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      A deadly puzzle. A closing trap.

      My name is Nadia, and I'm a Marshal of the High Queen of the Elves.
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      I spent the evening babysitting a six-year-old girl.

      It was the least annoying thing I had done lately.

      Which ought to give you an idea of how my day had gone.

      It was 4:30 in the afternoon on March 7th, Conquest Year 319, and I stood on my backyard patio, watching the six-year-old girl in question play with her dog. Heavy gray clouds filled most of the sky, making the few blue patches seem all the sharper by comparison. It was only in the upper forties Fahrenheit, so I wore my black pea coat over a thick sweater, alternating between keeping an eye on the girl and her dog and glaring at the phone in my left hand.

      “Go get it!” called the girl, gesturing with the rubber ball in her left hand. She flung it across the grass. “Go get it, boy!” The dog in question, a black Labrador who made up for his complete lack of brains with cheery friendliness, bounded after the ball, and the girl let out a delighted laugh.

      Despite my foul mood, the sound made me smile a bit.

      Emilia Freeman had changed since her father and I had rescued her from the Genesis Facility in Norway. She had been tiny, almost malnourished, a consequence of the severe Ashford-Carr syndrome that had almost killed her. But a few rounds of genetic therapy later, her Ashford-Carr had been cured, and she was in no danger of accidentally vaporizing herself or anyone nearby with a surge of uncontrollable magical force. It had been over a year and a half since I had blown up the Genesis Facility, and Emilia had gone from a pale little child in a hospital bed to an energetic girl chasing her dog between my house and the woods that marked the bounds of the property.

      “Good boy!” she called as the dog ran back to her with the ball. Despite spending most of the last two years in the US, she sounded like her father, who spoke with a posh British accent. “Good boy, Monty!”

      I had asked Neil why she named the dog Monty, and he had explained that Monty was the name of one of the animal sidekicks of Bob the Adventure Bunny, Emilia’s favorite cartoon.

      The dog dropped the ball at Emilia’s feet. Our yard was at a slight incline to the woods, and the ball rolled away and came to a stop a dozen feet from her. Emilia stared after it, lips pursed, and then a deep look of concentration went over her face.

      I rolled my eyes…but I waited to see what she would do.

      A breeze blew past, and the ball leaped from the ground to land in Emilia’s hand. It wasn’t telekinesis, wasn’t even properly a spell, but an unfocused burst of elemental air.

      Huh. Not too bad.

      “Emilia!” I said. “No magic when your dad isn’t here!”

      Emilia whirled and looked at me with wide blue eyes. Yeah, kid, I might have been looking at my phone, but you’re not getting one past me.

      “Sorry, Marshal,” she said. I would have been fine with her calling me Nadia, but her father insisted that she call adults by their proper titles. Thanks to the aurasight, I saw the genuine chagrin in her emotional aura. Emilia knew she wasn’t supposed to use magic when Neil wasn’t around, but she had done it anyway. She was a good-natured little girl, but she had a devious streak a mile wide and a mile deep.

      Probably had gotten that from her father.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Just don’t do it again.”

      She nodded and started to turn back to the dog.

      “Oh, and Emilia?”

      She looked back at me, worried.

      “That was a very good effort,” I said.

      Emilia beamed a big toothy smile at me and went back to playing with Monty. Ashford-Carr syndrome had almost killed her, but now that it had been cured, it had left her with a fairly substantial magical talent.

      Which, if I thought about it too much, left me uneasy.

      I had been born with a significant magical talent…and look at all the stuff that happened to me.

      Despite the cool fall afternoon, despite the child laughing as she played with her dog, I had a memory of a sky of golden fire, a deserted small town, monsters prowling through the streets as they hunted for me…

      I shoved that memory down real fast.

      That set of memories, and the kinds of dark moods they could inspire, were not the kind of things I wanted a child to see.

      Well, if I didn’t want the next generation to grow up the way I had, that meant making a better world. Some people dreamed of making a better world but could never do anything about it.

      I could actually have a hand in it if I did my job right.

      The meeting between the dwarven ambassador and the Consuls of the Elven free cities might go a long way to making that happen.

      With a sigh, I turned my attention back to my phone.
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        * * *

      

      My day had started out promisingly enough.

      I had gotten up at five, put in a hard workout, and then driven to Fort Casey early. I had promised Neil that I would watch Emilia tonight, and I wanted to get back home by three to keep that promise. The Consuls of the Elven free cities of Kalvarion would not arrive to greet the dwarven ambassador for another few days, but we had a mountain of work to do. Fort Casey had hosted diplomatic gatherings before. Elven nobles had started holding meetings there under a promise of neutrality, and as Kalvarion organized itself from the wreckage of Archon rule into various Elven free cities, the Consuls of those cities had journeyed to Earth via the Great Gate and Fort Casey to pledge their fealty to the High Queen.

      Not all the Elven nobles were happy about that.

      Which was one of my ongoing problems.

      Fort Casey had never hosted a gathering this significant. Sixty Consuls of the Elven free cities – thirty from Earth, thirty from Kalvarion – meeting the dwarven ambassador of Nerzuramaxis. This was a big deal and would go a long way toward rebuilding Kalvarion.

      And if it went wrong…

      Well. The dwarves of Nerzuramaxis had gone to war with the High Queen before. No doubt they would be happy to do it again.

      That didn’t even include the people who might be more than happy to sabotage the meeting.

      I thought again of the chaos and fire at the Great Draconic Council, of Maestro’s cold clockwork gaze surveying the carnage with satisfaction.

      “Don’t push yourself too hard,” Riordan told me before I left.

      I looked up at my husband. Which I had to because he was almost a foot taller than I was. It usually annoyed me that most people were taller than me, but with him, I didn’t mind. He had wide shoulders, his arms and chest heavy enough that his shirts almost always seemed a bit too tight, and eyes the color of expensive bookcases. Sometimes those eyes turned darker as his Shadowmorph stirred within him.

      “I’m going to,” I said. “At least for the next few weeks until Megakrator Teraxes and the Consuls go home. If Singularity was willing to take a shot at the Great Draconic Council, then they won’t pass on the opportunity here.”

      “They might find the meeting between the Consuls and the Megakrator to be a harder target,” said Riordan.

      I snorted. “Compared to a couple dozen dragons?”

      “You weren’t in charge at the Great Draconic Council,” said Riordan. “If the dragons had listened to you, things might have turned out better.”

      “Or worse.” I pushed aside the thought. “What are you doing today?”

      “Double-checking security arrangements at Fort Casey,” Riordan said. “I’ll check in with Sergeant Major Bowyer, make sure that things are going well.”

      “Considering what Jake would do anyone he caught slacking, that should be a simple job,” I said. I had put Jake in charge of a considerable portion of the security arrangements and patrol schedules for a good reason. “I suspect no one wants to look bad in front of the Captain-General and the Sergeant Major.’

      Riordan offered a brief smile. “Bowyer would make that easier. I would just have to stand there and look solemn as he rains hellfire and brimstone on anyone who isn’t working up to his standards.”

      “I want to be home by three,” I said. “I told Neil I would watch Emilia tonight.”

      “That’s nice of you.”

      I shrugged. “I’m the reason Neil is working late, so it seems only fair.” I was the Marshal of the Great Gate, commander of the forces stationed there, but my jurisdiction extended only around the Gate complex. For business outside of the complex, I had Cloak Corporation, a private security agency that I owned and that Neil ran for me. Cloak Corporation was quietly looking into the background of some of the people who worked at the Great Gate.

      Especially the retainers and servants of Baron Rymaris. I was worried about problems at the meeting between the dwarves and the Consuls.

      The Baron might be one of those problems.

      “I don’t think I’ll be back until six or seven,” said Riordan. “I’m training with Sir Trandor.”

      “Again?” I had been meeting with Trandor three times a week for lessons in magic. Honestly, I enjoyed the lessons. Trandor was the first teacher in magic I had ever encountered who actually taught, who tried to make sure I understood rather than simply pounding a new spell into my head so I would be more useful.

      I suspected I was going to need those lessons soon enough.

      Riordan had been spending even more time with him. I took lessons from Trandor three times a week. Riordan had been taking four or five, and two weeks ago, he had seen Trandor for six days straight.

      “Again,” agreed Riordan. “He was the best commander the Elven nobles had before they fled to Earth for the Conquest.”

      “Trandor would say that he was middling at best, that Prince Talvindar was the best they had,” I said.

      “Either way, it would be foolish not to learn everything I can from him while I have the opportunity,” said Riordan. “So I will be prepared the next time someone like Durst shows up.”

      I felt a flicker of guilt at that. Riordan had only planned to come on as Captain-General of the Great Gate long enough for me to get things up and running. He intended to resign and spend more time on his work with the Shadow Hunters, but then the assassin known as Incubus had set a trap for me.

      That hadn’t gone all that well for Incubus, let me tell you.

      I hadn’t killed him, but the ambush had cost Incubus an arm and a leg.

      Literally.

      But “Incubus” had been the professional name of a corrupted Shadow Hunter named Michael Durst who had grown up with my husband. Once the Family of the Shadow Hunters realized what Durst had become, they tried to kill him. Durst had faked his death effectively enough to fool the Elders of the Shadow Hunters and had spent the last sixty or seventy years as a freelance assassin.

      The news that Durst had been Incubus and that he had come after me had shaken Riordan badly. He hadn’t resigned as Captain-General, and he had been pushing himself hard, getting ready for the next time Durst or someone like him came after me.

      I didn’t worry much about Durst. He was a dumbass, and I understood him.

      Maestro, though…Maestro worried me.

      She most definitely was not a dumbass.

      “Durst is a dumbass,” I said aloud. “If he shows his face at Fort Casey, I’ll burn it off.”

      “It doesn’t annoy you that I’ve been spending so much time training with Sir Trandor, does it?”

      “Hell no.” I sighed. “Because Durst works for people who are way scarier than he is.”

      “Well,” said Riordan, “then let’s get ready to give them a nasty surprise.”

      With that, we kissed, said that we loved each other, and I drove myself to Fort Casey.

      I brooded as I drove, thinking about Durst and his masters. About the High Queen’s shadow war with Singularity. About the seemingly undetectable criminal organization called Foundry, which increasingly seemed to act like Singularity’s favored contractors.

      How much longer would the shadow war remain in the shadows? The attack on the Great Draconic Council last year had been the boldest thing that Singularity had done yet. Nothing like it had happened since, thank God. But maybe there hadn’t been a suitable target for an attack.

      The meeting between the Elven Consuls and the dwarven ambassador might serve.

      Since it wasn’t yet six thirty in the morning and traffic hadn’t picked up, I got to Fort Casey without trouble. The Great Gate complex was busy, but it was always busy now, with endless lines of trucks carrying goods to and from Kalvarion. The Archons had left Kalvarion a devastated ruin without much infrastructure, and the rebuilding of the Elven homeworld was generating an economic boom on Earth. Nearly every industry and practically every product was in demand among the surviving Elves of Kalvarion. That had also resulted in a construction surge in what had once been farmland north of I-94, which had thankfully generated a road that bypassed the endless traffic jam at the Gate and came straight to Fort Casey.

      When Tarlia had appointed me as Marshal, the entirety of Fort Casey consisted of a rickety old warehouse. Two years later, it was a sprawling campus, surrounded by a ten-foot-high security fence topped in razor wire and reinforced with guard towers and security cameras. The guards at the main entrance swept my car for explosives somewhat nervously, letting me see that they were doing their jobs. Once they were done, I drove through the main gate, past prefabricated buildings, permanent buildings, buildings in various states of construction, and came to the original warehouse, which now served as the administration building and housed my office.

      I parked in my spot and headed inside, and even though it was barely seven in the morning, Lady Terynda and her team were already hard at work.

      Terynda had been my Master of Ceremonies for a while now, ever since Tarlia had dispatched her to help me with the various problems of protocol and ceremony included in serving as a Marshal. Terynda hadn’t liked me at first, thinking it beneath the dignity of an Elven noblewoman to serve under a human Marshal, but she had warmed up after I had handled that whole problem with Baron Telomar.

      Then I had helped save her life during the disaster at the Great Draconic Council, and her opinion of me had drastically improved. Funny how that works.

      Terynda and her staff had taken over one of the conference rooms and were using it to plan the summit. We needed quarters for the dwarven ambassador and his entourage, and each one of the sixty Consuls was bringing their own advisors and guards. When all was said and done, we were going to have something like eight hundred Elven and dwarven guests, and they all needed to be housed and fed and not offended.

      This all took a lot of work. Thank God I had been able to pass off most of it to Terynda.

      The Master of Ceremonies stood before one of the whiteboards in the conference room, writing in haste with a dry-erase marker. Terynda, like most Elven noblewomen, was tall with graceful, albeit alien, features. She had dark hair and eyes like brilliant golden coins and wore a rich blue gown with black trim. Her long black hair had been bound back in a severe bun, which showed that she was under a lot of stress. Terynda refused to let herself be seen in public looking anything less than her absolute best, and the fact that she had taken even the relatively minor step of putting up her hair said a lot.

      “Marshal,” said Lydia Valborg, Terynda’s assistant. She had almost been killed in one of the first traps Durst had set for me, and after things had settled down, I had offered her an internship at Fort Casey to help with her college classes. Terynda had been so impressed with her that the internship became a part-time job, and the Army of the Great Gate was paying for Lydia’s tuition under the expectation that she would become Terynda’s right hand after she graduated.

      Funny to think that Lydia and my brother Russell were the same age.

      Well…not anymore. Not with the training that Lady Kathromane had been giving him.

      I pushed that troublesome thought out of my head.

      “Lydia,” I said, stepping into the conference room. “I hope you haven’t been too bored.”

      Lydia let out a startled laugh. “Well…no. Definitely not.”

      “Marshal, there hasn’t been time to be bored,” said Terynda. She swept gracefully towards the table, but then she tended to sweep everywhere. I wondered if all Elven noblewomen learned how to walk that way. “I’m very glad you’re here. I have some things we need you to approve and some for you to decide. It shouldn’t take more than forty-five minutes.”

      In point of fact, her estimation was off by a good two and a half hours. We had a lot of stuff to go through – purchase orders, approving the seating for the banquet where we would welcome the dwarves, authorization for overtime for military police, and on and on and on. All of it was necessary, if annoying, and I had to approve everything myself. People say you need to delegate when you’re in charge, which is true, but I had delegated as much as I could, and I still had to deal with quite a few things myself.

      By the time we finished, it was almost eleven in the morning, and I had a massive headache. I went to my outer office, which was overseen by a very efficient woman named Cindy Rollins. She looked like a middle-aged nurse – close-cropped iron-gray hair, stern expression, good posture. Cindy had been a hospital administrator before I had hired her, and she always said that dealing with me was less irritating than dealing with doctors and the hospital’s board of directors.

      I wondered if she still felt that way after the last few weeks.

      She must have because she handed me a cup of coffee as soon as I walked into the outer office.

      “You’re a saint,” I said, taking the mug. “God, you’re a saint.”

      “I’m really not, Marshal,” said Cindy. I took a sip and glanced around the outer office. It had four desks currently staffed by four corporals who had the unenviable job of handling my correspondence, communications, and screening visitors who wanted to talk to me. I think they secretly hoped for an assassination attempt so they could shoot someone. “Because the coffee is to soften the blow.”

      I sighed. I had been doing that a lot lately. “Which is?”

      “Consul Harmathyr demands to see you and will be here in another five minutes,” said Cindy.

      “Tell me he’s not here to complain about Baron Rymaris,” I said.

      “It’s against the law to lie to a Marshal of the High Queen.”

      Damn it.

      “Okay,” I said. “Send him right in when he arrives. Oh, please contact Baron Rymaris and send him to see me as soon as possible.”

      Cindy’s perpetual frown deepened. “And if the Baron arrives while you’re still meeting with the Consul?”

      “Then he can goddamn well wait,” I said. “I know the Baron is always starting these fights. He just enjoys…” I drew in a breath and glanced at the corporals, all of whom were studiously looking at their computers. Best to keep some opinions to myself or at least out of general circulation. “If he does arrive, please offer the Baron refreshments and have him wait in the second conference room. I don’t want him to run into Harmathyr.”

      “Smart,” agreed Cindy.

      I walked into my inner office. It had a concrete floor, white walls, a large metal desk, and several guest chairs before it. I dropped into my desk chair with another sigh and took a longer drink of the hot black coffee. It really was helping with the headache.

      I opened one of the desk drawers. A half-full bag of pretzels sat there, along with some paper bowls. I poured some of the pretzels into the bowl, pushed it across the desk, and settled in to wait.

      It was a short wait. Harmathyr, Consul of the Elven free city of Castaris, arrived about forty-five seconds later.

      Boy, was he pissed off.

      “The conduct of Baron Rymaris of Treviso has been intolerable,” said Harmathyr, stalking back and forth in front of my desk.

      “What did he do this time?” I said.

      Harmathyr had the gaunt, somewhat sickly look that most of the Elven commoners of Kalvarion shared. The Elven nobles almost always looked beautiful, though it was an alien beauty, slightly uncomfortable to the human eye. Harmathyr and the other commoners of Kalvarion looked somewhat…ravaged. He had a shock of gray hair, deep lines on his face, and his eyes tended towards the bloodshot.

      The reason he and most of the other commoner Elves of Kalvarion looked that way was due to chronic lifelong malnutrition. When the Archons conquered Kalvarion, they had promised to bring equality and freedom.

      What they had actually brought was enslavement and death.

      Three hundred years ago, the population of Kalvarion had been about nine billion Elves.

      Now?

      Just over a billion.

      Yeah. It had been that bad.

      The day of the Mage Fall, the day that I had helped Morvilind annihilate the Archons and free Kalvarion, I had ended up near one of the Archons’ labor camps. I had seen the exhausted, broken Elves stagger out of their barracks and look at me in incomprehension, hardly believing that the Archons had been destroyed at last.

      God, the accounts I had heard of what the Archons had done…

      Kalvarion needed to be rebuilt because it had been destroyed to a level that was difficult to imagine in the modern world. I mean, yeah, the US was richer than a lot of nations, but there were only a few places on Earth where living conditions were as harsh as what the Archons had done to Kalvarion.

      “He hasn’t done anything,” said Harmathyr, still pacing. “The fork-tongued serpent is too clever for that. He constantly flaunts your authority, Marshal, dancing right up to the line but never quite crossing it. His comments rapidly become intolerable.”

      “What did he say?” I said.

      “How much better conditions on Kalvarion will be once serfdom is restored,” growled Harmathyr. “How the commoners of Kalvarion are dogs to be led by their masters.” His bloodshot eyes flashed. “And how our daughters will better please their husbands after our benevolent ‘lords’ have first taught them the art of love.”

      Ah. That would set Harmathyr off. He never talked about it, but I knew Harmathyr’s daughters had all been taken by the Archons as ‘comfort women.’ None of them had survived the experience.

      The day of the Mage Fall, I helped Morvilind kill all twenty-three million Archons on Kalvarion with a single spell.

      I’ve done a lot of things I regret, but that wasn’t one of them.

      In fact, maybe helping Morvilind exterminate the Archons was one of the best things I have ever done.

      I held up the paper bowl. “Festival bread?”

      Harmathyr glowered at me, let out a breath, and sat down. “Thank you, Marshal.”

      He loved pretzels. All the commoner Elves of Kalvarion did. I hadn’t known this until I became Marshal, but the Elves used to make what they called “festival bread” at holidays, which was basically the same thing as a pretzel.

      Seeing grim old Harmathyr lose control and weep the first time he had eaten a hot pretzel on Earth was not something I was ever going to forget.

      “I’ll talk to Baron Rymaris and make sure this isn’t repeated,” I said.

      “Better to simply expel him from the Army of the Great Gate,” said Harmathyr. He swallowed and took some more pretzels from the bowl. “The security of both sides of the Gate will be improved for it.”

      Man, did I wish I could follow up on that suggestion.

      “Not yet,” I said. “You’re a sensible man, I don’t need to explain the reality to you. A large faction of Elven nobles wants to return to Kalvarion and reestablish serfdom.”

      “The High Queen does not,” growled Harmathyr.

      “She does not, which is why it hasn’t happened,” I said. “But that faction insists on having a representative here. If I dismiss Baron Rymaris, whoever replaces him might be an even bigger asshole. Or, God forbid, even stupider.”

      A ghost of a smile almost went over Harmathyr’s gaunt face. “It is hard to imagine such a thing.”

      “Oh, if there’s something we both understand,” I said, “is that there’s no limit to stupidity, whether Elven or human. Look, Baron Telomar is arriving from Florida later today. I’ll have him work with you and the other Consuls instead of Rymaris. I’ll have Rymaris drill the honor guard or something else to keep him out of the way.” I definitely would keep him away from Megakrator Teraxes and the rest of the dwarves. Dwarves were notoriously difficult to insult, but I’m sure that Rymaris could find a way to do it.

      “Baron Telomar is only something of a fool,” said Harmathyr, though he seemed calmer now. “Did not he challenge you to a duel when he first came to Fort Casey?”

      “Well, yeah,” I said, “but he was only trying to impress Duke Curantar’s daughter so he could marry her. That all worked out, didn’t it?”

      “True,” conceded Harmathyr. “Young men often act rashly to impress a woman. How did Sergeant Major Bowyer put it? Ah, yes, he said the young human men are often young, dumb, and full of fertile seed.”

      That…hadn’t been exactly what Bowyer liked to say, but it was close enough. English wasn’t Harmathyr’s first language.

      “Baron Telomar’s married now, so he’s smarter,” I said. “And he isn’t anywhere nearly as rude as Rymaris.”

      “This is also true,” said Harmathyr.

      “And this is important, Consul,” I said, leaning forward and resting my hands on the desk. “You know even better than I do how important this is. The dwarves were never interested in trading with Earth, but it’s easier to get to Earth through the Shadowlands from Nerzuramaxis. Your people are better farmers than anything we have on Earth, especially since you can now use a combination of magic and modern farming techniques. If Castaris and the other free cities of Kalvarion trade with the dwarves, think of what it will mean. Think of how that could be used to rebuild Castaris. Right now, Castaris is only a collection of prefabricated houses and a few permanent buildings. It could be as beautiful as any of the Elven free cities on Earth.” I spread my hands. “But only if we keep a united front and the Consuls can negotiate with the Megakrator.”

      “You speak wisdom,” said Harmathyr. He took one more handful of pretzels. “Very well. If it pleases you, Marshal, send Baron Telomar to speak with myself and the other Consuls. I suspect he will prove easier to work with than Baron Rymaris.” He paused. “Thank you for the festival bread. It…reminds me of better times.”

      “You’re very welcome,” I said. “And maybe this will help bring better days to Kalvarion.”

      “Well, we shall see,” said Harmathyr with the fatalism that all the commoner Elves of Kalvarion seemed to share. Though I could hardly blame him for that, either.

      Their lives had been the sort to inspire fatalism.

      About two minutes after Harmathyr left, Cindy opened the door, and Lord Rymaris, the Baron of Treviso (specifically, Treviso, Italy, right north of Venice) swept into the office. Terynda swept gracefully and elegantly. Rymaris did so imperiously.

      “Baron Rymaris to see you, Marshal,” said Cindy.

      “Thank you, Cindy,” I said, and she left, closing the door behind her.

      Rymaris waited in front of my desk. He was tall, and by Elven standards, I think he would have been quite handsome. Thick black hair, bright purple eyes, chiseled features, and an impressive musculature. Thanks to Cloak Corporation’s investigations into him, I knew that he spent a considerable amount on custom tailoring to display that musculature, even for his combat uniforms.

      He stood in front of the desk and waited, a faint smile on his face, hands resting behind his back. I knew that in these sorts of situations, the lesser-ranked Elven noble was meant to speak first, to greet his superior. I wasn’t an Elven noble or even an Elf at all, which meant Rymaris was waiting for me to bow or kneel. The message was twofold – he considered himself my superior, and if I pointed it out, he would claim that he hadn’t expected me, a mere human, to be familiar with the intricacies of social relations between Elven nobles.

      Goddamn social nuance.

      But Rymaris was a master of delivering insults without crossing the line into insubordination.

      I wasn’t an Elven noble, but until the High Queen gave this damned headache of a job to someone else, I was the Marshal of the Great Gate. At Fort Casey and the Gate complex, I was answerable only to the High Queen and God Himself.

      And the consequences.

      No matter how much authority you have, you can’t outrun the consequences.

      “Sit,” I said.

      Rymaris smiled and sat in one of my guest chairs, resting his right ankle upon his left knee. A relaxed, comfortable pose, utterly at ease.

      “I don’t,” he said in his deep, sonorous voice, “appreciate being kept waiting.”

      “You’re serving as an officer of the Army of the Great Gate,” I said, “and being a soldier is learning to endure all kinds of things you wouldn’t appreciate otherwise.”

      Rymaris smiled. “As I’m sure you learned in your long career as a soldier.”

      Ha. Until Tarlia appointed me as Marshal, I hadn’t been a soldier at all. And I was young for such a position. At least on paper. If you looked at my driver’s license, I would be twenty-five years old in July.

      But I was older than I looked.

      So much older.

      The memory of the burning golden sky flashed through my mind, the abandoned small town, the monsters hunting me through the streets again and again and again…

      Nope, don’t think about that now.

      I shoved that whole box of crazy into the back of my mind.

      Something of it must have shown on my face because some of Rymaris’s ease vanished and his expression tensed, just a little.

      “Your time is very valuable, my lord Baron, so let’s get right to it,” I said. “You’re not going to provoke any of the Consuls of the free cities, whether from Kalvarion or Earth. You’re especially not going to provoke Consul Harmathyr, who hates the Elven nobles in general and you specifically. Am I clear?”

      “I have no idea,” said Rymaris, his smile returning, “what you are talking about.”

      God, I wish I could have knocked that smirk off his face.

      Morvilind had destroyed the Archons and freed Kalvarion, creating the Great Gate to join Earth and the Elven homeworld, but in the wake of the Archons’ destruction, two factions had arisen among the Elven nobles. The larger one, headed by the High Queen, wanted to organize all Kalvarion into Elven free cities, the same way that the Elven commoners had been organized in self-governing cities on Earth since the Conquest. The smaller but still powerful faction, headed by Duke Vashtyr of Venice, wanted to abandon Earth, return to Kalvarion, and reestablish both their ancient noble rights and serfdom among the Elven commoners.

      As you can imagine, this didn’t endear Vashtyr’s faction to the Elven commoners of Kalvarion. I had spoken to Elves who had been there, and they said that pre-Conquest Kalvarion had been a desperate, seething place, the population teetering on the edge of starvation. Tarlia had tried to make reforms but had been blocked at every turn by nobles like Vashtyr. When the Archons arose, they had seemed like an alternative to the crushing rule of the nobles.

      At least at first. Then the Dark Ones possessing the Archons had begun feeding on death.

      Vashtyr’s faction had been infuriated at my appointment as the first-ever human Marshal. As a way of placating them, the High Queen had told me I had to accept Rymaris, one of Vashtyr’s more powerful supporters, as an officer of the Army of the Great Gate.

      All that was bad enough.

      Except I knew, I knew beyond all doubt, that Vashtyr was allied with Singularity. Vashtyr would help Singularity overthrow the High Queen. Once Tarlia was gone, Vashtyr would take the title of High King, lead the Elven nobles to Kalvarion, and abandon Earth to the posthuman cyborg weirdos of Singularity. The end result would be Earth’s enslavement to the dark vision of Singularity and endless civil war on Kalvarion until the frost giants or the orcs or somebody worse conquered them.

      Damned fools.

      No, worse. Clever fools. Clever fools can do so much more damage.

      “You’re either very good at playing dumb,” I said, “or you’re actually that stupid.” Rymaris’s eyes narrowed. He really didn’t like a human insulting him. “Consul Harmathyr seems to have been under the impression that you wanted to return to Kalvarion and molest commoner women.”

      “At various times in the history of Kalvarion,” said Rymaris, unperturbed, “various noble lords have exercised their right to enjoy the first night with the commoner women bound to their estates. Hardly all of them did it, of course, since it was considered uncouth. But well within the boundaries of tradition and the law.” He smiled. “Once Her Majesty the High Queen realizes the wisdom of abandoning Earth and returning to our homeworld, Consul Harmathyr can be reassured that I doubt the High Queen will reinstitute the custom. Her heart is rather…soft, at times.”

      “Can you imagine why that might annoy Consul Harmathyr and the other Consuls of the free cities?” I said.

      Rymaris shrugged. “The commoners are easily ruled by their emotions. They lack the intelligence, the willpower, indeed, the magical skill of the nobles. Look at the chaos of Kalvarion once the nobles left.”

      “The Archons had something to do with that.”

      Rymaris’s smile widened. “Had the commoners not turned to the Archons instead of their lawful lords, perhaps they would not have suffered so much under Archon rule. Maybe that will be the firm chastening they need to turn back to their rightful lords.”

      I somehow doubted that.

      “It doesn’t matter what you think,” I said. “You are going to remain respectful and courteous with the Consuls at all times. No provoking them, no subtle little reminders of how much better life was when nobles could execute them for leaving their villages.”

      “I am a lord of the Elves,” said Rymaris. “We are far more capable of courteous behavior than the lowborn commoners. Or others.”

      “Since you are a lord of the Elves,” I said, “you’re going to be in charge of drilling the honor guard.”

      For the first time, Rymaris frowned. “That is a task for a non-commissioned officer, not a senior commander.”

      “We don’t want to insult the dwarves with a sloppy honor guard,” I said. “So you’ll make sure that the honor guard is properly drilled and knows their positions.”

      “That, Marshal,” he said, putting too much emphasis on the title, “is a waste of my abilities.”

      The hell of it was that he was right. When Rymaris was not going out of his way to be a truly enormous asshole, he was very good at his job. It was one of the reasons I hadn’t been able to dismiss him from the Army of the Great Gate. When something really important was happening, like when the orcs of Rakh Torbal were attacking the Gate complex yet again, Rymaris stopped screwing around and got things done.

      “Those are your instructions,” I said. “Work with the honor guard, and don’t annoy the Consuls. I have logged that as an official order, which you will execute to the best of your abilities.”

      The subtext was that if he violated that order, it would count as an act of insubordination, and I would finally have the excuse I needed to dismiss him.

      We stared at each other for a few seconds. I couldn’t see his emotional aura because he had enough skill with the Veil spell to maintain it while we talked. He only lowered it when he wanted to make a point, such as expressing his disgust for my orders while saying the right things. He was clever enough to never step over the line, at least so far.

      A clever fool. The most dangerous kind.

      “As you command, Marshal,” said Rymaris in a smooth voice. “Will there be anything else?”

      “If you’re really serious about helping the people of Kalvarion,” I said quietly, “you’ll make sure nothing goes wrong. Trade with the dwarves of Nerzuramaxis would go a long way to rebuilding Kalvarion.”

      “What would be best for the commoners of Kalvarion,” said Rymaris, “would be to welcome the return of their lawful lords. Not grubbing about for coins like some pharmaceutical merchant or seller of fruit.”

      A wave of annoyed anger went through me, though not from the veiled insult aimed at me and my brother’s businesses. Rymaris and Vashtyr were not stupid, but they were just so goddamned short-sighted. Couldn’t they see? If they tried to reimpose serfdom on Kalvarion, it would mean civil war until the frost giants or the orcs decided a strife-ridden Kalvarion would make for an easy conquest.

      “That’s all, Baron,” I said. “You’re dismissed. Thank you for your time.”

      With that Rymaris rose, saluted, and left my office.

      I watched him go.

      Right then and there, I almost called him back and dismissed him from the Army of the Great Gate. The man was a ticking time bomb. Vashtyr had sent him to undermine things here, and sooner or later, he would cause big problems.

      Except if I dismissed him, that would also cause problems. When I had become Marshal, Vashtyr had written me a letter saying that while he was grateful I had saved his life during the Crystalmorph attack, a human woman should not serve as a Marshal and certainly should not command Elven nobles in battle. Vashtyr, of course, had made sure the letter had been leaked to all his supporters. If I let Rymaris go, he would write another angry letter of protest, and perhaps the thought of a human dismissing an Elven noble would anger the other nobles enough to push them to Vashtyr’s side.

      I watched Rymaris stride through my outer office, and for a second, just a second, I considered killing him.

      I’m not proud of the thought, but it was there.

      I knew that Vashtyr was working with Singularity. I had saved his life during the fight against Sergio Cortez because the Crystalmorph would have killed us all otherwise. Maybe I should have let him die. That felt like the wrong thing to do, but if Vashtyr tried to overthrow the High Queen with Singularity’s help, a lot of people would die.

      Was doing the right thing a mistake if it meant a lot of people would be killed who otherwise would have lived?

      I don’t know. I just don’t know.

      Maybe the dark truth of leadership was that sometimes there wasn’t a good choice.

      You merely got to choose which bad outcomes to accept.

      Rymaris left my outer office, and I leaned back in my chair with a sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      After a day like that, you can see why watching Emilia Freeman play with her dog was downright pleasant by comparison.
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      Emilia threw the ball for Monty to chase, and I scrolled through the messages on my phone, responding when necessary.

      Though I kept one eye on Emilia.

      I didn’t think anyone would try to come after her, especially from Singularity. Since her Ashford-Carr syndrome had been cured, her genetic template was useless for building any of those nasty biological weapons that Singularity liked. Maestro and Hood and Edge and the other Cerberus-class cyborgs were monsters, but they were efficient, logical monsters. They wouldn’t waste valuable resources going after a child who had no practical value to them.

      However, if Emilia was in their way – like they decided to kill me, for instance – they wouldn’t hesitate for a second to kill her.

      And someone like Michael Durst would kill her and the dog just for the fun of it.

      Well, Durst was a dumbass, but I didn’t think he was dumbass enough to come at me by himself, even with all the weird cybernetic shit Singularity had installed in him. It would be difficult to sneak up on me here. I had cast multiple Seals of Shadows over the house, which would block access from the Shadowlands, and the exterior cameras and motion detectors covered every angle of approach.

      I also had a security team parked on the street. Some of Neil’s hand-picked spooks from Cloak Corporation.

      Monty stopped chasing the ball long enough to take a dump. Before I could say anything, Emilia produced a little plastic bag, scooped up the dog’s deposit, and trotted over to the side door to the garage. Monty followed her as if gravely concerned about where she was going to put the bag. I heard the thump of the garbage can lid, and Emilia walked out of the garage and stood next to me on the patio.

      “Thank you for picking that up,” I said.

      “Dad said if we got a dog, I always had to pick up after him,” said Emilia. “Can we have dinner soon?”

      “Getting hungry?” I said, closing the messages app on my phone and putting it in the back pocket of my jeans.

      “I am,” said Emilia. “Could we have tacos? I really like tacos.” She had decided that tacos were her favorite meal. Thankfully I had possessed the foresight to have some defrosted meat in the fridge and the necessary vegetables.

      “Sure,” I said. I realized that was ravenous. A second after that, I figured out that once again I had been so busy I had forgotten to eat anything. For God’s sake, Nadia. I had been walking around with a headache all day when it had probably been low blood sugar.

      And stress. Let’s not forget the stress.

      We headed inside. I got Emilia installed on one of the couches with Monty lying at her feet, turned on the TV, and soon had an episode of Bob the Adventure Bunny playing from the streaming service. I went to the kitchen, started cooking the meat, and arranged the vegetables I would need on the island. I didn’t cook all that often, but I knew how to do it – during some of my past jobs from Morvilind, I had gotten jobs as a line cook as I prepared to steal whatever he had sent me to get.

      I didn’t miss those days. I had lived in constant terror of making a mistake, knowing it might cost my brother Russell his life. Yet I had to concede that they had been simpler. Less complicated, though I hadn’t known it at the time.

      Then Arvalaeon had found me, and Morvilind had sent me to work with the Rebels. A few years later, Morvilind was dead, the Archons were gone, and I was the Marshal of the Great Gate.

      I didn’t mind the cooking. The mechanical nature of the work kept me from thinking too much.

      About seventy percent of an episode of Bob the Adventure Bunny later, I brought out a plate holding a pair of tacos for Emilia. I sat next to her on the couch with my own plate, which held three tacos and a bottle of hot sauce.

      “Are we going to eat in the living room?” said Emilia. “Dad always says that we should eat at the dining room table.”

      “You should do what your dad tells you,” I said. “But we’re in Nadia’s house now, so we’re going to eat on the couch.”

      For some reason, she laughed at that.

      I doused my first taco in hot sauce and began to eat, watching Bob the Adventure Bunny and his various animal friends get into trouble they easily solved at the end of the episode. Too bad real life wasn’t so tidy. I finished all three tacos, my stomach gurgling a bit from the influx of hot sauce. Once Emilia polished off her dinner, she took my plate and hers and carried them to the kitchen. I even heard her put them in the dishwasher.

      Well-trained little girl. But she was English, and based on the English people I had met, the only thing they regarded as more horrifying than skipping a queue was unacceptable rudeness.

      “Do you know when my dad will be here?” said Emilia, sitting back down. Monty gave her a hopeful look, perhaps hoping she would drop crumbs, but was disappointed.

      “He said a little after nine. He had to work late.” Since he was working late on my orders, investigating Baron Rymaris’s retainers for links to Singularity that I could use, it only seemed fair that I babysit. It also gave me a valid excuse to get away from Fort Casey for a while, though God only knows how many problems would pile up in that time.

      “Will Mr. MacCormac be here?” said Emilia.

      “He should be in another half-hour or so,” I said. “We…”

      My personal phone buzzed.

      I carried two phones now. One was the official phone of the Marshal of the Great Gate, which I used for Fort Casey business. The other was my personal phone, which was for family, friends, and running the various businesses that I owned. I slipped the phone out of my pocket and saw that Neil was calling me.

      Uh oh.

      Maybe it was good news. Yeah. And maybe the next time that Monty needed to relieve himself, he’d leave a solid gold turd on my lawn. That seemed about as likely as someone calling up with good news.

      I accepted the call and lifted the phone to my ear. I heard a faint buzz and a brief burst of static as the very expensive encryption app that Cloak Corporation used activated, and then the faint sound of a car engine.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “Hello,” came Neil’s voice. High-class British accent, deep, brisk, efficient. “Everything all right at your house?”

      “As far as I know,” I said, glancing at Emilia. She recognized her father’s voice and looked up at me, eyes wide.

      “Right,” said Neil. “Something has come up. I’m about five minutes away from your house. Are Sparker and Felix on duty?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Please tell them to expect me,” said Neil.

      The fingers of my free hand flexed. “Trouble?”

      “Not yet,” said Neil. “Might be, though. Don’t think things will get kinetic, but it’s not the kind of thing we should talk about over the phone.”

      Well, shit. I wanted to say that aloud, but I wasn’t going to swear in front of Emilia.

      “I’ll let Sparker and Felix know you’re on the way,” I said.

      “See you soon, boss,” said Neil.

      “Is my dad okay?” said Emilia as I lowered the phone.

      “Yeah,” I said. “He needs to talk to me. Get Monty and we’re going to have you head to the basement for a while.”

      Emilia nodded and got to her feet. Monty perked up, looking back and forth between us. The dog might have been dumb, but he was perceptive enough to pick up on the sudden tension.

      The house had an extensive security system, but it didn’t have a panic room. Considering the kind of people who were likely to come after me, there would have been no point. Against someone like Durst or Maestro or Sergio Cortez’s Crystalmorph, a panic room would have been about as useful as a paper hat in a gunfight. But since I had been babysitting Emilia, Neil and I agreed that in the event of trouble, I would send Emilia down to the basement and lock the door until things settled down. The basement was spacious, well-lit, and clean, and while I had a lot of guns and dangerous tools down there, they were all under lock and key.

      I installed Emilia on the basement couch, turned on the TV, and told her to stay there with Monty until either her father or I came to get her. Emilia nodded and obeyed without putting up a fight. I think Neil had been drilling that kind of thing into her.

      Also, she probably remembered the fighting at the Genesis Facility.

      I went back upstairs, locked the basement door, pulled out my phone, and made another call.

      “Yeah, boss?” came a man’s voice, deep with a West African accent.

      “Sparker,” I said. That was the code name for a Cloak Corporation employee named Philip Adesina. Born in Nigeria, he had joined the Wizard’s Legion and left after two terms of service for a higher-paying job in the exciting field of private security. Neil had dubbed him “Sparker” because of his skill with lightning-based spells. “You still there with Felix?”

      “Yeah,” said Sparker. “We just got a call from the Governor. Said he’s on his way, needs to talk to you urgently. In fact…I think I see his headlights.”

      “Let him through,” I said. “I’ll talk to him when he gets here.”

      “Acknowledged,” said Sparker, and he ended the call.

      I shoved my phone back into my pocket, grabbed my coat from the hook by the door, pulled it on, and stepped out through the front door. Night had fallen as I had eaten dinner with Emilia, and a light rain was falling.

      I saw headlights coming up the road and turning up the driveway, and I cast the Cloak spell, vanishing from sight. I trusted Neil, and I didn’t think this was an ambush. But if this was some sort of clever trick from Singularity, I didn’t want to stand illuminated by the headlights.

      A black SUV came to a stop in front of the doors. It was an older model, about nine or ten years old, and a bit battered. The sort of unremarkable vehicle that would be perfect for surveillance. The door opened, and a man wearing a dark raincoat over jeans and work boots got out. He looked somewhere in his late thirties or early forties but still fit and strong, with black hair and blue eyes that scanned everything around him with constant vigilance.

      Between the rain and the dim light, you couldn’t tell that the skin over Neil Freeman’s right hand was fake.

      I dropped my Cloak spell and stepped off the porch to greet him.

      His eyes flicked to me. “Thanks for watching Emilia.”

      “No problem,” I said. “But I think you’ve brought me a problem.”

      “Yeah,” said Neil. “I planned on following one of Rymaris’s retainers. Stopped by the office to pick up some equipment and found someone lying on the doorstep. When he woke up, he insisted on speaking with you.”

      “Who is it?” I said.

      “You’ll see,” said Neil, and he opened the back passenger door of the SUV.

      An Elven man sat slumped unconscious in the back.

      My first thought was that he looked like hell. Bruises marked his face, along with some cuts and abrasions. The Elf wore a long black coat, and his head rested against the seat. Like many of the Elven commoners of Kalvarion, he looked a bit ill, with deep lines marking his face and a shock of gray hair.

      The light reflected strangely off his face. And his neck.

      No, that wasn’t it.

      Portions of his face and neck were…glowing. Silver fire shone in some of the blood vessels beneath his skin. My eyes flicked down, and I noticed that the black coat was trimmed in gold.

      The coat of an Elven archmage.

      All at once I knew the man in the back seat, and a torrent of memory exploded through my mind, so strong and vicious and bloody that I couldn’t have stopped it.

      The burning golden sky. The empty town. The Shadowlands predators hunting me again and again, and I had died screaming over and over and over and over and over…

      Every day.

      For a hundred and fifty-eight years.

      And the Elven man sitting unconscious in the back seat of Neil’s SUV, the Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon, had done that to me.

      The only reason I could accept that, the only reason I had forgiven him, had been because billions of people, Elves and humans alike, would have died if he had not.

      I had forgiven him.

      But here’s a little secret. You can forgive someone, can cut them out of your life, but you can still absolutely hate their miserable guts.

      I had thought I had wanted to kill Rymaris. But that had been nothing, nothing compared to the sheer desire I felt right now to send a sphere of flame drilling through Arvalaeon’s head and blasting it out the back window of the SUV.

      A few months ago, I had asked Tarlia why she had never sent Arvalaeon to check on me since I knew she had spies from the Inquisition in the Army of the Great Gate.

      “Because I know you cannot stand him, darling girl,” Tarlia had answered, “and I would rather not that my Lord Inquisitor and my Marshal of the Great Gate come to blows.”

      “Nadia?” said Neil.

      I glanced at him and realized that he had spoken my name a few times. Neil didn’t know about what Arvalaeon had done to me, didn’t know about the Eternity Crucible. But he knew me pretty well by now, and my expression must have set off all kinds of alarm bells in his head. He had eased a little closer, ready to grab my wrist with his cybernetic arm in case I did something rash.

      Like, oh, I don’t know, blasting off the top of the Lord Inquisitor’s head.

      “Well,” I said. “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why did you bring him here?”

      Neil shrugged. “He insisted. He was raving, half out of his mind. Looks like someone beat the stuffing out of him. But he kept saying he had to talk to the Worldburner. So I bundled him into the SUV, and he passed out. Thought about taking him to the hospital or giving the lovely Dr. Spencer a call, but…well, he’s the Lord Inquisitor. If he wanted to talk to you, I figured he had a good reason.” He paused. “Didn’t know you had a history with him.”

      A shocked laugh came from me, one that I didn’t intend to make. A history? Oh, yes, you could call it that. A hundred and fifty-eight years of history. Nearly fifty-eight thousand days of history, days where I had died in agony every single time…

      Get a grip, Nadia.

      The laugh had sounded almost hysterical, and I forced down my emotions with the ruthless discipline that came from learning to wield aetheric forces with the mind.

      Several relevant facts presented themselves.

      One, Arvalaeon looked like someone had indeed beaten the shit out of him. While under other circumstances that might have put me in a good mood, the fact remained that he was an archmage of considerable power. Either someone had taken him off guard…or someone had fought him, and he had lost.

      Two, the Elven Consuls were about to meet Megakrator Teraxes at Fort Casey in another four days and suddenly an unconscious Lord Inquisitor had turned up on my doorstep.

      That couldn’t be good.

      And third…

      “Was anyone with him?” I said.

      Neil shook his head. “Just him. I checked the security footage. He staggered up to the front door of the office and collapsed.” Cloak Corporation operated out of a nondescript building in an office park in Waukesha, which was sort of the blandly anonymous business setting perfect for a private security company.

      “He never goes anywhere alone,” I said. “He travels with this goon squad that does the dirty work for him.”

      “Like an American dentist,” agreed Neil.

      “What?”

      “When you visit the dentist, the hygienist does most of the work, cleans your teeth and so forth,” said Neil. “Then the dentist comes in.”

      “Exactly,” I said. When Arvalaeon’s goon squad had captured me, they had beaten me up, stripped me naked, handcuffed me to a metal chair in a freezing room, and left me to stew in my own terror and despair until Arvalaeon came in to talk to me.

      Of course, that had been then.

      If they tried that now, I could kill them all, and I would probably give Arvalaeon a run for his money if we really threw down. He would win, but I would make him work for it.

      Or I could just wait until he was unconscious and then burn a tunnel through his skull.

      Nope.

      “So where’s his goon squad?” I said.

      “Good question.”

      I sighed. “I’ll take his ankles, you grip under his arms. We had better get him inside.”
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      Riordan MacCormac prowled through the darkened warehouse, his Shadowmorph blade held low and ready at his right side.

      The interior of the warehouse looked little different than many other structures at Fort Casey. Cinder block walls, poured concrete floor, and corrugated metal ceiling, constructed in a hurry to meet the booming demand for storage space. The warehouse wasn’t insulated and Wisconsin winters were harsh, so the building held the sort of items that could withstand the cold. Prepackaged field rations, machine parts, unassembled beds for the barracks, and similar items. Because Riordan’s wife ran a tight ship, everything was organized and in its place, with rows of pallets stacked against the cinder block walls.

      Which made it a perfect place for Shadowlands creatures to lurk for ambushes.

      Riordan eased forward. Most of his Shadowmorph went to maintaining the sword in his right hand, but with Sir Trandor’s constant and rigorous training, he had become far better at using most of the Shadowmorph to form the sword and the rest to enhance his senses. The only light came from the skylights in the corrugated metal ceiling, dim and cloudy as the gray March day turned toward night, but he had no trouble seeing.

      Or hearing, for that matter. The Shadowmorph could enhance his hearing as well as his sight.

      The faint thrum of his pulse in his temples.

      The drumming of the light rain against the metal roof.

      The hiss of his breath.

      And the rasp of a claw scraping against the concrete floor.

      Riordan whirled as the anthrophage sprang from the darkness between two rows of pallets.

      The thing looked hideous, as they always did. Gaunt and gray-skinned, with jagged fangs, black claws, and venomous yellow eyes, its nose nothing but a crater in the center of its skull-like face. Anthrophages originated in Earth’s umbra within the Shadowlands, crawling through it like maggots through decaying flesh. Summoners often tried to pull anthrophages from the Shadowlands. If they were successful, the creatures were under their summoners’ control. If they failed, the summoners usually found themselves becoming the anthrophages’ next meal.

      The creature bounded towards him, and Riordan whirled, his Shadowmorph blade sweeping before him in a horizontal cut.

      The blade struck the anthrophage, and the creature shattered in a spray of silver light.

      An illusion.

      But as the illusion unraveled, Riordan focused, and he drew the power of the spell into himself.

      A Shadowmorph fed on life force, converting some of it to strength and speed and endurance for its bearer. Possessing a Shadowmorph required constant, unyielding discipline, the strength to refuse to indulge the unending appetite that it bestowed. Shadow Hunters who failed that test found themselves enslaved to that appetite for life force, causing them to degenerate into serial killers.

      Like Michael Durst.

      Riordan had not spoken to the man in decades and had believed him dead. But he could just imagine the rationalizations that Durst had conjured up to justify his murder spree. That it was the natural order of things for the strong to prey upon the weak, that he was a predator moving among prey, blah blah blah.

      Durst had always been good at shoveling bullshit.

      A Shadowmorph fed upon life force, but Trandor had also taught Riordan how to use his Shadowmorph to feed upon aetheric radiation, the force that powered magical spells.

      The illusionary anthrophage dissolved into nothingness, and Riordan’s Shadowmorph fed upon the energy that had powered it. It wasn’t all that much energy. Sir Trandor, the Master of Illusions, did not have all that much more raw magical strength than Nadia.

      What Trandor had was skill and centuries of experience…which meant he could create potent magical effects with very little expenditure of power, effects that would take a wizard of lesser skill far more power to generate.

      Which Trandor proved yet again when a dozen anthrophages leaped out from between the aisles of pallets and rushed toward him.

      Riordan whirled, the Shadowmorph blade flickering before him as he cut down two of the illusionary anthrophages, the creatures breaking apart into sprays of silver light, his Shadowmorph feeding on the energy of their spells. But there were too many of the creatures. Riordan needed to be faster and stronger, and he dismissed his Shadowmorph blade, the symbiont flowing back into him to augment his strength and speed.

      Of course, that left him without a weapon, so Riordan cast another spell.

      The Magma Blade formed in his right hand.

      He had known the Elemental Blade spell for years, though he hadn’t used it very much since he usually relied on his Shadowmorph in its sword form. Sir Trandor had pointed out that not many Shadow Hunters had his degree of magical skill, which gave him an opportunity. His Shadowmorph augmented his physical prowess, and his magical ability provided him with a weapon.

      The Elemental Blade spell created a sword out of a single magical element.

      The improved version that Trandor had taught him fused the elements of earth and fire.

      The result was a razor-sharp blade of molten stone that glowed in Riordan’s grasp. His own magic protected him from the intense heat radiating from the weapon, though he felt it beating against his face.

      With his Shadowmorph fueling his speed, Riordan tore through the illusionary anthrophages. He dodged around their claws – Trandor was skilled enough that Riordan would feel pain from their blows, even if they would do no actual damage to him. The Magma Blade shattered the illusionary anthrophages, and Riordan danced through them without the creatures touching him.

      He cut apart the final illusion, and then silver light flashed through the warehouse.

      Sir Trandor, the Master-at-Arms of the Army of the Great Gate, stood at the far side of the building.

      Or, at least, seven copies of Sir Trandor stood on the far side of the warehouse.

      Elves did not usually show the signs of age as drastically as humans did unless they were under long-term stress, which was why the commoner Elves of Kalvarion looked so different than those of Earth. But Trandor was old even by the standards of the Elves, and he looked his age. Deep lines marked his face, and his mane of hair had turned snow-white. All seven images of Trandor looked identical, wearing the same long green coat, dark trousers, and black boots.

      All seven held a pistol pointed at Riordan.

      “Which is real and which is fake, Shadow Hunter?” said Trandor. His voice was a bit rough with age, but the hand that held the gun did not waver. “You shall have to decide now.”

      With that, all seven images pulled the trigger.

      But Riordan was already moving, having dismissed the Magma Blade and casting another spell the old knight had taught him. The Ironguard spell flowed over him. It was a spell of elemental magic, infusing his skin with the toughness and resilience of iron. The only visual effect was a purplish haze that flickered around him.

      That and the bullets that struck Riordan rebounded from his skin as if Trandor had shot into a slab of iron.

      Riordan rushed towards the illusionary images, his Shadowmorph granting him superhuman speed. Seven different copies of Sir Trandor, but only one of them was real, only one of them was holding an actual gun and shooting at him.

      Nadia would have known which Sir Trandor was real within seconds. She had grown powerful enough to sense the presence of magic without using a spell. Riordan’s magical talent was not that strong, though he did know the spell to sense magic. Stopping to cast that while Trandor was emptying a pistol at him was a bad idea.

      There was another way.

      His Shadowmorph stirred within him, and Riordan listened to the wordless sensation. The Shadowmorph by itself was a creature with the intellect of an animal, perhaps a particularly bright dog. It was Riordan’s will that directed it, keeping its appetites under the iron grasp of mental discipline and self-control.

      But it was still a predator, and it still sensed life force.

      Which meant it could sense which Sir Trandor was real and which were illusions.

      Riordan surged forward, caught Trandor’s forearm in his right hand, and very gently eased the gun to point at the ceiling.

      Silver light flashed in the gloomy warehouse, and Riordan found himself facing the real Trandor, who offered a gentle smile.

      “I would appreciate it,” said Trandor, “if you did not break my arm. Old bones do not heal so quickly, and I’m afraid my bones are older than your nation.”

      “Not shooting at me would be a good way to keep those bones from getting broken,” said Riordan, releasing the old Elf’s arm and stepping back.

      “True,” said Trandor. “It is best to choose the battlefield. Of course, as you know well, sometimes the battlefield is chosen for us.”

      He made a small gesture with his free hand, casting a minor spell of telekinetic force.

      The M-99 carbine he had hidden between two of the pallets fired, Trandor’s magic holding down the trigger.

      The bullets raked across Riordan’s torso. Or they would have, had he not still been holding the Ironguard spell. Sparks flared when the bullets struck his skin and ricocheted into the floor, and Riordan ducked and caught Trandor’s free hand, forcing it down.

      Trandor released the spell, and the M-99 fell silent. The smell of cordite hung in the air.

      “And regardless if you choose the battlefield or if it is chosen for you,” said Trandor, “they always share one thing in common.”

      “The battlefield,” said Riordan, releasing the old man, “is never fair.”

      “Indeed.” Trandor smiled, ejected the half-spent magazine from the pistol, and pocketed it. That was a sign the lesson was over. Unless, of course, Trandor had another trick up his sleeve. The old knight had not earned the title Master of Illusions for nothing. During the Archon war on Kalvarion, Trandor had weaponized his skills with illusion on the battlefield, fusing it with (in Riordan’s opinion) a natural talent for deviousness, one that Trandor shared with Nadia. He had won battle after battle, but it still hadn’t been enough to turn the tide, and the Elven nobles and many of the commoners loyal to them had fled through the Shadowlands to Earth.

      It was a pity, Riordan thought, that Trandor had not been a few centuries younger. Had his health been more robust, perhaps he would have been one of Tarlia’s Marshals instead of living in retirement in rural Montana, and maybe some things would have turned out differently.

      But as Trandor himself had said, the battlefield was never fair, and life only rarely was.

      “I remember, a very long time ago,” said Trandor, “Tarlia’s husband oversaw the training of the young nobles at the royal court on Kalvarion. It was a sort of tournament. Wooden swords against wooden swords. Except the son of a minor knight trained with a quarterstaff, as the serfs often did, and he carried that into the fight. The nobles jeered at him…and the man with the quarterstaff trounced them all. The young nobles complained that it wasn’t fair, but the Prince Consort laughed and said that war might have been a game, but it wasn’t a fair one, and they ought to become wiser in its ways.” He sighed. “They’re all dead now, of course. Either killed in battle against the Archons, or they fell with Prince Talvindar at Kyramar.”

      “What was the Prince Consort like?” said Riordan, watching the old Elf. Riordan had spoken with Tarlia a good many times, more since his wife had become the Marshal, and the High Queen was far more charismatic and vastly more reasonable than Kaethran Morvilind had been…but she had all of Morvilind’s deadly magical power. And while Tarlia was not as merciless as Morvilind had been, she was just as capable of savage ruthlessness when she thought it necessary.

      Trandor raised an eyebrow. “Wondering what sort of man could stand to be married to Her Majesty, eh?”

      “Not the sort of question that I would ask the High Queen,” said Riordan.

      “I would say that you show wisdom for your years,” said Trandor, “but you are not young by the standards of humans, and I’m older than everyone anyway. The Prince Consort,” he paused to think, “the Prince Consort was charismatic and gregarious. Absolutely fearless in battle, but I’m afraid he never had an original thought in his life, let alone a clever one. He could understand things laid out to him, but only if you went slowly, and if you took too long, he would get bored and decide to go hunting. I’m afraid he was killed in battle shortly after the war began in earnest. The High Queen’s three sons all inherited some mix of their mother’s and father’s nature. Valcander, the eldest, I believe you met him.”

      “Briefly.”

      “He inherited all of his mother’s ruthlessness and his father’s charm but none of his parents’ gifts for mercy,” said Trandor. “The middle son, Malthanar, had all of his mother’s mercy and his father’s heart but none of his mother’s ruthlessness. He was assassinated shortly before the war began. But the youngest son, Prince Talvindar…” He fell silent.

      Riordan waited, partly listening to the old knight’s story, partly watching the gun in his hand.

      “Prince Talvindar was the best of all of us,” said Trandor. “Everything an Elven noble should have been. Brave and fearless, but merciful as well. Respected by the nobles. Loved by the commoners. And strong enough to tell Morvilind the Magebreaker that he was wrong to his face.”

      “He seems to have been an admirable man,” said Riordan, “though perhaps the years have made his legend brighter than he was.”

      “A reasonable assumption,” said Trandor, “but incorrect. You have lived almost a century, I believe. In that time, have you ever met a noble or commoner who had anything ill to say of Prince Talvindar?”





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/cloakofembers01.jpg
> CLOAK MAGE #10

JONATHAN MOELLER





