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For my dad, who always believed I could do it.
Sara Wensley-James spurred the stolen horse, urging him to weave his way faster through the decaying trees in the hope of eluding her pursuers. The great, black stallion whinneyed in protest, but he responded to her commands. His hooves pounded the dry earth, picking their way through the detritus of fallen branches and dead ground cover, eluding trees.
She chanced a look behind her. She could make out at least three more riders. They were covered in white robes – the color of death in elfin culture. Their heads were enshrouded by white hoods, but she knew who they were: the Sons of Frey. They were determined to prevent her from reporting what she knew.
One stood up in his stirrups and aimed a bow at her. She put herself low in the saddle and hoped the arrow would whistle over her.
The shot never came, though. After a moment, she risked another glance behind. The would-be bowman had been unseated by a low-hanging branch before he could fire. That gave Sara an idea. She pulled on the reins to slow her mount.
Within seconds, the other two riders closed the distance. One drew an arrow and started fitting it to a bow. The other crouched low and urged more speed from his horse. As he got closer, he put his hand forward to try to grab her reins.
With a quick kick of her spurs, she pulled away. Then she reached out for a tree. Without thought, she summoned her Shadow powers and slapped the trunk as she went by, releasing Shadow from her hands. Instantly, the already dying tree rotted both up and down. After a few seconds, the weight of its branches was too great. It snapped in half and crashed down on her pursuers just as they were passing. One was crushed; the archer was knocked off his horse to an uncertain fate.
“Hah!” Sara said aloud, pleased with the results of her trickery.
Presently, an arrow shot past her face, narrowly missing her. She turned her head and saw five more riders, all preparing to launch arrows at her.
“Oh, hell,” she said.
She pulled sharply on the reins and moved her mount away, coaxing him to his best speed. Behind her came a chorus of twangs. Sara laid low and tried to melt into the horse’s back. She heard a series of thunks as the missiles struck trees instead of her.
“Come on, boy!” she shouted to the horse, begging him to get her to safety.
He danced between one dying tree and another as Sara searched for some place to hide, some way to escape those who would kill her. The putrescent forest offered nothing, though. Blackened tree after rotting bush gave no shelter to an Urlish Shadow trying to report to her superiors.
An arrow struck a tree to her right – and this one came from in front of her. Sara pulled on the reins, bringing the poor, tired horse to a halt. Sure enough, three more riders were up ahead and closing in.
She couldn’t go left. That way led to the large clearing between here and Al-Adan. She could only go right – effectively back the way she’d come. Before she had a moment to consider the risks of that plan, though, she spied more Sons of Frey approaching from that direction. She was trapped.
They had been flushing her. They pursued from three directions to move her to the edge of the forest. Now, they intended to force her out into the open. With no trees for cover, their arrows were much more likely to find their target.
“Damn,” she cursed.
There was nothing for it. She had to take the route they gave her. With luck, she could get a good enough head start she could outrun them to Al-Adan.
She pulled on the reins and spurred the big, black horse into action again. Gritting her teeth, she charged for the edge of the forest. As it approached, she could feel her heart starting to race harder. She’d been scared during the chase through the dead woods, but she’d had her wits and her skill to help her. Now, she had nothing but whatever speed her stolen mount had left.
“You can do it, boy,” she whispered to him.
She held her breath as they emerged from the trees and broke out across open ground. She dug her spurs into his sides to let him know it was time for his best. He protested again, but picked up his pace to a full gallop.
The earth outside the woods was just as blasted as within. Hard, bare ground was cracked from lack of moisture, and only the hardiest of plants grew. In the distance, she could see Al-Adan rising up from the desolation. It was a long way off, and she wondered if the giant, black horse had enough energy to make it.
She stole another glance behind and spotted no one. Surely the Sons of Frey should have reached the edge of the forest by now. Where were they?
Sara looked left and right to see if a new group of pursuers had taken up the chase, but there was nothing. After a moment, she allowed the horse to slow, hoping to conserve his energy.
She looked back again. No riders emerged from the trees.
It couldn’t be this easy. They had flushed her out. They were not about to just let her go free now.
Sara stood up in the stirrups and searched every direction of the wasteland for some trap or incoming attack. She was about to relax, think she had maybe gotten away, when she spotted the new threat. In the sky, a lone man was barreling towards her on a flying carpet. He was crouched low, his cloak snapping in the wind like a flag. She didn’t need to make out his features to know who it was.
“Oh, hell,” she said. “Ravager.”
Ravager – the Phrygian Shadow consorting with the Shendali terrorists pursuing her. Sara was suddenly very afraid. She’d rather face the Sons of Frey.
“Go!” she shouted at the horse and dug her spurs in savagely. He took off at a bolt, but it was no use. Ravager closed the distance quickly. His magic carpet had greater speed than an exhausted stallion.
She risked a look back and saw the vicious smile in his eyes. His hand was upraised, and she knew what was coming next. A black ball of Shadow formed on his hand, and he hurled it at her.
“If you want to live, you better run like hell,” Sara said.
She needn’t have done so. The horse was running for its life now. He perceived the wrongness of Ravager’s missile and knew he didn’t want to be near.
The ball of Shadow bounced along the ground in pursuit of them. Despite the beast’s terror, Sara spurred him to go faster.
Miraculously, they outran the dark death pursuing them. It just couldn’t keep up.
But Ravager wasn’t done. He came down low, so he was hugging the ground and pulled alongside them.
“Hello, Ms. Wensley-James,” he said in his thick, Phrygian accent. His blue eyes mocked her, as did his cruel smile. “Thees charade has come to an end.”
Sara reached for a dagger to hurl at him, but she never got a chance. Ravager fired another of his dark missiles at them, and this time he was too close to miss. The ball of death struck her mount in its neck. It opened a savage maw and began ravening the poor beast. He stumbled as blood flew from his neck, and Sara was thrown forward.
She landed roughly on the hard ground. Pain shot through her shoulder as she tumbled forward. She rolled for twenty feet before finally coming to a halt. When she stopped, she was certain she’d broken her collarbone, and she had skin missing from several places. She tried to stand but couldn’t do it. She wondered if she’d broken a leg or maybe her back as well.
She looked back at the stolen horse. He was dead, but Ravager’s monstrous thing continued tearing his flesh apart. Above her, Ravager circled around on his flying carpet, making his way back towards her. She was about to meet a similar fate.
Sara couldn’t let the mission fail. Just because she was dead didn’t mean she couldn’t stop them. She had an ability Ravager didn’t know about, and she had just enough time to use it.
He came barreling in on her, his hand raised to fling another of his deadly balls of Shadow at her. But he wasn’t the only one with Shadow at his disposal.
She put her hand to the earth and called up in her mind the image of her controller, Kenderbrick. When Sara had the woman firmly fixed in her mind. She expelled Shadow from her hand, sending it to Kenderbrick with a single-word message.
With the information away, she smiled. Ravager had failed. She’d gotten a message to her superiors. Urland would benefit from her work.
Ravager let fly with her doom. It took only two bounces to reach her. She screamed as it tore the flesh from her body.
***
In Al-Adan, Cassius Morningdew gathered his courage. He stared at the bustling elves in the market and wondered if he was doing the right thing. He wasn’t afraid to die, but should he really murder his own people?
Here was a woman with two children inspecting pomegranates. There was a man doing his best to sell sugared dates. None of them knew what was coming. They were just trying to get on with the business of life. Was it really fair to murder them?
But as his will began to waver, he saw something else. A group of human soldiers strolled imperiously through the market. They brazenly examined the wares offered for sale and stared at every passing elf, as though the humans were the ones who belonged here, not the elves.
Cassius felt flames of rage lick his soul. These interlopers were ruining the country and the people he loved. Frey had told the elves they were God’s special people, put on Earth to bring enlightenment to all others. But here were humans – occupiers – telling elves how to govern themselves, insisting elfin magic be provided to them, and enforcing their will by the sword. It was the humans who despoiled the land and caused the schism between elves that led glorious Alfheim to split into two nations.
And it was the decadent Freyalans in Alfar who continued to consort with this corrupt race, condoning their crimes. The humans deserved death, but so did any elf who willingly collaborated with them. There was only one way to save elfkind and rid the human stench from their nation. The Urlish dogs had to be made to see that Alfar was not worth the cost in lives to occupy, and his people had to be made to understand the humans cannot be tolerated.
His mentor, the leader of the Sons of Frey, Starfellow, spoke of a state of grace. It cannot be achieved, he counseled, while humans and elves mix. But, Starfellow told him, sacrificing oneself in the name of elfin purity brought one to grace. A martyr found the fellowship of both Frey and God on the other side.
Morningdew set his jaw. He knew what he had to do.
With an angry look at the revolting humans, he pulled up the hood of his white robe. Then he withdrew the special wand Starfellow gave him. He said a quick prayer to Frey, asking him to watch over his family.
“Eradico,” he said and waved the wand.
He never saw what happened next. His body became a living bomb and blew apart, sending destructive eldritch energy in every direction. He’d have been satisfied with the results, though. Fifty people were killed, including all of the humans. Carts caught fire. Three buildings were partially destroyed. And there was great weeping from the survivors.
Wolf Dasher feinted to his left, then slashed to the right with a move that would have taken Chelsea Chandler’s head off if his sword had been real and her reflexes poorer. Instead, she brought her own wooden sword up and checked his blow. Then she twisted her wrist, got on top of his sword, and forced it down. She tried to follow with an uppercut to his neck, but he stepped back and swatted her sword away from him.
“Very nice,” she said. “Two months ago, I’d have connected with that counterstrike.”
“I got tired of the bruises,” he replied with a grin.
“That’s good,” she said. “In the field, it wouldn’t be a bruise. It would be a potentially fatal slice to your neck.”
She lunged again, forcing Wolf to parry. Damn, but she was fast. Chelsea Chandler was easily the best trainer Wolf had ever had. She found his weaknesses, exploited them, and then taught him how to prevent a real opponent from doing the same. She was incredibly gifted.
She was also very beautiful. She was tall and lean and had a prodigious chest that Wolf found extremely distracting while he was trying to fight her. During these training sessions, she wore a tight smock that was cut low, and her breasts regularly threatened to fall out. Wolf often wondered if she did this on purpose, and if the distraction they caused wasn’t the real reason she could find weaknesses in his swordplay.
She parried another of his strikes, knocking him temporarily off balance. As he tripped forward, he got a good look at those breasts and saw sweat trickling between them. He ducked a haymaker aimed at his head and moved back out of her range.
“Come on, Wolf,” she taunted. “You can do better than that.”
He refocused his mind and circled her, looking for an opening. She was right; it was time for him to be more serious.
Seeing an opportunity, he attacked. She parried again, and they danced around the floor hacking at each other. Chelsea ducked low, giving Wolf an opening. He brought his sword crashing down at her, but he realized too late she was feinting again. She knocked his sword back at him, opening up his inside line. Then, quick as lightning, she struck him in the neck. He gasped in pain and dropped his sword, clutching the welt she’d raised.
“Damn, Chelsea!” he cursed. “That hurt!”
“It would have hurt more, if it had been a real sword,” she said. “Or maybe not. Maybe you’d have been beheaded and never known what happened until you woke up in Heaven.”
“You know I’m an atheist, Chelsea,” he said. “And if there is a God and an afterlife, I doubt I’m going to Heaven.”
“That’s beside the point, Wolf,” she replied. “That was a sloppy attack that could cost you your life on a mission. When you’re bringing that big finisher, make sure you’re using two hands. It gives you more power and protects you better. I was able to counter your attack, because you one-handed it, exposing your neck. If you’d had two hands on the sword, I wouldn’t have been able to open you up like that.
“This isn’t like you. You’ve been fighting sloppily for weeks. What’s going on, Shadow Seven,” she asked.
Wolf was an agent in Urland’s Shadow Service. The term, “Shadow,” referred both to people who possessed strange, dark magical powers and to the energy itself. His code name indicated he was a Shadow and that his field rank was number seven. Rank was determined by power and experience. When someone above you died, you moved up a level or two. Wolf had been “promoted” sixteen times since joining Her Majesty’s Shadow Service. It was a dangerous job.
“I’m bored,” he admitted. “I haven’t had an assignment in nearly a year, and I’m going stir crazy. All I do is train and read briefs. I’m dying for some action.”
Chelsea nodded sadly.
“All you Shadows want to be out in the field,” she said. “You can’t stand it when you have to wait for something to happen. Something about that dark energy flowing through you makes you crave being close to death.”
“I don’t like being close to death,” Wolf protested.
“You constantly put your life in danger,” she countered. “You take huge risks in the name of the Crown. I suspect many of you don’t mind when the end comes. You’re released from your agony.”
Wolf tried to look at her and found he couldn’t. Something about what she said struck a nerve.
“You try being a freak in the eyes of normal people,” he said. “Try being ostracized by anyone who knows what you really are; being disowned by your family. The Shadow Service is the only family I have, and being on a mission is the only time I feel useful. You say we crave being around death, Chelsea. I say, working a mission is the only time I feel alive.”
“Well,” she said, “if you keep training and reading the briefs it might keep you alive a little longer.”
He was about to retort when they were interrupted. A young man in the navy blue uniform of the Royal Army stepped into the gymnasium.
“Excuse me, Shadow Seven,” he said. “Control would like to see you straight away.”
“I’ll be there as soon as I clean up,” he said.
“Yes, sir,” the young man replied. He turned on his heel and left.
“Well,” Chelsea said. “Sounds like maybe that mission you’ve been craving is here.”
“He probably wants to lecture me on the communication protocols,” Wolf said, but he couldn’t hide his smile. Chelsea was almost certainly right.
“Well, if you’re wrong,” she returned, “make sure you remember what I taught you. Don’t one-hand the big blows. You open up your inside line, and that’s trouble.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said. He rubbed his neck again. “How could I forget?”
“Touché,” she replied with a smile. Wolf laughed.
“Someday, I’m going to make you make good on that promise.”
“You’d better improve your skill first.”
Wolf laughed again. He took a last look at Chelsea Chandler, wished he had time to continue flirting with her, and then gave up and headed for the locker room.
***
Twenty minutes later, he was standing in the office of Micah Bartleby, the head of Her Majesty’s Shadow Service. The chief was a large man with a disproportionately small head. Every part of him was round, and Wolf was constantly of the impression that his boss looked like a giant beetle, no matter how he dressed to disguise it.
Today, he wore black robes and sat behind an imposing oak desk in an immaculate office adorned by paintings of the vessels he commanded when he served in the Royal Navy. He barely looked up when Wolf entered the office.
“Come in, Shadow Seven,” he said in the gruff, no-nonsense voice he always used when he had business to discuss. Wolf’s hopes for a mission rose a little.
“What do you know about the situation in Alfar?” Bartleby asked.
“Mostly what I read in the briefs,” Wolf replied. “It’s an elf nation across the Gleaming Sea. Split from its neighbor, Jifan, thirteen years ago after a religious uprising caused a coup. The two nations warred for several years before coming to an uneasy truce.
“The principle disagreement is over who is the proper successor to the prophet, Frey. Jifan is ruled by the more conservative Shendali sect, while, until recently, Alfar was in the hands of progressive Freyalans.
“Four years ago, Shendali fundamentalists attempted to take over the Alfari government, and the rightful rulers asked for our assistance in holding the country. We’ve had boots on the ground ever since, and our soldiers have struggled to maintain order and prevent sectarian violence between Freyalans and Shendalis.
“Six months ago, Freyalan and Shendali leaders formed a coalition government in the name of peace. The president of the coalition is Freyalan, but numerous key officials are Shendali. Since then, ethnic cleansing and other elf-on-elf violence has waned, but Jifani-funded terrorists still attempt to destabilize the government with suicide killers.
“The coalition government wants us to withdraw our troops now, believing both that their security forces are capable of containing the violence and that anti-human sentiment among Shendali fundamentalists will be countered by our withdrawal, thereby reducing the number of incidents, both potential and real.”
“Very good,” Bartleby said. He looked at Wolf for the first time. “But there’s more. As you know, Alfar is critical to our interests in the cold war with Phrygia. Elves are master artisans of magic, and Alfar is our principle supplier of such goods. Jifan sells to the Phrygians. We therefore need to ensure the Alfari government stays in the hands of progressives and doesn’t fall to the anti-human fundamentalists ruling Jifan.”
“Which makes the negotiations to withdraw our soldiers from Alfar tricky,” Wolf commented.
“Precisely,” the chief said.
“Am I being reassigned to Alfar?” Wolf asked. The thought made him nervous. He was unfamiliar with that theater. For the past several years, he’d been operating exclusively north of the Gleaming Sea, particularly in Phrygia and the states that bordered it.
“Not yet,” Bartleby answered. “There’s something else we need to look into.”
“What’s that?” Wolf asked.
Bartleby motioned for Wolf to sit down. Wolf dropped into a comfortable chair in front of the chief’s desk, while the big man pulled a file from a drawer. He tossed it across the desk to Wolf, who picked it up.
“Shadow Five’s been murdered,” Bartleby said. Wolf looked up from the file sharply.
“They got Sara?”
“Mm-hmm,” Bartleby said, nodding.
“How?”
“We’re not sure yet,” the chief replied. “Her body was severely mutilated, torn to pieces. So was the horse she was riding. She was on her way to Al-Adan. Based on the tracks left by the horse, she was going at great speed. She appears to have been thrown forward. The evidence suggests she was being chased.”
“We’re sure it wasn’t a wild animal?”
“The bite marks don’t match those of any predator indigenous to the area. The details are in the file I gave you.”
Wolf nodded and glanced at the documents. He scanned the particulars. They were gruesome.
“So what do we think killed her?” he asked.
“Like I said, we’re still working on that. Quincy’s on location,” the chief said, referring to the head of Urland’s Magic Division. “He’s researching magical and Shadow angles.”
“Do we have any leads at all?” Wolf said. He and Sara Wensley-James had been friends. He wanted to bring her murderer to justice.
“One,” Bartleby answered. “That’s where you come in.” Wolf looked up from the file. His grey eyes met the chief’s gaze.
“As you are likely aware,” Bartleby continued, “one of Shadow Five’s abilities was to send messages to select individuals. She had to be well acquainted with the subject and could only choose one or two people at a time.
“Most recently, she connected herself to Kenderbrick, her controller. This enabled her to communicate with her field officers without actually having to report in. She was a great asset in this way.
“Before she died, she sent Kenderbrick a one-word message: ‘Silverleaf.’” Wolf cocked his head quizzically. “Sagaius Silverleaf is the Alfari ambassador to Urland.”
Wolf’s eyebrows raised. He ran his fingers through his thick, black hair. For a moment he didn’t know what to say. The accusation was unthinkable.
“The Alfari ambassador murdered Sara?” he said.
“No,” Bartleby replied. “That wouldn’t be possible.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” the chief said as though it should be obvious, “for the past three weeks, he’s been here in Urland.”
Wolf sat back in his chair and pondered the implications. Sara was killed by some mysterious power or beast. She fingered the Alfari ambassador before she died. Silverleaf couldn’t have done it by any conventional means, because he’d been here for more than a fortnight. Something about all this wasn’t right.
“What’s the connection then?” he asked.
“That,” the chief said, “is what I want you to find out.
“Silverleaf often spends his evenings at the Dubonney Club downtown. I want you to try to get close to him and see what you can learn.”
Wolf scratched the back of his head. He thought the chief’s plan was doubtful.
“Chief,” he said. “That club is for aristocracy only.”
“And if I’m not too much mistaken, you come from noble blood,” Bartleby snapped.
“My family disowned me when they discovered I was a Shadow,” Wolf protested. “I can’t make any claims to the title.”
“Oh, for God’s sake, man!” Bartleby sounded as though he might explode. “This is the bleeding Shadow Service. Do you think we can’t pull the appropriate strings to have your title temporarily reinstated?
“One of my best agents is dead. Somehow the Alfari ambassador is involved. I want to know how, and I want to know why. The key may be at the Dubonney Club, and I intend to use whatever resources I have to find out. So quit crying about your beastly family and go investigate Silverleaf.”
Bartleby finished and held Wolf with his gaze. Wolf seethed quietly in the chair, his fair complexion turning a dark red. He didn’t care that Bartleby was his commanding officer; the man had no right to speak to him that way. What did he know about being disowned and reviled?
“You have a job to do, Wolf,” Bartleby said, softening his tone. “We all do. I appreciate that this is awkward for you, but national security may hinge on this investigation. I need you to focus on what’s important.”
Wolf chewed his bottom lip. He didn’t like it, but the chief was right. He had a job to do.
“Very well,” Wolf said. “I’ll make reservations for tonight.” He got up and went to the door.
“Oh, one more thing,” Bartleby said as Wolf was about to exit. “Shadow Five’s death means you’ve been promoted again. You’re Shadow Six now.”
“Yes, sir,” Wolf said after a pause.
He went out, feeling depressed. He’d been excited when he arrived. He’d gotten a mission at last. But this one left nothing but a sour taste in his mouth. He swore he was going to make whoever was responsible for Sara’s death pay. And if it was Sagaius Silverleaf, the Alfaris were just going to have to find themselves a new ambassador.
General Yevgeni Tupelov could barely contain his disdain. How could these politicians and generals be so willing to turn their backs on Phrygia? Where was their patriotism, their sense of pride?
He hated dealing with bureaucrats. It was a waste of his time to be here in Mockba for the military brain trust’s annual comprehensive state of security briefing. He should be out commanding his troops.
“If we do not reduce our military spending,” General Petrovsky said, addressing the politburo, “we will not be able to fund other critical programs, including domestic projects such as increasing agricultural output.”
Tupelov rubbed his bald head and glared with his singular eye. Petrovsky was the supreme commander of the Phrygian military. How could a man in his position ask for a reduction in military spending?
“What do you suggest,” one of the men in the room asked. Tupelov couldn’t remember his name. It didn’t matter. All these politburo politicians were the same – bloated and self-absorbed. None of them appreciated true sacrifice. They lived in their cozy apartments in Mockba while the soldiers froze in the snow and ice, protecting Phrygia from her enemies.
“We must redirect twelve percent of military funds into the People’s Defense Bureau,” Petrovsky answered. “Another three percent should be added to the budget for the People’s Paranormal Research Unit. These two agencies provide far greater defense of our nation than the military can.”
Tupelov was shocked. Fifteen percent of the military budget was going to be redirected to the damned Shadows? Was he mad?
“How so?” a second politician said. Tupelov thought that one’s name might be Mirin.
“The cold war with Urland does not present any immediate military danger,” Petrovsky said. Tupelov couldn’t believe his ears. “Urland is not in a position to attack Phrygia or her interests directly. The true threat comes from Urland’s Shadow Service and her magical superiority. Urlish Shadows can penetrate our holdings – both military and political – and gather intelligence that can lead to devastating results. We must give greater funding to counterintelligence and intelligence-gathering efforts with our own Shadows in the PDB to effectively gain the upper hand in our struggle with the Urlanders.
“Furthermore, they have many more magicians in their employ and enjoy a better relationship with Alfar than do we with neighboring Jifan. Thus, they can purchase elfin magic in much greater quantity and at a much lower cost than we. Moreover, Urlish magicians receive training from elfin masters. We receive no such treatment from the Jifanis.
“Frankly, comrades, we have more soldiers than the Urlanders, but they can’t help us win this critical struggle. We need to be allocating our resources toward more effective weapons – Shadows and magic.”
“I’m sorry, Comrade General,” the nameless politician said. “You mentioned by cutting military spending, you could fund domestic projects. How does reallocating fifteen percent of your budget to the PDB and PPRU accomplish this?”
“I am suggesting a total budget reduction of eighteen percent,” Petrovsky answered.
“What!” Tupelov rose from his seat, unable to contain his anger any longer. Petrovsky glared at him.
“Fifteen percent of that money will be reallocated to intelligence efforts, and the remaining three percent will fund domestic projects,” Petrovsky finished.
“And just what will happen to the military personnel, who will be displaced by your eighteen-percent budget cut?” Tupelov demanded.
All eyes in the room turned to Petrovsky. He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.
“As many as can will be reassigned to the PDB,” he said.
“And the rest?” Tupelov said.
“We need to improve our agricultural output,” Petrovsky said. “They would be given farms, so they can continue to serve the state.”
“Farms?” Tupelov said, unable to believe what Petrovsky was suggesting. “Heroes of the people will be given farms? The defenders of Phrygia, who have sacrificed so much in her name, will be told to take up farming? This is intolerable!”
Tupelov felt his voice rising to a shout and was powerless to stop it. These bureaucratic idiots needed to understand what was being suggested.
“I always knew you had no stomach for war, General Petrovsky,” Tupelov continued, “but I had no idea you had so little respect for the soldiers under your command. This is absolutely outrageous.”
Petrovsky opened his mouth to retort, but he was interrupted by Mirin.
“Do you have an alternative proposal, General Tupelov?” he said.
Tupelov beamed. This was the moment he’d been waiting for.
“As a matter of fact, I do,” he replied. Petrovsky rolled his eyes and sat down.
“Members of the politburo, we have two problems facing us, both of which can be solved. First, we do not have as many resources as our Urlish enemies, and, second, Urland has us blockaded from improving that situation. I propose a military solution.
“General Petrovsky wants three percent of the military budget for magic, presumably so we can buy more from Jifan. But the Jifani government has a decidedly anti-human perspective, so continuing to buy from them at their inflated prices is poor policy.
“Neighboring Alfar, on the other hand, is more reasonable, as General Petrovsky himself pointed out. There are those within the Alfari government that desperately want the Urlanders out. We can assist them with this effort. We offer them Shadow support to effect a coup and provide military assistance to defeat the Urlanders.
“In Pushkingrad, under my direct command, are three legions of infantry and one of cavalry. Another two cavalry legions are stationed only a day’s ride away. Thus, we can bring six legions, half of them mounted, to bear on Alfar with a six-day march across Jifan. We can secure Jifani cooperation by leading them to believe we are supporting a coup by Shendali fundamentalists, which will in part be true.”
“This is madness!” Petrovsky shouted, standing again. “This plan has already been ruled out due to its aggressive and risky nature. What you are proposing is an act of war, and the Urlanders will respond appropriately.”
“No!” Tupelov yelled back. “Because we will be ready for them. We will set up a naval blockade off the Alfari coast, and send half of our armada to Celia to attack the Urlish fleet stationed there.
“Simultaneously, our units in East Bretelstein will surge across the border, driving the Urlanders all the way back to Gallica. The Urlanders will be on the defensive before they realize what has happened. With Alfar and Bretelstein firmly in our grip, we will then offer the Urlanders an armistice, which they will have no choice but to take. They will be cut off from the supply of magic, and we have a larger army.
“We will then be able to acquire magic from Alfar at a greatly reduced cost and receive the magical training Urland now enjoys. Plus, we will have the fertile farmland of West Bretelstein to harvest food for our own people. Our resources will increase substantially, and Urland will be weakened, unable to threaten us in any meaningful way.”
“And suppose,” Petrovsky said, his voice full of sarcasm, “Gallica doesn’t care for us occupying Bretelstein? Suppose they unite with the Urlanders, with whom they are already allied, to counterstrike into this fertile farmland you’re hoping to exploit?”
“Then we will crush them too!” Tupelov shouted. “If they will not live peaceably next to us, then we will take their land too.”
“And how many Phrygians will die in this glorious conquest of yours?” Petrovsky shot back. “How many families must lose loved ones to sate your thirst for blood? Because that is all this is. You are the one who cannot live peaceably with your neighbors, Yevgeni. You are driven by paranoia and rage, and if you do not desist with this mad plan to ignite a worldwide war, I shall have to consider stripping you of your rank and expelling you from the army.”
Tupelov’s whole head turned purple. The very thought of a milquetoast like Petrovsky expelling him from the military after twenty-seven years of service was beyond infuriating.
“Make such a threat again, Comrade,” he said, his voice a low growl, “and I will see your head on a spike.”
“Enough!” came a new voice.
Both soldiers turned their heads in its direction. It was Premier Mishkin. He had risen from his seat.
“I will not have this sort of juvenile squabbling between my generals, especially before the politburo,” Mishkin said. “General Tupelov, your proposal is intriguing but impractical. General Petrovsky, while your proposed budget change is sound, we cannot force our soldiers into farming. They are our most gallant citizens and deserve our respect. Any soldiers that would choose to farm we shall allow, but you must come up with another plan to accommodate the soldiers displaced by your budget reallocations. Do the rest of you agree?”
Tupelov scanned the rest of the military officials. They all nodded their assent, although some of them didn’t look happy.
“Very well,” Mishkin said. “Let us move on to the next item on the agenda.
Tupelov seated himself. His lone eye bored a hole into Petrovsky. He would see that man pay for his insolence, and he would make certain Phrygia didn’t suffer due to the fool’s disastrous spending cuts.
Wolf Dasher entered the Dubonney Club feeling foolish. He was a good-looking man, but he was wearing a stuffed, turquoise shirt with a ruffled collar, an ivory cloak, and matching leggings. He wore an ostentatiously decorated sword on his hip, which he checked at the door along with the cloak. The black, leather shoes with the brass buckles hurt his feet. The outfit was uncomfortable and impractical. It restricted his movement such that it would have been difficult to fight in it. He preferred the lightweight, unremarkable clothes he usually wore on assignment. In this outfit, he felt like an overstuffed peacock.
But he was dressed appropriately. All of the club’s patrons were similarly attired, and his perfectly chiseled features were drawing stares from the female patrons and staff.
The club dripped with money. This was where wealth met fashion. The idle rich and the powerful gathered here to socialize. The interior was laid out with oak and marble. It was cozily lit with magical light. Portraits of past club presidents and other officials, as well as an enormous one of the queen, adorned the walls. A lounge accommodated those who wanted to simply drink and talk; a restaurant served fine food; and a gaming room offered diversions of another kind.
Silverleaf liked to gamble, according to the file Bartleby gave Wolf. He decided the gaming room was his best bet.
Wolf had no trouble finding him. Silverleaf was seated at a large table playing Conquest with a human noble. Wolf had never seen an elf before, and he was somewhat taken aback. Even seated, Silverleaf was tall. He had skin the color of dark chocolate, and he wore his hair in braids, which were woven with delicate silver chains. His face was the very image of perfection – properly spaced brown eyes, a square jaw enhanced by a goatee, and pointed ears. He wore a blue, sleeveless tunic with silver highlights that exposed well muscled arms, and a large pendant of a silver leaf hung from his neck. There seemed to be a light emanating from him. He was profoundly beautiful in an almost disturbing way. Wolf found it difficult to look at him.
He moved closer to the table to watch the game. A large crowd had gathered and was buzzing with excitement.
“Looks like I’ve got you this time, Ambassador,” Silverleaf’s opponent said. He was a large man, with thinning grey hair. Wolf couldn’t tell if he’d once been muscular and had gone to fat or if he had always been soft. Regardless, he was sweating through his yellow, silk tunic. Wolf, who had no use for fashion, was nevertheless disgusted.
“I’ve got you surrounded,” the fat man continued. “Between my siege engines, infantry and, cavalry, your dragon can’t get them all.”
Silverleaf stared at his opponent without saying anything. He stroked his beard thoughtfully.
“Well, I’m an optimist, Sir Leslie,” Silverleaf said. His voice was deep and powerful, but it had a melodious quality to it that was haunting. “What do you say we bet an additional thousand my dragon defeats your forces?”
Wolf’s eyes narrowed. Silverleaf’s wager was outrageous. He clearly had a nearly impossible position.
And yet, Sir Leslie did not immediately accept the offer. Neither did any of the spectators who were allowed to conduct side bets on the game.
“Why hasn’t he taken it?” Wolf whispered to the man next to him, a shabbily dressed noble, who looked as though he couldn’t really afford to be here. The buttons on his coat were tarnished, and the fringe lace was stained and fraying. Wolf suspected he had once been somebody, but that was long ago. He now hung around the Dubonney Club trying to hold on to the last tatters of his name and position.
“The ambassador never loses,” the shabbily dressed noble replied.
“Never?” Wolf said.
“Never,” his new companion said. “He’s very good. Well, very lucky is more like it. He always seems to get the card he needs when he really needs it. It’s uncanny.”
“Really,” Wolf said.
“Some people think he’s cheating, but no one can figure out how he does it. He always plays with his arms bare, so he can’t be hiding any cards up his sleeve.”
Wolf studied Silverleaf. The big elf stared quietly at Sir Leslie, a slight smile on his face. He drummed his fingers patiently. Silverleaf had changed the dynamic of the game. By making his outrageous bet, Sir Leslie had to either accept or forfeit. Because the ambassador always won, Sir Leslie had to consider whether it was worth risking another thousand gold to see if Silverleaf’s luck had at last run out.
“Alright, Ambassador,” Sir Leslie replied at last, mopping sweat from his brow. “I’ll see your thousand. There’s no way out of this.”
Sir Leslie’s confidence seemed to settle the observers. Nearly all of them placed bets on the sideboard supporting the fat noble.
“Last call for bets, ladies and gentlemen,” a croupier announced.
“Three hundred on the ambassador,” Wolf said.
The room fell silent. Everyone turned to stare at the newcomer. Wolf smiled roguishly. Silverleaf looked him over with disdain.
“Are you sure, Mr.—?” the croupier asked.
“Dasher,” Wolf replied. “Yes, I’m quite sure.” He turned his attention to Silverleaf and met his stony gaze. “I’m sure the ambassador doesn’t want to lose for the first time.”
They held each other’s eyes for a moment. No one said anything. The croupier broke the tension.
“Your wages, Mr. Dasher?” he said.
“Oh, forgive me,” Wolf said, turning away at last. He produced a sack of gold coins from his belt and placed it on the sideboard.
“You may play, Ambassador,” the croupier said.
Silverleaf returned his attention to Sir Leslie. He tapped his fingers twice on the board and then drew a card. The moment he did, Wolf saw something no one else in the room saw – a flash of magic. Wolf’s Shadow abilities allowed him to perceive its unique energy when it was in use. That was how he knew the light in the Dubonney Club was magical. When Silverleaf drew a card, his left hand flashed green from the eldritch energy it expended. Something was up.
“It seems Mr. Dasher’s confidence was well placed, Sir Leslie,” Silverleaf said as he stared at the card he had drawn. He placed it face up on the table. “Gargantuan.”
There was an audible moan from the observers. Sir Leslie’s shoulders sank.
“I’m afraid that by playing that card on my dragon, I can double its attack and defense values,” Silverleaf continued. “That will be more than sufficient to deal with your soldiers and siege engines.”
“Bloody hell, Ambassador,” Sir Leslie said. “How can you always draw exactly the card you need when you’re in trouble?”
“What can I say, Sir Leslie?” Silverleaf replied with a smug smile. “It’s magic.”
Of course, Wolf thought as Sir Leslie grumbled about his misfortune. He was disgusted. He hated cheaters.
“How did you know?” the shabby noble asked Wolf.
“You told me,” Wolf said through his teeth. “He never loses.”
“Sagaius,” a woman with a thick Gallican accent whined. “When are you going to buy me a dreenk?”
Wolf caught sight of her and was immediately aroused. She had gorgeous, soft-white skin, immaculately manicured fingernails, and luscious, raven-black hair that fell halfway down her back. Her eyes were an icy blue and were set wide apart over a button nose and two perfectly plump lips, which were painted a deep red. The lower one was stuck out in an exaggerated pout. She wore an orange gown designed to show off her lean body. It plunged dangerously low and was cut out on the sides and back, making it impossible for her to wear undergarments. As he stared at her, Wolf discovered his codpiece wasn’t fitting comfortably.
“Not now,” the ambassador snapped at her. “I’m in the middle of a game.”
Before he had time to think about it, Wolf made a move.
“May I be permitted to buy the lady a drink?” he said.
Silverleaf stared at him again. He searched Wolf looking for his motive.
“Why would you want to do so?” he asked at last.
“Ambassador,” Wolf replied as though it should be obvious. “You just won me three hundred gold. Consider it a very paltry thank you.”
Silverleaf continued to stare. His expression changed, though. He was no longer quizzical. Now he just looked disgusted.
“Very well,” Silverleaf said at last.
“Mademoiselle?” Wolf said.
He offered his arm. She approached him with a surprised look on her face.
“Merci beaucoup, monsieur,” she replied with a sexy smile.
Wolf breathed in her perfume. It hinted of pears. He tried not to stare at her as she took his arm. He didn’t want to give Silverleaf any cause for jealousy. At least not yet.
Wolf escorted her over to the bar. She never took her eyes off him.
“Cabernet,” he said.
“And for the lady?”
Wolf turned to her and asked the question with his eyes. She smiled.
“Mead,” she told the bartender, continuing to stare at Wolf.
“Very good,” the bartender said, and went to fill flagons for them.
She looked Wolf up and down. He only smiled.
“You know ’e only let you do zat because ’e ’ates Urlanders, don’t you?” she said after a moment. Wolf flashed her a quizzical look.
“Why would he let me buy you a drink then?” Wolf said. “Wouldn’t he refuse me if he hated me?”
“Non,” she replied. “’e is forcing you to spend your money. Why do you zink ’e comes ’ere? ’e likes to take money from your people.”
Wolf glanced over at the table. Most of the crowd had broken up. A few of the faithful were hanging on, but they all looked glum. They knew Silverleaf was going to win. He always wins. It all was starting to make a certain kind of sense.
“Is that why he cheats?” he asked.
“I don’t know what you mean,” she replied.
“He’s using magic to make sure he draws exactly the card he needs,” Wolf said.
“I don’t know ’ow ’e does it,” she said. “All I know is ’e always wins, and ’e does it to take money away from your people.”
Wolf nodded. There was a lot more to Sagaius Silverleaf than cards. The elf had some sort of agenda.
“If he hates humans so much,” Wolf asked, “why is he keeping you as a girlfriend?”
“I did not say ’e ’ates ’umans,” she said. “I said ’e ’ates Urlanders.”
Wolf nodded and returned her smile. This woman was incredibly beautiful, and he was pretty sure she was playing the field, despite being attached to a very powerful elf.
“So Gallicans are okay,” he said.
“It would appear so,” she answered. “’e doesn’t seem to complain.”
Presently, the bartender returned with their drinks. Wolf paid him along with a generous tip.
“Why did you offer to buy me a dreenk?” she asked.
Wolf smiled again. He looked deeply into her eyes.
“Because a beautiful woman shouldn’t have to wait for what she wants,” he replied.
She said nothing for a moment. She looked him up and down, and then gazed into his eyes.
“Be careful, Monsieur Dasher,” she said at last. “Silverleaf is not a nice person. ’e is a deadly enemy.”
“I know,” Wolf answered, flashing confidence. She smiled demurely. “By the way, I never got your name.”
“Simone de Beausoir,” she replied, blushing a little. “It’s nice to meet you, Monsieur Dasher.”
“Call me Wolf.”
“I zink zat would be a bit presumptuous,” she said. “I don’t know you well enough to call you by your first name.”
“Then we should get better acquainted,” he said.
She smiled at him over the rim of her flagon. Then she took a sip of mead, still not taking her eyes off him.
Wolf was growing very attracted to Simone de Beausoir. She was so beautiful, and her accent completely charmed him. He liked Gallican. It had a pretty sound to it, and Gallican-accented Urlish was even better, to his mind. The way she pronounced her soft “th’s” as “z’s” and her short “i’s” as “ee’s” got his blood flowing. She sounded very exotic, and she had a body and a face to match.
“I zink you should quit while you’re ahead, Monsieur,” she said.
“And why is that?”
“Because I like you very much, Wolf Dasher, and I don’t want to see any ’arm come to you.”
“And you’re afraid I’ll meet a bad end if we continue this any further?”
“I know you will. Silverleaf will make sure of it.”
Wolf searched the girl’s eyes to see if she was sincere. There was a worried look in them masked by the sexy, confident smile. He decided she was.
“Hmm,” he said. “We’ll see about that.”
He looked back over at the game table. The crowd had broken up, and Sir Leslie was waddling away, his head hung. Silverleaf had obviously beaten him.
Wolf chewed his lip for a moment. He didn’t like Silverleaf. The elf was a cheater, and Wolf abhorred that. Moreover, he was doing it to punish his opponents. Wolf wanted to know more about that. What was the source of the ambassador’s anti-Urlish sentiment? Finally, Simone was afraid of her lover. Wolf had little patience for a man who didn’t know to treat a woman well, especially a beautiful one like Simone de Beausoir.
His assignment was to observe Silverleaf and see what he could learn. So far, he’d ascertained that the Alfari ambassador was a jerk. It wasn’t exactly the kind of intelligence that would tell him anything about Sara’s death. He decided it was time to take the measure of Silverleaf in a new way. He stood up.
“Thank you for your company,” he told Simone. “I enjoyed talking to you very much.”
Then he walked straight towards Silverleaf’s table, setting his shoulders as he went.
“What are you doing?” he heard Simone say behind him, but he ignored her.
At the table, Silverleaf was counting his winnings, a classless thing to do. He was further rubbing in his victory. Wolf approached and threw a winning smile at the big elf.
“Fancy a game, Ambassador?” Wolf said.
Everyone in the club stopped talking. All eyes were on Wolf and the foreigner. Wolf smiled innocently.
“I assume you know how to play, Mr. Dasher?”
“I’ve played a few times,” Wolf answered.
“Well, this is a high-stakes game,” Silverleaf said, his magnificent eyes boring into Wolf. “The buy-in is five thousand gold. Side bets for the players are a minimum of five hundred. The pot for my game with Sir Leslie ended up being sixteen thousand, four hundred, eighty-three. I’ve never seen you here before. You’ll forgive me if I inquire as to your collateral.”
Wolf struggled to hold Silverleaf’s gaze. He was so frighteningly beautiful, it was hard to look at him and harder still to meet his eyes.
In the club, everyone stared at them. Silverleaf had been rude. One did not ask a gentleman or lady if he or she had funds to cover a bet. Their word as a noble was sufficient security that debts would be paid, especially in a club like the Dubonney. What would Wolf do, they wondered. Would he back down? Would he insult Silverleaf? Would he challenge him to some sort of duel? Wolf knew instinctively no one had ever dared to stand up to the elf. They were all too afraid of him.
“I’ll stake him,” a crusty voice called out. Wolf turned to find its source. The shabby noble he’d been talking to had pulled himself up into a proud, defiant stance. Wolf smiled.
“Thank you, sir,” he said. “But that won’t be necessary. I have the funds.” He turned to the croupier. “I believe my family name should be more than enough insurance.”
The croupier snapped his fingers, and a server in a red uniform designed to accentuate her cleavage, moved across the gaming room en route to the concierge desk. No one spoke. They all waited to find out what would happen next. Wolf supposed they hadn’t seen anything this exciting in a long time.
“I wonder,” Silverleaf asked, “why you wish to play me.”
“Well, I enjoy a little sport as much as the next man,” Wolf said.
“Sport, eh?” Silverleaf said. He gave Wolf another disdainful look. “And what makes you think our game will be sporting, Mr. Dasher? You bet on me in the last game, because you know I never lose. Why do you think your fate will be different than Sir Leslie’s?”
“Because I know your secret,” Wolf replied.
“And what is that?”
“Like you said, ‘magic.’”
Silverleaf searched Wolf’s face, trying to figure out if Wolf really knew how he was cheating. Wolf smiled impassively.
“And I suppose you have a little magic of your own?” Silverleaf said at last.
“No, I have something better.”
“And what is better than magic, Mr. Dasher?”
“Skill,” Wolf answered. This time he dropped the smile, so there could be no misunderstanding between them.
Presently, the server returned. She looked flushed.
“The Dasher family is a member of the Royal Court,” she announced. “Their assets are currently valued in the millions.”
She smiled broadly at Wolf and brushed her curly blonde hair away from her face. Wolf couldn’t help but smile when she thrust her chest out a little bit. It was amazing what the smell of money could generate in people.
“Very well,” Silverleaf said. “Sit, Mr. Dasher, and let us see about this skill of yours.”
Wolf seated himself across from Silverleaf and flashed a casual smile at him. Unbidden, fear rose in his heart. He’d just agreed to play a very difficult and expensive game with an opponent who never lost and who cheated in a way that made it impossible to catch. What had he accomplished except forfeiting a bunch of the Shadow Service’s money? Wolf’s family name was good enough to secure him any amount of credit he needed for this mission, but the Dasher family would never pay his debts. He was disowned, a pariah. If he lost a lot of money, Her Majesty’s Shadow Service would end up being stuck with the bill.
... trust ...
The whisper came in the back of his mind. Wolf’s powers came from The Rift – a poorly understood tear in the fabric of reality – that poured its black energy into the world, transforming some people into Shadows. The Rift was always whispering to him, to every Shadow. Most often, it was impossible to tell what it was saying. It mumbled its dark ideas nearly inaudibly. It was more intelligible in Mensch, the former capital of Bretelstein, where The Rift lay. Out here in Urland, it was just a murmur. But occasionally, a word or two could be understood, and it usually held some significance. Wolf hated that insidious, cloying voice, but he had learned to trust it.
He took a long drink from his cabernet, savored the blackberry and chocolate flavors woven through it, and enjoyed the burn on the back of his throat. Then he cleared his mind. If he was going to beat Silverleaf, he needed his wits about him.
The object of Conquest was simple. Each player had seven territories to defend. Each tried to occupy the other’s territories. When one player had conquered all seven of his opponent’s, the game was over.
However, the game was much more complex and subtle than the object. Each player had a unique deck of cards from which he deployed soldiers, monsters, and magic. Each deck was themed to a specific race of people. The green deck featured elves, the brown deck dwarfs, and the grey deck, humans. A fourth deck, black, was composed of various monsters, mostly the undead. In the last game, Silverleaf played green; Sir Leslie, grey. It was an obvious matchup. The green deck featured lots of magical creatures, spells, and elves. It could attack quickly, and it was easier to get its units into play. The grey deck was the best counter to it. There were far fewer magical creatures, but this was balanced with more war machines and a good number of spells.
“How much would you like to begin, Mr. Dasher?” the croupier asked.
“Will ten thousand be alright?” Wolf inquired.
“That will be fine, Mr. Dasher.”
The croupier counted out chips in denominations of one, five, ten, one hundred, and five hundred pieces of gold. After he was satisfied he had the ten thousand in front of him, he passed them over on a paddle.
“Thank you,” Wolf said. “What is your name?”
“You may call me William, sir,” the croupier said.
“Thank you, William,” Wolf said.
He took half the chips he was given and placed them in the “pot” – the common area where all bets between the players and in-game fees were placed. Silverleaf matched him. Having both anteed, Wolf and the Alfari ambassador could now begin their contest.
“Shall we bid for deck selection, gentlemen?” William said.
The first step to playing the game was for each player to choose a deck. Often, this was determined by some random method, such as a throw of the dice. But in gambling halls and high-end clubs like the Dubonney, players were required to bid for the right to choose first. Each placed money in the pot until one of them refused to go higher. The winner chose a deck, and the loser selected from the three remaining. Wolf decided to gamble right away.
“Nonsense,” he said, putting a smile in his voice. “Ambassador Silverleaf is a guest in our country. He should have first choice.”
A murmur went through the crowd. Wolf was playing stupidly. He was allowing the elf who never lost to take the stronger position without a fight. A few observers openly wondered if Wolf had any chance to win at all. Silverleaf smiled thinly at him.
“Are you sure, Mr. Dasher?” he said in his sonorous baritone voice.
“Of course!” Wolf replied. “I am, if nothing else, a gentleman.”
It was all Wolf could do not to laugh at himself. He was a lot of things, but gentleman wasn’t one of them. Moreover, he was deliberately appearing to look stupid. He wanted to draw the ambassador in, make him think this would be an easy contest. Any game of chance was partially determined by psychology. The man who could use his will to outduel his opponent often won. Moreover, Wolf was looking to save himself some money. He had no doubt the elf would outbid him. This way, it wouldn’t cost him anything.
“Very well,” Silverleaf said. “I choose green.”
Wolf wasn’t surprised by the decision, but it told him what he needed to know about Silverleaf. The ambassador always played the same color. He had a strategy built around it. He knew what his opponents would do, and he knew how to counter. If things got difficult, he cheated. Otherwise, he played from a script. Wolf had no doubt Silverleaf would make sure to deal himself a certain combination of cards.
That made him a dangerous opponent. Silverleaf made sure there were as few variables as possible. But Wolf knew from his combat training that the secret to success was to force your opponent to fight your fight, not his. Wolf was going to have to change the usual conditions of the game if he was going to beat the Alfari ambassador.
“Your decision, Mr. Dasher?” William asked.
“Black,” Wolf pronounced.
There was another, louder murmur from the crowd. Wolf was pleased to see a brief look of shock – quickly concealed – on Silverleaf’s face.
“Are you sure you’ve played this game before?” the elf asked.
“Oh, yes,” Wolf said, trying to sound naïve. “Why?”
“Because black is the worst color you could choose to play against me, Mr. Dasher,” he answered. “You don’t have nearly as many soldiers, my creatures are superior to yours, and many of my spells render your deck’s dark magic inert. I feel obligated by your kindness in letting me choose first to offer you the opportunity to make another selection. Grey is the preferred deck to repel green, but if you won’t choose it, at least choose brown, so that you have a chance.”
Wolf smiled. Silverleaf was used to his opponents doing the expected thing. Take the best position left. If, under some rare circumstance, Silverleaf lost the bet, and his opponent chose green, he could easily choose grey for himself, knowing how to counter his own color. Perhaps occasionally someone would choose brown to try to throw him off. He doubtless had a plan for that. But no one ever chose black. It just didn’t make sense. Silverleaf was unaccustomed to this matchup.
“Thank you for your kindness, Ambassador,” Wolf said. “I understand well why you were chosen for your post. You have everyone’s best interests in mind.
“However, I think I will stay with my choice. I’ve always wondered just how effective black could be against green. You’ve afforded me the opportunity to find out.”
Silverleaf stared at him. His brown eyes searched Wolf, looking for some hint of malice or deeper meaning. Wolf smiled affably.
“Very well, Mr. Dasher,” the elf said after a moment. “I shall indulge your experiment. But I think you will find this lesson to be very expensive.”
“You never know, Ambassador,” Wolf said. “You may be surprised.”
The two set to choosing their initial positions. First, they arranged their territories. Wolf’s black deck contained a limited selection of topography. He had two mountain territories and five marshes. Silverleaf had more options – four forests, two meadows, and a sea. Wolf gathered up his cards, pretending to think about what to do, while he waited to see how Silverleaf would arrange his board. The rules required at least two of the players’ territories to be adjacent.
Silverleaf wasted no time in laying out his domain. He placed two forests at the forefront along with the sea. The two meadows he placed behind the forests and then set the remaining forests behind the meadows, effectively creating a clearing. Wolf recalled seeing the ambassador’s territories identically arranged in his game with Sir Leslie. This must be how he liked to play.
Once again, Wolf felt he needed to throw Silverleaf off his game. He wanted to give him something he wasn’t used to seeing. Most black players set the mountains at the back of their domain and surrounded it with marshes to make it difficult to penetrate. The marshes were hard to move through and fight in, and the idea was to wear down one’s opponent before he or she could assault your central stronghold in the mountains. Wolf decided to be unconventional.
He placed his two mountains out front. One he set adjacent to Silverleaf’s sea. He set the other adjacent to his already placed mountain and across from one of the forests. He then placed the marshes in a line behind the mountains.
Another murmur ripped through the crowd. No one could understand what Wolf was doing. This time, Silverleaf didn’t comment. He just smiled smugly.
“Are you sure you know what you’re doing, lad?” the shabby noble who had offered to sponsor Wolf asked. “If he gets past your mountains, there’ll be nothing to stop him.”
“Well I’ve always wondered if you could play black sort of in the reverse,” Wolf said.
The shabby noble winced. He could no doubt feel the gold leaving Wolf’s bank account.
The last step in setting up the game was stationing their initial troops. To do so, both players went through their decks and selected seven cards depicting soldiers or monsters and set them out in their territories. One of the things that made Conquest such an expensive game was the fact that the players had to pay in gold the cost of bringing cards into play. The price of the card varied based on how powerful it was. These initial seven cards could be placed for free, but the rules forbid them from having a play cost of more than five gold. You couldn’t just bring your most powerful monsters into play at the outset.
Wolf played Conquest semi-regularly – usually with other Shadows back at headquarters waiting for an assignment – but he was less familiar with the black deck than the others. He took his time thumbing through his cards, looking at his options. He immediately selected a cave wight for its ability to be more powerful as long as it occupied a mountain territory. He pulled out three goblins – not terribly strong monsters, but he needed some cannon fodder, and the cave wight could command them, making them more effective. On a whim, he selected a ghost; he liked the idea of a haunted cave. Likewise, he was amused enough by the idea of vampire bats in a dark cavern to choose that card.
With one unit left to go, he flipped through the cards trying to find something he thought might be useful but which fit the price limitation. He came across a monster he hadn’t recalled seeing before – a fungal infestation. Reading the card’s abilities, he got an idea.
With his seven starting units finally sorted out, he looked up. Silverleaf had already placed his. He had a siren stationed in his sea, two pixies and two elves in the forest adjacent to Wolf’s mountain, another elf in the forest next to it, and a dryad in one of the two forests at the back of his domain. His meadows and the other forest were undefended. It was sound strategy. He had a nice line of defense across the frontier, and he could quickly get units from front to back, since meadows were the fastest terrain to travel across.
Wolf couldn’t help but smile. He could see what Silverleaf was trying to do. He placed a siren in the sea to lure Wolf’s units in the adjacent mountain down to their doom. From the forests, he planned an assault on Wolf’s other mountain. He no doubt planned to use the pixies’ glamour power to charm Wolf’s units. Wolf had other ideas.
He placed the fungal infestation in the mountain adjacent to the sea. The rest of his soldiers he stationed in the other mountain. Silverleaf immediately protested.
“You can’t do that,” he said. His tone implied his word was final.
“Why not?” Wolf said.
“You can’t place that many units in a single territory,” Silverleaf pronounced.
“Sure you can,” Wolf said. “There are no limits to how many units you can get into a single territory as the game progresses. Why can’t you start that way?”
“Because it isn’t allowed.” Silverleaf stared coldly at Wolf. He would accept no solution but his own.
“William,” Wolf said, turning to the croupier, “is it illegal to begin the game with six of your units in a single territory?”
William looked like he’d been asked to do magic when he knew nothing about it. He gulped.
“I’ll have to consult the rules,” he said, his voice shaking a little.
Wolf felt a bit sorry for him. He’d been put in an impossible position. He would either have to rule against the Alfari ambassador – an elf Wolf suspected would not take kindly to such things – or he would have to make this human noble look foolish – something any wise servant at a club would never do.
Wolf tossed back the rest of his wine, while William flipped through the rules. He smiled affably as if this delay was no intrusion on the game.
“You there,” he said, signaling to the blonde server who confirmed his credit. “What’s your name?”
“Isabelle,” she replied, flushing.
“Isabelle, I’d like another cup of this extraordinary cabernet and a glass of whatever Ambassador Silverleaf would like.”
“I don’t drink while I play Conquest,” he said immediately, throwing Wolf a withering look as he did so.
“Why on Earth not?” Wolf asked.
“It clouds the mind,” Silverleaf replied.
“Really?” Wolf sounded as though he had never heard of such a thing. “I’ve found quite the opposite. A drink relaxes the mind, allows it to see more possibilities.”
“There is no limitation on the number of units that may start the game in a single territory,” William said. Wolf thought he could hear him wince. Silverleaf scowled in disgust.
“Can I bring you anything at all, Ambassador?” Isabelle said.
“No!” he snapped. “Bring the fool his wine so we can begin the game.”
Wolf was secretly pleased, though he did his best not to show it. He already had Silverleaf off his game. If he kept playing the annoyingly happy fool, he might just be able to cloud the elf’s thinking during the game. No matter how well Wolf had managed to set up the board, he still had to deal with Silverleaf’s ability to cheat. Any advantage he could gain was critical.
Over Silverleaf’s shoulder, he saw Simone smiling at him. Clearly, she was enjoying Silverleaf’s struggles as well.
“May we start, please,” Silverleaf said. It was a statement, not a question.
“The shuffle, Ambassador?” William prodded.
Silverleaf nearly spat his disgust at forgetting part of the pregame ritual. He was desperate to start giving Wolf the beating he felt he deserved. He tossed his cards to Wolf and then held out his hand.
The rules called for each player to shuffle the other’s deck and then offer him a cut. This way, a player couldn’t stack his own deck.
Wolf handed over his cards. He never took his eyes off them as Silverleaf shuffled. He detected no magic – the elf wasn’t going to mess with Wolf’s deck, only his own – but he wasn’t nearly as concerned about that. Wolf was watching for another reason. He shuffled Silverleaf’s cards absently as he watched.
Wolf once heard from a professional gambler that a deck of cards must be shuffled a minimum of seven times to achieve a truly random assortment. He suspected Silverleaf knew this little tidbit too, because the ambassador shuffled sixteen times before offering Wolf a cut. Wolf rapped his knuckles on the top of the deck, indicating he didn’t want one.
“You’re ‘knocking’?” Silverleaf said.
“Sure,” Wolf replied. “I trust you. Besides, you shuffled them enough times.”
Another groan went through the crowd. They thought Wolf had taken all leave of his senses. Silverleaf handed over Wolf’s cards suspiciously. Then he cut his own deck twice. Wolf smiled.
Presently, Isabelle returned with his wine. She leaned over him to place it to his right, making sure to give him a good view of her breasts and a whiff of her perfume. Wolf did his best to conceal his amusement. This girl was trying very hard. Perhaps she hoped to improve her social position by becoming his mistress. Too bad she was trying to seduce the wrong Dasher.
“Thank you,” he said, tossing a five-gold chip onto her tray as a gratuity. “Don’t go far.”
“Gentlemen, shall we bid for first move?” William said.
“No,” Silverleaf pronounced. “Mr. Dasher was kind enough to offer me first choice. I feel obligated to repay the debt. He may have the first move.”
A ripple of surprise went through the crowd. Wolf surmised no one had ever seen the ambassador offer any sort of quarter before. Wolf counted it as a victory. Silverleaf was pretending to be kind, but he was employing the same tactic Wolf had when he gave the elf first choice of deck. He wanted to see what Wolf would do. He wanted some hint of his strategy.
It made sense. Wolf had made a number of irregular choices already. Furthermore, he had set the board up so that Silverleaf could only attack his domain from one territory. While the siren in the sea could lure creatures down to their doom, the only one of Wolf’s units she could affect was the fungal infestation – which couldn’t move. The rest of them weren’t adjacent to her and therefore were outside her range. Thus, Wolf had already rendered that card inert. The only other way into Wolf’s domain was through the heavily defended mountain. Moving into a mountain territory required a movement rating of three. All of Silverleaf’s frontline troops had movements of one. Thus, unless Wolf came down to fight him, it would take Silverleaf three turns before he could attack.
The situation was not impossible for the elf. He had his ability to magically cheat, and Wolf assumed he would at the first opportunity. But Silverleaf wanted to know his opponent’s strategy. Unless he had an idea of Wolf’s intentions, he wouldn’t know which cards to draw from his deck. For the moment, Wolf had stonewalled him; it bought him some time.
With the game at last set up, the two players dealt themselves seven cards from their own decks. Wolf scanned his own deal briefly. He had two zombies, a plague, a “staff of darkness,” a “pall of darkness” spell, a “blood ritual” spell, and an “insidious design.”
After he noted his cards, Wolf put his hand on his deck. He felt bad about what he was about to do, but since he was playing a cheater, cheating was a reasonable response. His Shadow powers gave him the ability to read the history of any object and see what had been done to it or with it and by whom. It was for this reason he had watched Silverleaf shuffle the cards closely and for this reason he didn’t cut the deck.
Closing his eyes, Wolf put himself back in the moment when the last shuffle occurred. He slowed the vision down. He watched each card flip through the deck and memorized its position. Unlike Silverleaf, he could not magically draw the card he needed or wanted, but, by using his postcognitive powers, he could know the exact position of every card in his deck.
“Mr. Dasher!”
Wolf opened his eyes with a start and saw Silverleaf glaring at him.
“Can we please begin the game?” the ambassador demanded.
“Sorry,” Wolf said. “Just saying a quick prayer to the gambling gods for good fortune.”
“There was nothing quick about it,” Silverleaf spat. “Please draw a card so we can begin.”
Wolf had a plan. It was not going to be easy, but, based on the cards in his hand and the order of what he would eventually get, he thought it might work. The trick would be forcing Silverleaf to cheat at the right times. Wolf had played green often and was familiar with its assets. He needed to draw out the cards that could undo his plans.
He took a sip of his wine and then drew his first card – another zombie. He pretended to think carefully about what to do. Then, he reached into his reserves, counted out thirty gold in chips, and tossed them into the pot. He placed the three zombies on the mountain with the six monsters already occupying it. Appreciative commentary made its way through the observers. It was going to be hell for Silverleaf to conquer. The zombies could be killed only with fire, and they could turn any units they killed into zombies themselves.
“Five hundred gold on the ambassador to clear the mountain within three turns,” a man said. He placed his money on the sideboard. Several others bet against him. A few joined his wager.
As a player, Wolf was under no obligation to respond to any of the side bets. He only had to match whatever Silverleaf wagered. However, whichever player “won” the side bet received one percent of its total. The house raked another two percent.
Wolf placed one gold on the fungal infestation, activating its special power. Every time he paid a gold to it, it multiplied. Each chip represented another fungal infestation card. It wasn’t a particularly strong unit, but, if allowed to spread, it could be difficult to destroy. Wolf was betting he could develop it into a nasty hurdle for Silverleaf’s troops.
Finally, he paid another thirty-five gold to the pot and placed the “staff of darkness” card on the cave wight. There was another flurry of betting as the odds on Silverleaf being able to make good on the side bet got longer.
“I think that’s all for now,” Wolf pronounced. “You may go, Ambassador.”
Wolf leaned back in his chair and sipped more of the cabernet. He lifted the flagon high to make it appear as if he was taking a large drink, but he only allowed a small amount of the pleasant wine into his mouth. He sat the flagon down, produced a handkerchief to wipe his mouth, and then smiled at Silverleaf. The elf only stared at him.
Silverleaf drew a card from his deck. Wolf watched for the flash of magical energy, but it didn’t come. He was only half surprised by this. He didn’t have an opportunity to watch Silverleaf deal, but he was sure the ambassador had made sure to get the seven cards he wanted. For the moment, he was willing to play the deck as it was shuffled. Wolf suspected Silverleaf was still trying to get a feel for what he needed to do to win.
After putting his draw in his hand, Silverleaf considered his options. He drummed his fingers lightly on the tabletop.
“So tell me, Ambassador,” Wolf said. “I’ve never been to Alfar. What’s it like?”
Silverleaf peered over the top of his hand and fixed Wolf with another withering gaze. Wolf smiled amiably.
“I’m not surprised,” Silverleaf answered, a cruel tone entering his voice. “You Urlanders love to tell others what to do without ever having been anywhere beyond your own home.”
He reached down to his chips and tossed ten gold into the pot. Then he laid a “swiftness” card on one of the elf units in the forest adjacent to Wolf’s mountain. The elves could now move at double their speed.
“Oh, I didn’t say I’d never traveled,” Wolf said. “I’ve traveled all over the world. I’ve been to Gallica, Bretelstein, Patria, Celia, even Phrygia.”
“Those are all human kingdoms,” Silverleaf criticized. “The languages are different, but the behaviors are the same. You should visit some non-human countries if you really want to see something different.”
“Well,” Wolf went on, pretending not to notice the ambassador’s nasty tone, “I’ve met dwarfs in Bretelstein, although you’re right, I’ve never been to Nidavellir. But I’d love to see Alfar. Is it as beautiful as they say?”
“Yes,” Silverleaf said quickly. He looked over his cards again, then added, “At least it was.”
“Before the civil war?” Wolf prodded.
He was rewarded with a hateful glare. There was real fire in Silverleaf’s eyes. Wolf could sense himself making a serious enemy of the big elf. It made him uncomfortable, but he was pleased Silverleaf was angry. It would cloud his focus.
“Yes,” Silverleaf said. “And the Urlish occupation.”
Wolf was unable to resist baiting the ambassador further. He knew it was risky, but he needed Silverleaf thinking about something other than the game, and he had decided he didn’t like the Alfari ambassador. He was a cheat and a jerk. Wolf wanted to make him pay.
“Occupation?” Wolf said. “That seems a little strong. Didn’t your government ask us to deploy troops there to help keep the peace and keep it in power?”
“Yes!” Silverleaf said, his voice rising. After a moment, he got himself back under control. “Mr. Dasher, I have no wish to discuss politics here. In fact, I have no wish to discuss anything. I would prefer to play the game in peace.”
“Sorry, Ambassador,” Wolf said. There was no sincerity in his tone. “Are you sure I can’t buy you a drink?”
Silverleaf had to grip the edge of the table to keep from exploding. He closed his eyes for a moment and then sighed softly.
“No, thank you,” he said. Before Wolf could say something else, he tossed twelve gold into the pot and played another card: “area effect.”
“That spell causes the ‘swiftness’ spell to affect all the units in the area. All my elves and pixies now have a movement of two.”
“Well, not quite all,” Wolf said.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, the area affected is that forest territory you played the spell in. It doesn’t include more than one territory, so your elf that is in this territory over here,” Wolf said, pointing at the forest with a single unit in it, “isn’t covered by the spell. It still has a movement of one. You’d have had to move it into this territory with all your other units for it to have benefited from the ‘swiftness’ card.”
Wolf watched as Silverleaf’s blood boiled. His face turned a strange color of purple, and the whites of his eyes became red. His hands shook with rage. There could be only one explanation. Wolf’s banter had broken his concentration; he’d forgotten to move the elf unit.
Without a word, Silverleaf threw fifty gold into the pot and dropped a dragon – the same one he defeated Sir Leslie with – onto the territory with the two elves and two pixies. He didn’t smile smugly like he had when playing Sir Leslie. He scowled, and looked as if he would like to tear Wolf’s throat out.
“Oh, wow,” Wolf said, “You dealt yourself that? That’s a stroke of luck.”
Wolf knew luck had nothing to do with it, but he continued to play the affable fool. The card presented him with a problem, though. The dragon had a movement of three. It could reach his mountain lair when it was able to move next turn. It had an attack rating of ten – the highest of any monster. Moreover, it could breathe fire, which rendered his fungal infestation and his zombies vulnerable to its attacks. Silverleaf was planning to rout Wolf in the second turn. With Wolf’s units cleared, he’d be able to march across the remaining territories unhindered.
The strategy was confirmed when Silverleaf turned his elves and pixies first sideways and then upside down to indicate they were climbing the mountain and had made two moves to do so. On the ambassador’s next turn, all four units and the dragon would be in position to attack.
Wolf quickly added up the defense values of his cards. It would be enough to withstand the initial onslaught. Silverleaf couldn’t get him in the next round, but he could seriously damage Wolf’s position, making the result academic, barring a miracle.
Wolf sensed the Urland-hating elf wouldn’t be able to wait. He was angry. He was going to make sure he got Wolf next turn. Wolf tried to think of all the ways he could do that with the cards available to him. Wolf wasn’t an expert on the game, but he could think of two, maybe three, combinations that would increase the size of the damage the ambassador could inflict. He thought he knew which one he would choose. The easiest way was to play the “gargantuan” card on the dragon, and that was exactly what Silvearleaf had done to defeat Sir Leslie. Off his game, facing an unconventional and irritating opponent, Silverleaf was likely to employ the same, familiar tactic. Either he had the “gargantuan” card in his hand, or he would cheat to draw it next turn.
Silverleaf finished his turn by moving the lone elf card into the forest the others had occupied. Then he glared at Wolf and adopted a smile. This one was not smug; it was cruel.
“I wonder, Mr. Dasher,” he said, “if you’d like to make things a little more interesting.”
“Sure,” Wolf said, as if he couldn’t see what was coming. “What did you have in mind?”
“I feel a very interesting game coming on,” Silverleaf continued. “How about we double our wager?”
The crowd went silent. Every one of them knew what Silverleaf’s bet meant. He thought he had a combination to blow Wolf away in the next turn or so. The hope that this newcomer who played so strangely had a chance to defeat the invincible Sagaius Silverleaf went out of the room.
Wolf understood it. He knew what Silverleaf was going to do. He just didn’t know how to prevent it. He might have overreached.
“So you want us both to ante another five thousand gold?” Wolf said, trying hard to sound as though he wasn’t fazed.
“Precisely.”
Wolf listened for the voice from The Rift. This time it offered him nothing. He swore silently and looked over his cards. Was there any hope the four he had left could overcome the ambassador’s cheat?
To his surprise, he saw that there was. He’d been planning on a long, slogging game where he would draw out Silverleaf’s best cards, outlasting him until he was in position to win. But he saw now he had a chance to turn the upcoming assault on his opponent and end the game quickly.
He counted the cards Silverleaf had left in his hand. The Alfari ambassador played three cards, leaving him with five. He was mounting a major assault. It was therefore unlikely he had any soldiers or monsters left in his hand. He would have played them otherwise. That meant he was only holding spells. The question was: was one of them the “gargantuan” card? If it was, Silverleaf could cheat to draw another devastating monster from his deck. That might be enough to topple Wolf. But if he wasn’t holding “gargantuan,” he would have to use magic to get it. That meant he couldn’t get another monster and would have to assault Wolf with the elves, pixies, and dragon alone.
Was it worth the risk? Wolf decided it was. Even if Silverleaf could draw another monster next turn, Wolf’s strategy would, at worst, produce a stalemate. Then he could play the long game he’d been planning with several of Silverleaf’s most powerful cards out of the game.
“You must be awfully confident, Ambassador,” he said. “We’ve each only had one turn, and you’re already making a huge bet.”
“I like living dangerously,” Silverleaf replied. His smug smile was back. “Besides, I’ve never lost. Why wouldn’t I be confident?”
“A fair point,” Wolf said. He threw back some more wine. “Very well. I’ll see your five thousand ... and I’ll raise it another five thousand by betting you can’t beat me in three turns.”
The crowd gasped as one. All eyes were on Silverleaf, who managed not to lose his smile. But his eyes told a different story.
“I hardly think there’s a need to get carried away, Mr. Dasher,” he said.
Wolf searched his face. Was he bluffing? Was he trying to conceal his forthcoming masterstroke? Or had Wolf unsettled him? Was he suddenly not so sure? Wolf couldn’t tell. Silverleaf was so beautiful he was hard to look at for long. And he kept his expression the same. Still, Wolf thought he read concern in the elf’s eyes, so he decided to press.
“I didn’t think I was getting carried away,” Wolf said. “I thought I was playing in your spirit of the game. But if you’d rather not, that’s fine. You can concede the match rather than accept the bet.”
Someone in the crowd choked on his drink. Doubtless, the elf who never lost had never been told to accept a bet or concede. Silverleaf’s eyes flared at the very suggestion.
“There will be no concession, Mr. Dasher,” he said. “If you were hoping to chase me away by making the pot too large, your strategy has failed.”
“Just so we understand, then,” Wolf said, “if you can beat me in three turns or less you win the pot plus an additional five thousand from me. If you can’t, I get five thousand from you, whether you win the game or lose.”
“Understood,” Silverleaf said after a pause.
“Great,” Wolf said and flashed a happy smile. “William, would you please put another ten thousand gold in the pot for me?”
“Yes, Mr. Dasher,” William said. He looked uncomfortable.
“Thank you,” Wolf said. He leaned back in his chair, drained his wine goblet and smiled. “Isabelle, I’ll need my cup refilled.”
“Yes, Mr. Dasher,” she said, flashing bedroom eyes at him. They were a brilliant shade of blue.
Wolf pulled his mind away from the distraction and tried to appear as if this was all jolly good fun. Then he drew a card. He knew without looking it was a “blood sacrifice” and placed it in his hand. Casually, he tossed two gold onto the fungal infestation.
“That makes four in that territory now,” he commented.
“No,” Silverleaf said. “You can’t play on the copy, only on the original. You may only pay one gold and increase the number of fungi to three.” Again his tone implied he would not be overruled.
“I don’t think so, Ambassador,” Wolf said. “According to the text on the card, paying one gold allows you to make an exact copy of the card. If the copy is exact, then the special ability would be copied as well.”
Wolf fell silent and waited for Silverleaf’s counterargument. He was ready to have William consult the rules again.
“Very well,” Silverleaf said, sounding angry.
Wolf considered the rest of his cards. Should he play any of them now or wait to see the shape of Silverleaf’s attack? He elected to wait.
“So, Ambassador, you were telling me how beautiful Alfar is,” Wolf said.
“I told you nothing other than it is beautiful, Mr. Dasher. If you want to know how beautiful, you will have to visit it yourself. Are you finished?”
“Hmm?” Wolf said, pretending to have forgotten what he was doing. “Oh, yes! Sorry, Ambassador, it’s your turn.”
Simone winked at Wolf. She looked as though she hadn’t had this much fun in a long time.
Silverleaf reached for his deck. Wolf watched carefully. This time there was a flash of magic from the elf’s hand. Wolf hid a smile as Isabelle delivered his wine. She tried to put her breasts in his face, but he leaned around them so as to keep his eyes on his opponent. He tossed another five-gold chip on her tray without comment.
The ambassador studied his draw for a moment as if a new idea had come into his mind. Then the smug smile crept over his face, and he stared into Wolf’s eyes.
“Mr. Dasher,” he began, “I can’t help but feel this is the most interesting game of Conquest I’ve ever played, and I just can’t resist making it even more exciting. I’m willing to bet ten thousand gold I can wipe out your entire force this turn. What do you say?”
Wolf tried hard not to laugh. Silverleaf was doing exactly what he thought he would do. Now he just had to hope the elf didn’t have some other trick he was playing Wolf hadn’t thought of.
“I’d say you’re insane, Ambassador,” Wolf replied. “Your dragon’s fire could no doubt wipe out my fungi or my zombies, but it isn’t enough to get them both, even with the help of your elves and pixies. You’re throwing your money away.”
“Nevertheless,” Silverleaf said, sounding happy for the first time, “I just can’t resist. Please say you’ll keep playing. You could certainly forfeit, but it would be so much more fun to see if I can actually do this.”
“Very well, Ambassador,” Wolf said, sounding as though he was resigned to the actions of a fool. “It’s your money.”
Wolf signaled for William to place another ten thousand gold in the pot as Silverleaf pushed over an enormous number of chips. A flurry of betting rapidly ensued, with nearly everyone betting on Silverleaf. They’d seen him pull off the unthinkable before. It was too sure a bet, as much as they might hate it.
There was one notable exception, though. The shabby noble proudly plunked down fifty gold in favor of Wolf. He smiled boldly at Wolf, although he looked to have concern in his eyes.
With the betting settled, Silverleaf leaned forward. He licked his lips in anticipation.
“I’m afraid it might have been cheaper if you’d folded, Mr. Dasher,” he said, using the same tone he’d taunted Sir Leslie with. He tossed fifteen gold into the pot and played a card on his dragon. “Gargantuan,” he said.
“Unbelievable!” a voice exclaimed. Wolf glanced at its source and saw Sir Leslie.
“Not nearly so much as you think,” Silverleaf replied. He tossed another fifteen gold into the pot and played a second “gargantuan” card on the dragon. “Now the dragon has four times its size, range, and attack and defense values.”
The crowd gasped. Silverleaf had played masterfully. If Wolf could somehow find a way to neutralize one of the “gargantuans” there was still a second he would have to deal with. The elf had guaranteed he could do enough damage to vaporize Wolf’s entire force.
“Wow,” Wolf commented as though this were something amazing to behold. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a double-gargantuan, let alone one played on a dragon. That’s pretty impressive.”
“Thank you,” Silverleaf said. He almost sounded sincere.
“So do you get to live in a giant castle, since you’re with the government,” Wolf asked as Silverleaf moved his cards into Wolf’s mountain territory.
“Hardly,” Silverleaf said with a laugh.
“You can’t mean you live in squalor,” Wolf said, baiting him.
It worked. The ambassador looked up at him with a new sense of hatred.
“I have a very nice manor,” he said, his voice dripping with venom.
“Perhaps you could host me when I make it to Alfar,” Wolf prodded.
“Yes, of course,” Silverleaf said, his tone a mixture of anger and sarcasm. “You simply must stop by on your visit. Can we continue with the game?”
Wolf drank some wine to hide his smile. Whether he lost the game or not, he was thoroughly enjoying needling the pompous elf. Still, he needed to win the game for it to really have any sting.
“I’m sorry, Ambassador,” he said tossing ten gold into the pot and playing a card. “I’ll cast ‘pall of darkness.’ Your units all suffer a minus-two penalty to their attack values and are unable to attack this turn due to fear.”
“I don’t think so,” Silverleaf replied. He too tossed ten gold into the pot and played a card. “‛Ray of hope’ counters all dark magic spells in a single territory.”
He smiled triumphantly. Wolf pretended to look concerned.
“Very well,” he replied. He paid the pot another ten gold and said, “I’ll activate the ‘staff of darkness’ and use its ‘unholy strength’ ability. All of my units gain plus-three to their attack and defense values.”
Silverleaf was unmoved. The smug smile remained on his face. With deliberation, he dropped another thirty gold into the pot.
“I believe I’ll disenchant your staff of darkness,” he said, playing a card.
Wolf sighed. He removed the “staff of darkness” from play.
“Alright, Ambassador,” he said, “let’s match things up.”
“The dragon attacks all of your units, extending its range into your other mountain territory to also get the fungi,” Silverleaf declared.
“Very well,” Wolf said. “My zombies and ghost attack your elves, and the goblins and vampire bats attack the pixies.”
“The pixies use their charm ability on two of your goblins,” Silverleaf countered, tossing five gold for each card into the pot.
Wolf said nothing. He just stared at the board and looked lost. Silverleaf grinned like a thief.
“Anything else?” the elf prodded in an attempt to twist the knife. Wolf sighed. He tried to appear forlorn.
“I guess there’s just one thing left for me to do,” he said. He tossed fifty gold into the pot. “I play ‘insidious design,’” he said, dropping the card on the table. “Your dragon is actually working for me.”
As big as the gasp was for Silverleaf’s double-gargantuan, it was even bigger for Wolf’s masterstroke. Silverleaf raised a hand to silence the crowd. Surprisingly, everyone complied.
“You can’t do that,” the ambassador said. “As you’ll recall, I’ve cast ‘ray of hope’ on the territory. No dark spell works.”
Wolf felt the air go out of the room. Everyone thought victory had been snatched away. Wolf waited a moment before speaking.
“I haven’t forgotten about your spell, Ambassador,” he said. “But ‘insidious design’ isn’t dark magic. It’s just a battlefield condition. Read the card.”
Silverleaf snatched it off the table and examined it carefully. As he read, Wolf saw him turning the strange shade of purple again. He threw the card back on the table in disgust.
“Your dragon attacks the pixies,” Wolf said.
A moment later, it was effectively over. The zombies killed the elves, turning them into zombies under Wolf’s control. The dragon and goblins made short work of the pixies. Wolf was in control of an unstoppable army. Silverleaf had only three units in play. He could draw another one next turn, but he had nothing that could withstand the apocalypse Wolf was about to unleash on him. The game was over.
“Would you like to concede, Ambassador,” Wolf asked. “I’d hate for you to lose more money, and the situation appears quite impossible.”
The affability had gone from Wolf’s manner. Now that he was sure he’d won, he stared cruelly into Silverleaf’s eyes. Silverleaf glared at him. He knew he’d been sharked.
“Yes, Mr. Dasher,” Silverleaf said through gritted teeth. “I concede the match.”
There was a thunderous cheer from the crowd. The unthinkable had been done. The undefeatable Sagaius Silverleaf had lost. Wolf caught sight of Simone smiling and clapping politely.
Wolf stood and offered his hand to Silverleaf. The elf grimaced at the thought, but he shook Wolf’s hand as he stood. The grip was too firm. He meant to cause Wolf pain. Wolf only smiled at him.
“Goodbye, Mr. Dasher,” he growled. “Simone!”
She jumped when he called her name but quickly moved to his side. Silverleaf turned to go. Wolf kept his eyes locked on Simone.
“Well, let’s say, au revoir,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll meet again.”
Simone favored him with a sexy smile. Silverleaf didn’t notice. He swept from the room, practically dragging her behind him.
Everyone crowded around Wolf and offered their congratulations. Several said they’d never seen anything like what he’d done. Many claimed Silverleaf had finally gotten his comeuppance and said all manner of bad things about him. It took several minutes to disengage from his new admirers. As he did so, a familiar voice greeted him.
“That was incredible, Laddie!” the shabby noble exclaimed, clapping Wolf on the back. “Did you see the look on his face when he realized you’d taken his dragon? I’ll savor that for a month.”
“Well, here’s something else you can savor,” Wolf said. He pulled a thousand gold from his winnings and handed it to his new friend.
“Why would you do that, Laddie?” the old man whispered.
“Because you had faith in me from the beginning,” Wolf said. “You were willing to stake me.” Wolf lowered his voice. “When you obviously couldn’t afford it.” He spoke at normal volume again. “That kind of loyalty deserves reward.”
Tears lit the old man’s eyes. He straightened up in his shabby robes and adopted a very serious expression.
“For the rest of my life and with all my honor, I am yours,” he said. “If you ever need anything, you need only call Baronet Miles Winston Heverley. I will give you all I can.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Wolf said. “I don’t know when the occasion would ever arise, but if it should I will call on you.”
Heverley snapped a crisp salute. Wolf returned it. Then the baronet turned and walked away, looking prouder and taller than he had perhaps in years.
Wolf turned back to the table and tipped William a hundred gold. The croupier nodded his thanks, then set about collecting the thirty thousand gold the house credited Wolf.
Isabelle stood next to Wolf with her arms behind her back, her chest thrust out and twisting herself back and forth ever so slightly. The look on her face said, “Are you ready to go now?”
“That was a very nice thing you did for Baronet Heverley,” she said.
“It was nothing,” Wolf replied.
“No, it was very definitely something,” she said. “He’s been coming here for months in the same clothes. No one will talk to him. He was a hero in the war, but now his money’s run out, the Queen took his land, and he’s a nobody. You made him important again. That was very sweet.”
“I’m glad I could help,” Wolf said after a pause. They stared at one another for a moment. She pushed her shoulders back a little farther.
“Is there anything else I can get for you?” she said, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Anything at all?”
Wolf was tempted. The girl had been throwing herself at him all night, and she was very attractive. But he wasn’t sure he wanted to bed a woman quite so brazen. There was no challenge to it, and Wolf definitely liked the chase. Besides, he needed to report to Bartleby about what had happened.
“Not tonight,” he said. “Perhaps another time.”
He turned to go, ignoring her disappointed look. After scooping up his winnings, he started for the cashier’s window to turn his chips into gold.
After a few steps, a thought occurred to him. Bartleby wouldn’t know what time his affair with Silverleaf at the club ended. Reporting in could definitely wait. He turned back.
“Isabelle,” he called. She turned towards him with a hopeful look on her face. “I changed my mind.”
Chapter 6: For the Glory of Alfheim
May Honeyflower stretched to relieve her cramping muscles and mopped her brow as the hot wind blew strands of her caramel-colored hair into her face. Her mouth was dry, and she found herself wishing for a tall flagon of freschina, the light elfin wine that somehow always took the heat from the day.
The wind blew dirt through the streets of Al-Adan, and it swirled around the ankles of the elves out walking, dancing with their feet before moving onto a new person. The throng of people trudged back and forth on the street en route to whatever business they had to conduct – shopping at the market, visiting friends, ordering goods from a smith. All of them appeared beaten down by the heat and the dust.
May remembered a time when it wasn’t like this. The weather was always fair in Al-Adan. A pleasant breeze blew through the midday to cool the skin, and the afternoon sun was the perfect companion for a nap before the festivals at night. The war and the occupation had done so much damage to the former Alfheim she wept if she allowed herself to think too much about it.
With an effort, she refocused her mind on the task at hand. She was positioned at a small café across from the Central Police recruiting office. The Elite Guard she commanded, to which the CP reported and which was responsible for security in Al-Adan, had received a tip from a typically anonymous source that the Sons of Frey were planning to bomb the recruiting station.
May understood the reasoning. The Shendali fundamentalist sect was attempting to destabilize the government. By getting inside an allegedly secure facility and destroying it, they could sow fear and convince the people the government couldn’t protect them. It was sound strategy for a standard guerilla campaign.
But at its heart it made no sense. The goal was to encourage the Urlanders to end their occupation and leave Alfar. But everything the Sons of Frey did to destabilize the situation only encouraged the Urlanders to stay longer. It was ultimately a self-defeating strategy.
Of course, the Sons of Frey wanted more than for the Urlanders to leave. They hoped to topple the government and institute a theocracy similar to the one in Jifan. May was damned if that was going to happen, and she was tired of these whackos slaughtering her people in the name of God and Frey. She was no priest, but she knew this was not what Frey intended when he brought his message of God’s love to the elves. If it was, she wanted no part of it.
She had three agents stationed in the street at various points, all keeping watch for the terrorist. She wanted to make sure he didn’t get the chance to cast his deadly spell. Her department was under fire for not rooting out the terrorist cell and putting an end to its activities. The Elite Guard had identified a Jifani elf named Mustique Starfellow as the ringleader, but they did not have a reliable description of him, nor did they have a lead on where to find him. At the moment, the best they could do was react to his attacks. She desperately wanted to foil this one to not only send the message that the people were safe from this sort of terrorism but also to let Starfellow know she was onto him. The Elite Guard had foiled three attacks in the last month, but every one of them came from an anonymous tip. Despite her bravado, she was no closer to finding and stopping Starfellow than when he began his campaign of terror.
Presently, she focused on the people in the square looking for some sign of whom the bomber might be. It was next to impossible to pick out details among the many elves that passed back and forth. Black face after black face, sandy robe after sandy robe went by looking identical to every other elf in the street. She searched faces looking for anything that might appear strange or unusual. All she saw, though, was sweaty misery.
A mother with three children drew her attention for a moment. The youngsters ran in three directions, forcing their mother to chase them down and call after them.
May smiled. The children laughed gaily as they ran to and fro, their black skin shining in the too-warm sun and their long, black hair trailing behind them like a horse’s tail. The mother was frustrated but not angry. This was elfin life as it was supposed to be – before the war, before the decaying of the land.
She returned her attention to the crowd and saw nothing but an anonymous throng. Everyone seemed to be on business elsewhere. A very few stopped in at the café for a drink or a bite. Sadly, none went to the recruiting station. It was just as well. Anyone headed in that direction would have been treated as a terrorist by May and her agents.
For a moment, she worried that was the plan all along. Maybe the Sons of Frey called the tip in to use the Elite Guard to prevent people from joining the CP. May tried to tell herself that was far-fetched and preposterous, but she’d seen too much in the last four years to completely discount the theory.
She looked to her other agents to see if they spotted anything. All of them shook their heads. May rubbed her eyes and mopped her brow again. She worried she would miss the bomber due to the heat and the boredom.
A moment later, though, something caught her eye. A woman who reminded May very much of herself – younger, but with the same rich brown skin and bright, yellow eyes – was moving towards the recruiting station.
May knew immediately something was wrong. The girl was dressed in white robes – funeral attire. She had her hands folded into her long sleeves, and she stared at the building forcefully. She was totally focused on where she was going and what she meant to do. No police recruit had that kind of intensity when enlisting.
Quickly, May signaled to one of her men and then got up, rushing towards the woman, cocking a small crossbow as she did so. She hit the crowd at a run, and started elbowing her way through.
“Move!” she shouted. “Everyone out of the way!”
The initial reaction was one of anger, but once people saw her loaded weapon and her green Elite Guard uniform, they moved. Some of them only froze forcing her to dodge around them, or they backed into her path, slowing her down.
Her heart pounded, terrified she wouldn’t be able to reach the terrorist in time. She couldn’t see if the agent she’d signaled was in position to take a shot.
With one last shove, she at last escaped the throng of passersby and brought her crossbow to bear. The girl had ascended the steps and was nearly to the door of the station. She’d also put her hood up.
“Stop!” May called. “Take another step, and you’re dead.”
The girl froze. For a moment, she did nothing. May began her approach.
“Hands above your head,” she ordered.
The girl dropped her arms. The right hand held a small shaft of wood.
“Wand!” May yelled, and the agent she signaled let fly with an arrow. It was just off the mark, hitting the target in the shoulder.
The terrorist yelped in pain, but looked otherwise unaffected. She raised the wand.
“For the glory of Alfheim!” she cried.
May took aim and fired. The quarrel hit the girl between the shoulder blades, piercing her heart and killing her instantly. She sank to her knees and then fell over. The wand rolled from her hand without casting its explosive spell.
The elf who missed his shot ran to where she fell and examined her. It was Meadowbrook, a relatively new member of the Guard.
“She’s dead,” he reported. “Nice shooting, Captain.”
“Scan the area,” she ordered. “Make sure there aren’t any more.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and moved off.
May looked at the body of the terrorist and grieved. Elf-on-elf violence was so far from the Word of Frey it couldn’t be comprehended. But here they found themselves. A beautiful young girl shot dead by a soldier because the girl intended to mass murder more elves. It was no wonder the land was dying. Elves had lost their way, and May had no idea who was going to show them back to the path of their ancestors.
Lieutenant Svetlana Markova entered Major Davidov’s office in Pushkingrad with a slight sense of trepidation. She did not like delivering bad news.
She reflected that it wasn’t necessarily bad news. It might be nothing. Perhaps some clerk in the People’s Defense Bureau had made a mistake.
Her instincts told her otherwise. What she discovered was highly irregular, and that just wasn’t the way things were done in either the PDB or the Phrygian Army. Everything was very orderly.
She tried to show more than her usual confidence. She rolled her shoulders a little farther back to accentuate her large breasts, which stretched the fabric of her black, PDB uniform. Her back was straighter; her chin tipped a little high, causing her long, blonde hair to cascade fully down her back. She snapped a harsh salute at her superior, clicking her heels as she did so.
“Major Davidov,” she said.
“Ah, come in, Shadowcat,” he said, calling her by her service codename. “What can I do for you?”
There was real affection for her in his voice, another reason she hated to deliver him bad news. They had developed a very good relationship in the past two years and even occasionally shared a drink at the officers’ club. She was certain he was interested in more than friendship, but she knew he would never act on his feelings. Fraternization with junior staff under one’s command was strictly forbidden.
She thought he was foolish. In her opinion, when men and women are attracted to each other, their positions in the collective should not matter. After all, the state did not consider a person’s feelings when it made its assignments. Neither should it care about one’s feelings for others within one’s occupation.
Davidov would never see it that way, though. Duty was his first mistress, and, if she told him not to take another, he would obey her. It was a shame. Svetlana wasn’t entirely certain if she was interested in becoming intimate with Boris Davidov, but she would have been willing to find out if he asked.
“I have discovered something unusual,” she said.
She could not look directly at him. She didn’t want to disappoint him. Her ice-blue eyes shifted around the drab office, with its grey floors, covered only with Davidov’s small desk and two chairs, and its grey walls, adorned only with a Phrygian flag and the seal of the People’s Defense Bureau.
“Go on,” he said.
“I was conducting a routine audit of a number of field agents,” she continued, “and I discovered that Captain Viktor Krilenko has been assigned directly to General Yevgeni Tupelov. Were you aware of this?”
“No,” Davidov said.
“I did not think so. There was no record of you giving authorization for this transfer, which you would have to have done since General Tupelov is Army, not PDB. I was hoping it was a clerical error, but it seems it is not.”
Davidov stroked his graying goatee thoughtfully and ran his fingers through his thinning, blonde hair. His blue eyes focused on nothing.
“I do not recall receiving any request from General Tupelov for one of our agents,” he said at last. “How long has Ravager been assigned to him?”
“Almost a month,” Svetlana answered.
“Then it couldn’t have preceded my command,” Davidov said, echoing her thoughts. “What is the nature of his assignment?”
“The transfer form does not say. He has been sighted multiple times in Al-Adan in the last few weeks.”
“Are there mission reports?”
“No.”
Davidov stiffened at that news. His face turned pink with anger.
“That is highly irregular,” he said. “Even if he was on loan to the military, we should be receiving copies of his mission reports.”
“That was my feeling as well, Comrade Major,” she said. “What would you like me to do?”
Davidov leaned back and studied the ceiling. He rocked a bit in his chair as he thought. Svetlana waited patiently for him to turn all the possibilities over in his mind.
“I think you should look into this further,” he said. “I would like to know who authorized this transfer and why I wasn’t notified.” He leaned forward on his desk and looked deeply into her eyes. “And I think you should conduct this investigation as discreetly as possible. We are dealing with a powerful military figure here. If there is nothing to this, we can cause great offense to him and great damage to both our careers.
“But most importantly, this smells very wrong. My instincts tell me there is some form of malfeasance at work. If that is the case, we will have to be careful to whom we speak. We don’t know who our friends are. For the time being, keep this between ourselves.”
“Yes, sir,” Svetlana said. “How would you like me to proceed?”
“Start with the mission records. Tupelov’s office should have them. See what you can find out about what Ravager is doing. Then we’ll see what to do from there. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Comrade Major!” She snapped another salute.
“Good. Be careful, Shadowcat. As you well know, people kill to keep secrets. If this is a worst-case scenario, there may be more at risk here than our careers.”
Wolf sat quietly in Bartleby’s office as the chief looked over his report. The old man’s brow was furrowed as he went through the details.
“Well, it doesn’t look like you learned much,” Bartleby said at last.
“Excuse me?” Wolf said, flabbergasted.
“Although you did manage to contribute a tidy sum to your bank account,” the chief continued. “I suppose you’ll be retiring now.”
Wolf couldn’t believe his ears. Was Bartleby really suggesting he’d been fooling around the entire time?
“Is this some sort of a joke?” he asked.
“Is it?” Bartleby replied.
Wolf turned crimson with anger. How dare the chief question his work!
“No,” he growled. “It was a very fruitful fact-finding mission.”
Bartleby appeared unmoved.
“And what facts did you find other than the ambassador uses magic to cheat at cards?” he asked.
Wolf had to take a breath. He was ready to explode, and he knew that would not get him anywhere with the chief. Micah Bartleby took flak from no one.
“First,” Wolf said, struggling to keep his voice even, “that he cheats at cards via some magical means. I am not an expert on elves, but I have not heard of them performing magic without the assistance of spells or enchanted items. They have a greater understanding of magic than humans, but they do not possess an innate ability to use it. Thus, Ambassador Silverleaf has some sort of extraordinary ability.
“Second, he hates Urlanders. The very reason he cheats at cards is to hurt our people. This raises the question why would someone like that be assigned as ambassador to Urland? He couldn’t possibly overcome his prejudice to be an effective diplomat. Moreover, why would he accept the appointment in the first place? He condemns himself to spending a lot of time in a nation he despises.
“Third, he’s arrogant. He believes himself to be better than any of the people who were in the club, and I suspect he thinks there are few beings of any sort on Earth better than he.
“Fourth, his arrogance tells us two things about him: he’s extremely intelligent, and he’s careless. Both points were demonstrated clearly during the card game. His understanding of the green deck and how to play it effectively – along with his skill at cheating to win – demonstrate he’s a keen tactician. However, his assumption I would play grey and his lack of a contingency plan when I chose black show us he thinks he has thought of everything when he really hasn’t.
“Something is going on here. I don’t know what it adds up to, but Shadow Five named one person just before she was murdered: Ambassador Silverleaf. Now we find out he’s an arrogant cheat, who hates Urland. Everything I uncovered suggests we should investigate further. As far as I’m concerned, he’s got the blood of an Urlish Shadow on his hands, and I want him to pay.”
Wolf fell silent. He was angrier than he expected to be. Maybe it was because Sara was a friend of his, and she didn’t deserve to die gruesomely. Maybe it was because the chief was questioning his methods or his instincts. And maybe it was because he was so bored, and the game with Silverleaf was the closest thing to a mission he’d had in months.
Whatever the reason, he was tired of sitting here doing nothing when he knew he was onto something. His grey eyes bored into Bartleby, daring the Chief to challenge him further. For his part, the head of Shadow Service simply stared impassively at Wolf – as though Wolf had not been insubordinate or raised his voice or even spoken.
“You missed something,” Bartleby said at last. “Silverleaf’s treatment of the girl, Beausoir, and of the staff and the other people in the club indicates a certain cruelty. It’s not just that he thinks he’s better than anyone else. He has real disdain for others. He sees them as nothing more than tools, and he’ll sacrifice them whenever he feels he needs to. We don’t know enough from your observations to declare him a sociopath, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he was.”
Wolf sat flabbergasted. Bartleby was up to something. Why was he suddenly taking what Wolf learned so seriously?
“Why—” Wolf began.
“Because I wanted to see if you understood what it was we learned from this exercise. You’ve been bored and sullen for months. It’s possible your skills had gotten soft. I needed to make sure you’d actually done more than play cards, charm a woman, and win a bunch of money. I wanted to know you were still sharp.”
Wolf wasn’t sure if he was angry, pleased, or insulted. He struggled to react.
“Maybe I wouldn’t have been in danger of going dull, if I’d had a mission in the last year,” he grumbled.
“Oh, spare me!” Bartleby shot back. “You know as well as I that missions come as they come. And the best use for you is investigation and problem-solving. A long-term, deep-cover assignment is a waste of your talents. When something comes up that best suits your gifts, you get the mission. Nothing of that sort has come up in the last year. We’ve got something now. I assume you want the case?”
Wolf was chagrined. He knew the chief was right. The boredom had made him a fool.
“Yes, sir,” he said. “I’d like the case.”
“Good,” Bartleby said. “Silverleaf has left for Alfar. You will go there as well. You will find out what he’s up to and, if necessary, put a stop to it. And you’re to remember that there is, as of yet, no evidence linking him to Shadow Five’s death. You’re only to go after Silverleaf if there is cause. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
Wolf could feel his heart starting to race. He suddenly felt a little more alive. He had a mission at last. Soon, he would be back in his familiar world of danger. It was where he liked to be.
“How will I be able to get close to Silverleaf,” he asked. “Will I be continuing to use the cover from the club and tell him I’m on holiday? That seems a little thin.”
“No,” Bartleby answered. “We’ve got something better. You’re the new ambassador to Alfar.”
“What!” For the second time, Wolf couldn’t believe what he heard from the chief. Was he really serious, or was this another ploy? “Sir, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t know the first thing about diplomacy,” Wolf protested. “I’ve never been to Alfar, I have only limited understanding of all the subtle points of the negotiations, and I won’t be able to properly represent Her Majesty.”
“Oh, for God’s sake!” Bartleby roared. “A minute ago, you were crying because you didn’t have a mission. Now you’re telling me you can’t take one I’m offering you?”
“But, sir, I don’t know anything about diplomacy.”
“You’re the son of a noble family,” Bartleby said, his gaze hard. “You were raised to be a courtier and would be now if you hadn’t become a Shadow. You have the appropriate background, which is why I sent you to the Dubonney Club in the first place.
“You’ve read all the briefs on Urland’s tactical position in Alfar. You know what the most important aspects of that position are and that we can’t give them up.
“Most importantly, you know Silverleaf for whom he really is. The best way to get you close to him is to put you in the negotiating room with him, and I want a man who understands how treacherous the Alfari ambassador is.
“Your controller on this mission is well versed in the complexities of the negotiation. She’ll be able to guide you.
“I need you there on the inside, Shadow Six. Someone has murdered one of our Shadows. She linked the Alfari ambassador to it before she died. That, along with what you learned at the Dubonney Club, suggests to me something nefarious is going on. I want to know what it is, and, if it’s a threat to Urlish interests, I want it stopped.”
He ceased speaking and stared at Wolf holding him hard with his pale green eyes. Wolf thought about it. Everything the Chief said made sense. Wolf did seem like an ideal man for the job.
But he didn’t like it. Diplomacy was a lot more complicated than Bartleby was making it out to be, and he didn’t care how knowledgeable this controller was; she couldn’t be in the negotiations with him. Wolf saw lots of opportunities for things to go very wrong. But he also didn’t see that he had much of a choice.
“Alright,” he said. “I’ll do it.”
“Thank you,” Bartleby said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Get your things together. You leave in an hour. I want you there soonest.”
Wolf nodded and left the office. His heart was still racing. He just wasn’t sure if it was excitement or dread that was making it beat so.
Sagaius Silverleaf sat impatiently in a dirty tavern in the small town of Qesh in northern Jifan. He had exchanged his customary silks for a rough wool tunic and leggings and an even rougher cloak. Everything he wore was brown, even his leather boots, and all of it looked boorish. He kept the hood of his cloak up, so he could not be recognized. While that was principally a security precaution, he also didn’t want to be seen wearing such terrible clothing.
He was in an ill mood. Coming to Jifan always made him angry. He hated what the cowardly theocrats had done to his beloved Alfheim – what they had done to him. He recognized the necessity of this meeting, but he detested having it here. He would rather have traveled all the way to Phrygia to meet with General Tupelov.
Absently, he rubbed his left wrist. It had been years since the Jifani terrorists maimed him, but he sometimes still felt the pain.
Presently, the subjects of his meeting arrived. Tupelov was sensibly out of uniform, although his khaki tunic and leggings were similar in color to the Phrygian Army’s olive. Sagaius supposed he was a man who couldn’t stray too far from what he knew. Ravager wore his customary black cloak, tunic, and pants.
The two were speaking when they entered. Sagaius understood Phrygian, but they were talking too low for him to make out the words. After a moment, Ravager spotted Sagaius and nodded. Tupelov followed his eyes and smiled. They exchanged another brief word, and then Ravager moved to the bar, while Tupelov came straight over.
“Privet, Ambassador,” Tupelov said, seating himself. “How are you tonight?”
“Irritated,” Sagaius said. “You’re late.”
“My apologies, Ambassador,” he said. “I was delayed leaving Pushkingrad.”
Ravager arrived carrying four shots of vodka. Sagaius sniffed in disdain at the predictability. He set two glasses in front of Tupelov and kept the other two for himself. He sat down between the two of them.
“Nosdrovija,” Tupelov said, and the two of them threw back a shot.
“So,” Tupelov said after wiping his mouth. “Where are we?”
“We have successfully penetrated the Sons of Frey in Al-Adan,” Ravager said. His voice was flat and dead-sounding. “Starfellow believes I am feeding him inside information on the movements of government officials, so he may send his suicide bombers to wreak havoc. Simultaneously, I have tipped the Elite Guard to the imminence of all but the most inconsequential of attacks. Thus, the Guard appears to be on top of the violence, making it look like they have security well in hand.”
“How does Starfellow perceive these setbacks,” Sagaius inquired.
“He is growing discontent,” Ravager said with a shrug. “He cannot deny the accuracy of my information, but his lack of success at getting a government figure is causing him to have doubts. I threw him a bone, as the Urlanders like to say.”
“What bone?” Sagaius said, concern rising in his mind.
“A new Urlish ambassador arrives tomorrow,” he answered. “I gave him the location and time. He couldn’t resist the opportunity to assassinate an occupier.”
“But that could jeopardize the whole plan,” Tupelov protested. “If the Urlanders grow suspicious—”
“It won’t matter,” Sagaius said. He gazed at the general with disdain. “The Feast of the Revelation begins in three days. So long as the president continues with her plans for a unified celebration, everything will be as we need it. Ravager’s little bone most likely helps matters. If Starfellow is able to assassinate the Urlish ambassador, he will trust us more and be certain to play his role on Revelation Day.”
Tupelov nodded thoughtfully. He played with his empty shot glass, turning it around and around on the table.
“And are you sure the president will continue with her plans?” he said.
“Leave that to me,” Sagaius answered. How dare this human question his part in all of this? “The question is, General, is everything ready on your end?”
Tupelov turned red from his neck to the top of his bald head. Sagaius could see him struggling to control his temper. Apparently, he didn’t care for his preparations to be insulted either.
“All of my units are ready to march,” he said through his teeth. “My agents in Al-Adan are ready as well. They need only receive the order.”
“I will signal them on my return to Al-Adan,” Ravager said.
Sagaius nodded his approval. It seemed everything was as set as it could be. Now he just had to put the final piece in place.
“Very well,” he said. “Ravager and I will stop at my manor en route to Al-Adan. I have a few things to collect before the final stage. In the meantime, General, you will return to Pushkingrad. Take this.” He pushed a silver ring set with a black stone across the table. “When the stone turns orange, it will be time to start your march. I trust you can penetrate the border and make it to Eranbul with relative ease.”
“That part will not be a problem,” Tupelov said. “It’s what happens after we arrive that may cause trouble. Don’t be late.”
“Never,” Sagaius replied.
Tupelov threw back his second shot. He stood and looked at the two of them.
“May the Great Bear watch over the both of you,” he said.
“As long as I enjoy Frey’s favor, I won’t need any from Ursa,” Sagaius said.
Tupelov scowled at him with his single eye. Sagaius held his gaze, daring him to escalate. The Phrygian general tried to remain defiant, but he wilted after a few moments. It was just too hard for a human to look on an elf for that amount of time.
“Do svidanija, gentlemen,” Tupelov said. He put the ring on his right hand. “I look forward to your signal.”
So saying, he turned on his heel and practically marched out of the tavern. Several elves stared at him as he went. Sagaius shook his head.
He hated depending on others to advance his goals. He much preferred to have control over everything himself. He was doubly unhappy about partnering with an arrogant Phrygian general. The man was used to giving orders, not taking them, and he liked things to be orderly. Sagaius shared his desire for order, but his life had taught him you sometimes had to embrace chaos to make things right. He wondered if Yevgeni Tupelov would be able to adjust if anything went wrong.
Still, he supposed he was saddled with the two Phrygians. Like it or not, they had things he needed. If he was going to bring his plans to fruition, he was going to have to put up with Tupelov and Ravager a bit longer. Once they succeeded, he would be in a stronger position to dictate terms.
“Finish your drink,” he told Ravager. “We have a lot of accomplish.”
Ravager tossed the vodka back wordlessly and then stood to go. Sagaius rose, and the two of them left the tavern.
Outside, Sagaius’s carriage waited for them. Ravager took a moment to stow his magic carpet on the back with Sagaius’s luggage, then he climbed up and joined him inside. Sagaius knocked on the roof to indicate to the driver they were ready to leave. A moment later, the carriage moved off with a crack of the reins.
“Fill me in,” Sagaius said. “What have I missed?”
Chapter 10: The Thing about Elves
Wolf made his way up the gangplank of The Shimmering Veil as his three wooden trunks were hauled up over the sides by a grumbling crew. The two-masted vessel looked fairly beat up. She appeared as though she’d weathered a few storms and possibly pirates. Wolf was nervous. She didn’t look entirely seaworthy, and he didn’t want to be on a leaky ship or one that might collapse in a storm.
As he boarded, he was greeted by a large man who was obviously the captain. Unlike the crew, he wore a coat, although the tarnished brass buttons were falling off, and it looked like it had gone through two wars. He had a scruffy face with red cheeks and was missing a tooth. At his side was a comely young man with blonde hair. Wolf guessed he was nineteen, maybe twenty.
The captain looked Wolf up and down, scrutinizing him. Wolf hoped he wasn’t going to have to deal with any sort of working-class hero or land-lubber-versus-seaman crap.
“If you’re an ambassador,” the captain said, “where’s your fancy silks and perfumes?” Wolf was dressed in a warm cloak, comfortable pants and a loose-fitting tunic – perfect for traveling.
“They’re in the trunks,” he said. “The truth is I hate wearing them. They’re stuffy and silly and uncomfortable. But, in my line of work, you have to wear the uniform or people won’t take you seriously. It’s all way too pompous if you ask me.”
Wolf met the man’s green-eyed gaze. He was hoping being a little honest with him would help his trip. They were going to be sharing a ship for approximately a week. If the captain didn’t like Wolf, he could make it unpleasant. Presently, the captain broke into a wide grin and guffawed.
“Too pompous,” he said. “D’ya hear that, Richie? The ambassador says silks and perfume is ‘too pompous.’ Ha!”
Richie laughed. It sounded sincere to Wolf and not sycophantic.
“You’re alright, Ambassador,” the captain said, clapping Wolf on the shoulder.
“Thank you,” Wolf said. “Perhaps we should have introductions. Wolf Dasher, Ambassador from Her Majesty’s Government to Alfar.” He extended his hand. The big man shook it warmly,
“Rough hands,” he commented. “You’re no fop, Ambassador. Whatever you were before you got this post, you worked for a living. I like that.”
Wolf winced inwardly at the implied class warfare, but at least it was working in his favor. He hoped the captain wouldn’t ask too much about his background. If necessary, he’d lie and say he was a soldier, but he’d rather not discuss it at all.
“My name’s James Hoag, captain of The Shimmering Veil. She may not look like much, but she’s the sturdiest ship in the sea. This here’s my boson, Richie Cartwright. Say hello, Richie.”
“Hello,” the young man said.
“A pleasure,” Wolf said, shaking his hand.
“He’s worth his weight in magic, Richie is,” Hoag said, stroking the young man’s hair affectionately. “Anything you need, he can provide.”
Just then, the last of Wolf’s trunks was dropped by the men trying to carry it, and they complained bitterly about its weight. Hoag cast a shrewd eye on Wolf.
“That ain’t no silks and perfumes in that one,” he said. “What’ve you got in there?”
“Books, mostly,” Wolf answered. “And some maps. I’ve never been to Alfar before, and I need to research it on my way there.”
Most of what he said was true. He didn’t say anything about the intelligence documents provided by the Urlish Army and Shadow Service.
“Blood and bones,” Hoag swore. “You don’t need no books. I can tell you all you need to know about Alfar and the elves. I’ve made my living sailing back and forth to that strange land. I’ve known plenty of elves, and I know what makes ’em tick. Stick with me, Mr. Dasher. I’ll get you all the learnin’ you need.”
Wolf couldn’t help but smile. Blood and bones? What a fantastic curse! He must remember to use it. And, while he had no intention of not reading the research material he brought with him, he was glad to have Hoag’s perspective. That was something he could never get from documents and reports.
“I put myself in your hands, Captain,” Wolf said.
“A wise decision,” the big man replied. “Richie, take our guest below and show him his quarters.”
“Aye, Cap’n,” he said with enthusiasm.
Richie led him down into the heart of The Shimmering Veil and offered him a small room. It had a porthole and just enough room for his trunks, a rack for sleeping, and a tiny table and chair. It was cramped but private.
“If you need anything, sir,” Richie said, “just ring this bell. Someone will summon me. Can I bring you anything else at the moment?”
“No, thank you,” Wolf answered. “Please extend my thanks to Captain Hoag.”
“Captain takes dinner at nineteen hundred hours in his quarters,” Richie said. “He’d be pleased to have you join him.”
“Tell him he can rely on my presence.”
“Very good, sir,” Richie said. He turned and went out.
Wolf was relieved. The carriage ride from Urland through Gallica and down into Celia had been hard. Speed was of the essence, and so the driver had moved them along at too fast a pace for comfortable travel. In fact, they changed horses four times, so he could push them harder. Furthermore, Wolf hadn’t been able to stop at any of his favorite inns for a pleasant dinner and some entertainment. They stopped just long enough to grab some food, and move on, often driving into the early night and camping by the roadside.
Now, it seemed, things were improving. He had a captain who liked him, and quarters below decks, where he could enjoy some privacy. He’d never been enthused about sea travel, but he had to admit, he was going to enjoy the more languid pace.
He removed his cloak and hopped into his rack. Within moments, he was asleep.
***
He arrived at Hoag’s quarters at precisely seven o’clock feeling refreshed. The nap had done him good, and he’d found time to wash his face and change his clothes. His muscles still ached from the uncomfortable carriage ride, but it was more bearable now that he’d rested and put on fresh things.
He was greeted by a delicious smell of roasted fowl that immediately caused his stomach to rumble. The table was set for three and was covered in food. Hoag beamed when he saw Wolf at the door.
“Come in, Ambassador,” he boomed. “It’s not often I get to entertain a government official.” He let out another of his loud guffaws.
Richie appeared and escorted Wolf to a seat to Hoag’s left. He then poured Wolf a flagon of sweet-smelling white wine before seating himself at Hoag’s right. The captain raised his cup and indicated the other men should do so as well. Wolf obeyed.
“To Neptune!” Hoag said. “May he grant us a smooth and safe journey.”
He tossed his wine back. Wolf and Richie followed suit. The wine was quite delicious. It was crisp and dry and contained strong notes of apricots. It had a clean finish and, despite its sweet flavor, wasn’t a dessert wine.
“This is amazing,” Wolf said.
“You like it?” Hoag replied. “I get it from a friend in Alfar. They’re very good at wine there, Ambassador. If you have a taste for the vino, you’re going to like your new assignment.”
“Somehow I’m guessing the wine will not be the factor that makes or breaks my enjoyment of the job,” Wolf said with a smile.
“Blood and bones, Mr. Dasher!” Hoag said with a laugh. “No job as an ambassador is ever going to be fun, especially one where you’re supposed to sort out a bunch of people determined not to agree. But there are advantages. You get to live a nice life and sample some of the finer things. That’s what makes the posting worthwhile. You’re new to this whole diplomacy game, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Wolf said, unable to suppress another smile. He was really beginning to like Hoag. “And call me Wolf. You’re not at court.”
“Very well, Wolf,” Hoag said. “But if you don’t mind me asking, why would Her Majesty’s government send an ambassador who’s new to diplomacy and has no tolerance for pomp to one of the stickiest messes in the world? Doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. Seems like they’d want someone more experienced.”
“Her Majesty wants a new approach,” Wolf said. “Someone with fresh eyes, ears, and ideas. She’s hoping that might break the impasse.”
“Hmm,” Hoag said. He searched Wolf with his green eyes, probing for the truth. Wolf smiled innocently. “Maybe.”
They set to feasting. The fowl Wolf smelled was roast pheasant. Each man had a bird, and they were prepared with apples and a maple sauce spiced with herbs Wolf didn’t recognize. It was extremely sweet and a perfect match for the apricot wine. There were also roast potatoes doused in butter and parsley, and well peppered sweet corn. The meal was a little on the sweet side for Wolf’s taste, but he had to admit the potatoes cut the sugar of the pheasant sauce nicely, and the pepper gave the corn a spicy flavor that was very agreeable. He hadn’t had a meal this pleasant since leaving Urland days ago.
“My god, Captain,” he commented, “this is superb. Where did you find a ship’s cook with this kind of talent?”
“All my crew are talented,” Hoag replied. “When I meet a man with a certain skill I can make use of, I offer him whatever I can to get him onboard and then keep it coming to make sure he stays. A happy crew is a productive crew.
“Take Richie here,” he said with an affectionate glance towards the young man. “He’s extremely efficient. There’s not a man or boy on the sea who understands rigging and cables as well. One of the reasons this old sea hunk holds together as well as it does is Richie knows what she needs.
“Richie has a sweet-tooth. He’s always loved sugar. So I make sure Cook has plenty of the kinds of things he likes to eat. This maple sauce here is one of his favorites. Richie eats better here than any other ship on the sea. So it’s worth his while to stay. I get what I need, and he gets what he likes.”
“That’s not all you get,” Richie said, a suggestive tone in his voice. He winked at Hoag.
“Yes, well, there’s that too,” the captain said. “But that’s all side benefits.”
Wolf watched them stare at each other. There was passion there. They were obviously lovers.
“Anyway,” Hoag continued, “if you have a happy crew, they remember who made them happy, and they work their asses off for that person. No one ever jumps ship from The Shimmering Veil, Wolf. Not unless they think they’re getting their own ship.”
Wolf studied Hoag for a moment and concluded he was sincere. It was easy to like James Hoag, and if he went the extra mile for you, which Wolf didn’t doubt, it was easy to see how you could become devoted to him.
“I like your philosophy,” Wolf said.
“It’s not just philosophy, Wolf,” Hoag replied. “I have the results to prove it.”
“I’ve no doubt. I wonder if I might change the subject a bit. You mentioned you had insight into elves. I’d be very interested to hear your thoughts.”
Hoag pushed himself back from the table a bit and refilled his cup. He took a long sip from his wine before fixing Wolf with a serious gaze.
“To understand elves, Wolf,” he said, “You have to understand their religion. The thing about elves is they’re a very proud people. All of them, whether they’re Shendali, Freyalan, or unreligious, revere the prophet Frey.”
“That much I know,” Wolf commented.
“Ah, but you have to understand what it means, Laddie,” Hoag said. “Frey was an elf. He wandered the earth searching for the meaning to it all, spiritual insight, whatever these prophets are looking for before they have their moment of revelation.
“He wandered for seven years before he had a vision in the desert. According to the elves, God spoke to him directly. God told Frey that elves were His special creation. They were the greatest life form on Earth. That’s why they were so beautiful and so gifted with an understanding of magic. According to Frey, elves are made in the very image of God. Because this race is so blessed, it’s their job to care for the other races and bring them to enlightenment.
“Frey returned to Alfheim, as it used to be known, and spread this message to his people. As you can imagine, it was well received.”
“Told you were made in the very image of God and charged with caring for all the Earth?” Wolf commented. “Who wouldn’t want to hear that?”
“Precisely,” Hoag said. “It didn’t take long before Frey was declared a prophet, nominally made head of the nation, and worshipped nearly as a god. He retreated to the forests for days at a time, and then came out with new proclamations about God’s plan. People hung on his every word. He became so popular, everything about him was revered. If he had dates at dinner, this was some sort of sign over the importance of dates in the diet and their divine nature. Whatever clothes he wore became instant fashion statements. Hell, if he farted at dinner, it was seen as proper table manners, not a social faux pas.
“Every elf wanted to be Frey, and, failing that, they wanted to be as close to him as they could in behavior. They believed it would bring enlightenment and God’s favor. That has never changed, Laddie. To this very day, they all seek to be more Frey-like. And since Frey told them they were God’s chosen people, they believe wholeheartedly they are better than all the other races.
“That’s not to say they’re arrogant. Most elves are friendly and easy to get along with. But they all think they’re better than humans or dwarfs or any other race you can name.”
Wolf chewed on that. The only elf he’d ever met was Silverleaf, but he fit the description Hoag made of the typical elf. He thought he was better than anyone else. The way he carried himself. The way he gazed coolly at his opponents in Conquest. The way he treated Simone de Beausoir like more of a pet than a lover. All this was apart from his arrogance, which was considerable. Silverleaf was arrogant, because, before he played Wolf, he’d never been beaten. The confidence came from his self-assured belief that, as an elf, he was just better than the humans with whom he worked.
“So how did this conflict between Freyalans and Shendalis come about?” he asked.
“Well, Wolf, as I’m sure you’re aware, religion does funny things to faith. When Frey died, he didn’t name a successor. That created an argument as to who was the most qualified to lead his church.
“Most elves felt it was his sister, Freya. She accompanied him on many of his journeys and was a near-constant companion. She had a great understanding of his mind.
“But you know how men are, Wolf. Most of them don’t like the idea of a woman in charge of them, and a certain percentage will do anything to make sure a man is running things. It seems that even being a member of God’s chosen people doesn’t make you immune to this failing.
“A vocal minority proclaimed Frey’s best friend, Shendal, to be his true heir. Shendal didn’t come into Frey’s life until a few years after the Revelation – the day when Frey brought his message from God to the elves. Depending on which accounts you read, Shendal was more of a mouthpiece than an advisor, but it didn’t matter. He had a penis, and that made him superior to Freya in the minds of some.
“While Freya and Shendal lived, the two groups existed mostly peaceably. But it didn’t take long after their deaths for a true schism to occur. The Shendalis are far more conservative. It wasn’t long before they couldn’t co-exist with the more progressive Freyalans.”
Wolf sighed heavily. He was an atheist for a number of reasons, but one of them was something his father said to him when he was coming of age – before Wolf’s powers manifested themselves. “Beware of religion,” his father advised. “There is no greater fomenter of hatred on Earth.” He was saddened but unsurprised to see the truth of his father’s words even in the magical and noble race of elves. It seemed to him they were not any closer to God than the other races.
“So that’s why they’re warring now,” Wolf said.
“No, Laddie,” Hoag said, his green eyes gleaming. “Remember the Shendalis are a minority party. They existed within elfin society for hundreds of years before this conflict. They sat at the fringes and railed against the corruption of Frey’s pure society, reminded everyone Frey instructed them to create a state of grace – a nation of godliness – and pushed for changes to the law to improve morality, but it wasn’t until recently they took power.
“In the last twenty years, the friendliness between Alfheim and the human nations, particularly Urland, led to Shendali anger. They claimed the Freyalan government had lost Frey’s message of shepherding the other races and become slave to them. As more elfin magic made its way across the Gleaming Sea, they saw Alfheim losing her proper place in the world.
“Their cries of outrage discomfited corrupt officials in the government, which led to crackdowns, police raids, and further marginalization of the Shendali movement. So, they organized. They crafted weapons. And then they attacked.
“Despite being a minority population, they were able to seize nearly half the country and hold it during their civil war. When that coup attempt came down a few years ago, they would have succeeded in taking over the whole country if it hadn’t been for your soldiers.”
“And yet, they want those soldiers out as quickly as possible now,” Wolf said, “despite the fact their government is balanced on a very precarious coalition.”
Hoag smiled and took another deep draught of wine. He leaned forward.
“You’ve missed the point of the story, Ambassador,” Hoag said. “That’s why you Urlanders can’t seem to get things straight over there.”
“Remind me of the point,” Wolf said.
“Remember,” he answered, “the thing with elves is they’re a proud people. They believe they’re God’s chosen ones. But their country and their society are ripping themselves apart, and they’ve had to prevail upon humans – a lesser race – to preserve what’s left of it. Your very presence in their country is an offense to them. It’s offensive to their sense of pride and self-worth. They know they need you, Wolf, and they hate themselves for it.”
Hoag fell silent. Wolf wasn’t sure what to say. It was an alarming revelation if it was true. How could such a situation be fixed? Urland couldn’t withdraw if the situation was still unstable. But if his country’s very presence was destabilizing Alfar, how could they stay?
“You’ve booked yourself a hell of a pickle for your first diplomatic assignment, Wolf,” Hoag said. “If you want to find your way out of it, you need to understand the situation.”
Wolf could only nod. The situation was nearly intractable. Wolf was no diplomat. He was a Shadow with a mission. He wasn’t sure how he was going to play either role effectively.
“Cheer up, Laddie,” Hoag said with a smile. “It’ll take us about seven days to reach Alfar. You’ve plenty of time to draft a solution.” Then he let out another of his characteristic guffaws. Wolf couldn’t help but join him.
“I’m sure that’ll be plenty of time,” he joked.
Hoag smiled at him. Then he rubbed Richie’s shoulder.
“Get some rest, Wolf,” Hoag said. “Tomorrow will come soon enough. We’ll talk then.”
Wolf rose from the table.
“Thank you for dinner,” he said. “And the insight.”
“The pleasure was all mine, Ambassador.”
“Richie,” Wolf said with a nod. The youth nodded back.
Then Wolf turned and left the captain’s cabin. He wasn’t planning on getting any rest just yet. His nap had been sufficient for the time being. He had a lot of thinking to do.
The secretarial pool at Phrygian Army Station 505 just outside Pushkingrad had acquired a new member – a stray black cat. It wandered in from who knew where and began winding itself through Nadia Simonyiva’s legs and purring. Nadia had a soft heart and picked the cat up and started stroking its ears. The cat was very appreciative, but it meowed loudly until she gave it some fish from her lunch. Then it treated her like a trusted friend.
It became a regular visitor after that, a fact Nadia only encouraged by providing it with a dish of cream when it made an appearance. After eating, it would reward her by sitting in her lap and purring loudly while she stroked it. Then it would hop down and explore the office.
The cat’s name was something of a controversy. Each member of the pool had a different name for it. Sonya called it Petya, after a lost child. Anna referred to it as Oksana, because she liked the sound of it. And Yuri, the corporal in charge of the secretaries, called it his little babushka.
As for Nadia, she simply called her new friend Blackie. She knew it was uninspired, but she liked it. It seemed to suit her little black cat.
Blackie was extremely curious. She went all over the office and seemed to stare at things as if she really knew what they were. Sometimes, she would be sitting on top of a report, and Nadia would swear it looked as if she was reading it. Everyone loved the little black cat, and they all liked to speculate on her remarkable curiosity.
If they had known the reason for the cat’s interest in all they did, they would have been horrified. Blackie was not the cat’s real name. Neither was Petya nor Oksana nor Babushka. Her real name was Lieutenant Svetlana Markova of the People’s Defense Bureau. When Nadia observed her sitting on a report, staring at it, she was in fact reading it. When she was caught poking around in Yuri’s office or the databank room, it was because she was trying to uncover information for Major Davidov.
Svetlana had spent several weeks endearing herself to the staff, so that she would be able to gain free access to the office. Once she had established trust, she spent a lot of time trying to uncover information on Viktor Krilenko’s assignment to General Tupelov.
But doing so was a lot harder than she planned. There was no mention of him in any of the standard files that were easily accessible at the women’s desks or in Yuri’s office. Svetlana wasn’t too surprised. If Ravager was on a covert or illegal assignment, it wouldn’t be out in the office for just anyone to stumble across. That meant it had to be in the databank – a large chest of drawers kept in a secure room just off the main office.
Phrygian databanks were not known for their lack of security, and this one was no exception. Each drawer – and there were thirty of them – had an individual lock that had to be keyed to open it. Without the key, opening the drawer set off a magical trap that was always disastrous for the would-be spy. Each secretary was assigned six drawers and had an individual key for each. If a secretary needed access to someone else’s drawer, she had to ask that person to borrow the key and show a code clearance that gave her permission. The keys were small, round stones that fit into holes in the drawer faces. Each looked nearly identical to the next. If Svetlana was going to go through each drawer, she would somehow have to steal all thirty keys and then be able to distinguish which went to which drawer.
But that wasn’t the only problem. Not only was the databank trapped, so was the room in which it was housed. An alarm system protected it from being penetrated after hours, which was the only time Svetlana would be able to go through the drawers. A spell enchanted the floor so that anyone who walked on it had only ten seconds to disarm it before a voice started screaming, “Alarm!” at deafening levels.
Svetlana found this out the hard way. She knew the floor was trapped, but she snuck in one night, hoping her cat frame would be too light to trigger the alarm. Her hopes were dashed eleven seconds later. The volume of the screaming hurt her ears, and brought Yuri running within two minutes. When he found her cowering from the sound, he sighed heavily.
“You are going to get me into trouble, Babushka, if you don’t keep out of places you aren’t supposed to be.”
The only way to disarm the trap, she discovered, was a panel on the far side of the room. It had nine buttons on it that had to be pushed in a certain sequence to disable the spell. One morning, Nadia went in to disarm the floor, and Svetlana pursued her, jumping up on her shoulder, so she could peer at the keyboard while Nadia entered the code.
“Blackie!” Nadia cried. “You are going to make me mess up.”
But Svetlana held her position, and Nadia had to proceed or risk setting the alarm off. Svetlana watched carefully. Once Nadia entered the code, Svetlana visualized it over and over in her head until she had it memorized. She imagined herself entering the code until she could do it without thinking about it.
But she was no closer to actually being able to look inside the drawers. She might be able to get into the databank room, but she still needed keys. She feared she wasn’t going to be able to get the information Major Davidov needed.
Then she caught a break. She was nosing around Yuri’s office one day, when Nadia came in.
“Excuse me, Comrade Corporal,” Nadia said. “I wonder if I might borrow your master. I have to do some work on Operation: Hammerfall.”
Yuri’s usually jovial face turned very serious. Svetlana stopped what she was doing to watch.
“Do you have your code clearance, Nadia?” he asked.
“Yes, Comrade,” she replied.
She produced a card and handed it to him. He inspected it carefully. Svetlana hopped up on the desk to get a look at it. There were several letters and numbers – the code, Svetlana presumed – the seal of the Phrygian Army, and a signature – General Yevgeni Tupelov. Svetlana’s heart skipped a beat. She was onto something.
Yuri stared at the card for another moment and then looked Nadia over seriously. He handed the card back, then reached for his keys and unlocked a drawer on his desk.
“Very well, Nadia,” he said. “Be quick, though. It makes me nervous to have it out too long.”
“Yes, Comrade Corporal,” she said.
He reached into the desk drawer and withdrew a small, metal box. Opening it, he produced a pearl and handed it to her. She took it, thanked him, and went out. Svetlana hopped down off the desk and followed her.
Nadia went straight to the databank. She set the pearl in a small slot on the top. Then she opened several drawers, two of which Svetlana knew were not assigned to her. Nadia began going through files and making notes. Svetlana hopped up on her shoulder and peered at them.
“What are you doing, Blackie?” Nadia said with a laugh. “Are you interested in Operation: Hammerfall too?”
More than you know, Svetlana thought. But it did her no good. Nadia scooped her up and took her to the door.
“I am afraid your security clearance isn’t high enough, Blackie,” she said.
She dumped the cat out into the office and shut the door behind her.
Svetlana was frustrated with the near miss of an opportunity to find out what this was all about, but at least she knew there was a master key she could use. Locked out of the databank room, she returned to Yuri’s office and set about watching him to see where he kept his keys.
Over the next two days, she attempted to steal them, but she could never quite pull it off. He caught her every time and asked, “Why are you so interested in my keys, my little Babushka? Is it because they jingle?” He shook them in front of her, and she pawed at them, pretending to be interested. He laughed. “I’m sorry, Babushka, but General Tupelov would have my head if I gave these to a kitty to play with.”
She gave up trying to steal them and decided on another plan. The next day, she came to the office with a pair of lock picks in her mouth. She darted into Yuri’s office and spat them out behind a cabinet. Then she went about her business, disappearing under Yuri’s desk before everyone was set to close up for the day. When everyone left, she crept out and resumed her human form.
The one drawback to taking her cat form was she couldn’t take clothes with her. When she became human again, she was naked. Svetlana had little shame – her body was well worth admiring – but it was cold in Phrygia, even this far south. She shivered as she collected the lock picks and set to work on the drawer containing the databank’s master key.
In seconds, she had it open, snatched the pearl out of it and made her way to the databank. She punched in the code rapidly, and then prayed to the Great Bear it hadn’t been changed. She waited a full fifteen seconds before deciding it was safe to move again.
She dropped the pearl into its slot and said another quick prayer. Then she yanked open a drawer. Nothing happened. She sighed with relief and set to examining the drawer’s contents. She found nothing useful and closed it.
She decided then to start with the drawers she’d seen Nadia open. What she found made her both curious and confused. The first mention she saw of Operation: Hammerfall was in a drawer dedicated to scrolls on Army finances. It came up only as a line item in some of the discretionary funding files.
She saw it again in an operations report. This one discussed reactivating retired soldiers. It made no mention of what for, only that they would be associated with Hammerfall.
In the third drawer, she finally found a mention of Ravager. It designated his base of operations as Al-Adan but made no mention of his mission.
Svetlana felt her curiosity grow. As she looked through each drawer, she never found a master file on Operation: Hammerfall. It appeared only in brief mentions with other business. By the time she’d been through most of the drawers, she had a picture forming in her mind, but she couldn’t say for sure just what it depicted. Whoever was behind Hammerfall had taken great pains to obfuscate its purpose and even knowledge of it across many, many files.
When she left the databank, Svetlana was very troubled. She’d read a lot of suspicious things and come to some disturbing conclusions. She wasn’t sure what to make of them, but she knew it was time to bring them to Major Davidov’s attention.
She had just returned the pearl to Yuri’s drawer when she heard a sound. Turning, she found herself face to face with him. When had he come in? She hadn’t heard him.
“Who are you? What are you doing?” he asked, although he didn’t sound at all authoritative. He couldn’t take his eyes off her breasts. Svetlana saw an opening and took it.
“I am a surprise from your friends,” she said sexily. Yuri’s eyes widened and sweat started to trickle down his neck despite the cold.
“A surprise?” he said.
“Yes,” she said. She came forward and put her arms around his neck and looked deeply into his eyes. “Surprise!”
Then she kneed him as hard as she could in the groin. He collapsed to the ground instantly, and she leaped over him and dashed out the door and down the stairs.
He recovered faster than she would have thought possible and gave pursuit. When she hit the bottom of the stairs, she threw open the door and transformed into a cat. She sped behind a conveniently located rain barrel and hid herself.
Seconds later, Yuri emerged, holding his groin and looking desperate. He searched the grounds left and right for the naked intruder who had assaulted him. After a moment, he limped off in the direction he presumed she went. Svetlana came out and made her way back to the safe house, where warm clothes and coffee waited for her.
Wolf stood at the prow of The Shimmering Veil and smiled at the feel of the wind on his cheeks. A stiff breeze filled the ship’s sails and carried it along at a good enough clip that it felt to Wolf, standing at the very front of the vessel, as though they were sailing into the wind instead of with it. The cool air bit into his cheeks in a pleasant way, and the warmth of his tunic and cloak kept it from chilling the rest of his body.
He’d discovered the pleasure of standing up front a few days ago, and it was here he came to think. With the wind blasting his face and whipping his cloak behind him like a flag, he found it possible to shut out other distractions and focus on the problem at hand. He supposed that wasn’t entirely true. He was able to relax and think, but his mind was focused on diplomacy and understanding elves more than discovering who murdered Sara Wensley-James and how Sagaius Silverleaf might be connected.
His reading of the materials issued him by the Shadow Service and his regular talks with Captain Hoag had done more to confuse him than clarify the situation. To be sure, he had a much better understanding of Elfin culture, but he also sensed it was a purely academic one, not supported by the real-world experience of knowing and living with elves.
Moreover, he didn’t fully understand the positions of either Alfar or Urland. The elves were adamant about maintaining their independence and had seized on the Urlish occupation, as they liked to refer to it, as an affront to them. Meanwhile, Urland was determined to maintain a presence in Alfar to protect her interests – most especially the supply of magic. But Wolf’s research showed Her Majesty’s government didn’t export nearly as much magic from Alfar as he’d been led to believe. What they did do was send young human magicians to study under elfin masters to learn their secrets.
So why was it necessary to maintain a military presence? To reinforce the coalition government, which both Alfari and Urlanders worried was a bloody coup away from being deposed. If Alfar fell to Shendali fundamentalists, visas for students of magic might be revoked or denied, magical trade could stop, and, Alfar might follow Jifan’s suit and trade with Phrygia. Moreover, the two countries might reunite under an anti-human fundamentalist theocracy, which could cause any number of security threats.
It was a bloody awful mess he’d been stuck with trying to clean up, and he often reminded himself he was not actually a diplomat, just a Shadow undercover, so he would not despair at the task ahead of him. Sometimes, he would think to himself, since he was only undercover, he didn’t need to worry about any of these details. But then his patriotism would rise up and remind him he was here to serve Urland in multiple capacities. Besides, the more he understood the political situation, the easier it would be to determine just what Silverleaf’s involvement in Sara’s death might be.
As he contemplated what level of troop reduction it would take to make the Alfaris happy and still make Her Majesty comfortable with the military presence, a shout rang out above the roar of the wind.
“Hey, Ambassador!” Hoag called. “We’re preparing to change course. You’d better move back here if you don’t want to get wet!”
He followed his warning with one of his characteristic guffaws. Wolf turned and made his way back to the helm. When he arrived, both Hoag and Richie were grinning at him.
“Her Majesty would be upset with me if I delivered you all wet, Wolf,” Hoag joked. “Helm! Fifteen degrees to port!”
“Aye, Cap’n!” came a reply from a sailor Wolf thought was named Bayless. Moments later, the ship veered to the left, listing a bit as it did so. Wolf was forced to hold onto Richie to steady himself. The young man smiled at him after he recovered.
“Your cheeks are red, Ambassador,” Richie said. “You’ve spent too much time in the wind. Can I get you some coffee to warm yourself?”
“Thanks, Richie,” Wolf replied. “I’d love some.”
Wordlessly, the young man turned and went below. Hoag eyed him with a smile on his face.
“He’s taken a shine to you, Wolf,” Hoag said. “I’d better be careful, or you’ll steal him away from me.”
“There’s no danger of that,” Wolf replied. Hoag guffawed again.
“Yes, I can see you’re a ladies man,” he replied. “Richie’s all but thrown himself at you, and you haven’t given him so much as a glimmer.”
Wolf blushed in spite of himself. It seemed odd speaking with another man about his lover showing an interest in Wolf.
“Well, he’s taken,” Wolf commented. “And I’d hate to insult such a fine host.”
“Blood and bones! You’re really growing into this role of diplomat, Ambassador. That’s as fine an evasion of an issue as any I’ve seen. The fact is, taken or no, Richie’s got no chance with you, because you prefer women.”
Wolf wasn’t quite sure how to reply. He was relieved when the ship suddenly entered a thick mist, offering him an opportunity to change the subject.
“This is strange,” he said.
“All part of the ambience, Wolf,” Hoag replied. “A mist surrounds the coasts of Alfar and Jifan. It’s like God put it there to give you a warning that you’re passing into a strange, new land.”
Presently, Richie arrived with Wolf’s coffee. He handed it to him with a smile. Hoag grinned again, which made Wolf uncomfortable.
“Here you are, Ambassador,” Richie said. Wolf murmured a thanks and then gratefully wrapped his hands around the clay cup, feeling the warmth of the coffee. “We’re almost there, I see.”
“Yes, Lad,” Hoag said, tousling his hair affectionately. “Once more we venture into lands of adventure.” He turned to Wolf. “My father used to say that to me when he would take me to market. Not sure why he did, but I always liked the sound of it.”
Wolf smiled at the confession and sipped his coffee. It had delicious notes of chocolate and warmed him immediately.
A few minutes passed where the companions said nothing to each other. Wolf drank his coffee, and Richie and Hoag just stared through the fog contentedly. Then the mist began to thin.
“Here we are, Wolf,” Hoag said. “Your first look at Alfar, magical land of the elves.”
As he said so, the clouds parted, and the port city of El-Amin was visible. Wolf nearly choked on his coffee.
Everything he’d read and heard about Alfar described it as beautiful, an Edenic paradise populated by the most beautiful people on Earth. What he saw instead was a blighted nightmare. There were no rolling hills of the greenest grass imaginable, as he’d read. Instead, they were a sickly color of brown, dotted periodically with diseased grass patches. The majestic trees he’d expected were rotting and, if they had leaves, teetered toward the ground, as if they were slowly moving towards the grave. The harbor water, alleged to be so clear you could see to the bottom even to depths of twenty feet, was a dark blue, almost black. An Urlish warship patrolled those waters nearby, and Wolf could see others farther off towards shore.
“Blood and bones,” Wolf whispered.
“Not what you were expecting, is it, Laddie?” Hoag said, a somber note in his tone.
“Not a bit,” Wolf admitted.
“It’s sad,” Hoag said. “Time was, you’d come through that fog and have to look away, everything was so bright and beautiful. I used to hate leaving here when I’d have to travel back to Celia or somewhere else. Now, I almost detest returning.”
Wolf stared in horror. If Hoag remembered a time when Alfar was beautiful, it couldn’t have been too long ago – not more than twenty years. What could cause this much ruin in such a short time?
“What happened?” Wolf asked.
“Well, there are several different theories,” Hoag replied. “Some people, most of them elves, believe plundering the land for the magic trade with Urland and Phrygia drained the place of the magic that made it so beautiful. Others say the presence of so many humans has corrupted it.”
“You ask me,” Richie said, offering a rare comment, “I think it’s because they keep killing each other. They’ve divided into two countries, and all the suicide bombings and other murders have made God angry. They’re not his chosen people anymore.”
“You’ll get a lot of support for that theory among both humans and elves, Wolf,” Hoag said. “But it doesn’t matter. Something’s gone horribly wrong here. The most beautiful place on Earth is dying. It already looks like a corpse.”
“Cap’n!” called a voice from the crow’s nest, “That Urlish man-o-war is headed our way!”
Wolf turned to his left and saw that, indeed, the big warship was on an intercept course. She’d be in range to open fire with her ballistae in about a minute.
“Richie,” Hoag said quietly, “go hoist the ambassador’s flag.”
“Aye, sir,” he said and was off.
“I imagine we can get you a first-class escort into port, Wolf.”
Despite the fact that his countrymen were sailing towards him, Wolf felt uncomfortable.
***
Forty minutes later, The Shimmering Veil was docked and still flying the flag of the Urlish ambassador. Goods were being offloaded, including Wolf’s trunks, which he had repacked and locked securely. Wolf stood at the top of the gangplank, saying his goodbyes to Hoag and Richie.
“Well, Wolf, you’ve made it this far,” the captain was saying. “Now the hard part begins.”
“It’ll be easier thanks to all the good advice I got from you,” Wolf said.
“Ah, you’re flattering an old seadog,” Hoag said, brushing off the compliment. “But I appreciate it anyway. You ever need a reliable ship, you just call for me, Ambassador.”
“I will. I hate sailing. I wouldn’t want to endure with it anyone but you.”
Hoag let out one more of his characteristic guffaws and shook Wolf’s hand. After a moment, Wolf turned to Richie.
“Thanks for everything, Richie,” he said. “You made this a much more pleasant journey than it could have been.”
Richie said nothing, but he leaned up and kissed Wolf lightly on the cheek. The gesture made Wolf feel a little awkward, but Hoag didn’t seem offended, so he rewarded Richie with a smile.
“Wolf,” Hoag said. His face had become very serious. “Watch your back here. And your front and your sides too. I don’t know what sort of place you’re used to, but this is a lot different, a lot more dangerous.”
“I know a little something about danger,” Wolf said. “I’ll be fine.”
Hoag’s eyes narrowed. He gripped Wolf’s arm.
“Listen, Ambassador,” he said, “I may be just an old seadog, but I’m not a fool. Her Majesty’s government does not send an inexperienced diplomat to the biggest hellhole on Earth, nor does it charter a scow like The Shimmering Veil to get him there. And I’ve never met a diplomat who wasn’t a silk-loving noble. I don’t know what you’re really doing here, but I’ve a good bet you ain’t here to solve the impasse between Alfar and Urland.
“Which means whatever you’re here for is damned dangerous business. I figure you ‘know a little something about danger,’ as you put it, but wherever you’ve been before, it ain’t Alfar. You be careful, or you’ll end up like the dandies without a clue who come over here and get in over their heads.”
Wolf held Hoag’s gaze for a moment. He thought about what he said and supposed there was some truth to it. Sara Wensley-James was as good a Shadow as any he’d known, and she’d ended up chewed to pieces in the wasteland outside Al-Adan.
“Thanks, Captain,” he said. “I appreciate you looking out for me.”
“The pleasure’s all mine, Wolf,” Hoag said. “I can tell you’re a good man.”
They shook hands, and then Wolf turned away. As he faced the shore, he saw an elf in white robes making his way up the gangplank.
“Were you expecting an escort from the consulate, Ambassador?” Hoag said, concern in his tone.
Something was wrong. Wolf hadn’t been briefed about an elfin escort, and this one didn’t look like he came from the consulate. The robes were pristine, but his face was haggard. He looked malnourished. His jet-black skin had a sallow quality to it. Wolf couldn’t believe a government official would appear that way.
He scanned the area instinctively, looking for clues that would reveal the nature of the situation. After a moment, he spied Julius Quincy, the director of Urland’s Magic Division, making his way towards the ship and waving at Wolf.
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