
  
    [image: Cloak of Iron]
  


  
    
      CLOAK OF IRON

      

    

    
      
        JONATHAN MOELLER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      A lost magical treasure might unleash catastrophic destruction.

      My name's Nadia, and I'm the shadow agent of the High Queen of the Elves.

      When an Elven lord is assassinated with a bullet forged from magical iron, the High Queen sends me to track down the source.

      But the bullet is just a small part of a much larger hoard.

      And to claim that hoard, the enemies of humanity and the Elves will wipe out anyone who stands in their path.

      Starting with me...

    

  


  
    
      Cloak of Iron

      Copyright 2022 by Jonathan Moeller.

      Published by Azure Flame Media.

      Some cover images copyright © Ig0rzh | Dreamstime & Photo 28671651 / Montana Road © Welcomia | Dreamstime.com & Photo 159131215 © Njmusik | Dreamstime.com.

      Ebook edition published February 2022.

      All Rights Reserved.

      This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the author or publisher, except where permitted by law.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET NEW BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for my newsletter at this link, and get three free epic fantasy novels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            LET’S THINK AHEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Driving across the United States put me in an introspective mood.

      As the endless freeway miles rolled past, I realized that I needed to get ahead of the curve.

      The drive itself wasn’t that big a deal. I mean, it was a long drive – Miami to Milwaukee is about fifteen hundred miles, give or take. But I had driven across the length and breadth of the continental US lots of times. You didn’t need to show an ID to drive unless you got pulled over, and in the bad old days working for Morvilind, I usually drove stolen goods across the country.

      I was good at staying two or three miles below the limit to avoid the attention of speed traps.

      Which was especially important right now because I was driving a rental van full of dangerous weaponry.

      The rental van itself was a piece of crap – two hundred thousand miles on the odometer and practically nonexistent shocks. It made me miss my sturdy old Royal Motors Caravanserai van, which was currently parked in our garage in Brookfield. But the motor ran without trouble, and it had room for a lot of cargo, which was good because I had blaster rifles stashed in the back.

      I didn’t actually know how blaster rifles worked. They looked a bit like normal rifles, albeit a bit thicker and heavier. But instead of firing a chemically-propelled projectile, they projected an ionization beam and then sent charged particles down that beam. At least, that was what I had been told. In practice, that meant the weapon spat a bolt of fire that could chew through concrete.

      And could hurt and kill magical creatures like dragons.

      Or Elves.

      That was kind of a big deal.

      The High Queen and the Elves had ruled Earth for three hundred years, and a big part of that was their immunity to bullets. You needed powerful magic or a magic-infused weapon to kill an Elf, and those weren’t exactly easy to obtain. Oh, sure, you could kill an Elf with a bomb or a missile or enough kinetic force gathered in one place, but that was difficult, expensive, and a lot of work. A lot harder than pulling a trigger. But a blaster could kill an Elf.

      Hell, a blaster could kill a dragon – I had almost seen that firsthand.

      Over the past year, I had been running into a group called Singularity. I wasn’t sure if they were a terrorist group, a cult, or a club of mad scientists and wizards. Probably a combination of all three. In Florida, I had just fought a group of Singularity’s clone soldiers, all of them armed with blasters.

      What would happen if Singularity could start manufacturing blaster rifles? Or started cranking out those clone soldiers and arming them with mass-produced blaster weaponry? On the other hand, I suspected blasters were a lot more expensive to build than, say, an AK-47. But what would happen if Singularity made some blasters and gave them to elite cyborg super-soldiers like Salvatore?

      Big trouble.

      That was what would happen.

      Big, big trouble.

      My brain chewed on the problem as I drove north across the length of Florida, the rental van rattling with every single bump on the freeway. I was pretty sure that big trouble was coming, and I needed to get ready for it.

      But how?

      The problem was that I had spent my whole life reacting. Like, I had spent the first part of my life working for Morvilind, trying to save Russell.

      Then the Eternity Crucible…

      No, don’t think about that while you’re driving.

      Then I had saved Russell and killed all the Rebels in the process, and Morvilind wiped out the Archons. Now I worked for Tarlia.

      But I was still reacting. The High Queen gave me a job, I went out and did it, and that was that. My last several jobs for Tarlia had all involved Singularity, or Elven nobles secretly allied with them like Duke Vashtyr of Venice.

      Singularity was setting the tempo, and I was reacting to them. Sooner or later, they were going to do something I couldn’t handle or something that would take me off guard.

      I needed to change the rhythm, make them react to me rather than the other way around.

      But how? And I had no doubt that Tarlia was thinking the same thing. She hadn’t kept her throne through five centuries of war and strife by letting the grass grow under her feet.

      I wished Riordan was here. My husband was in the UK, doing the work of the Family of the Shadow Hunters, and once I got rid of these damned blasters, I was getting on a plane to join him. I missed him terribly. I wanted to talk to him, to see what he thought of my worries. I wanted to make him laugh – he could be grim and somber, and I was one of the few people who could make him laugh.

      And I wanted…well, let’s be honest. I wanted him to throw me in the back of the van and finish destroying the shocks.

      Yeah. I was looking forward to that.

      I drove north along I-95, turned west at Jacksonville, and then got onto I-75 and headed into southern Georgia. I stopped once to empty my bladder and get a cup of coffee, hurrying because I didn’t want to leave the blasters unattended. As I drove, I fiddled with the radio, jumping from station to station. For long drives, I tended to listen to music just slightly annoying enough to keep my attention from drifting, or the news, which was often just as irritating.

      I settled on the news. In Florida, most of the news had dealt with Hurricane H-317 and its attendant problems, but as I headed further north, the coverage changed. The governor of California had apparently killed himself in dramatic fashion, hanging himself from the balcony of a hotel room in Sacramento. Evidence had come out that the governor had been involved in human trafficking, granting work permits to guest workers in exchange for sexual favors from their female relatives, who he had shared out among his business associates.

      Damned politicians. Lucky for the governor that he killed himself. Tarlia might have done worse to him.

      The rest of the news was less grisly. A company in New York had gotten a contract to build robotic tractors to assist the rebuilding of Kalvarion, and so had another one in South Dakota. The report touted how many new jobs would come from these developments. This was followed by a longer piece on how many human companies had gotten contracts for work on Kalvarion. I was surprised to hear that Moran Imports, my brother’s company (though I technically owned a third of it), was mentioned as well.

      Which sent my thoughts in another dark direction. Russell, James Marney, and Lucy Marney lived in Milwaukee, and if anyone wanted to get at me, they might go through them. Granted, between Russell, James, and Lucy, they owned a lot of guns, but against the kind of weapons Singularity had, that wouldn’t be enough.

      Something else came on the radio, a segment about construction on a new nuclear fusion plant in the Great Plains. Back before the Conquest, most of the world’s electricity had come from a combination of coal, gas, and nuclear fission. About fifty years after the Conquest, some clever scientists had figured out nuclear fusion, and so all the electricity came from fusion plants, which were buried underground to reduce the potential damage in case something went awry. The little report concluded with a short summary of how nuclear fusion worked, including a discussion of plasma, which was an ionized superheated gas essential for the process.

      That started an idea scratching in the back of my head.

      I got to Tennessee and a little west of Chattanooga before I decided to call it a night. Traffic was heavy, and a combination of road construction and a semi with a busted tire had slowed things down. I would have liked to find a hotel, but that would mean either leaving a van full of blaster rifles in the parking lot, which would have been stupid, or hauling the weapons up to the room, which I also didn’t want to do.

      I found a rest stop off I-24 and pulled into the corner of the lot. I had spent a lot of time sleeping in my van at rest stops, and I could do it again. It even inspired a grim sort of satisfaction – I was technically a millionaire now, and I didn’t even know how much money Riordan had, save that it was a bunch. I might have been rich, but I could still spend the night sleeping in my van when necessary.

      Of course, sleeping in a van at a rest stop had its own set of dangers. I was a small woman traveling alone, and that can draw the attention of a bad sort of man. Granted, anyone who tried to attack me was going to be in for a nasty surprise, but I didn’t look threatening. If you just looked at me, you wouldn’t realize that I could summon fire and lightning and rip apart your mind.

      I opened one of my storage lockers and drew out a .38 semiautomatic pistol.

      That looked much more threatening.

      But the night was uneventful. Most of the other vehicles in the lot were long-haul truckers or retirees in their RVs. I had a decent sleep and woke up refreshed. After using the rest stop and washing my face in the sink, I sent a quick text message to Riordan on my burner cell phone, letting him know I was still alive. After that, I left the rest stop, got some coffee and a banana at a gas station, and headed to the freeway.

      And an idea occurred to me.

      Maybe not a way to get ahead of the trouble curve, but a way to be better prepared for it. I turned the idea over in my head as I drove. It ought to work, but I wouldn’t know until I tried it. Even though I was driving a van full of blasters, I could take a moment to test out my idea.

      I got off the freeway, onto a state highway, and then a county road. I drove for about twenty minutes until I came to an utterly deserted area. Tennessee had mountains and hills, but this part of the state didn’t look all the different from Wisconsin, with alternating patches of farm fields and small woods.

      I pulled the van to the side of the road and got out. It was a hot, cloudless day – about eighty-five degrees, and I was wearing a tank top and jeans. I didn’t mind the heat. Preferred it, actually, since using magic tended to drain away my body heat. I stepped a few paces off the shoulder of the road and faced an empty meadow, a forest rising about a hundred yards away.

      I played through the idea the radio had given me.

      Plasma was ionized gas, right? Super-hot and very dangerous.

      What if I could use magic to make it and employ it as a weapon?

      I knew spells that could call elemental fire, ice, and lightning. I thought I could combine all three spells – summon ice, vaporize it with elemental fire, charge it with lightning, and compress it into a sphere and hurl it at someone. It should work, but I wanted to try it away from anyone, so if I screwed it up, nobody got hurt.

      I took a deep breath, clearing my mind, and lifted my hands, both cupped and facing each other. Magical force surged through my will, and I cast the ice wall spell, freezing mist coiling in my hands. I hurled elemental fire into the mix and then added a volley of lightning globes. I bound the energy together, hurled out my hands, and…

      A sad little spurt of steam leaped from my hands and vanished.

      Well, that was disappointing.

      I tried another combination of the spell and ended up making a gout of flame that set some of the grass afire. I stamped out the fire, tried again, and managed to make a little electrified cloud of steam that looked like a miniature thunderstorm, but it only lasted two seconds.

      Maybe this hadn’t been such a great idea after all.

      I tried three more times, adjusting the flows of magic, but each attempt failed. This was taking a lot of power, and I was starting to get a headache from the exertion. One more try, I decided, and then I would get back on the road.

      I cast the spells again, adjusting the balance.

      I expected nothing to happen.

      But a howling sphere that looked like a miniature sun leaped from my hands, landed in the middle of the meadow, and exploded.

      The blast ripped a fountain of dirt from the ground and tore a glassy crater in the field. A burst of hot wind went past me, and the echoes from the explosion rolled over the countryside like I’d just set off an artillery shell or something.

      I gaped at the smoking crater.

      I’d never done anything like that before.

      “Holy shit,” I said.

      I knew one thing.

      I had to try that again.

      I cast the sequence of spells once more, and a second plasma globe leaped from my hands and blasted a new crater into the ground. This explosion was bigger than the first and carved out a larger pit. It took a lot of power to cast that spell, but the interaction of the three elemental forces created a far more destructive result than they could achieve on their own.

      Yeah, I would have a use for that spell. Most recently, when SUVs full of Singularity’s clone soldiers were chasing me, I could have just blown up the vehicles or blasted craters into the road.

      And the idea had come from a public radio broadcast about nuclear fusion. Maybe the next time they did a fundraising drive, I should contribute and write in, saying I had gotten the idea for a plasma sphere spell from the documentary.

      Nah, that was probably a bad idea.

      Belatedly I realized that the grass around the edges of the craters was on fire, and it was dry enough in this part of the state that I might start a major wildfire. I cast the ice wall spell several times, encasing the flames in ice and smothering them. A wave of dizziness went through me. That plasma globe spell took a lot of effort, and it felt like I had just pushed myself to do multiple deadlifts at the very edge of my capacity. I didn’t think it was a spell I could use more than a few times in rapid succession.

      Still. It would be useful. Maybe the next time I ran into trouble, I could give that trouble a big fiery surprise.

      I drove away before someone came to investigate the explosions.

      The rest of the day ground on as I tried to get across Tennessee. I made the mistake of taking the interstate to Nashville, not realizing that half the freeways around Nashville were dug up for road construction. The construction was so bad, and the detours were so involved that I got slightly lost in western Tennessee, and I finally wound up having to go through Arkansas and then Missouri before I got to southern Illinois. (Okay, maybe I got more than slightly lost.) I bore the delay with bad-tempered grace, partly because I was hauling those damned blasters and mostly because I really wanted to get on a plane, go to the UK, and see my husband again.

      Anyway, the detours added yet another day to the drive. I had also tired myself out throwing those plasma spheres into an empty field, and I didn’t want to fall asleep behind the wheel and drive into a bridge. I gave up early for the day, parked at a rest stop off I-70 a bit north of the ruins of St. Louis, and slept for ten straight hours.

      No dreams of any kind. That was nice.

      The next day was September 12th, and I got up at dawn. Because of the time difference between the Midwest and the UK, there was a text from Riordan waiting for me. We never spoke openly in those messages because it’s too easy to intercept them. But Riordan said that his “job” in the UK was still underway, and he would really appreciate my help. That meant the Dark Ones cultists were proving elusive, and he and the other Shadow Hunters could use my assistance tracking them down.

      Well, hopefully, I could assist him soon enough.

      I had gotten up early enough that I reached the Milwaukee area around noon. There was a lot of traffic on the freeway and a lot of trucks going in both directions. That was thanks to the Great Gate, the portal that Morvilind had created to connect Earth and Kalvarion. Milwaukee sat right on the gateway between two worlds, which meant it was becoming busier. It was just as well that Riordan and I had gotten our house when we did. Between the construction boom and the way that real estate prices were going up, it would have been a lot harder to find a place to live.

      I had gotten onto the freeway heading into downtown Milwaukee when my cell phone started ringing.

      I had hemmed and hawed about bringing my personal cell phone with me because a cell phone basically acts as a big tracking beacon, and Tarlia had sent me to Miami to rob an Elven noble. Not the sort of thing you want to get tracked doing. But I worried that something might happen to Russell and the Marneys while I was gone, something that might require my help. I had resolved the issue by taking the phone with me and powering it on once a day at a gas station to check for messages. Thankfully, there had been none, though the next time I did this kind of thing, I decided to buy a pair of burner phones and leave one with Russell.

      But now someone was calling me, and I recognized the number. It was the main number for Morvilind’s mansion in Shorewood. Well, Tarlia’s mansion now, since Morvilind had left it to her.

      Careful to keep my eyes on the road, I lifted the phone and accepted the call.

      “Hello?” I said, expecting to hear Rusk, Morvilind’s former butler who now managed the Shorewood mansion for Tarlia.

      “Nadia?” It was a woman’s voice with a pronounced California accent, the vowels drawn out.

      “Tyth?” I said. Tythrilandria, like me, was one of Morvilind’s former shadow agents. Unlike me, she was an Elf, and Morvilind had used her to steal things from the Elven free cities, where humans weren’t welcome and would stand out. She was one of Tarlia’s handmaidens now, and I had gathered that “handmaiden” was sort of a combination of personal assistant, bodyguard, and spy. Tyth was even better with the Cloak spell than I was, which was saying something, which was probably why she was also one of the High Queen’s shadow agents.

      “Where are you?” said Tyth.

      “Downtown Milwaukee,” I said. “I think I’ll be at the house in Shorewood in another half hour.”

      “Okay,” said Tyth. “What are you wearing?”

      “Um,” I said. “We’re friends and all, but…”

      There was a pause and then a startled, nervous laugh. “Oh my God, that came out weird, didn’t it?” The amusement faded, and her voice grew serious again. “Do you have anything formal you can wear when you come to the mansion?”

      “Yeah.” I had clothes packed I thought of as my Corporate Bitch outfit. “What’s going on?”

      Tyth took a long breath. “There’s a good chance Duke Vashtyr will be at the mansion when you arrive.”

      Duke Vashtyr of Venice and the High Queen were not friends. Vashtyr and his supporters among the Elven nobles wanted to abandon Earth and return to Kalvarion, leaving humans to their fate, whatever it turned out to be. That sounded nice, but the reality would be much uglier. If the Elves left Earth, the immediate result would be a world war as human governments scrambled to fill the power vacuum. On Kalvarion, the Elven commoners who had survived the Archons hated the nobles and would not accept their return, so Kalvarion would probably have a world war at the same time.

      And that would provide a perfect opportunity for the Dark Ones or someone else to take over.

      Oh, and Vashtyr had allied himself with Singularity. He and the High Queen were in sort of a cold war, and I suspected Tarlia couldn’t get rid of Vashtyr without offending all of his supporters and many of hers. Which had been why she had sent me to steal that map from Duke Curantar in Miami without Curantar realizing it.

      “Why?” I said at last.

      “Because Vashtyr demanded to see her,” said Tyth. “I don’t know all the details yet, but a couple of days ago, an Elven noble on the west coast was murdered. He was a friend of Vashtyr’s, and the Duke is coming here to demand justice for him.”

      “Oh,” I said. “That’s not good. Should I come to Shorewood after Vashtyr leaves?”

      Tyth let out a breath. “No, you’ve got that cargo. And Her Majesty wants you here when Vashtyr arrives.”

      Great.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll pull over somewhere and change, and then get there as fast as I can.”

      “Thanks, Nadia,” said Tyth. I heard voices in the background, and Tyth said something. “I’ve got to go. See you soon.”

      She ended the call, and I dropped my phone on the van seat and got both hands back on the wheel.

      Just what the hell was going on now?

      One thing I had learned during my final year as Morvilind’s shadow agent and my time working for Tarlia was that the High Queen’s grip on power was a lot more fragile than people realized. I mean, she was an archmage, and like Morvilind, she could probably destroy an army by herself, and while that kind of power was helpful for ruling, it couldn’t cover everything. In school, children learned from kindergarten onward that the High Queen was wise and benevolent and ruled the human nations with a firm but fair hand, preventing the sort of catastrophic tragedies that had threatened to destroy mankind in the years before the Conquest – things like the world wars, or ethnic cleansing, or the nuclear or biological weapons that various governments had been cooking up in their labs.

      There was some truth to that – there hadn’t been a war between human nations in centuries (at least one that didn’t get shut down hard in a few weeks), and I had seen the kind of nightmares that the US government had been cheerfully building in Last Judge Mountain before the Conquest.

      But that was only part of the truth.

      The rest of it was that the High Queen’s power rested on a very fragile web. She had traditional authority over the Elven nobles, but the nobles had more autonomy than people thought. The Elven free cities were loyal to Tarlia and not the nobles. She had a significant ownership stake in many human companies, which generated most of her revenue. And Elves were immune to normal bullets and knives. You couldn’t just shoot an Elven noble.

      Except I was driving a van full of blaster rifles. Like, if you got every Elven noble on Earth in a stadium and put twenty guys who were decent shots in the media box with the blaster rifles, they could wipe out most of the Elven nobles in a few minutes.

      The weapons in the back of the van could, at the right time and place, start a catastrophic war on both Earth and Kalvarion.

      I was taking the weapons to Tarlia’s Shorewood house…and Duke Vashtyr was arriving to demand justice for a murdered Elven noble.

      “Shit,” I said.

      It promised to be an interesting afternoon.
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      I didn’t want to change in the van, and I didn’t think I had time to go home and freshen up, so I found a gas station south of Shorewood and changed in the bathroom stall. I got dressed in what I thought of as my Corporate Bitch outfit – black slacks, white blouse, black blazer, high-heeled black boots. Since I had dyed my hair blond as part of my disguise in Miami, the outfit made me look downright predatory. If I was on TV, I would have played the evil lawyer working for the ruthless businessman who wanted to shut down the local factory and put everyone out of work. Of course, in those kinds of shows, the ruthless businessman always turned out to be a Rebel sympathizer, and the lawyer never turned out to be actually, say a powerful human wizard who worked as a shadow agent of the High Queen.

      TV isn’t like real life.

      TV needs to make sense. Real life doesn’t.

      I went back to my van and used the rearview mirror to put on some makeup. I could have used a shower, but my hair looked decent, and I decided I was presentable enough. Hopefully, Vashtyr would simply ignore me.

      But if Victoria Carrow was with him, she would recognize me.

      Still, Victoria wasn’t stupid. She would probably keep her mouth shut. Victoria hated Vashtyr, and she would not point me out as the High Queen’s shadow agent to him unless he specifically asked. She hadn’t told Vashtyr that I had broken into his hotel room back in May, and I doubted Victoria would divulge any details of our little misadventure in Miami. Besides, Vashtyr likely already knew who I was.

      I hadn’t given myself the name “Worldburner,” after all.

      I started the van, left the gas station, and headed north. The radio was on in the background, and I listened to the news with half an ear as I focused on the drive and thought about the problem with Vashtyr. It seemed that the late governor of California had been found with evidence implicating something like half the state legislature in his forced prostitution ring. Evidently, he had kept videos as blackmail material, and a whole lot of people were in big trouble.

      After fighting traffic, I reached Shorewood and arrived at Morvilind’s mansion.

      Tarlia’s mansion, now, since he had left it to her.

      Morvilind’s former house was big, and while Shorewood was full of the mansions of both Elven nobles and rich humans, it still stood out. The house itself was about the size of a small city block. It had been built in the classical Elven style of Kalvarion, which meant it looked like a combination of Roman and Imperial Chinese architecture. Hieroglyphics that looked vaguely Celtic but were, in fact, Elven adorned the walls in intricate, dizzying designs. I could read some Elven hieroglyphs and knew that they marked the location of powerful wards. Anyone trying to attack the mansion would be in for a nasty surprise.

      The driveway gate was closed, and a pair of Royal Guards, Elven men in gleaming silver armor, stood on either side, swords on their belts and submachine guns cradled in their hands. Did Tarlia expect actual trouble with Vashtyr? No, more likely it was a show of strength – the Royal Guards would meet Vashtyr and his entourage at the gate.

      I rolled down the van’s window, and one of the Royal Guards stepped over. “Worldburner?”

      “Hi,” I said. “I’ve got a van full of stuff that Her Majesty wants me to deliver.”

      “You are expected,” said the Royal Guard. “Proceed to the garage. Tythrilandria and Rusk will meet you there.”

      “Thanks.” The Royal Guard gestured, the gate sliding open, and I pulled up the driveway, past the ornate façade of the house, and circled to its north side. The main garage sat there. It had been styled the same way as the rest of the mansion and big enough to hold something like thirty cars. One of the doors was open, and I pulled inside.

      A good-sized welcoming party awaited me. Six Royal Guards, along with two Elven men in the black coats and uniforms of the Inquisition. I recognized one of them – Sir Vormyth, who I had attacked during the Sky Hammer battle in New York.

      Don’t worry, I had a good reason at the time.

      I shut off the engine and got out.

      “Nadia,” said Tyth. She was wearing a dress. I had never seen her wearing a dress before, but we had been in a lot of situations where we had been getting shot at or chased by monsters, and skirts weren’t suitable attire. Specifically, she was wearing an Elven court dress, a sleeveless red gown with a long flowing skirt that hung down to her ankles. Jewels gleamed in her ears and on her fingers.

      Good muscle tone on her arms, come to think of it.

      “Hey, Tyth,” I said.

      “Sir Vormyth is going to take the weapons into custody,” said Tyth. The second Knight of the Inquisition pulled up a little hand cart. “They’ll leave the rest of your equipment and the van.”

      “That’s good, because I don’t want to lose the deposit,” I said. Vormyth and the second Inquisitor began to pull the blaster rifles from the van and stack them on the cart. I was glad to be rid of the damned things.

      “That would suck,” agreed Tyth. “This way.”

      She led the way from the parking garage, and we left the Inquisitors and the Royal Guards to their work. At the far end of the parking garage was a metal door. Tyth punched a code into the lock’s keypad, and the door swung open, revealing a utility corridor. Most of the interior of Morvilind’s mansion was all polished wood and open spaces, but for all his love of ancient Elven architecture, he hadn’t been willing to live without electricity and modern HVAC. The mansion had utility corridors and boiler rooms and all the other infrastructure you would expect in a building of this size.

      “Her Majesty was very pleased with how your business in Florida turned out,” said Tyth.

      “That’s good,” I said. “This thing with Duke Vashtyr. What’s going on?”

      “Okay,” said Tyth. “I, like, talked to Sir Vormyth, and this is what he told me. Do you know an Elven noble named Baron Vintarion?” I shook my head. “He’s a vassal of the Duke of Seattle. I think he was the Baron of…um, Tacoma, that’s it. Anyway, three days ago, he was assassinated.”

      “How?” I said. “Someone with a blaster?”

      Tyth shook her head. “No. Bullets forged from Shadowlands iron.”

      “Huh.” As I’ve said before, you need magic or magic-infused weaponry to hurt or kill an Elf. Normal bullets won’t do the trick. Or, to put it accurately, bullets made from the metals mined from Earth wouldn’t work because Earth doesn’t have enough innate magic.

      But ore mined from the Shadowlands does.

      I don’t know the details of how that kind of ore is mined. I do know that’s incredibly dangerous, and therefore ore mined from the Shadowlands is more valuable than gold or platinum. The dwarves control most of the mines, and since the Shadowlands aren't a very friendly place, the dwarven miners got killed a lot, which explained why Shadowlands ore was expensive and very rare. Also, given that all the (admittedly few) dwarven nobles I had met had been enormous assholes, negotiating with them must have been like trying to haggle with a literal-minded statistician whose only joy in life came from correcting grammatical errors.

      Tarlia, as far as I knew, had total control of the supply of Shadowlands ore on Earth and parceled it out in tiny doses to nobles who pleased her. I think she gave most of it to the Inquisition, who sometimes used bullets made from Shadowlands iron to deal with troublesome nobles. Back in the bad old days, Morvilind had a supply of the stuff. I had no idea how he had gotten it.

      “That’s not good,” I said.

      “No,” said Tyth. “It really isn’t. Like, it’s a ginormous mess, that’s what it is.” We opened another door, and we stepped into the mansion’s kitchens. They were broad and expansive, with a lot of white tile and high-end appliances. “We’ve got a few minutes. Do you have time for a cup of coffee? I have a wicked headache, and I’ll tell you what’s going on with Vintarion.”

      “I’ve always got time for a cup of coffee,” I said. It might help clear my head. Too many unexpected things had happened in the last hour or so.

      Tyth nodded, pulled two white ceramic cups from the cabinet, and crossed to the counter. It held an enormous steel coffee maker, and she filled the cups and passed one to me. I took a sip, thinking that I had never actually had a cup of coffee in Morvilind’s mansion.

      Tarlia’s mansion, I reminded myself.

      “Did you ever meet Baron Vintarion?” said Tyth.

      “Did Morvilind ever send me to steal from him, you mean?” I said, and Tyth snorted. “No. I’ve heard of him, but nothing concrete.”

      “He was old,” said Tyth. “Twelve hundred years old. Elves live a really long time, but that’s old even for us. Her Majesty said Vintarion didn’t have much in the way of intelligence or ambition, but he was loyal and never betrayed her. Even back on Kalvarion before the Conquest, he supported the High Queen’s efforts at reform.” She sighed. “Which were too late.”

      Tythrilandria was young for an Elf, and her story had been a grim one. Her family had been the Elven equivalent of survivalists, living in the wilds of Kalvarion to avoid the Archons. Except the Archons had caught them and sacrificed Tyth’s family to summon Dark Ones. They had kept Tyth alive for longer because she was pretty, keeping her as a “comfort woman” for their personal amusement.

      Then Morvilind had found them, exterminated her captors, and promised Tyth vengeance upon the Archons in exchange for her service.

      Boy, had he delivered.

      “It sounds like you liked him,” I said at last.

      Tyth snorted. “I didn’t. But I, like, don’t really respect any of the nobles, you know that. It’s one of the things I admire about Her Majesty, how she keeps them in line.” I nodded. “But Vintarion…I don’t think he was a bad man. Old and genial and probably a little clueless, but not a bad man.”

      “So who killed him?”

      “His accountant.”

      I blinked. “His accountant?”

      “A guy named…um, Harry Maxwell,” said Tyth. “I guess he had been embezzling from Vintarion for a while. To cover some gambling debts.”

      “Bad choice for an accountant,” I said.

      “Since Baron Vintarion’s dead, I think he would agree,” said Tyth. She took a long sip of coffee. “Anyway, it looks like Maxwell surprised and shot Vintarion at his desk. He didn’t realize that some of the Baron’s knights were nearby, and they killed Maxwell on the spot.”

      “So where does a corrupt accountant get bullets made from Shadowlands iron?” I said.

      “That’s the million-euro question,” said Tyth. She frowned. “Wait, we’re in America. So it’s the million-dollar question.”

      “Depends on the exchange rate, I guess,” I said, though I had a sinking feeling. No doubt Tarlia wanted to know where the late Harry Maxwell had gotten his magical bullets.

      Guess who she was going to send to do it?

      Damn it. I had really, really wanted to go to the UK to join Riordan. I missed him so much.

      “It’s bad enough that Vintarion was murdered,” said Tyth. “But Duke Vashtyr is going to use it to make trouble for the High Queen.”

      “Why does Vashtyr care?” I said. “Or is he just using Vintarion’s death as an excuse to complain?”

      “I think it’s both,” said Tyth. “I guess he and Vintarion knew each other in the old days back on Kalvarion. They were both friends with the High Queen’s son.”

      I felt a chill. “Prince Valcander?” Valcander had been the leader of the Archons and an archmage of sufficient power that even Morvilind hadn’t been able to win a fight against him.

      Tarlia hadn’t been all that upset at Valcander’s death. At least, she hadn’t shown it. Her exact words to me had been that she loved Valcander and mourned his death…but her eldest son had still been an arrogant shit who had gotten what he deserved.

      “No, Prince Talvindar,” said Tyth.

      “How many sons did Tarlia have?” I said.

      “Three,” said Tyth. She glanced around as if fearful that someone would overhear us gossiping. “Prince Valcander was the oldest, and we know what happened to him. Prince Malthanar was the middle son, and he was assassinated right before the Archon war started. But Prince Talvindar was the youngest son, and he was the High Queen’s right hand during the Archon war. Everybody loved him, and without him, I don’t think the High Queen would have held off the Archons long enough to escape from Kalvarion to Earth.”

      “Talvindar was friends with Vashtyr and Vintarion?” I said.

      “I think he was, like, friends with everyone,” said Tyth. “The only time Her Majesty ever mentioned Talvindar was to say that many things would have been better if he had lived.”

      “What happened to him?” I said.

      “He died fighting the Archons,” said Tyth. She paused, finished her coffee, and set the mug on the counter. “In fact, I can show you. Her Majesty had the painting brought from the Skythrone.”

      “Painting?” I said.

      This day just kept getting weirder and weirder.

      “Come and see,” said Tyth.

      I downed the last of my coffee and followed Tyth from the kitchens. We came to the main corridor of the mansion, all polished wood and ornate statues standing in niches. I had stolen a substantial portion of those statues for Morvilind back in the bad old days. Some of the statues had vanished since my last visit – Tarlia had said she was going to give them away to various museums.

      We came to the room that had been Morvilind’s library and workroom. Tarlia used it as an audience chamber now. A dais had been set up where Morvilind’s worktable had once been, and a simple throne of dark wood sat there. With the backdrop of the high windows overlooking Lake Michigan, it looked imposing.

      But the painting held my attention.

      Truth be told, it dominated my attention.

      I stared at it for a second.

      “Jesus, Tyth,” I said at last.

      “Yeah,” said Tyth.

      The painting sat against the wall on the left. It was huge – maybe ten feet tall and thirty feet wide, mounted in a simple metal frame. Part of my mind noted that moving the thing through the corridors of the mansion must have been an enormous pain in the ass.

      But that was background detail.

      The painting itself demanded attention.

      I’m not really into art. I mean, I know a fair bit about it because I’d stolen a lot of artwork for Morvilind, but I’d never really taken an interest in it for its own sake or anything like that.

      Yet I had never seen anything quite like the painting.

      It was a battle scene. The sky was the greenish-blue of Kalvarion, not the blue of Earth. On the left rose a city of shining towers of gold and crystal. Elven horsemen galloped from the city, some of them holding swords, others casting spells. They wore silver armor that looked like that of the Royal Guard but somehow more archaic. They charged at a mass of black-coated Archons and orcish mercenaries in chain mail.

      At the head of the horsemen rode Tarlia.

      No, not Tarlia. It was a man, but he looked a great deal like her. The same red hair, the same eerie blue eyes, roughly the same facial features, though he had a thicker jaw and a heavier brow. He wore the same silver armor as the other horsemen, though a gold-trimmed black cloak streamed from his shoulders – the mark of an archmage. The man’s expression was stern and lordly, and he rose in his stirrups, sword overhead, the blade about to strike the head of a screaming Archon whose eyes bulged in terror, hands raised in a futile effort to save himself.

      Whoever had painted that scene had been a genius. I could nearly hear the thunder of the hooves and the screams of the Archons, could almost smell the dust and the blood. The Elven man who looked like Tarlia was the focal point of the painting.

      I look at Tyth, at the painting, and back at Tyth.

      “For once in my life,” I said at last, “I don’t have a smart remark.”

      Tyth smiled a little at that. “Yeah, I know what you mean. The painting is called ‘The Fall of Kyramar.’”

      “I guess that’s Kyramar,” I said, pointing at the golden towers, “and the guy out in front is Prince Talvindar?”

      Tyth nodded. “I got the story from some of the High Queen’s other retainers. Kyramar was a free city, sworn directly to the High Queen, like the ones we Elven commoners have on Earth. It was the first free city, actually. The High Queen founded it to break the power of the nobles, but it was too late. The Archons were already winning.”

      “What happened to Kyramar?” I said.

      I bet it was nothing good.

      “It was the last holdout on Kalvarion,” said Tyth. “The Archons had already taken over everything else. Lord Morvilind had convinced Tarlia to come to Earth, so he and the other archmages were busy opening the rift ways. Prince Talvindar volunteered to go to Kyramar and hold off the Archons long enough to escape. He planned to evacuate the city and lead its people to Earth, but something went wrong. I guess they got trapped in Kyramar, and when the city started to fall, the Prince used a Reaping.” She glanced at me. “I guess you’ve heard of those.”

      “Yeah,” I said. A Reaping was a magical weapon capable of destroying entire cities at once. Tarlia had used them three times on Earth, all in the United States – Chicago, St. Louis, and Baltimore – during the start of the Conquest. I had seen the riddling undead that walked the ruins of Chicago, the eternal darkness that engulfed St. Louis, and the firestorm that still blazed in Baltimore to this day.

      “The Reaping wiped out Kyramar, the Prince, and his army, but it also annihilated the attacking Archons,” said Tyth. “That gave Lord Morvilind and the other archmages time to open the rift ways and let the loyalists escape to Earth. The Archons were left in enough disarray that they couldn’t start attacking Earth for another two decades, which gave the High Queen time to consolidate the Conquest.” Tyth hesitated. “Most of the nobles think that if Prince Talvindar hadn’t slowed down the Archons, they would have followed Lord Morvilind through the rift ways, and the High Queen would have lost the war.”

      “Guess we wouldn’t be here, then,” I said, gazing at the image of the Prince in the painting.

      That would have been a worse outcome. I’m not going to pretend that the rule of the High Queen is all sunshine and roses. But there hadn’t been a genocide or an international war on Earth since the Conquest. The Archons would have been much worse than Tarlia. The High Queen and the nobles ruled humanity. The Archons had thought humans were particularly annoying monkeys and would have annihilated us without a second thought.

      “I guess not, no,” said Tyth. “I know you, like…had problems with Lord Morvilind, Nadia.” Now there was an understatement. “But he was a great man. He still served the High Queen.” That part was true. When Tarlia had rebuked him by poaching his shadow agent in front of the Lord Marshal and the Lord Inquisitor, Morvilind’s reaction had been something like paternal pride. “That’s why I serve the High Queen now. It’s what Lord Morvilind would have wanted.”

      “So why did the High Queen bring this painting here?” I said, not wanting to talk about Morvilind. “To remind Vashtyr of…I don’t know, better times?”

      “I think so,” said Tyth.

      Having that painting sitting here would definitely dominate the meeting. Maybe Tarlia was trying to reconcile with Vashtyr. Would that work? I knew he was plotting with Singularity against her, and Tarlia could forgive just about anything except betrayal. Or was it a threat? Look what happened to the Archons, Duke Vashtyr, and you might share their fate if you don’t turn back.

      Knowing Tarlia, it was likely both.

      The door opened, and a man in upper middle age hurried across the floor, dress shoes clicking against the polished wood. Carlton Rusk had been Morvilind’s butler, and since Morvilind had left the Shorewood house to Tarlia, Rusk had taken over as the estate manager. When I had been younger, Rusk had been stout. Grief and strain had taken their toll on him, and now he was much thinner, maybe a little too thin. When he had worked for Morvilind, Rusk had worn the formal red livery of an Elven noble’s servant. Now he wore a crisp business suit. Tarlia tended to be interested in tradition only when it was useful.

      “Lady Tythrilandria, Mrs. MacCormac,” said Rusk.

      “Hey, Rusk,” I said. “Hell of a painting, isn’t it?”

      “It is indeed,” said Rusk, “and difficult to move and store, as well. Lady Tythrilandria, the Duke’s motorcade is approaching.”

      Tyth nodded. “Her Majesty wishes us to greet the Duke and bring him here.”

      “The Royal Guards are ready,” said Rusk.

      “Well,” said Tyth, “I suppose we had better get this over with.”

      We left the throne room and headed down the wide corridor leading to the mansion’s front doors and the driveway.

      And as we did, the blood ring on my right hand shivered, and Tarlia’s voice filled my thoughts.

      “Don’t let the Duke bully you, darling girl,” she murmured.

      An alarming realization occurred to me.

      I was the second painting.

      Wait, that doesn’t make any sense.

      Let me back up and explain.

      Tarlia had obviously put that huge painting by the throne to rattle Vashtyr, right? Or to change his mood or something. But if Duke Vashtyr saw me, he might know who I was. I doubt Victoria would have told him, but most of the Elven nobles knew of me as the Worldburner, the human who had helped Morvilind destroy the Archons.

      If the painting sent one message, maybe I sent another. Like the painting was a reminder of the days when Vashtyr and Talvindar had been friends…and I was a reminder of what would happen if Vashtyr made trouble.

      Well, that was great.

      Maybe everything would go smoothly.

      Yeah, and maybe I would find a pallet of gold bars sitting in my garage when I finally got home.
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      I followed Tyth and Rusk onto the mansion’s front steps.

      September in Wisconsin can be really hot or really cold, depending on the day. I could recall a couple of times it had snowed in September. At the moment, it was mostly cloudy and somewhere in the upper fifty degrees Fahrenheit – just cool enough that I was glad for my blazer.

      A half-dozen Royal Guards stood on the stairs, faces impassive, sunlight gleaming off their silver armor. A small crowd of humans waited behind them, servants who worked in the mansion. Part of the welcoming committee, I suppose.

      A half-dozen vehicles headed up the driveway, shiny black SUVs of the sort government officials and Elven nobles always favored. Vashtyr was traveling with an entourage, but Victoria had told me the Duke liked to do business surrounded by servants to demonstrate his importance. The SUVs stopped in front of the house, the doors opened, and Vashtyr’s party emerged.

      Eight Italian men in suits got out first. They were middle-aged and grizzled with the look of former men-at-arms, and I suspected they were Vashtyr’s human security. A half-dozen Elven knights emerged next, wearing formal blue coats with golden trim upon the sleeves and collars, swords on their belts. With them came Elven noblewomen wearing dresses of blue or green that were similar in design to Tyth’s – the knights’ wives, I suspected.

      I recognized one of them. The first time I had seen Lady Tirana had been when Tarlia had sent me to steal the contents of Vashtyr’s laptop from his hotel room. Unfortunately, that meant I had to wait until Tirana had finished violating her marital vows with the Duke, and I had seen much more of Tirana than I had ever really wanted. Today she looked aloof and regal, gliding along in a gown of deep blue, jewels glinting on her ears and around her neck. Her husband…I had never really seen an Elven knight who looked nebbish, but he fit the part. Tirana had said if she wanted to draw his interest, she ought to dress up like a spreadsheet, but I suppose even Elves need bookkeepers.

      The front passenger door on the rearmost SUV opened, and I spotted Victoria Carrow.

      During our little misadventure in Miami, her wardrobe had alternated between primly professional or revealing and risqué, depending on her mood and the needs of the moment. Today she had gone for primly professional, with a black jacket, white blouse, black pencil skirt, and black pumps, her dark hair done up in a severe bun. She was even wearing black-framed glasses, which I knew for a fact she didn’t actually need.

      Victoria turned towards the back doors of the SUV, her gaze sweeping over the welcoming party, and she saw me and froze for a half-second.

      I winked at her.

      Kind of mean, I know.

      She was terrified of me, and not without justification. But I had let Victoria think she had gotten away with the map Tarlia had sent me to steal in Miami, even though I had made a copy first. Victoria was skilled and very competent, and Vashtyr had some kind of hold over her. If I could just figure out what it was, I might be able to peel her away from the Duke.

      Victoria flinched when I winked at her, and her cool mask cracked just long enough to let me see the desperate woman who had confronted me on the causeway in Miami. She covered her instant of hesitation by pausing to smooth her skirt, then turned and opened the back passenger door.

      Vashtyr, the Duke of Venice, stepped out of the SUV.

      He had a thick mane of hair that looked leonine and brilliant golden eyes. His face had all the alien beauty of the Elves, though with a cruel edge. Vashtyr wore a long blue coat with gold trim on the collar and sleeves, black trousers, and gleaming black boots. A sword hung in a scabbard upon his right hip, the leather of the belt supple and soft. I could tell the sword was ornamental because it had gold and gems in the hilt. Real swords, swords like the ones men-at-arms carried in the Shadowlands, looked like what they were – tools for killing.

      Vashtyr took a moment to adjust his coat, Victoria waiting at his side. Then he strode from the SUV, the Elven knights and their wives falling in behind him, the human security flanking them. For a second, I thought they looked like a football team following a coach.

      Tyth stepped forward and offered a bow.

      “Duke Vashtyr,” she said in the Elven tongue. “I am Tythrilandria, Handmaiden to the High Queen of Earth and Kalvarion. On behalf of Her Majesty, I welcome you to her home.” When she spoke English, she sounded like she was from California. When she spoke Elven, she sounded downright regal.

      “Thank you, Handmaiden,” said Vashtyr. His voice was deep and musical. He would have made a hell of a singer. Maybe he did like to sing for all I knew. “I am pleased to meet you. This is the first time we have spoken, is it not?”

      “It is, my lord,” said Tyth. She usually had an expressive face. Now, though, it was a serene mask that gave away no hint of her thoughts. That was probably just as well. She really didn’t like Elven nobles.

      “You were with the Magebreaker when he destroyed the Archons, were you not?” said Vashtyr.

      “I was, my lord,” said Tyth. “It was a great honor to assist him in his mighty work.”

      “I imagine that it was,” said Vashtyr. “That is the proper role of the Elven commoners, is it not? To serve and assist the nobles as they go about their duties.”

      Tyth didn’t say anything, her expression unchanging.

      Uh oh.

      I figured out what Vashtyr wanted. He was trying to provoke a response, and then he could complain to Tarlia that her people had offered an insult to him. Sleazy, but this was politics, and politics ran on sleaze and bad faith the way that cars ran on gasoline.

      I started to drift closer to Tyth. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t lose her temper at the Duke.

      But still. Just in case.

      “Lord Morvilind served the High Queen, my lord,” said Tyth. “As do we all.”

      “Of course, of course,” said Vashtyr. “That goes without saying. We all serve and pray for the success of our noble High Queen. I am curious, though.”

      “About what, my lord?” said Tyth.

      “Where did Morvilind find you?” said Vashtyr.

      “Lord Morvilind rescued me from the Archons during one of his sojourns to Kalvarion,” said Tyth. I hadn’t known about it until the last day of his life, but sometimes Morvilind had gone alone to Kalvarion, killed a bunch of Archons, and then retreated to the Shadowlands and Earth. He had done that partly to weaken the Archons and partly to test the spells that would become part of the Mage Fall.

      The Archons had never figured it out because Morvilind had never left any witnesses behind.

      “In gratitude, I swore fealty to Lord Morvilind,” continued Tyth. “After he destroyed the Archons in the Mage Fall, his dying wish was that we continue his work by serving the High Queen and helping Elves and humanity live in harmony.” Or, at least, teeth-clenched cooperation in the face of a greater enemy. “The High Queen accepted my service.”

      “I see,” said Vashtyr. “You are very fair of face and form, my lady Tythrilandria. It is clear the Archons did not employ you as a slave in the fields or the mines, but as a…what is the euphemism? A ‘comfort woman?’ Yes, that is it. Gracious of the High Queen to take you in, I suppose.”

      Tyth’s eyes flashed with anger for just a second. “I had heard your lordship had a smooth way with women. It is a good reminder for us not to believe gossip since it is so obviously untrue.”

      Lady Tirana let out a quiet laugh. Her husband looked shocked. Vashtyr turned an irritated glance in her direction, and Tirana only raised an eyebrow.

      The Duke swung his gaze back to Tythrilandria. “But you’re not the only one, are you? There were millions like you on Kalvarion. And billions more dead at the Archons’ hands. I don’t make light of this tragedy, but it proves that I am right.”

      “Right about what, my lord?” said Tyth.

      “That the Elven commoners need the nobles,” said Vashtyr. “That without us to keep order and punish wrongdoers, horrors like the Archons are inevitable. If we had not abandoned our homeworld to come to Earth, none of the evils that befell Kalvarion would have happened.”

      That was one way of looking at things, I suppose.

      The trouble was, it was wrong.

      I had been told, repeatedly and by people who had been there or had reason to know what had happened, that the Archons had driven Tarlia and the Elven nobles off Kalvarion, that they had been forced to retreat to Earth or they would have been destroyed. For that matter, one of the reasons the Archons had conquered Kalvarion had been the cruelty and short-sightedness of the Elven nobles, who had mistreated the commoners so badly the Archons seemed like a better choice.

      They hadn’t been.

      “Nobles and commoners alike are ruled by the High Queen,” said Tythrilandria.

      “The High Queen cannot be everywhere, nor for all her wisdom is she infallible,” said Vashtyr. “Many counselors make for a wise ruler. You have seen the heavy burdens the High Queen takes upon herself. Ruling two worlds – she needs counselors and lieutenants.”

      “Indeed,” said Tyth.

      “That is why the Elven nobles must return to Kalvarion,” said Vashtyr. “For too long the commoners have been bereft of our guidance and protection. For five centuries, we fought the Archons, and then the Magebreaker destroyed them all. Now, at last, we can return to the natural order of things, and bring peace and harmony to Kalvarion.”

      It was a good speech. I wondered if he practiced it.

      Tyth was unimpressed, or at least her expression didn’t change. “We must all follow the wishes of the High Queen.”

      “Yes, that Kalvarion must be organized as one giant free city sworn to her, bereft of the guidance of the nobles,” said Vashtyr. “Such an approach will lead to anarchy, and our enemies shall devour us.”

      “I have spent much time in the cities of the Elven commoners here on Earth,” said Tyth. “They have wealth and technology beyond anything that ever existed on Kalvarion. Perhaps that is what offends you about Her Majesty’s plans for Kalvarion, my lord. The idea that there might be an Elven commoner somewhere who isn’t miserable and impoverished.”

      Vashtyr’s eyes narrowed. Tarlia had told me not to let Vashtyr bully us, but I didn’t think it would be good if Tyth got into a shouting match with a Duke on the High Queen’s doorstep. Maybe it was time to move things along.

      “Duke Vashtyr has come a long way to see the High Queen,” I said, taking a step towards Tyth. “Maybe we shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

      Everyone looked at me, and I noticed two things.

      The first was Victoria. She had a good poker face, but I had been with her when people had been shooting at us, so I knew what she looked like when expecting trouble. That look flashed over her face before she mastered herself.

      The second thing I saw was an Elven man who I hadn’t noticed before.

      I felt a half-second of confusion, even though most of my attention was on Vashtyr. I had watched everyone who had gotten out of Vashtyr’s motorcade, and I didn’t think I had seen the Elven man before, but I was sure no one new had arrived. He looked a bit…weathered, which was a polite way of saying he looked like he had seen some conflict and only barely come out the other side. The Elven man wore a green coat, dark trousers, and scuffed boots. A weapons belt was around his waist, holding both a sheathed sword and a pistol in a holster.

      A nasty scar went along the right side of his face, and it looked like a combination of a sword wound and a burn. Maybe he had gotten hit by a flaming sword. His right ear was missing. Elven ears are more prominent than human ones, so the missing ear made his face seem even more unbalanced than the injury would have otherwise. His head was shaved, even the eyebrows, and he had eerie purple eyes that were looking right at me.

      Why hadn’t I noticed him before? I mean, a one-eared bald Elf with a facial scar is a little distinctive, you know? Stands out in a crowd. I should have noticed him, especially since he was looking right at me…

      The answer clicked even as Vashtyr frowned at me.

      The one-eared Elf was wrapped in an Occlusion spell. That was a minor spell of mind magic, not as powerful as a Cloak or a Mask, but not as difficult to maintain. An Occlusion spell made you…unremarkable. People didn’t notice you so long as you didn’t do anything to draw attention to yourself, and if you walked down a crowded city street, people would get out of your way without realizing that they were doing it.

      Why did Vashtyr have an Elf hidden in an Occlusion spell among his party? It was suspicious, like going to meet a politician with a gun hidden under your coat. But Tarlia was an archmage. Vashtyr couldn’t be dumb enough to think that an Occlusion spell would hide the one-eared Elf from her.

      “So you must be the famous Worldburner,” said Vashtyr. “The one who destroyed Venomhold and helped Morvilind and Lady Tythrilandria wipe out the Archons.”

      “That’s what some of the Elves have called me, my lord,” I said, trying to watch Vashtyr and the one-eared Elf at the same time.

      “A unique name for a unique situation,” said Vashtyr. “You’ve probably killed more Elves than any other human in history. And yet we honor you. I’m not certain that’s wise.”

      “Nearly all the Elves I’ve killed were Archons,” I said. The one-eared Elf kept staring at me. I wondered if he had figured out that I had noticed him despite the Occlusion spell. “They’d killed other Elves to summon Dark Ones to bind into their flesh. I suppose I’ve avenged more murdered Elves than any other human in history.”

      “A good way to put it, I think,” said Vashtyr. “The High Queen was wise to recruit you.” He glanced at Victoria and raised an eyebrow. “Talent is so difficult to find in humanity, isn’t it?”

      Jerk.

      “But you didn’t come all this way to talk to me,” I said. “We…”

      I felt a sudden pressure in my head.

      At least, that’s what it felt like.

      I recognized the sensation. Someone was trying to cast the mindtouch spell on me. For me, when I used the mindtouch spell to look into someone’s thoughts, I had to physically touch them. But if you were good enough, skilled enough, you could use it on someone standing a short distance away.

      The one-eared Elf had that kind of skill.

      I realized what was going on.

      Vashtyr had expected that I would be here, and he had brought along his one-eared knight to look inside my head. He knew that I worked for the High Queen, and Victoria probably had told him I was involved with that mess in Miami. I mean, if she hadn’t, Singularity would have, so Victoria might as well take the credit. Vashtyr had decided to seize the opportunity to look at my thoughts and see what he could find out.

      Clever of him. But not clever enough. Looking inside my head was a bad idea. I had all kinds of memories that normal human and Elven psychology could not handle. I reached for the link the one-eared Elf was trying to establish and prepared to dump some of my bloodier memories into his head.

      But One-Ear reacted first and cast another spell of mind magic.

      And a memory blazed through my mind, so vivid it felt like I was experiencing it again for the first time.

      But it wasn’t a bad memory.

      Far from it.

      I was lying on my bed in the Marneys’ house, and I was naked, and Riordan was braced on both hands above me, and I was moaning with delight, my fingers sliding along his back, my entire body seeming to coil like a spring…

      It was the day that Riordan and I had gotten engaged, the first time we had slept together. The Shadowmorph symbiont that a Shadow Hunter bears offers enhanced stamina among other benefits, and that afternoon I had learned it took a lot to wear down a Shadow Hunter.

      It was a pleasant memory.

      I didn’t want to pull away from it, didn’t want to dismiss it the way I blocked out memories of the Eternity Crucible

      Even though I realized what was happening.

      One-Ear was clever. Why attack with a bad memory, a traumatic experience? I had gotten good at pushing those aside. But I didn’t want to break loose of this memory. And while I was focused on it, the one-eared Elf could rummage through my head all he wanted. I knew what he was doing…

      …but I didn’t want to stop him.

      I could push him out of my mind, but the memory was so vivid, so immediate, that I didn’t want to do it. I was aware that Vashtyr was talking, probably saying something stupid, that Tyth was giving me a concerned look, but at the moment, I didn’t care.

      In the memory, I cried out, my back arching, and I urged Riordan to keep going.

      One-Ear kept staring at me, his will sinking deeper into my mind.

      A thread of anger burned and grew hotter. I didn’t want to remember Riordan, I wanted him to be with me, right here and now. And One-Ear was a voyeur. Those memories belonged to me and Riordan. No one else had the right to look at them, or worse, to use them as a weapon against me.

      I shook free of the memory and seized the mental link between us.

      The one-eared Elf was good with the mindtouch spell. He realized the danger and tried to break the link, but he was just a little too slow. See, that’s the danger of spells like mindtouch. You can reach into someone’s mind, but they can reach right back.

      And if you’re not prepared, they can punch back hard.

      One-Ear wasn’t prepared for the torrent of dark memories I dumped into his head. Visions of the Eternity Crucible blazed through my thoughts, memories of blood and death and torment stretching across a century and a half, of anthrophage claws shredding my flesh, of wraithwolf fangs sinking into me, of bloodrats gnawing me in the darkness as I screamed and screamed and screamed…

      The one-eared Elf gasped and fell to one knee, eyes bulging. He was good at this – a weaker or less-trained mind would have shut down, and he was still conscious and fighting.

      Since I was filling his mind with agony, his Occlusion spell collapsed, and everyone suddenly noticed that One-Ear had fallen over and looked like he was having a stroke. Vashtyr stopped talking, and everyone turned towards the shuddering one-eared Elf. Everyone except Victoria, who looked grimly resigned, like she had expected this to happen.

      And since One-Ear was still conscious, and I was pissed off, I started ripping the knowledge of spells from his mind.

      I got three of them.

      The first was called the Rapture spell, and it was the variant of the mindtouch spell he had used on me. It was designed to induce a pleasant vision in the target’s mind, creating a distraction that allowed the caster to rummage through the target’s memories at will. It was what One-Ear had tried to do to me, only he had bitten off more than he could chew.

      The second was called the Veil spell, and it was designed to shield the mind from magical intrusion. Or it made the mind much more difficult to target with magical attack, since you had to be able to find the mind you wanted to reach with magic. Either way, it would be useful, as today’s events had already proven.

      The final one was called the Nightvision spell, and from what I could tell, it let you see in the dark. Given all the time I had spent stealing stuff for Morvilind at night (and working with the Shadow Hunters after dark), I could think of dozens of times it might have been useful.

      “Sir Carmyr,” said Vashtyr. “Sir Carmyr!” Evidently that was One-Ear’s name.

      A minor little scene ensued. Several of the Elven knights went to help Carmyr, who insisted that he was fine, that the heat had gotten the better of him, though it wasn’t that hot out. His voice was soft and gravelly, and he kept glancing at me as if fearing I would blast his head off. A reasonable fear, I conceded. Especially because I kept grinning at him. Not a cheerful smile, either, but the rictus that I had gained from the Eternity Crucible.

      “Nadia?” murmured Tyth, stepping to my side.

      “He tried to read my mind,” I whispered back. “Didn’t go so well for him. Looks like we’re all going to pretend that he fainted.”

      “I see,” said Tyth. “Well, if we’re going to play that game, I suppose I had better send for a doctor.”

      The little farce played out. Carmyr went back to one of the SUVs, and one of Tarlia’s Elven physicians went to check on him. Vashtyr waited with his arms folded across his chest, foot tapping against the ground. He knew as well as I did what had actually happened. His knights and their ladies spoke to one another in low voices. I had a nasty headache from the mental strain and really wished I had another cup of coffee and maybe a couple of ibuprofen.

      Victoria drifted over to join me.

      “I told him this wouldn’t work,” she murmured as the Elven knights and the physician clustered around Sir Carmyr. My headache was pretty bad, but I was both certain and pleased that Carmyr’s was far worse.

      “Oh, was this your idea?” I said.

      “Certainly not,” said Victoria. “I like to think that I would have come up with a better plan than this. I warned his lordship that you were far stronger than the average human wizard, but he didn’t listen.”

      “He doesn’t seem like the kind of man who takes advice,” I said.

      “No,” said Victoria. “It really isn’t.”

      “I suppose he sent you over to chat and find out what you can?”

      “He did,” said Victoria. “I don’t suppose you’re going to spill all the High Queen’s secrets?”

      “Probably not, no,” I said. Though the truth was I didn’t know all that many of Tarlia’s secrets. I did know some, but not nearly all. If I hadn’t realized what Carmyr was doing and he had managed to dig through my head, Vashtyr would have been disappointed by what he found.

      Victoria started to say something, and then Tyth stepped to my side. She gave Victoria a look that was just slightly short of cold and then turned to me. “Nadia, you’re all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said.

      Tyth’s silver eyes shifted back to Victoria. “Should we be talking about this in front of her?”

      “She’s Duke Vashtyr’s shadow agent, she knows all about it,” I said. Victoria stiffened. “Oh, don’t give me that look. Tyth’s smart, she figured it out already.”

      “Do you want to claim an assault?” said Tyth. “If one of Vashtyr’s retainers attacked you, as Tarlia’s retainer, you can claim assault before her and ask for justice.”

      Now that was an interesting idea. It might make for a useful lever against Vashtyr. Then again, I couldn’t see how to use that lever. And I was reasonably sure it would disrupt whatever plan that Tarlia was spinning here.

      “No, let’s all pretend that Carmyr had heatstroke or fainted or something,” I said.

      Tyth nodded and stepped forward, raising her voice as she switched back to the Elven language. “My lord Vashtyr! How fares your retainer?”

      Vashtyr stood near one of the SUVs, and he turned and took a few steps towards Tyth, a faint grimace on his face. He glanced at me, and the grimace tightened a little. “It seems he fainted. The High Queen’s physician says he is otherwise sound. We probably shouldn’t keep Her Majesty waiting any longer, should we?”

      “Indeed,” said Tyth. “This way, my lord.”
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