
  
    [image: Cloak of Masks]
  


  
    
      CLOAK OF MASKS

    

    
      
        JONATHAN MOELLER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DESCRIPTION
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            I HATE GOING TO THE MALL

          

        

      

    

    
      Before I tell this story, I want to make one thing perfectly clear.

      I killed Kyle Warren, and I don’t regret it.

      No, that’s not quite right.

      I do regret having to kill him. I wish it hadn’t been necessary.

      But it was.

      Kyle Warren had been a Homeland Security officer right before the Milwaukee branch of the department spun off at the end of Conquest Year 316 to become one of the first municipal police forces in the United States. Warren had apparently been a brilliant detective of high personal integrity, and he hated corruption in high places.

      Then Mr. Hood offered him one of Singularity’s little mad science projects. The Fusion device, a machine that allowed Warren and his trusted followers to transform into hybrids of human and wraithwolf, supernaturally strong and immune to bullets. But what Mr. Hood didn’t mention was that the machines were defective – the wraithwolf’s bloodlust corrupted and warped the thinking of the user.

      Warren decided to use his Fusion devices to go after that corruption in high places. But the wraithwolf was twisting his thinking, so after he killed his targets, he killed their wives.

      And their kids.

      Warren’s youngest victim, I believe, had been a toddler.

      With the help of my husband and my friends Tythrilandria and Owen Quell, I wound up stopping Warren. I killed a bunch of his followers, and then I killed Warren myself.

      As I said, I regret the necessity…

      …but I feel no guilt whatsoever over it.

      Warren killed a bunch of kids. Given how wraithwolves rip apart their victims, I’ll let your imagination fill in the details.

      If I had the chance to kill Warren all over again, I would.

      I just want that clear before we begin.
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        * * *

      

      This particular mess started on June 16th, Conquest Year 318.

      I was in a good mood.

      Believe it or not.

      Things were moving well at the Great Gate, or as well as they ever did. Nothing was actively on fire, which I counted as a win. My husband was coming back from New York tonight, and I was looking forward to welcoming him home.

      If you know what I mean.

      I was in such a good mood I decided to take my motorcycle to work at Fort Casey. The weather claimed it was going to be a sunny day with a high of eighty-five degrees Fahrenheit. Perfect motorcycling weather. I got dressed in jeans, a black tank top, boots, and my new motorcycle jacket, which Riordan had bought me after my old one had gotten soaked in blood and shredded by a bullet.

      I was halfway across the kitchen to the garage, helmet under my arm, when my personal cell phone rang.

      I had started carrying two phones. One was the business phone of the Marshal of the Great Gate, for when the high-ranking officers at Fort Casey needed to reach me right away. Not many people had that contact number. Even fewer people had my personal phone number – my husband, Russell, the Marneys, a few friends, and now some business associates in the newly-founded businesses of Cloak Corporation and Moran Pharmaceuticals.

      But none of them were calling me right now.

      Lydia Valborg’s number appeared on the phone’s screen.

      I hadn’t talked to her for over a year. She was my brother Russell’s former girlfriend – pretty, a bit arrogant, mostly good-natured, and quite naïve. She had been forced to wise up in a hurry when her computer science teacher Paul Rampton had tried to frame her for murder and then kidnapped her as part of his deal with Singularity.

      The original Paul Rampton had been executed for his crimes, and in the time since, I had killed a lot of cybernetic soldiers grown from his DNA.

      So why was Lydia calling me now?

      It couldn’t be good.

      I accepted the call. “Hello?”

      “Mrs. MacCormac?” It was Lydia’s voice, calm but with a hint of fear.

      “Yeah. What’s going on, Lydia?”

      “I’m in trouble,” she said. “I think someone is following me.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Get to a public place, somewhere with a lot of people, stay there, and call the police.”

      “I am in a public place,” said Lydia. “A table at the food court at the Ducal Mall in Brookfield. I don’t think the police can help me.”

      “Why not?” I said.

      “Because the guy who’s following me,” said Lydia. “I think I saw him two years ago. You know? When I went on…that little trip to that creepy mall place.”

      I admit that my first reaction was surprise that Lydia was smart enough not to talk about the Shadow Waypoint in public and over the phone.

      But like I said, she had been forced to wise up in a hurry.

      My second reaction was alarm. The Shadow Waypoint was a neutral market and resting place in the Shadowlands, with the neutrality enforced by a mysterious entity called the Intermediary. Singularity had an outpost there, but the High Queen couldn’t do anything about it, because even with all her power, she couldn’t oppose the Intermediary on his (or possibly hers, no one knew for sure) home ground. Lydia had been taken there during that mess with Rampton.

      And if she saw someone from the Singularity outpost following her around the mall…

      Lydia was in danger.

      But there was also an opportunity here.

      If I could capture a Singularity agent, that would be useful. Singularity had been getting bolder over the last two years, and we still didn’t know very much about their plans or even where they were based. A real live Singularity agent might know all kinds of interesting things.

      “All right,” I said. “This is what we’re going to do. You’re at the main food court in the mall?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Stay there, and don’t move,” I said. “Keep talking on the phone. Don’t leave, and don’t look directly toward the guy who’s following you.”

      I crossed the kitchen, opened the door to the garage, took a step towards my motorcycle, changed my mind, and headed towards my car. I couldn’t keep Lydia on the line if I took my bike, and besides, I had weapons and some other useful stuff in the trunk of the car.

      “What should I do if the guy…does anything?” said Lydia.

      “If he approaches you, stand up and start screaming at the top of your lungs,” I said. She was a pretty blond girl, and a screaming pretty girl would draw a lot of attention. “I don’t think he’ll approach you at the food court.” I hit the garage door control, dropped into the driver’s seat of my car, and started the engine. “He’s waiting for you to go to your car so he can attack you in the parking lot, or for you to walk through a more isolated area of the mall.”

      “I should just sit here and talk?” said Lydia. I backed into the driveway and switched my phone to speaker.

      “Yup,” I said. “Just sit there and pretend to have an intense conversation. In fact, try to look upset.”

      “I am upset.”

      “That’s good,” I said, the garage door closing behind me. I backed into the street, spun the car around, and hit the gas. “If you look upset, he will think you’re distracted and easier to grab. Instead, we’re going to capture him.”

      The engine roared as I pushed to thirty over the speed limit.

      “You want to capture him?” said Lydia, uneasy.

      “Yeah,” I said. “It would be good to stop him from following you. It would be much better to figure out why he’s following you and make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      “Okay.”

      “Don’t look at him directly,” I said, “but what is he doing right now?”

      “Just sitting at a table on the other side of the food court,” said Lydia. “Near the place that sells those nasty greasy burgers. He’s eating something, but he keeps looking at me. I think if I got up, he would follow me.”

      “Don’t do that,” I said. “We want to keep him in one place. Keep talking to me.”

      I was driving way the hell over the speed limit, but it was ten in the morning, and traffic was as light as it ever got. It wasn’t much farther to the Ducal Mall.

      “I…I’m kind of starting to panic, Mrs. MacCormac,” said Lydia. Her voice was still calm, but I heard it starting to fray at the edges. “I can’t think of things to talk about.”

      I punched through a yellow light maybe a tenth of a second before it turned red. I did not want Lydia to panic. For one thing, it might get her killed. For another, if the man she had seen really was a Singularity agent, he might have a blaster or some other advanced weaponry that would get a lot of other people killed. And I really wanted to take the guy alive. Singularity kept setting the tempo.

      I was tired of reacting to them and wanted to turn the tables.

      Which meant keeping Lydia talking and stopping her from panicking.

      “Okay,” I said. “Things to talk about. Do you have a boyfriend?”

      “What?” said Lydia.

      “Boyfriend. Do you have one?” I said. A truck in front of me was going too slowly, so I veered into the turn lane, accelerated past him, and shot ahead. “Russell said that you really wanted to get married and have kids. Boyfriend’s generally the first step on that road. Unless you’re already married.”

      “What? No, no, I didn’t get married,” said Lydia. “I’ve been taking classes at the technical college and working part-time at a store here. That’s why I’m at the mall.”

      “Really,” I said. I saw the gleaming steel and glass sprawl of the Ducal Mall rising over the rooftops of the stores ahead. “What have you been studying?”

      “Accounting,” said Lydia. I blinked in surprise. Maybe it shouldn’t have taken me off-guard. I had seen her grades during that whole mess with Paul Rampton, and math had been her strongest one. “I mean, I just started. Last year I had to take all the general ed classes, and it was a big pain.”

      “Yeah, I bet,” I said, though I didn’t really understand. I hadn’t been in any formal schooling since kindergarten. Still, I managed to keep her talking about school and here classes until I arrived. “All right, I’m turning into the parking lot.”

      I pulled into the parking lot of the Ducal Mall. Well, one of them, anyway. The Ducal Mall was huge, the biggest one in the Milwaukee area, and it was always busy. The place was a sprawling four-story complex of glass and concrete and steel, with multiple wings breaking off a central building. It had gotten torn up badly during an Archon attack a few years ago, but there had been too much money at stake, so it had gotten rebuilt in short order.

      I had almost gotten killed here a bunch of times.

      The mall was always busy, but it was ten in the morning on a weekday, so it wasn’t as busy as it could have been. I parked in one of the outer lots and got out, keeping my phone at my ear.

      “I’m here,” I said. “Stay on the line and keep talking.” I circled to the back of the car and opened the trunk. From one of the equipment cases, I took a small revolver, tucked it into the side pocket of my jacket, and then a stun pistol. Those were very illegal for a human to have because they worked on Elves, but I was the Marshal of the Great Gate and had issued an exception for myself. Neat trick, that. “Has the guy done anything?”

      “No,” said Lydia. “He’s still sitting at the table eating. He keeps glancing at me.”

      “Where exactly are you sitting? I’m on my way.”

      “Um. In front of the place that sells tacos. It’s right across from the phone store.”

      “I know it.” I locked my car. “Be right there.”

      I summoned magic and cast the Occlusion spell. The Cloak spell turned me invisible but was an effort to hold, and the Mask spell made me look like someone else, but I didn’t want to accidentally panic Lydia. The Occlusion spell just made me…unnoticeable. Unremarkable. People’s eyes would slide right over me, and if I walked through a crowd, they would get out of my way without even realizing they were doing it. So long as I didn’t do anything to draw attention to myself, no one would remember my presence.

      The mall’s doors loomed before me, all polished glass and steel, and I pushed through them and into the building. Balconies rose on either side, holding stores, and the floor was stone that looked like polished marble tiles but was actually much cheaper.

      A tangle of bad memories went through my head. I had actually met Lydia here for the first time when Russell had been trying to get a date with her, which meant we had been here when the Archons attacked. Later that day, I had stolen a Cruciform Eye from the Rebels and given it to Morvilind. That ended up with me asking Riordan out for the first time.

      I really wished he was here now.

      A few years after that (or a century and a half from my perspective), I had fought Victor Lorenz and a renegade Elven necromancer in the half-rebuilt mall. I had killed the necromancer, but Lorenz would have killed me if Russell hadn’t shot him in the head first.

      “Hell,” I muttered.

      “Mrs. MacCormac?” said Lydia. A brief quaver went through her voice. “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” I said. “Just remembering the first time we met.”

      There was a pause.

      “Yeah,” said Lydia. “That was…something. We always seem to meet when I have really bad days.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that,” I said. “I was thinking I always get in trouble when I come to this goddamn mall.”

      She let out a startled laugh.

      I hurried through the galleries, making for the food court area. It wasn’t all that crowded. Mostly women with children and a lot of elderly people in white running shoes doing walking laps. If I lived long enough to retire, I hope I had better things to do with my time than walk around this mall.

      It didn’t take me long to get to the main food court. The food court was a big place, with four levels of balconies rising over the main floor, and dozens of fast-food restaurants lining those balconies. For a second, a dark, jagged memory blurred through my head. My husband (well, he hadn’t been my husband at the time), Nora Chandler, and I had fought Sergei Rogomil for the last time here, desperately trying to get the Cruciform Eye away from him so Tarlia did not nuke Milwaukee.

      A lot had happened since then. Especially to me.

      They’d had to remodel the food court quite a bit after the gunfight.

      I found Lydia where she had said, sitting alone at a table with her phone to her ear. She was a blond, pretty woman of about twenty, currently wearing the blue polo shirt of an electronics store worker tucked into khaki pants. There weren’t too many people eating at the tables, mostly retired people and moms with kids.

      Thanks to the Occlusion spell, I threaded my way through the tables and sat across from Lydia without anyone noticing me. It took a second for Lydia’s mind to pierce the spell and register my presence, but I had been talking to her on the phone, which meant she was already half-aware of me.

      “Oh!” said Lydia. “I didn’t see you.” Her face was paler than I remembered, but I think that was from fear. “Thank you for coming, Mrs. MacCormac.” She hesitated. “Or should I call you Marshal MacCormac?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “The guy who was following you. Where is he?”

      To her credit, she didn’t turn and point or anything like that. “The other side of the food court, sitting by the burger place. I wouldn’t have noticed him, but I saw him at…you know, the thing we did earlier.”

      “Okay,” I said, tapping my phone’s camera app. “He shouldn’t be able to notice me. I’m using a spell that makes it hard for people to realize I’m here.”

      “Oh,” said Lydia. “That makes sense. You just sort of appeared out of nowhere. But I was watching hard for you…”

      “Spell didn’t work on you because we were already talking on the phone,” I said. “The guy we’re talking about shouldn’t notice me. But just in case, I’m going to pretend to take a selfie. I want to get a look at him.”

      I held up my phone and gazed into the screen, angling it until I had the burger place in the frame of the picture. I took the photo, lowered my phone, and zoomed in until I spotted the man sitting alone at the table.

      “That him?” I said, turning the phone towards Lydia.

      She swallowed. “Yeah.”

      He looked unremarkable. Middle-aged, balding, in decent shape. He wore a maintenance worker’s coverall with a heavy belt and black work boots. A tray rested in front of him, and he was eating what I thought was a breakfast burrito.

      “You saw him at the Shadow Waypoint,” I said.

      “I did,” said Lydia in a low voice. “It was after the clones of Mr. Rampton kicked down the front door. They took me to the Singularity office in the Shadow Waypoint, and Mr. Rampton – the original one, the real one – was there. He started saying…really horrible things to me, about what he was going to do to me, but Mr. Hood stopped him. There was one other man with Mr. Hood…”

      “The guy watching you at the table,” I said.

      “Yeah. I had the early morning shift at the store, and I finished at ten,” said Lydia. “I was going to have a cup of coffee here before I went home and changed for class, but that guy started following me. I didn’t know what to do. I thought about calling the police, but if he’s somebody like Mr. Hood…”

      “You did the right thing,” I said. The police were definitely not up to dealing with somebody like Hood. Granted, I doubted the bald guy had the kind of magical power that Hood wielded.

      But if he was a Singularity agent, he was dangerous.

      “Okay,” I said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You remember how I can turn invisible?” Lydia nodded. “We…”

      Right about then, something went wrong.

      I should have expected it. Something always goes wrong.

      “Hey, Lydia!” said a bluff, cheerful voice.

      I turned my head as two men walked to the table.

      They both looked like recently discharged men-at-arms. Men in the United States had a mandatory six-year term of service as soldiers to their local Elven noble. Some reenlisted after that, but most went into the civilian world to start their lives. Both men were in their early twenties, probably twenty-four, and were in very good shape. The one on the right was an inch or two under six feet but made up for it with wide shoulders and thick arms displayed to good effect with a tight T-shirt. He had close-cropped dark hair and a ruddy, bluff face. The man on the left was taller and thinner, built like a swimmer instead of a bodybuilder. He had close-cropped blond hair and a thoughtful, sober expression. He also seemed slightly embarrassed.

      I started pulling together power for a spell. The men hadn’t noticed me, thanks to the Occlusion spell, but they might be Singularity agents.

      Recognition went over Lydia’s face. “Nick, Max.”

      The shorter man grinned at her while the taller one put his hands in his pockets and offered a more tentative smile. Nevertheless, both men seemed happy to see her. “Hey, mind if we join you? Nick and I thought we would get an early lunch. Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      Max didn’t wait for an answer but sat down at the table to my left, since I was sitting across from Lydia. The taller man, who I presumed was Nick, sighed and sat on my right. The Occlusion spell meant that they didn’t notice me and kept them from trying to take my seat.

      “Guys, I…” started Lydia.

      “We are totally having a barbecue at my parents on Friday,” said Max. “You should come. Everyone’s going to be there.”

      Lydia opened her mouth, closed it again.

      Nick frowned. “Lydia, is something wrong?” His voice was quieter, less boisterous, than Max’s.

      Lydia looked at me in desperation.

      I flicked a quick glance at the Singularity agent’s table. He was definitely watching us. Maybe seeing Max and Nick would scare him off. Which was good for Lydia in the short term, but I wanted to capture the agent alive and figure out why he was following Lydia in the first place. If I dropped the Occlusion spell, there was a pretty good chance the Singularity guy would recognize me on sight, given how much trouble I had caused for the organization. If he did, he would take off before I could catch him.

      But Max was a big guy, and he was sitting between me and the Singularity agent. He would probably block the agent’s view.

      I dropped the Occlusion spell. Both Nick and Max didn’t notice since their attention was on Lydia.

      “Listen to me,” I said.

      Max and Nick flinched in surprise and looked at me. Max grinned, and then his eyes flicked up and down as he checked me out and decided that he liked what he saw. Nick only frowned, suspicious that I had come out of nowhere.

      “Hey, you didn’t say you had any friends who were biker chicks,” said Max.

      “I drove here in a fifteen-year-old Lone Star Motors car,” I said.

      “But you do have a motorcycle, right?” said Max. “Can I ride on the back with you?”

      Well, he didn’t waste time.

      “Max,” said Lydia in a strangled voice. “That’s Nadia MacCormac.”

      Nick’s eyes went wide. He knew who I was.

      Max didn’t, clearly. “If you’re one of Lydia’s friends, you should come to our barbecue. My parents have a pool, so you can bring a swimsuit, and…”

      “Listen to me,” I said again. “My name’s Nadia MacCormac. I’m the Marshal of the Great Gate, we have a crisis, and I am deputizing all three of you for the duration of that crisis.”

      Max laughed. “Right, and I’m President Noah Jackman. I bet I’d look pretty good in one of his movies.”

      “Max, you idiot,” said Nick. “She’s telling the truth. That’s the Marshal of the Great Gate, I saw her on the news with the President.”

      Max laughed again. “You’re having me on.”

      Yet he looked from Lydia to Nick, and some of his amusement started to fade into doubt.

      I sighed, reached into my jacket, and pulled out my lanyard with the Marshal’s badge with my right hand. At the same time, I made a cupping motion with my left hand and summoned a little bit of magic. A tiny sphere of elemental fire whirled to life in my palm, glowing bright.

      Their eyes went wide.

      I closed my fist, and the light went out.

      “We have a problem,” I said. “An agent of a known terrorist group is following Lydia. He’s sitting a short distance away. Don’t turn around and look.”

      “Why would a terrorist be following Lydia?” said Max.

      “That thing you told us about,” said Nick. “Right before you graduated from high school. It’s connected to that, isn’t it?”

      He was definitely brighter than Max.

      “Listen up, soldiers,” I said. “This what we’re going to do.”

      I spoke to them in what I had come to think of as my Marshal voice – brisk, no-nonsense, all business. There had been a lot of opportunities for practice over the last ten months. Not that I had ever had any trouble telling people what to do, but shadow agents were supposed to be unnoticed and unseen.

      Marshals weren’t.

      I had also noticed that most men, whether human or Elven, didn’t like to be told what to do by a woman. Oddly, most women didn’t like to be told what to do by a woman either. Maybe something deep down in both human and Elven psychology wanted to follow an authoritative male leader. But when the woman in question could summon firestorms, lightning globes, and cripple the minds of her foes, that was different. I might have been the mad bad wizard girl, but I was the mad bad wizard girl on their side.

      Anyway, I could tell that Max and Nick were recently discharged men-at-arms because the Marshal voice worked on them. They straightened up, and a subtle change came over them. Had they been standing up, they would have come to attention.

      I really hoped that didn’t frighten off the guy watching Lydia. But Lydia was a pretty girl, and it wouldn’t be that unusual for two friends to invite her to a barbecue. Likely the Singularity agent would wait until Max and Nick left and then would follow Lydia until he could get her alone.

      “I can use my magic to turn invisible,” I said.

      Max looked dubious. “Seriously?”

      “I’ve watched her do it,” said Lydia.

      “Lydia’s going to get up and walk to the service hallway on the far side of the food court,” I said. “It will look like she’s going alone. I’m pretty sure the terrorist agent will follow her. But I’ll be with Lydia, my hand on her shoulder. Once he thinks that Lydia is alone, I’ll become visible again and overpower him.”

      “By yourself?” said Max. I could tell that he didn’t quite believe me. “No offense, um, Marshal, but you’ve got to be a hundred and twenty pounds dripping wet. One good punch, and you’ll be on the floor with a concussion.”

      “He’s got a point,” said Nick, voice quiet.

      “I’m not going to punch him, I’m going to render him unconscious with magic,” I said. “You two are going to count to one hundred and fifty and then follow us into the service hallway. Block off the entrance, and don’t let anyone come in until I have the agent overpowered. I don’t want anyone getting hurt or killed.” I looked at Lydia. “Are you up for this?”

      She drew in a deep breath. “I’d better be. Doesn’t seem like I have much choice.”

      Her resolve surprised me. But she had grown up quite a bit since we had first met.

      “Good,” I said. “I’m going to turn invisible now. Stand up, I’ll put my hand on your shoulder, and we’ll walk to the service hallway.”

      I cast the Cloak spell and disappeared from sight.

      Lydia, Max, and Nick all stared at where I had been sitting.

      “Well, holy shit,” said Max in a low voice. Maybe he thought that since I had disappeared, I couldn’t hear him.

      Lydia took a deep breath and rose to her feet. I got up, circled around the table, and put my right hand on her left shoulder. She flinched a little, and I gave what I hoped was a reassuring squeeze. Lydia nodded, crossed her arms over her chest, and started across the food court towards the service corridor, weaving her way around the tables. I have to admit she looked dejected and tense. Like she had just had an argument with the two men at her table.

      Perfect for drawing in her stalker.

      We drew closer to the Singularity agent. Since the Cloak spell made me invisible, I looked at him without fear of observation. He was about forty-five, bald, heavily built, though with much more muscle than fat. His eyes were a watery green, stark against his lined face. His blue maintenance coverall was loose, but I could just pick out a few suspicious bulges. He was carrying at least one pistol, maybe more than one. The wrapper of his breakfast burrito made a crackling noise as he wadded it up, and he rose to his feet, crossed to the waste bin, and disposed of his trash.

      With perfect casualness, he started following us.

      I heard Lydia take a shaking breath, and I gave her shoulder another squeeze.

      We came to the service corridor. It was a long space with a high ceiling, ending in a pair of emergency doors protected with alarms. On the right-hand doors led to the backrooms of the various fast-food places. A flicker of memory went through me. I had fought and killed some of Sergei Rogomil’s soldiers in those back rooms, years ago. Maybe that was why I never wanted to eat here – I didn’t want a meal prepared in a kitchen where I had killed somebody.

      I glanced at the food court. I thought we had maybe twenty seconds before the Singularity guy could see us. I dropped my Cloak and started whispering to Lydia, who flinched and got herself under control.

      “Okay,” I said. “Lean against the wall here, pull out your phone, and pretend like you’re having a call that makes you upset. I’ll be right here.”

      I cast the Cloak spell again and vanished. Lydia let out a breath but did as I asked and leaned against the wall, pulling out her phone.

      “Mom?” she said. “I just had an awful day at work. I don’t know what I’m going to do. The boss yelled at me about putting the boxes on the wrong shelf in the stockroom…”

      She started pouring out her heart into her phone. Either she really had just finished a terrible shift at work, or she was an excellent actress.

      The Singularity agent appeared at the end of the corridor. He was looking at his phone, his other hand in his pocket, a distracted look on his face. I was pretty sure that the hand in the pocket was grasping a stun pistol. Lydia kept talking, her posture hunched. I squeezed her shoulder once more and took a long step to the side, watching the bald man.

      He put his phone away and pulled out a key ring, jingling them a bit, turning slightly towards one of the locked doors as he did. The bald man looked exactly like a busy maintenance worker going about his day, indifferent to the mall customers around him.

      But it was only a cover.

      He turned and in one smooth motion, yanked a boxy stunner from his pocket, leveled the weapon, and pulled the trigger.

      I had been waiting for it, and I was faster.

      I dropped my Cloak spell and cast the Shield spell. The Singularity agent’s stunner sent an arc of bluish-white electricity from its tines. My Shield deflected it with ease, and Lydia yelped and took another step behind me.

      The bald man stared at me, eyes wide.

      My aurasight hadn’t worked through the Cloak spell, and the crowds of people in the mall had made it less effective than it might have been otherwise. I had discovered that one of the downsides of the aurasight ability was that it didn’t work all that great in crowds because everyone’s aura overlapped.

      But Lydia, the bald guy, and me were the only people in the corridor, and I could see his aura just fine.

      I almost wished I couldn’t.

      There was something wrong with it.

      It was too flat, for one thing, as if his mind had been damaged. The two predominant emotions in the aura were blazing rage and twisted lust. Like, I had been stuck with aurasight long enough by now to know how normal male sexual desire looked in an aura. The lust I saw in his aura had been warped into something malignant, like looking at a heart covered in tumors.

      But shock overwhelmed both emotions.

      “You,” said the man. He sounded perfectly calm.

      “Drop the stunner and put your hands on your head,” I said. “Or I’ll make you do it. You know I can.”

      I expected him to attack or to run. I had spells ready to stop him.

      I did not, however, expect him to drop the stunner, grab something from his pocket with his left hand, and stuff it into his mouth.

      A grenade. He had already pulled the pin.

      I had time to do exactly one thing, and I recast my Shield spell, altering it to block kinetic force instead of electrical discharges.

      I managed it with about a half-second to spare.

      The grenade went off.

      I had never seen someone stuff a live grenade into their mouth before.

      Boy, that made a mess.

      My Shield soaked up the fragments and the shock wave from the blast, and I heard Lydia’s shriek of surprise mixed with the roar of the explosion. My Shield also blocked the various bits and pieces of the Singularity agent’s head and neck.

      The headless body dropped to the floor, blood pumping from the ragged hole where the neck had been. Blood had sprayed across the floor and the nearby wall. I heard cries of alarm from the food court, and a second later, Max and Nick were running down the corridor towards us.

      “Well,” I muttered. “Shit.”

      “Oh my God,” said Lydia, and she turned around and was noisily sick.

      “Stop!” I shouted, and Nick and Max came to a halt before the blood spray. “I don’t want you tracking in the blood.”

      “What should we do now, Marshal?” said Nick.

      That was a really good question.

      It took me about two seconds to realize that I only had one option.

      “Hang on,” I said, fishing my personal cell phone out of my pocket. “I need to call the police.” I pointed at Max. “You, when mall security comes up, tell them what’s going on and that the police are on the way.” I pointed at Nick. “You, get some water for Lydia.” She coughed and straightened up, rubbing at her mouth. She looked miserable – she was one of those people whose face turned beet red when she threw up, and her eyes were bloodshot.

      “Right,” said Nick, and he turned and jogged off. Max planted himself at the edge of the blood spatter.

      I hit the contact number for Owen Quell’s office and waited.

      His assistant picked up on the second ring. “Chief Quell’s office.”

      “Hi, this is Nadia MacCormac,” I said. “I need to speak to Chief Quell right away.”

      There was a pause. I was on the very short list of people who could get the immediate attention of the chief of the Milwaukee Security & Police Department.

      “One moment, please.”

      The call clicked, rang twice more, and Owen picked up.

      “Nadia,” said Owen Quell, his voice deep and a bit hoarse. “You only call me when there are problems.”

      “Yeah.” I looked at the headless corpse. “Sorry about that.”
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      I ended up staying at the mall until about three in the afternoon.

      Not how I had wanted the day to go, but the guy who exploded his own head probably had different plans as well, so I suppose I couldn’t complain.

      Owen sent a patrol of uniformed officers to secure the scene. After the initial rush of panic, things calmed down. The officers cordoned off the corridor, keeping out workers and curious customers, and put up a screen to block the headless corpse from view. Since as far as we knew, there was no threat to the public, the mall remained open, and the food court got busier as people came for lunch. A tech crew arrived shortly after the uniformed officers and began the task of documenting the scene.

      Chief Owen Quell himself arrived soon after.

      Guess he had decided to handle this one himself.

      Quell was a big guy in his middle forties with dark hair that had more gray in it than when we had first met a few years ago. His face looked like it had been punched a few times when he had been younger. In all honesty, he kind of looked like a thug who had stolen a police duty uniform and was walking around in it. He had lost a bit of weight since the last time I had seen him. I hoped that it was because his wife was making him eat better, not because the stress of the job was getting to him.

      Because serving as the Chief of the Milwaukee Security & Police Department had to be a stressful job. If something went seriously wrong – if his officers accidentally shot innocent people, or if there was a terrorist attack or something – Quell had to deal with it.

      And if things went really wrong, guess who was getting thrown under the bus?

      Still, it had been two years, and Quell still had his job. Though given that he was a shadow agent of the High Queen, if he had to resign as police chief, I was pretty sure that Tarlia would find him something else to do.

      Owen took charge of the scene, and the officers set up a folding table with two chairs, a laptop, and a printer. He started by interviewing Lydia. Owen did a good job of calming her down further. He had a knack for it. I suppose I had only seen him intimidate witnesses, not soothe them. He led Lydia through what had happened, recorded the interview, produced a transcript, and had Lydia sign it.

      Nick and Max went next. Max’s answers tended to ramble, and he expanded his role in events quite a bit. Nick’s descriptions were succinct and more to the point. Owen printed off their statements and collected their signatures.

      Finally, it was my turn.

      Owen and I stared at each other across the table.

      “Do you usually take charge of murder investigations these days?” I said.

      Owen snorted. “Technically, this is either an attempted murder or a failed attempt at terrorism, I’m not sure which. But when the Marshal of the Great Gate is involved, then yes, I think I had better take charge myself.” He tapped his pen against the table. “You didn’t have to do this officially.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t actually have jurisdiction here. Lydia got involved, and I didn’t want her to have yet another mysterious incident on her record. Her grandfather wouldn’t have wanted that for her. Same for Nick and Max. They seem like nice kids, even if Max is a blowhard.”

      Owen nodded. “Did you ever think you would find yourself voluntarily cooperating with law enforcement?”

      “I’ve never broken a law in my life for any reason ever.” Owen snorted at that. “Before we start, what did you find out about our headless friend?”

      “Less than I would like,” said Owen. “His name is Charles A. Mills. Forty-seven years old, never married, no kids. Born in South Dakota, attended technical school in Minnesota after he finished his term of service for the Duke of Fargo and moved out here. Worked as an electrician for a local company named Lind Power Systems, though he did some general contracting on the side. He was supposed to be on a call at a car dealership a few blocks away.”

      “Do you think Lind is involved with Singularity?” I said.

      Owen shrugged. “Possible, but unlikely. I’ll have some of my guys check them out, and if this involves Singularity, the Inquisition will take over the investigation. But Lind Power Systems has operated out of Milwaukee for a hundred years, and everyone there is baffled that Mills would do something like this. No one thought he was the kind of guy who would try to abduct a college-age woman.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Everyone says he was a quiet guy who did his job, never made a fuss, never rocked the boat.”

      “Yep,” said Owen. “The kind of guy who really is what he seems…or has a freezer full of heads in the basement.” Again he tapped the pen against the table. “Miss Valborg was certain she recognized him from the Shadow Waypoint?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “She called me instead of you guys because she was worried someone might get hurt.” Owen was touchy about things like that, but he didn’t seem mind, probably because no one had gotten killed. Well, except for Mills. “But Lydia was certain she had seen him before…and since he was following her with a stunner and a grenade, I think she was right.”

      “The crime scene techs also found some plastic zip ties and three syringes full of anesthetic in his pockets,” said Owen.

      We contemplated that grim fact in silence for a few seconds.

      “So why come after her now?” I said. “Lydia didn’t know that much about Singularity, and it’s all out of date now anyway.”

      Owen shrugged. “She did recognize Mills. Maybe he was worried she might identify him. Or maybe he was simply going to abduct her for his own reasons. Anyway, we’re going to take apart his house and go over his life with a fine-tooth comb.”

      “Be careful,” I said. “I think the whole electrician thing was a cover story. If he was at the Shadow Waypoint, that meant he traveled through the Shadowlands. There’s gonna be more to him than meets the eye.”

      “Yeah, like with Warren,” said Owen.

      I blanked for a second, and then I remembered Lieutenant Kyle Warren.

      I suppose it said something about my life that I had so many enemies that it took me a few seconds to recall one in particular.

      “We didn’t know it was Warren at first,” I said. “The High Queen sent us to look into those murders. That turned out to be just the tip of the iceberg.”

      “Guess you found another iceberg,” said Owen.

      I really hoped not, but I thought he was right.

      “Well, let’s get the interview done,” said Owen. “Since you want to do this by the book.”

      “I’m the Marshal of the Great Gate,” I said. “I’m supposed to follow the rules. Set a good example for young people and all that.”

      Except, of course, when it became necessary to break the rules. Tarlia, I had noticed, tended to follow all her own laws most of the time until it became necessary to ignore them.

      Owen turned on the camera clipped to his tactical vest, and he interviewed me about the explosive death of Charles A. Mills. I explained that I had helped Lydia during a previous incident (Owen referenced the UNICORN case number) and that she had called me for help when she noticed Mills following her. With the assistance of Nick and Max, I had lured Mills alone into the hallway, intending to overpower him, but he had blown himself up, and that was that.

      Even though I knew Owen, I still felt a twinge of uneasiness. Before Tarlia had recruited me, I had spent most of my life avoiding law enforcement whenever possible. Sitting down for an official interview like this would have been a sign that something had gone badly wrong, and I would have told lies through my teeth the entire time.

      Vaguely, I wondered if my eighteen-year-old self would have been horrified to know that my one-hundred-and-eighty-year-old self would one day be friends with the chief of police.

      Probably. But things change, and I had learned a lot of things that I hadn’t known when I was eighteen.

      We finished the interview, and the printer spat out a transcript, which I flipped through and signed. I thought about signing it as “Nadia MacCormac, Marshal of the Great Gate,” but that sounded unbearably pompous, so I settled for just my name.

      “And that’s that,” said Owen. “You’re free to go.” His lip twitched as he said it since we were both aware that if I wanted to go, there wasn’t much he could have done to stop me.

      “Lydia’s going to be okay?” I said. “She won’t be charged with anything?”

      Owen shrugged. “What for? It’s not a crime to watch a crazy guy blow himself up. She might get interviewed again once the Inquisition starts digging into this, but that will be that. After that incident with Paul Rampton, she’s used to law enforcement interviews. I will have patrol cars go by her house for a while. Just in case Mills wasn't a loner after all.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll want to have a quick word with Lydia before I go. Also Nick and Max. Let me know if anything weird turns up. You’re right, this might be the tip of a very nasty iceberg, like that thing with the Fusion wraithwolves. I hope I’m wrong, but in case I’m not…”

      “The joys of pessimism,” said Owen. “It’s a pleasure to be wrong.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?”

      We got to our feet.

      “Tomorrow’s your birthday, right?” said Owen. “Happy birthday, by the way.”

      I snorted. “Thanks.”

      “For someone who’s a hundred and eighty,” he said, “you don’t look a day over a hundred and a five.”

      “I moisturize and eat a lot of vegetables.”

      Owen and I shook hands, and he went to take charge of his officers. I walked down the corridor back to the food court. A uniformed officer stood guard, and Nick, Lydia, and Max sat at a table, talking quietly. All three looked up as I approached, and Nick and Max got to their feet.

      “Marshal,” said Nick.

      “Am I going to be in trouble?” said Lydia.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “Mr. Mills would have been guilty of attempted forced abduction, but he blew himself up, so that’s that. The police think that Mills decided to kidnap you for reasons of his own and not because he was following orders from someone higher up. Just in case the police are going to run patrols by your house for a few days, but I think you’ll be okay.”

      “Oh,” said Lydia. She let out a breath. “Good.” A shaky laugh followed the word.

      “Are you okay?” said Nick.

      “I’ll be fine,” said Lydia. “You know, today sucked…but it still wasn’t the worst day of my life. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.”

      “Well,” I said. “You’re not dead, so I’ll count it as good. Max Lawson, Nick Ridley?” The two men looked at me. “As Marshal of the Great Gate, I thank you for your service. Since I deputized you for the day, you’re legally entitled to wages.” I dug into my coat pocket, drew out a wad of business cards, and handed two of them over. “Call the accounting department at Fort Casey, and they’ll make sure you get paid.”

      Max blinked. “But we only helped you for an hour…”

      “Or,” said Nick, “we could do as the Marshal says and accept the money.”

      Max blinked again and then smiled. “See, that’s smarter.”

      “Mr. Ridley,” I said. “A word, please.”

      I beckoned, and we moved off a short distance from the table.

      “You and Max handled yourselves well,” I said, “but you were quicker on your feet.”

      Nick shrugged, a little embarrassed. “Max’s a good man, Marshal. He just…tends to jump first and look second.”

      “You were both men-at-arms?” I said.

      “For Baron Tyrdamar in Wauwatosa,” said Nick. “We were discharged at the end of May. Thinking about what comes next.”

      “What would you like to do?” I said.

      “Well,” said Nick, “I was thinking I would go into law enforcement.” He shrugged. “Or network management. I wound up working for the Baron’s IT department after the first two years.”

      “Really,” I said. The Elven nobles needed soldiers, but since I had become the Marshal of the Great Gate, I had learned that soldiers required a lot of support personnel to function effectively – quartermasters, accountants, electricians, network administrators, and many others. The Elven lords typically made sure their men-at-arms learned useful skills while in service.

      “It seems like a good living,” said Nick. He glanced at Lydia and then back at me. “I’d like to, you know, start to meet some girls.” Which explained why he and Max had made a beeline for Lydia when they had seen her. “But it’s hard to do that without money.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Tell you what.” I dug into my stack of business cards again and handed him a different one. “This is the number of Robert Byrd, chief of the military police at the Great Gate. If you’re looking for a job, give him a call tomorrow. I’ll let him know he might hear from you.”

      Nick took the card, blinked at it, and then looked at me. “You’re offering me a job?”

      “If you want one,” I said. “And if you pass the interview. Chief Byrd’s got a whole system for screening candidates, and I’m not going to second-guess him.” I liked Byrd, though he could be a bit of an asshole, but he got results. And given the importance of the Great Gate to both Earth and Kalvarion, results were what mattered. “But I think you’d fit in. And we’re always looking for cybersecurity people.” The IT infrastructure of Fort Casey had expanded at the same rapid rate as the Army of the Great Gate, which created its own set of problems.

      “I’ll call Chief Byrd tomorrow,” said Nick. “Thank you, Marshal.”

      He stopped by Lydia’s table, asked how she was doing, told her to call him if she needed anything, and then left. I sat across from Lydia. She looked a little pale, her eyes bloodshot, but better than she had a few hours ago.

      “I’ll sit with you until your parents arrive,” I said. She had called them a few minutes ago, and Lukas and Charlotte Valborg were on their way. Lydia would ride home with her father while her mother collected her car.

      “Thank you,” said Lydia.

      “Hell of a day, wasn’t it?”

      Lydia blinked and then snorted. “It wasn’t what I thought would happen. But if I go to class with a note from the Marshal of the Great Gate, that should get me out of an unexcused absence.”

      “I’ll write you a note,” I said.

      Lydia laughed. “That was a joke. Um…but thank you. Again. I think that’s the third time you’ve saved my life.” She sighed. “We always seem to meet when I have a really bad day.”

      “Well, maybe tomorrow will be better,” I said. “It was convenient that Max and Nick were there.”

      She blushed a little. “They’re friends. I see them a lot at parties and barbecues. I’ve…um, sort of been out with them both. Nothing serious. Just trips to the shooting club or the bowling alley.”

      A vivid memory burned through my head. I had first met her grandfather Hakon when she had been dating Russell. It had been at a bowling alley, come to think of it.

      “Nick’s definitely better at thinking on his feet,” I said.

      “Are…you giving me dating advice?” said Lydia, baffled.

      “I probably shouldn’t. You said that you were studying accounting, right?” Lydia nodded. “Do you want an internship?”

      “At the Great Gate?” said Lydia. “But I’m not a soldier.”

      “Not everyone who works at Fort Casey or the Great Gate is a soldier,” I said. “Hell, I sometimes think for every combat-effective soldier I have, I need seven people working in logistics and support.” I shrugged. “You handled yourself well today. Your grandpa would have been proud. So if you want an internship…”

      “Yes,” said Lydia. “Thank you. I needed to find one anyway.” She offered a smile. “I just hope it isn’t like this every day.”

      “No, no,” I said. “We only use live grenades on Tuesday.” She blinked at me. “That was my turn for a joke.”

      A few minutes later, her parents arrived. Lukas was a taciturn man who never used a word when silence would do, which I really appreciated. Charlotte more than made up for it. She hadn’t liked me until I had rescued Lydia from the Shadow Waypoint and then attended her father-in-law’s funeral. Charlotte insisted on hugging me, which I endured with good grace, and then after some chitchat, Lydia and her parents left.

      I watched them go, glanced at the officers finishing up at the crime scene, and fished my personal cell phone out of my coat pocket. I unlocked the phone, scrolled through the apps, and came to the client for an encrypted call app that had cost me a lot of money.

      Or, more specifically, obtaining a license from the Inquisition to use the app had cost Cloak Corporation a lot of money. Given that I had started a private security company a few months ago, having a way to keep Singularity from listening to my calls was a good idea. Granted, no security was perfect. But neither was Singularity infallible – I had beaten them a few times, and one of their agents had just blown himself up in front of me, which couldn’t have been part of their master plan.

      And, of course, there were plenty of other people, Elves and humans both, who weren’t all that fond of me but didn’t have the resources of Singularity. No sense in making it easier for them to spy on me.

      I scrolled through the list of contacts in the app and tapped one, lifting the phone to my ear.

      The call picked up on the third ring.

      “Governor,” said Neil Freeman’s quiet voice.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Apparently, “governor” was a slang term in the UK for boss. Since Neil now worked as the CEO of Cloak Corporation, which I owned, he had decided to call me “governor” during these phone calls.

      Granted, he had a good reason for it. We never used our real names during these calls.

      “Got a job for you,” I said. “Lydia Valborg and her family.” I rattled off her address. “Put surveillance on them for the next five days. I’ll pay for it myself.”

      “Details?” said Neil.

      “She might be a person of interest to Singularity,” I said. “I doubt it, but I want to make sure. The city police are watching her for the next few days. If they see anyone suspicious, don’t engage, call it in to the cops. And if they see someone they can’t handle, call me.”

      “Got it,” said Neil. “I’ll put Bagman on it. Will update as needed.”

      He ended the call.

      I slid the phone back into my pocket. “Bagman” was Chuck Balderson, who had been the head of a Homeland Security branch in upstate New York. After a few run-ins with a shadow councilor, he had been framed for incompetence, gotten dismissed from his job, and entered the more lucrative field of private security. Now he worked for Cloak Corporation. Neil had checked his background thoroughly – and I had augmented the check with the use of the mindtouch spell.

      Bit creepy, I know.

      But that was one of the conditions for employment at Cloak Corporation, and I paid well. We were playing for keeps here, and I didn’t want to hire any Singularity agents or Dark Ones cultists.

      But “Bagman” and his preferred subcontractors were very good at surveillance. Neither Lydia nor the police would know that he was there. I didn’t think that Singularity would come after Lydia, but I hadn’t thought they would send someone to capture her at the mall in the first place.

      I suspected that Mills had been acting on his own. Between his twisted emotional aura and the fact that he had been carrying a stunner and plastic zip ties, I suspected that he had decided to capture Lydia for his own perverse reasons. That had already happened once before. Paul Rampton’s price for working with Singularity had been that he would get to keep Lydia for himself.

      Hadn’t worked out well for Rampton, had it?

      I shook my head and strode from the food court, heading back to the parking lot. I would look into it later. Right now, I had a few things I needed to get done before I headed to the airport to pick up Riordan.

      A half-hour later, I was home and working on my laptop with a general sense of uneasiness.

      Riordan had claimed one of the upstairs bedrooms as an office and had suggested that I do the same. I had thought about it, but whenever I needed to work on something at home, I found I preferred to do it in the basement. Our house had a large basement with a sealed concrete floor and cinderblock walls, metal pillars supporting the house. We had converted the basement into a combination gym and workshop, with treadmills and free weights in one corner, and a workbench with tools and a gun safe in another corner. I sat at the workbench, my laptop open, and I worked through the most pressing matters.

      I had a bunch of messages from Fort Casey. Some of them were urgent, but none of them were a problem – approval of promotions, reports on disciplinary matters, another report on the traffic through the Great Gate, a cost estimate for repaving a portion of the road leading to the Gate (which was already developing potholes), and so forth. Riordan had told me that commanding a military force was like managing a ponderous bureaucracy that occasionally had to kill people, and boy had he been right. It didn’t look like there were any major problems – just the usual long-term ones of managing what had become the world’s biggest border crossing – but I would poke around in person tomorrow. Written reports sometimes had a way of obscuring reality. I sent one message to Byrd, letting him know that Nick Ridley might apply for the MPs, and another to my office manager about an internship for Lydia.

      After I finished with Fort Casey business, I turned to personal stuff.

      Well. I say “personal.” It was less “private matters” and more “companies I owned that were making a lot of money.”

      I stared in dismay at the balance in my various accounts for a while.

      Not because they were low. Far from it.

      They kept going up.

      Yeah, yeah, I know. Poor little rich girl. Except I hadn’t always been rich. Before Tarlia had recruited me as her shadow agent and I had gotten part of the reward for Nicholas Connor’s death, I had been frequently broke. Morvilind hadn’t believed in paying me. I had stolen what I needed to pay my bills, and I had often just barely squeaked by. I did all my clothes shopping at thrift stores, and I got most of what I needed from dollar stores (the Dollar Commandant chain was my favorite) or discount warehouse clubs.

      Between the revenue from my share of Moran Imports and the growing business of Moran Pharmaceuticals, a lot of money was coming in. All the money I had spent to start Cloak Corporation had put a dent into it, but not a huge one.

      I hadn’t liked rich people when I was younger, and now I was one.

      I had wanted to become so powerful that no one could compel me or control me. A hundred and fifty years later, I was rich and powerful, and I wasn’t comfortable with it. The only way to live with money and power without them destroying you was to find a way to use them responsibly, and I felt the weight of that as I looked at the laptop screen.

      Sometimes, if I thought about it too much, I started to get freaked out. In a few years, I had gone from Morvilind’s shadow agent, living on the edge of poverty and getting killed carrying out his missions, to a woman who commanded the Army of the Great Gate, had a growing fortune, and also had her own shadowy private security force in the form of Cloak Corporation.

      Was I in the process of becoming someone awful?

      The sort of person I had held in contempt when I had been younger?

      Of course, from the outside, it looked like only a few years had gone by. But inside my head, a century and a half had passed. According to my driver’s license, tomorrow I would be twenty-four years old. But in reality, I was much, much older than that. I had spent a hundred and fifty-eight years in the Eternity Crucible, dying in agony every day, my mind shredding itself under the pain…

      Why shouldn’t I be rich and powerful after that? A lot of people suffered and got nothing out of it.

      All at once, I suddenly thought I was back in the Eternity Crucible, fighting for my life, knowing that the creatures would surround me and rip me apart as I screamed.

      I let out a shuddering breath, shoved away from the workbench, dropped to the floor, and started doing pushups. I got to eighty-seven before I flopped over onto my back, breathing hard, the concrete of the floor cool through my clothes. When the black mood started to come onto me, intense physical exercise helped, made me focus on my breathing and the ache in my muscles rather than the century and a half of bad, bad memories locked up in my head.

      But what really helped …

      My thoughts turned to the bed upstairs and what would happen when Riordan and I would be in it.

      I pushed off the floor, went upstairs, and changed clothes. I traded jeans and a T-shirt for a snug blue dress that had a bit of a higher skirt and a lower neckline than what I would usually wear. Makeup, perfume, and jewelry went next, and then I slipped on a pair of sandals with high heels. I examined myself in the bathroom mirror, pleased with how I looked, and then I headed for the garage.

      By 7 PM, I was walking through the airport concourse. Riordan often took private jets on business for the Shadow Hunters since they needed to transport heavy weapons. But he had been in New York, where the Shadow Hunters had their North American Sanctuary, and he had a condo which stored all the firepower he needed. So he had flown commercial, partly because it gave him an excuse to work on his book while he was in the air.

      No one paid me any attention while I walked through the airport, but that was less a comment on my dress and hair and more to do with the fact that I had wrapped myself in an Occlusion spell. I had started doing that more and more in public places, even when I wasn’t hurrying into danger like when Lydia had called me this morning. The fact was that the Marshal of the Great Gate had enemies, and there was no point in making it easy for them to keep track of me. And I don’t just mean people like Singularity or the Dark Ones cultists or Shang and the Deathless Society, who were still probably pissed off that I had blown up a bunch of their undead servitors last year.

      There were Elven nobles who were not happy that a human had been appointed as a Marshal, and several times in the last few months, I had found myself followed by people who had turned out to be working for the Elven nobles allied with Duke Vashtyr’s faction. Neil had suggested, more than once, that I had better start taking a security team with me when I went places. I had resisted the suggestion so far.

      But maybe he had a point.

      Well, I would think about it later. I hadn’t seen my husband for a week, and that was dominating my thoughts.

      I reached the gate and waited. About ten minutes later, Riordan’s flight disgorged passengers.

      I spotted him as he stepped from the plane, and at once I felt better. He was dressed in a suit, though he had taken off his tie. It sort of made him look like a business traveler on his way home after a trip, but most business travelers were not quite in that kind of good shape.

      I dropped the Occlusion spell and stepped in his path, a big grin going over my face. He saw me at once. It’s hard to hide from the keen senses of a Shadow Hunter. I jumped into his arms and gave him a big kiss. A few of the passing travelers gave us annoyed looks at the public display of affection, but I didn’t give a damn.

      “Hi,” I said once he set me back on my feet. He was a foot taller than I was. “I missed you.”

      “Noticed,” said Riordan in his deep voice with a faint Texas drawl. “I noticed it so well that if I didn’t put you down, I’d have to carry a suitcase in front of me all the way to the car.”

      Ah. He’d missed me, too.

      “Then let’s get you home,” I said, “and we can talk about it some more.”

      We walked hand in hand through the concourse, Riordan towing his suitcase with his free hand. I cast the Occlusion spell once more, wrapping it around both of us. He frowned a little at that, but didn’t protest.

      A short time later, we were in my car. I was half-tempted to jump him then and there, but I controlled myself.

      “So,” I said as I steered out of the parking ramp and back towards the freeway. “How much of a mess was it?”

      “A big enough one,” said Riordan with a sigh. “Ever been to Maine?”

      “Mmm, once,” I said. “The year before we met. Morvilind wanted me to steal some stuff that had been smuggled aboard a fishing boat in Portland.”

      “I’d never been there before,” said Riordan.

      He told me the details of his trip. Right before or after the Sky Hammer battle, someone had printed up a few thousand brand-new copies of the Summoning Codex and mailed them around the world. As far as I knew, the Inquisition hadn’t figured out who had printed them or why. Anyway, most of the people who received it in the mail thought it was a weird old book and threw it in the trash. A smaller group of people realized what the book was and turned it in to the authorities.

      But a small but significant group figured out what the book was…and decided to use it. The sort of people who had grudges but no way to act on them. People who might not bring a gun to shoot up their workplace or poison to pour into their boss’s coffee but might call up a Shadowlands creature to do it for them.

      “A lobster fisherman?” I said, taken aback.

      Riordan nodded. “Lobster fishing is big business in Maine, and the guy with the Summoning Codex felt that his competitors were screwing him over. So he called up some icthyars – they kind of look like aquatic anthrophages – and sent them after his rivals.”

      “Ugh.” I shook my head. “I mean, the murder’s bad enough…but over lobsters? They look like big nasty bugs. And people pay a lot of money to eat them. To put those big nasty bugs in their mouth.”

      They also kind of looked like Shadowlands creatures, but I didn’t say that.

      “They taste better with butter,” observed Riordan.

      “Yeah, big nasty sea bugs with butter on them,” I said. “So much better. But you caught the guy?”

      “We did,” said Riordan. He described how he had worked with Alex Matheson and some other Shadow Hunters I hadn’t met yet to catch the summoner. “We got to him before he could kill anyone else. It’s too bad you weren’t able to come. We could have used your help.”

      “I would have liked to have come,” I said, “but…”

      Lydia.

      Maybe if I had been in Maine, Lydia would be dead now.

      Or bound with those zip ties that Mills had been carrying and wishing that she was dead.

      “But maybe it’s just as well I didn’t,” I said.

      “Did something happen?” said Riordan.

      We got onto the freeway and headed west. June days in Wisconsin last for a long time, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. I paused long enough to put my sunglasses back on.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Remember Lydia Valborg?”

      I told him about the mall and the explosive death of Charles A. Mills. Riordan listened in silence. He was good at that.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” said Riordan.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Mills…he wasn’t ready to run into someone like me.” But Riordan knew as well as I did that I wasn’t invincible. For all my magic, I was still a woman of flesh and blood and bone. One bullet to the skull, and it was all over.

      “I’d say Lydia has bad luck,” said Riordan, “but I suppose she might be one of the luckiest people in the world.”

      I snorted. “I definitely wouldn’t say that.”

      “She had you to save her life twice now,” pointed out Riordan.

      I hadn’t considered it that way.

      “Three times, technically,” I said. “I met her on the day of the big Archon attack in Milwaukee.”

      “Seems an odd way for a Singularity agent to act, a public abduction like that,” said Riordan.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Owen’s looking into him. Well, at least until the Inquisition takes over the case.”

      “He must have been highly placed,” said Riordan, “if he was at the Shadow Waypoint.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe not. I mean, Mills was an idiot, right? He tried to grab Lydia in a public place, and he didn’t have a backup plan. Of course, Paul Rampton was an idiot, too, and he was at the Shadow Waypoint. But Hood just needed him there because…”

      I fell silent, thinking about it.

      “Maybe,” I said slowly, “maybe he wasn’t a Singularity agent at all.”

      “Then why did Lydia see him at the Shadow Waypoint?”

      “Because he might have been there for the same reason as Rampton,” I said. “Maybe he was the template for a different kind of clone. Like, Rampton was an idiot, but Singularity didn’t recruit him for his brains, right? Some fluke in his DNA meant he would be a good template for their clone soldiers. Maybe Mills was the template for…”

      “A different kind of clone soldier?” said Riordan.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll talk to Owen about it tomorrow. God knows they have enough genetic material to test.” The grenade meant that plenty of genetic material had been splattered all over the wall and the floor.

      “Are you going to start looking into it?”

      I hesitated. “Not unless Tarlia tells me to do it. Otherwise, the Inquisition can figure it out. I’m not an investigator.” Riordan snorted. “I’m not. I’m a very good thief who got over-promoted into a Marshal. But I’m only a mediocre investigator. The High Queen has the Inquisition for a reason, they can track this down.”

      By then, we were at our house in Brookfield. The garage door opened, and I pulled my car in next to Riordan’s truck. I shut off the engine and closed the door behind us.

      “So,” I said. “We’re home.”

      “We are.” He drew off his sunglasses. “What are we going to do about it?”

      I bit my lip and grinned at him. “Well, tomorrow’s my birthday. What are you going to do to make a girl feel good on her birthday?”

      He showed me. I think we both intended to make it to the bedroom, but by the time we got to the living room, all my clothes were off and my inhibitions were pretty much gone. Riordan made that easy. He was big and strong and masculine, and the added presence of his Shadowmorph added an edge to that, a dark allure that reached right into my lizard brain and squeezed.

      Of course, none of that would have mattered if I didn’t love him.

      But I did. More than I had ever loved anyone.

      It was just as well that I had covered the couch with a blanket. I ended up sweating a bit, and blankets were easier to wash.

      After, I made steaks for dinner, and we ate and talked. I made him laugh several times, which always pleased me. Riordan was stoic to the point of grimness – which wasn’t surprising, given some of the things in his past – so it always made me happy when I could make my somber Shadow Hunter husband laugh.

      When night fell, we went up to the bedroom. I think he was pretty satisfied as well once we were done.

      For once, I slept without dreams.

      June 17th came, and I woke up at seven and exercised in the basement. Riordan joined me, and after we finished the workout, we showered together, which led to a different kind of workout.

      Afterward, as I got dressed and went downstairs to make smoothies for breakfast, I was relaxed and in a good mood.

      “Birthday off to a good start?” said Riordan as we sat on either side of the kitchen island.

      I grinned at him. “I think so.”

      “You realize, of course, that Russell and Lucy are planning a party for you,” said Riordan.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “I promise I’ll be nice. Just so long as there are no goddamn lobsters.”

      Riordan laughed at that, and one of my phones started ringing.

      My personal phone and my Marshal phone sat on the island, and the screen of my personal phone lit up.

      “It’s Owen Quell,” I said.

      Riordan’s amusement faded. “If he’s calling this early, it’s probably not good news.”

      I picked up the phone and accepted the call. “Owen?”

      “Nadia,” said Owen. He sounded a bit tired. “You have an hour or so free to come out to Charles Mills’ house?”

      “Sure,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “There are some things I had better tell you in person. Remember how I said the Mills case was a mess? It just got quite a bit messier.”
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