quite a party,” Kenderbrick said. “Thank you for inviting me.”

      “I didn’t invite any of these people,” Wren replied. “This is all May’s doing.”

      “Well, thank you just the same. I know we butt heads a lot, but you’re very good at your job. I’m glad I have you in my command.”

      “Are you sure?” Wren asked.

      “Not always. But most of the time. Happy birthday, Shadow Six.”

      Kenderbrick and the remainder of the human contingent filed out. Sunstrider relaxed into his easy chair as May snuggled up to Wren on the loveseat.

      “You are a treasure to us, Ms. Xavier,” he said with a broad smile. “I am so pleased God has sent someone so extraordinary for May.”

      May blushed. Wren knew elves were devout, but May’s father seemed to have more faith than anyone Wren had ever met – even his daughter.

      “God didn’t send me here, Dr. Sunstrider,” Wren said. “Micah Bartleby did. And trust me, he’s no god.”

      May chuckled at Wren’s joke. Her father smiled broadly.

      “Ah, Ms. Xavier, your sense of humor never ceases to slay me.”

      “I think it’s good you have someone else putting you in your place,” Eveningsong said as she entered the room.

      “I’ll have no chance now,” he replied with a laugh. “You were already sufficient force to keep me in check. With two of you ganging up on me, I’ll never win another argument.”

      “And yet, that won’t stop you from trying,” Eveningsong said.

      May laughed warmly at her parents’ repartee. Wren wasn’t quite sure she understood. After Eveningsong’s admission in the kitchen, Wren wondered if their marriage was as idyllic as it seemed.

      But both of them were smiling. There was love in their eyes. They had a language all their own – punctuated by the balance of Eveningsong’s gritty practicality and Sunstrider’s high-minded philosophy. It reminded her of the easy banter she had enjoyed with Sara. Less than a year after that loss, it still stung Wren to think of it.

      “As usual, I only partially agree with you, dear husband,” Eveningsong said, a touch of mirth in her tone. “I’m glad Wren found May, too. But I am also pleased our daughter found you, Wren Xavier. You are a lonely woman. May is every bit as good for you as you are for her.”

      “Mama….” May said, embarrassed.

      Wren reflected on Eveningsong’s words. She could feel the truth of them. May was a salve for her soul, for all the hurt and pain Wren had committed. She was the only one who had ever understood Wren intimately, aside from Sara. And unlike Wren’s former partner, May embraced their attraction.

      “We should probably get going,” Wren said.

      “But you haven’t finished your wine,” May replied.

      “Yes, well, I’m already tipsy, and we still have to make it home. And since you elves insist on living in trees so that a lot of climbing is involved, I can’t just drunkenly stagger back to your place.”

      “You humans never could hold your liquor,” Eveningsong chided.

      “If we were on the ground instead of up in the branches,” Wren retorted, “I’d drink you under the table.”

      Everyone laughed. Perhaps it was the freschina talking, but Wren felt at ease for the first time today.

      “Now that’s a bet I’d be willing to take, Urlander,” Eveningsong said.

      “Yes, and I’m sorry, Ms. Xavier,” Sunstrider put in, “but I would have to bet on my wife.”

      “Ha!” May said. “Me, too.”

      There was another round of laughter, and Wren wasn’t sure if she should feel insulted or amused. But regardless, she smiled broadly, and nodded her head.

      “Well then,” Wren said, rising, “I am very much looking forward to that day.”

      May’s parents stood as well, and they both came over and hugged Wren tightly.

      “Sleep well, Agent Xavier,” Eveningsong said. Then she flicked her gaze at May. “But not too well.”

      May and Sunstrider chuckled. Wren blushed deeply. Elves had a very different cultural view of sex than humans did. She couldn’t have imagined her parents saying something similar to May. Then again, she couldn’t imagine her parents embracing May as their daughter.

      “Happy birthday, Ms. Xavier,” Sunstrider said. “May God bring you blessings and fortune in this coming year.”

      Wren smiled drunkenly and nodded. She resigned herself to the fact that if she and May were going to have any kind of real future, she would have to put up with Sunstrider invoking God in all things.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Both for your kindness and for the party.”

      “It was our pleasure,” Eveningsong replied.

      “Okay, Birthday Girl,” May said. “Let’s get you home before you’re too drunk to climb back to the apartment.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Wren said.

      May took her by the arm and led her to the door. They lingered for just a moment.

      “’Night, Mama. ’Night, Papa.”

      She pulled the door open, and she and Wren went out into the cool night. As soon as the cold air bit into her cheeks, Wren’s sense of contentment vanished, as though the spring breeze had frozen over her heart.
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        Shadowglen Neighborhood, Drasilia

      

      

      

      Aqib Dragonblade held his breath and tried to control the racing of his heart. He was only vaguely familiar with this part of the city. It had been a long climb down from Sunstrider’s home to reach it. And it was even farther from any of the neighborhoods he had worked with the Freedom Patrol. Twisting branches made it hard to see very far in front of him, and he couldn’t be certain he wasn’t walking into a trap. Still, if he wanted to make contact, he had no choice.

      With a deep breath, he stepped out of the shadows and gave the prearranged signal by putting down his hood. The breeze chilled his ears, and the ugly scar on his face the Shendalis had given him during the war itched. He felt totally exposed.

      Would they come? Would they actually meet with him? Or would this be an ambush? His hand gripped the hilt of his sword, prepared to draw it at the first sign of danger.

      Across the street, he saw movement. His eyes narrowed. Was it his contact or trouble? Or both?

      An elf emerged from behind a large branch and stood just in the street. They put down their own hood. In the darkness, he couldn’t make out any features but for the signature pointed ears of their species. The mystery elf waited, clearly expecting Aqib to approach.

      “Damn,” he whispered.

      Putting his hood back up so he wouldn’t be easily recognized, Aqib stepped out into the street, hoping he hadn’t just made a fatal mistake. His contact waited patiently.

      As he neared, he saw it was a woman. She was short, and she smiled wickedly at him. She had olive-green skin, brown eyes, high cheekbones, and long, black hair tied back in a ponytail. She gazed on him for a moment when he drew even with her.

      Then she turned and vanished back into the shadows.

      Aqib swore softly under his breath. Every instinct in his mind told him this was an insanely stupid idea. Freedom Patrollers could be waiting in the darkness to grab him and slit his throat. Grimacing and gripping his sword tighter, he followed the woman’s path.

      It was completely dark and smelled offensive. Trash and excrement attacked his nostrils viciously. Though he could see nothing, he felt wretched squalor wrap itself around him like a diseased blanket. He cursed the Shendalis. Their ungodly revolution had wrought all manner of destruction.

      “This way,” a voice said.

      It came to him like a whisper carried on the evening breeze. He shivered partially from the cool air and partially from fear.

      Picking his way carefully, he moved deeper into the darkness, anxiously trying to see anything – a shape, a silhouette, a branch. Desperation filled his heart. Despite walking slowly, cautiously, he could not tell how far he had gone.

      “Stop,” a woman’s voice said to his right.

      A light went on in the dwelling next to him. His contact stood in a doorway, backlit.

      “Greetings, Aqib Dragonblade,” she said. “Please come in.”

      She withdrew inside. As the light fell on her, she smiled.

      Never taking his hand off his sword, he went to the door. When he stepped through, it shut behind him.

      He stood in a small flat. It was unfurnished but for a table with a chair behind it a few feet in. Two large male elves flanked the woman. Neither held a weapon, but both glared menacingly at him.

      “I am Shaneika Fairwind,” the woman said.

      Dragonblade appraised her. Her face was lovely, her arms and shoulders wiry. Lean and clearly athletic, she cut an imposing figure. Fairwind projected confidence, but her hand rested on the hilt of a sword on her left hip. Aqib could tell she was an experienced and capable fighter.

      “Where’s Mother Gladheart?” he asked.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Fairwind said with a short, derisive laugh.

      Aqib’s eyes narrowed. Was this a trap? He glanced back at the two large elves behind him. They continued to look threatening, but neither made a move.

      “I was promised a meeting with Mother Gladheart,” Aqib said.

      “I know,” Fairwind replied. “But you won’t be getting it tonight.”

      Aqib’s heartrate quickened. Everything he’d feared seemed to be coming true.

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “Because Mother doesn’t trust you, Dragonblade,” Fairwind replied as though it should be obvious. “You’ve gone back to the Elite Guard. You’ve publicly called for militia members to join the Central Police instead. Ever since your little adventure in Allamabad and Brightwater, you’ve become a lapdog of the Coalition Government.”

      “I was Mother Gladheart’s most trusted assistant,” he protested.

      “And now you advise May Honeyflower instead,” Fairwind countered. “As far as Mother can tell, you’ve lost sight of who the true elves are. You’ve forgotten who has the Message of Frey and the blessing of God.”

      Aqib scowled. He didn’t know this woman. If she’d been in the Freedom Patrol when he was, he’d never met her. How was he going to convince her?

      “How do I know you speak for Mother Gladheart?” he said.

      She raised her eyebrows at the remark. He’d surprised her. Good. He needed whatever advantages he could get.

      “You’ve been trying to make contact with us for weeks, Dragonblade,” she said. “Do you really think Mother would send someone who wasn’t authorized to speak on her behalf?”

      “But that’s just my point,” he said, grinning viciously. “I knew Mother better than anyone. You don’t sound at all like her. She was accommodating and accepting. When someone came forward to ask forgiveness, she gave it. You sound like you don’t know her.”

      Fairwind smirked back at him. She walked around the table and seated herself in the chair. Then, she put her hands on the surface as though she were passing judgment in court.

      “Mother’s had to change her ways, Dragonblade,” she said. “You Elite Guard and your snavrek allies have been hunting her non-stop. She can’t afford to be as … accommodating, to use your word, as she used to be.”

      Aqib ground his teeth. He became convinced he’d walked into a trap. He decided to call them on it.

      “Then what’s the purpose of this meeting?” he asked. “Why agree to see me if Mother won’t listen to what I have to say?”

      Fairwind smiled broadly. She steepled her fingers, then leaned forward and rested her chin on the tips.

      “Because she remembers who you used to be, Dragonblade. And she remembers what you used to mean to her.

      “So she is curious. She wants to know what you want. She wants to know why her prodigal son has been trying to contact her.”

      Now Aqib smiled. Perhaps he’d been right after all. Maybe Mother would see him.

      “I want to know her bidding,” he answered.

      Fairwind didn’t respond immediately. She let her brown-eyed gaze crawl over Aqib, seeking the slightest sign that he might be lying. He continued to smile smugly.

      “I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” she said at last.

      “Yes, you do,” he said. “You know exactly what I mean. You know damned well I am suggesting I can be Mother Gladheart’s elf on the inside. I can give her a senior officer in the Elite Guard.”

      Fairwind crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. She arched her eyebrows, but skepticism fell over her face like a curtain.

      “Why would you do that?” she asked.

      “Because I haven’t changed. Just because I followed May Honeyflower to Jifan to rescue her snavrek lover, just because I fought by her side to prevent Red Dragon Five from destroying Brightwater Port, and just because I rejoined the Elite Guard doesn’t mean I am any different than the elf Mother Gladheart knew.

      “I did what I had to to get out of prison. I did what I had to to defend my country. And then I saw a perfect opportunity to put the Freedom Patrol closer to the heart of everything. So, I took it.”

      Silence descended on the room again. The two heavies exchanged a glance, as if they might consider believing him. Fairwind, though, continued to stare at him, unconvinced.

      “It’s funny,” she said. “Mother Gladheart doesn’t know anything about this grand scheme of yours.”

      “Of course not! She didn’t come to see me while I was in the occupiers’ prison. And then she went to ground while I was away in Jifan. When I returned, I had to spend some time getting into the Elite Guard’s good graces. A lot of people didn’t trust me after Silverleaf’s failed coup.

      “But I’ve won over the captain. Eagleflight may be Honeyflower’s second-in-command, but she trusts me completely. She’ll never see it coming when I betray her. None of them will.”

      He smiled condescendingly at her. It was his turn to make it all appear as if it should have been obvious.

      Fairwind studied him a little longer. Aqib willed her to believe him.

      “Mother was hoping for something like this,” she said, nodding. “I have instructions for you.”

      “No,” Aqib growled. “I don’t know you, Fairwind. And I don’t know these two brutes you brought with you. I’ve no guarantee you’re even with the Freedom Patrol. And if you are, you’ve offered no proof you’re in contact with Mother Gladheart or know her wishes. I’m not taking orders from anyone but Mother herself.”

      Fairwind smirked again. She shook her head.

      “And you could be lying, Dragonblade. You’ve offered no evidence this is anything more than a clumsy attempt to help the Guard find us. Mother hopes to take you back, but you’re going to have to prove your fidelity first.”

      Aqib crossed his own arms and leveled his most intimidating gaze at her. He’d expected some sort of test, and he had an idea Fairwind and her crew were here to provide it.

      “How?”

      “When the time is right, Mother will contact you. She will send one of her agents instructing you to perform a service for her. If you do as she asks, she will consider seeing you.”

      “What service?”

      “I was not ordered to give you a mission, Dragonblade. I was only instructed to make contact and determine your intentions. If they were as Mother Gladheart hoped, I was to deliver the message I already have – that you will be contacted to perform a boon. Complete it, and we will know you are one of us again.”

      “I was never not one of you,” he protested.

      “So you say. Regardless, Mother requires a test of faith. If you pass it, she will consider you her child again.”

      Cold sweat broke out along Aqib’s spine. He’d known Mother would have to be convinced. He’d expected there to be some sort of trial. But the idea of a favor-to-be-named-later scared him. If Mother’s boon were outrageous, it could blow his cover. Worse, it might get him hung for treason.

      “Just when will I be contacted?” he asked.

      “I cannot say,” she replied. “When Mother has determined what she needs from you, someone will tell you what it is. Until then, wait patiently. Continue to ingratiate yourself into the Elite Guard. You serve Alfar by doing so.”

      Aqib frowned. Deep his gut, he was certain this would end in disaster.

      “Now go,” Fairwind said. “We’ll be in touch.”

      One of the other elves opened the door behind him. He took a last look at the three of them and memorized their faces before leaving. He wanted to know whom he would avenge himself upon if he were betrayed.
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        May Honeyflower’s Apartment, Drasilia

      

      

      

      May was glad to be home. Wren had been a mystery all night. For elves, birthdays were such a happy thing. She’d never heard of anyone dreading taking a moment to celebrate having completed another year of life.

      She loved Wren dearly, but humans were a strange species. It amazed her how they found ways to take joy in cruelty, while failing to recognize everyday things that were actually worth celebrating. And though they believed in God, human beings did not understand his true message. They always saw the punitive side of God’s law, never the love. So she supposed it wasn’t unusual that they had all the wrong attitudes towards things like birthdays.

      As they entered May’s small but tidy home, Wren’s face was a mask of stone. Her arms were like iron – coiled and taut. May suspected she might break her fingers if she tried to give her lover a simple shoulder massage. Well, she wasn’t going to allow that to last for long.

      “I’m sorry I threw you a birthday party,” May said, stepping around in front of her and taking both hands in hers. “I really thought you would enjoy it.”

      “It’s all right,” Wren said.

      “Did you have fun, at least? Tell me you had fun.”

      “Yes, I had fun.”

      “You promise?”

      “Yes,” Wren said with a slight chuckle. “I promise I had fun. At least as much fun as I could have under the circumstances.”

      “What circumstances?”

      “I already told you: Forty isn’t a birthday humans enjoy celebrating. “

      “Well,” May said, giving Wren her best bedroom eyes. “Perhaps I can change that.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “After all, I haven’t given you your birthday present yet.”

      Wren put a tight smile on her face, but she didn’t meet May’s gaze.

      “I can’t wait,” Wren said.

      May stared into those haunted, gray eyes. There was no warmth in them, no desire. Wren’s mind was a thousand miles away.

      “All right,” May said, feeling a little unworthy. “Out with it.”

      “Out with what?”

      “Whatever is bothering you.”

      “I’ve already told you what’s bothering me.”

      “Oh, bullshit, Wren. You’ve been standoffish all night. Even when you’ve allegedly been having fun, you’ve been broody. This is more than some birthday humans don’t like celebrating. Something else is bothering you. Tell me what it is.”

      Wren heaved a great sigh. Her shoulders sagged. The façade she’d been struggling to keep on her face melted away to be replaced by sorrow.

      “Sara died when she was forty,” she said, as though that explained everything.

      “I thought she was two years older than you,” May replied.

      “She is … was. She died a few days before her forty-first birthday. She died here, May. In Alfar.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you? Your best friend died at age forty?”

      “Sara was the best Shadow I ever knew, May. In my opinion, she was chronically under-ranked. She should’ve been Shadow One. And she should’ve made her final rank of Shadow Five long before she did. If an agent that good can’t survive past her fortieth birthday, what chance have I got?”

      May stared at her sympathetically. Wren’s gloomy demeanor was beginning to make a little more sense. She spoke frequently of Shadow Five and of their deep and abiding friendship through the years. May had long suspected that Sara Wensley-James was so much more to Wren than a partner and a longed-for lover. They had both been recruited to Shadow Service at the same time. And given the traumatic way Wren’s parents had disowned her, she likely saw Shadow Five as a sister – perhaps even a mother.

      “Wren, just because your best friend died at age forty doesn’t mean you will. And just because she happened to be killed in Alfar doesn’t guarantee your death here.”

      Wren didn’t say anything. But May could see in her eyes that she refused to be consoled.

      “Please tell me what you’re feeling,” May said.

      “It’s just …” Wren’s words trailed away. She swallowed hard. “It’s more than that.”

      “I know. Tell me what it is.”

      Wren’s eyes flicked back and forth, as though she were searching for what to say and might find the answers written on the walls. She sighed again.

      “I’m just not as good as I used to be,” she confessed. “I make more mistakes than I used to. And they’re harder to recover from.”

      “You seem to be doing just fine to me.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Wren said, astonishment seizing her face. “May, Alfar has almost killed me twice. I may have stopped Silverleaf’s coup, but I barely survived Ravager’s torture. And I may have thwarted Red Dragon Five’s attempt to destroy Drasilia, but not only did I get captured, I made a huge blunder on the case that cost hundreds of human and elven lives, not to mention catastrophic damage to Brightwater Port.

      “And both of those times I was inches from death before you saved me.”

      “But I did save you.”

      “That’s not the point! Ravager was about to release his killshot before you arrived and took him out. Teargarden had ordered my execution, and his soldier was seconds from carrying it out before Dragonblade shot him. In both of those instances, there was no escape. There was no gadget that would enable me to break free, and there was no more time for me to keep the villain talking until I could find a way out. I had to be rescued both times. If you hadn’t come along when you did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

      “So, yeah, May. Forty scares the living hell out of me. Sara Wensley-James couldn’t survive forty. She was a better agent than I’ll ever be. I’m getting too careless or too slow or too … old. Sooner or later, my luck is going to run out. And if Sara couldn’t make it to age forty-one, I don’t see how I can.”

      Tears leaked from Wren’s eyes. Her voice was choked, and May saw real fear on her lover’s face. The brash Urlander rarely worried about consequences to her actions. She followed her instincts, she improvised, and she straight-up flung herself headlong into danger whenever she thought it necessary. Now, the mighty Shadow Six feared the results of anything she did. May’s heart broke for her.

      “My poor Little Songbird.”

      “Don’t call me that!” Wren snapped.

      “Sweetheart, I understand all of your pain. It sounds to me like you’re having a midlife crisis. That’s valid. I understand your worry and your fear and your anxiety.”

      “You say you understand, May, but do you? You survived the Elfin Civil War, which is an extraordinary accomplishment in and of itself. But my whole job is and always has been to risk my life. The trick to being a successful gambler is not just being able and willing to take big risks; it’s also knowing when to quit. Sooner or later, someone’s going to cash in my chips.”

      “So what then? Will you retire?”

      “I don’t know,” Wren said. Sadness poured off her in waves. “Maybe.”

      “And what will you do then?”

      “I don’t know!” she shouted. “Spying and killing is all I know how to do!”

      Her tears came more freely. They ran like rivers down her cheeks and dripped onto her tunic. May stepped forward and gently brushed them aside. She kissed Wren softly on the forehead.

      “Poor Little Songbird,” she soothed. “Tonight, I will take care of you. Tomorrow, after you’ve had some rest, you can decide what you will do.”

      Wren’s face was a mixture of anger and loss and sorrow. May took her hands and gently led her to the bedroom. Deftly, she undressed her human lover.

      “Lie down,” May instructed. “On your back, with your head towards me.”

      Glumly, Wren complied. May’s heart broke for her. The Urlander was a mass of worry and regret.

      She stripped off her own clothes quickly. Then she approached Wren and put her fingers under the other woman’s neck.

      “Try to relax,” she said.

      Softly, she pressed her fingertips into the muscle. As she’d expected, Wren’s trapezia were as hard as rocks. May rubbed gently, encouraging them to let go their tension slowly. Wren sighed.

      When the muscle at last began to respond, she called another of the charms her father had taught her to mind.

      “Tensionem tuam dimitte,” she chanted. “Voluntati meae indulge.”

      Warm magic spread from her heart to her fingertips. She watched Wren’s neck glow softly with yellow light as May worked the arcane energy into the muscles.

      Wren moaned in relief. Moments later, the fierce constriction left, and the flesh became soft and pliable beneath her touch. With the resistance gone, May probed deeper into the tissue, finding the hidden knots and massaging them out, drawing ever-deeper groans from her Little Songbird.

      With the neck finally relaxed, May repeated the charm and went to work on the rest of the trapezia, working her way out to each shoulder. Like before, Wren’s body put up a fight, but it was no match for May’s magic. In the space of only five minutes, Wren was putty in her hands.

      She drew her fingers up to the back and sides of her lover’s head. Massaging gently, she invoked more sorcery.

      “Sollicita curas. Requiesce in pace.”

      Golden light bathed the human’s entire head, and May increased the pressure of her fingers, forcing Wren’s mind to accept the magic. She watched carefully as Little Songbird’s face relaxed, as the anger and fear drained from her brow. Soon, Wren looked as peaceful as a sleeping child.

      With a smile, May bent down and kissed her forehead. She put several soft, sweet kisses on the pale, freckled skin, working her way down to first her nose, and then her lips.

      Bent over her, May brushed and teased Wren’s mouth. Soon, her lover returned the kiss, and they were quickly lost in passion. 

      They made love until Wren had nothing more to give. Then May wrapped her arms around Wren, who snuggled into her chest. May felt fresh tears on her bosom.

      “There, there, Little Songbird. Rest easy.”

      Wren said nothing else. In a few minutes’ time, her breathing became deep and rhythmic. May smiled as Wren lost consciousness.

      Everything her girlfriend had said resonated deeply with May. She worried every day that Wren would go off on assignment and never come back. Secretly, she hoped tomorrow Wren would make good on her threat to retire.
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        Shadow Service Regional Headquarters, Drasilia

      

      

      

      Wren felt stupid as she walked into the office. What the hell had come over her last night? She couldn’t believe she was acting that way, worrying that she was too slow or too careless. It wasn’t like her. Especially on her birthday. Hell, ever since she’d been thrown out, her birthday had meant nothing to her. And with good reason.
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