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      It's time to strike back.

      For a long time I've known that the mad wizards and corrupt scientists of Singularity keep their hidden stronghold on the ruined world of Valsidhar.

      So when a Valsidharien Elf arrives on Earth, asking for the High Queen's help, it's too good of an opportunity to pass up.

      But the Valsidharien Elves are about to lose their war, and after they fall, Singularity and its allies will come for Earth next...
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      The latest trouble all began on the day I went to court.

      Like, an actual court with a judge and everything. Not the High Queen’s court.

      Though the last time I went to the High Queen’s court on the Skythrone, I ended up starting a civil war between the Elven nobles. Granted, that civil war would have happened with or without me, but I was the convenient excuse.

      Funny how you can look back at a bad experience and realize it could have turned out so much worse.

      Anyway, I’m rambling again.

      On the morning of January 15th, Conquest Year 320, I went to the courtroom.

      Specifically, the courtroom in the Municipal Building of Gate City.

      I was the Marshal of the Great Gate, which meant I had absolute authority over the Gate complex and a county-sized chunk of southeastern Wisconsin. Like, I could make life and death decisions over anyone in that territory without being answerable to anyone but the High Queen. That was an uncomfortable feeling, and I couldn’t make all those decisions myself anyway, so I had delegated a lot of authority in the years since Tarlia had appointed me as Marshal. Competent people ran the various departments of Fort Casey and the Army of the Great Gate.

      Because so many people worked at the Gate complex, a small city had sprung up to give them somewhere to live and cut down on the commuting traffic. Five thousand people now lived in Gate City, and it had a city council, a mayor, and an elected sheriff. They mostly ran the place and sent me weekly reports, leaving me free for things like dealing with orcish and goblin raids from the Shadowlands. Or overseeing the training and preparation of the men of the Army of the Great Gate.

      Or worrying just what Singularity’s next move would be now that Foundry had been destroyed and their plan to kill all the Elven nobles with nerve gas had failed.

      So I had delegated a lot of stuff, but I was still in charge, so the really hard decisions or serious problems got kicked up to me.

      One of them was the Right of Appeal.

      The Right went back three centuries to the first years after the Conquest, when the High Queen and the Elven nobles had been trying to establish their authority over the humans they had conquered. According to my husband, human justice systems have ranged from barbarous to cumbersome and mediocre throughout our history. Considering the nobles on Kalvarion had been so bad that the commoner Elves had sided with the Archons at first, at least until the Archons started sending people to labor camps, the Elves weren’t that different from us.

      But the Elves did have one advantage that human legal systems didn’t.

      Magic.

      The Elves who knew how to cast the mindtouch spell could use it to look into someone’s thoughts. I’m sure you can see how this would be useful in a court case. A defendant or a witness could invoke their Right to Appeal to their local Elven noble, who would then either come himself or send an appropriate representative to cast the mindtouch spell. The noble would announce his findings to the judge or the jury.

      If you enjoyed the various legal drama shows that Russell watched occasionally and the Marneys loved, you’d think this happened every other court case. Like, at the climax of the episode, usually right after the commercial break, the heroic prosecutor convinces the falsely accused defendant to use her Right of Appeal. The Elven noble strides dramatically into the courtroom, casts the mindtouch spell, and discovers the truth. The real villain breaks down ranting in the courtroom and gets arrested, and everyone lives happily ever after.

      Man, I hate TV.

      Here in real life, the Right of Appeal doesn’t get used all that often. By the time a lot of cases go to trial, the evidence is cut and dried. For that matter, having someone else enter your mind, as I know firsthand, is an unpleasant sensation. It’s a little like going to the doctor and having your private bits examined. Imagine someone telling you to bend over and spread your legs, but it’s happening with your thoughts. That’s what the mindtouch spell can feel like.

      Still, if someone is desperate enough in a court case, they will use their Right of Appeal.

      Here’s a fun fact about being the Marshal of the Great Gate. Since I was both the highest authority of Gate City and a powerful wizard, anytime someone exercised their Right of Appeal, it went to me.

      So that was how I found myself sitting in the backseat of one of the black SUVs owned by the Army of the Great Gate, heading for the Municipal Building in the heart of Gate City.

      January 15th, Conquest Year 320, was cold. I mean really cold, cold enough that it was setting meteorological records. Yesterday it had been negative twenty-five degrees Fahrenheit before the wind chill kicked in, but today it had warmed up to a balmy negative fifteen degrees, though the wind chill still made it feel like negative forty. I wore my Marshal’s uniform, with the white jacket, golden pauldrons, black belt, black trousers, and black boots, and I had chosen the thickest and heaviest uniform jacket I had. I also wore a hat, a scarf, and a big black puffer coat that I didn’t like because it made me look fat, but it was so cold I didn’t care.

      All that, and I was still unpleasantly cold.

      On the other hand, I had lived in Wisconsin for years, so while I was uncomfortable, I was used to the feeling.

      The Elven noble sitting to my left was having a harder time of it.

      “My God, I wish I hadn’t left Florida,” said Telomar, the Baron of Port St. Lucie in Florida. It was currently a balmy seventy-seven degrees in Port St. Lucie, which I knew because Telomar had insisted on looking it up on his phone.

      Telomar had silver hair and brilliant purple eyes, and he likewise wore a heavy coat and a scarf. The Elves in general tended to be quite charismatic, but Telomar looked a bit nebbish. We had met a couple of years before when he showed up to challenge me to a duel. I hadn’t wronged him or anything, he just wanted to impress the daughter of Duke Curantar of Miami enough to ask for her hand in marriage.

      Great plan, right?

      Then again, he had actually gotten married to Curantar’s daughter, so maybe it really had been a good plan.

      Anyway, that was all in the past, and Telomar alternated between his duties as an Elven noble in Florida and working for the Great Gate. He was an auditor, and a really good one too, which was helpful because people tried to cheat the Army of the Great Gate all the freaking time. There’s an old joke about how “military grade” just means “lowest bidder”, and I had found that to be very true. There was also low-level fraud, like we ordered a hundred boxes of bandages and the vendor only delivered ninety, and then high-level fraud, like the time some bright guy tried to get a building contract only to fake bankruptcy. I mean, I was Lord Morvilind’s shadow agent for a long time, so I knew all about fraud, but some of this stuff even took me by surprise.

      Telomar was a good auditor and fraud investigator, but he was also an Elven noble. That meant he drew the short straw and got to come with me for today’s Right of Appeal. Usually, two Elven nobles went to a Right of Appeal so they could double-check each other.

      Except I wasn’t an Elven noble. I was a human wizard who knew spells of mind magic that would have gotten me arrested by the Inquisition a few years ago, but now if I really wanted, I could call up the Inquisition and ask for help.

      The world had changed, and as I looked around at the apartment towers of Gate City, it seemed that the changes were coming faster. Tarlia had told me once that change was a flip of a coin, with growth on one side and ruin on the other.

      I wondered which one was heading towards us.

      But all that was a lot to lay on Telomar. Who, to be fair, was doing his best to be cheerful even while the weather made him miserable.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “In another six months, it will be so hot and humid that you’ll get nostalgic for January.”

      Telomar snorted. “It’s so cold that when I step outside, all the hairs inside my nose freeze at once.”

      “Yeah, that does happen.” I sniffled a bit and cleared my throat. “But I appreciate this. You aren’t obliged to do a Right of Appeal case.” I did have some Elven nobles working for me now, more than I did when I started the Army of the Great Gate.

      Even after what had happened with Baron Rymaris.

      “Nonsense, Marshal,” said Telomar. “It is part of my duty. The cold is more unpleasant than the mindtouch spell. And the case is…well, it is certainly a fascinating one.”

      I sighed. “That’s one way of putting it.” Damned annoying would be another.

      By then we were in downtown Gate City, the tires of the SUV crunching against the hard-packed snow. It was cold enough that the plows hadn’t really been able to clear away all the last snowfall, and it had packed down into a hard layer. My driver and the SUV with my security detail had to maneuver carefully, since the accumulated snow meant the streets were narrower than they usually were.

      Gate City is an odd little town. About five thousand people lived there, but unlike most small towns in the Midwest, they nearly all lived in large apartment towers about ten stories high. Most of the people living here worked either at the Great Gate complex or for Moran Imports. The town had a few public buildings as well – a school, a small hospital and clinic, and the Municipal Building, which faced the park at the center of town. The Municipal Building looked like a standard governmental building of brick and glass windows, and if you drove past it on the freeway, you would think it was either an industrial site, an office building, or maybe a particularly well-disguised wastewater treatment site.

      Our convoy of three SUVs pulled into the parking lot. Since it was about 9:30 AM on a workday, the lot was two-thirds full, and we parked towards the back. My security detail got out and moved around my SUV, and I looked at Telomar.

      “Ready, my lord Baron?” I said.

      Telomar sighed. “Let’s go freeze the inside of my nose.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      I pushed open the door and got out, my boots rasping against the packed snow covering the asphalt. The sudden cold was a bit like getting punched in the face by an ice cube, and that first breath did indeed freeze the inside of my nose. Telomar muttered a curse in the Elven language, remembered his dignity as an Elven noble, and straightened up.

      My security detail moved around me, all of them employees of Cloak Corporation, the private security firm I owned and that Neil Freeman ran for me. After the first time Michael Durst tried to kill me, I agreed to have some bodyguards mostly to keep Riordan happy. To be fair, if anyone tried to kill me, they were probably going to wind up regretting it in short order.

      But as Riordan pointed out, I wasn’t invincible, and I had a lot of enemies. Fewer enemies now that Foundry was destroyed and Duke Vashtyr’s faction had been discredited. But Singularity wasn’t even close to being defeated, even if we had destroyed their covert arm in the form of Foundry. John Starkweather and his mad vision for the future were still a threat, and they would attack again one day.

      I wanted to act against them, to strike first before they attacked, but there were a couple of problems I hadn’t been able to find a way around yet.

      But one problem at a time.

      We headed into the lobby of the Municipal Building, which looked bland and inoffensive, kind of like the lobby of a bank. Carpeted floor, a few chairs in the waiting area, and a counter with a receptionist who could direct you to the appropriate department. A large portrait of the High Queen hung on the wall behind the receptionist’s counter. I absolutely refused to have my own portrait taken and hung in public buildings in Gate City. Vashtyr probably would have had a stroke on the spot if I had done that.

      Even though Vashtyr was dead and his views had been discredited, best not to aggravate the remaining Elven nobles.

      To my surprise, the sheriff was waiting to speak with me.

      After Gate City had been incorporated as its own town, Randall Croft had been elected as the sheriff. He was a big man, blond and blue-eyed, and while he didn’t look like a movie star, he did look like someone who could beat a man to death with his bare hands. My talent with aurasight meant that I saw his emotional aura, and I could tell he still didn’t like me all that much. It wasn’t personal – it bothered him that I had gotten away with the many, many crimes I had committed while still Kaethran Morvilind’s shadow agent, but I had a royal pardon for those years and that was that.

      Croft was inflexible, and I suspected he would win one more term and then get voted out by the sheer number of people he had annoyed. But that rigidity made him incorruptible, which was useful to me. Foundry would have found it impossible to suborn him. Less dangerously, if someone like Arnold Brauner tried to offer the sheriff a bribe to spy on me, Croft would arrest him on the spot.

      “Marshal,” said Croft. “My lord Baron.” He offered a suitable bow to Baron Telomar, who as always seemed a bit embarrassed by it.

      “Sheriff,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting to see you today. Do you usually come to trials?”

      Croft scowled. “No. But this one has been such a waste of departmental time and resources I want to see it finished. Are you and Lord Telomar doing the Right of Appeal?”

      “Yup.”

      “You’re familiar with the case?” said Croft, a little suspiciously. He wouldn’t have taken that tone with Telomar. God help him if he tried speaking that way to Morvilind back in the bad old days. But I needed people around me who would tell me the truth even if I didn’t want to hear it.

      If you lie to yourself too often, bad things can happen.

      Duke Vashtyr told himself he could overthrow Tarlia and become the High King of the Elves, and look how that worked out.

      “Two brothers,” I said. “Ronald Ventor, age 47, and Joseph Ventor, age 44. Their father died a year ago and left them fifteen acres of land north of the Great Gate complex. Both brothers claim that the father left them the land in its entirety, and both have produced seemingly authenticated wills supporting that. Rather than dividing the land fifty-fifty, or going into arbitration, they have accused each other of probate fraud, which is why this is now a criminal trial and the Right of Appeal has been invoked.”

      “They have restraining orders against each other,” said Croft, annoyed, “which is why I have extra deputies in the courtroom. A waste of time and payroll.”

      “Well,” I said, “maybe we’ll get lucky and you can arrest them both.”

      I had meant it as a joke, but Croft only nodded. “That would be the best outcome.”

      Right, I forgot he didn’t have a sense of humor, either.

      After Telomar and I hung up our coats, Croft led the way to the courtroom. Like the rest of the Municipal Building, the courtroom looked like a large corporate meeting room, albeit with slightly fancier furniture. The judge had a raised desk on the far side of the room (for some reason they always called it a bench, though it doesn’t look like a bench), next to the witness box, with a railing dividing it from where the defendant and the prosecutor would sit. The jury stand was empty, since we didn’t need a jury for the Right of Appeal. The judge, a middle-aged man named Malcolm Kurt, sat behind the raised desk. The bailiff, one of Croft’s deputies, stood near the witness stand.

      “All rise for the Marshal and the Lord Baron,” he announced, and everyone got to their feet.
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      I walked through the divider to the center of the room, turned, and examined the parties who had invoked their Right of Appeal.

      Ronald and Joseph Ventor looked a lot alike. Both had the sort of heaviness you see in middle-aged men with desk jobs who don’t eat right and don’t exercise at all, with ruddy faces that meant they were either badly out of shape or in the middle phase of a serious drinking problem. Ronald had grown a goatee to disguise his double chin, which had the unfortunate side effect of making his face look as if it had been squished around it. Joseph did not have a beard, though the dye he had used on his hair made it look stark black.

      Their emotional auras were a mixture of impatience, contempt, and anger. Not towards me, but towards each other. As far as I could tell, both men were convinced they were telling the truth and that the other one was deliberately lying out of malicious vindictiveness. Then again, people can make themselves believe anything, especially when there’s a lot of money on the line. I had never considered it before I became the Marshal and had to deal with things like civil administration, but sometimes people go absolutely bugshit over inheritance disputes.

      “Please be seated,” I said. “Judge Kurt?”

      “Mr. Ventor,” said Kurt to the elder Ventor brother, and then nodded to the younger one. “Mr. Ventor. We are here today concerning the case of Ventor vs. Ventor. Both Ronald Ventor and Joseph Ventor have sworn under oath that their father promised the entirety of the land in question to them. Furthermore, they have both produced signed and witnessed wills that appear to contradict each other. Under normal probate law, the property in question would simply pass to both brothers, with a fifty percent split in the ownership. However, both parties have exercised their Right of Appeal.”

      “Let’s get started,” I said, and I pointed at Joseph. “We’ll begin with you. According to your testimony, your father gave you a signed and witnessed will that gave you all the land.”

      “That is correct, Marshal,” said Joseph. I could tell he was a bit taken aback by how young I looked, and that under any other circumstances he would have disliked taking instructions from a woman.

      But with this much money on the line, he was willing to do what it took to get it.

      Amazing what greed will motivate people to do. Of course, I’m rich now, so what do I know? But I absolutely would not be willing to destroy my relationship with my only brother over fifteen acres of land.

      Not that our parents had actually owned any land, mind you.

      “Then do you, Joseph Ventor, freely and without coercion, exercise your Right of Appeal?”

      He lifted his chin. “I do.”

      “Very well,” I said. “First I will cast the mindtouch spell upon your thoughts, and then Baron Telomar will cast it as well. Brace yourself, I expect this will be unpleasant.”

      I summoned magical power, shaped it into a rigid pattern, put two fingers against Joseph’s left temple, and cast the mindtouch spell.

      His eyes went wide as I reached into his mind.

      His surface thoughts flashed before my eyes. Boy, he absolutely hated his brother and was constantly thinking of a dozen slights from across the decades. He had eaten three egg and cheese breakfast sandwiches before coming to the courthouse and had indigestion. Joseph had also been making a valiant effort not to stare at my breasts as I stood over him, and I suppose I appreciated the effort. Not that he could have seen all that much through the thick uniform coat.

      “The will,” I said into his mind, and the memory swam up before him.

      I saw his father sitting at his desk. Marvin Ventor looked a great deal like his son. In the memory, they had a conversation, one that ended with Marvin handing over a signed and sealed will identical to the one that had been submitted to the court. I had seen enough and broke the contact, stepping back.

      Joseph gaped up at me, eyes wide and a little frightened. I hadn’t worried that he would try to look into my mind. I had enough practice with the mindtouch spell that I realized someone with no experience of magic wouldn’t immediately know how to follow the link back to look into my thoughts. But he would have caught the edges of all those memories of the Eternity Crucible simmering like a storm in my mind. I had even learned to weaponize those memories. Cast the mindtouch spell, dump some of those memories into the thoughts of my opponent, and their mind overloads and shuts down for a bit. They wake up in a few minutes with no memory of the last half hour.

      “Baron?” I said, stepping back from Joseph and his lawyer.

      Telomar approached the table, flexing his hand. Joseph started to pull back a little into his seat, but then stopped himself, his hands gripping the edge of the table. Telomar put his hand on Joseph’s temple and cast the mindtouch spell, his eyes closing as he concentrated.

      A few seconds later, he stepped back, nodded to me, and we moved over to Ronald’s table.

      He started to glower at me and stopped himself. From his emotional aura, it was plain that he really didn’t like me and thought this entire process was a waste of his time.

      “You likewise claim that your father left you a notarized will that left the entirety of the land to you,” I said.

      “That’s right, Marshal,” said Ronald. “Unlike whatever lies my brother might say, that is what actually happened.”

      Joseph started to rise, going even redder in the face than he already was. Judge Kurt whacked his gavel against his desk. I didn’t think it was possible for a gavel to sound exasperated, but it did.

      “A reminder to all parties,” said Kurt. “Any disruption to these proceedings will be held in contempt of court, and any parties guilty of contempt will have a night in the Gate City jail to calm themselves.”

      Joseph sat down. His lawyer grabbed his arm and started whispering in his ear.

      I looked Ronald right in the eye. It was petty, but I did see him lean back a little in his chair. I have gray eyes, and when people are polite, they tell me have an “intense” gaze. When they’re less polite, they say I have crazy eyes.

      “Then do you, Ronald Ventor, freely and without coercion, exercise your Right of Appeal?”

      “I do,” said Ronald.

      “Brace yourself,” I said, and I summoned magical power, touched his temple with two fingers, and cast the mindtouch spell.

      I saw his surface thoughts. Like Joseph, he had a long list of grievances against his brother. It was the sort of toxic relationship where they were both at fault, it was immediately obvious to everyone who met them, and yet they were both convinced the other was the villain. Ronald had just wrapped up his second divorce and currently had relationships going on with two different women, neither of whom knew about the other.

      Charming. I wondered what they saw in him. I also wondered if he realized I would pick up on that, or if he hated his brother so much that he didn’t care.

      “The will,” I said into his thoughts.

      His mind brought up the memory. He was sitting with his father in the living room, and Marvin Ventor handed over a signed and notarized will, one that promised him the entirety of the land.

      I sighed as I realized what had happened and broke the connection, waving Telomar over. Ronald had gotten a little paler, the red splotches on his cheeks more vivid. He started to flinch away as Telomar cast the mindtouch spell, but stopped himself.

      “Marshal, Lord Baron,” said Judge Kurt as Telomar finished the spell. “Have you completed your work?”

      “We have,” I said. “We will need to have a word.”

      Kurt tapped his gavel. “I will consult with the Marshal and the Lord Baron in my chambers. Court will reconvene in fifteen minutes.”

      We went to the judge’s chambers. I don’t know why they called it his “chambers” of all things. It was basically an office with generic furniture, though he had a small private bathroom so he could take a dump in peace without getting harassed by litigants. Though it was technically two rooms, so I guess you could call them “chambers.”

      Anyway, Kurt sat behind his desk, and Telomar and I settled in his visitor chairs, which were not terribly comfortable. A picture of the judge, his wife, and his four children sat in a wooden frame on his desk. It occurred to me that Kurt didn’t have to worry about his wife cheating on him because all four of the children looked like miniature duplicates of their father.

      “So what did the Right of Appeal discover?” said Kurt. He had a small coffee maker on his desk, and he poured two cups and handed them to us.

      “God bless you for that,” I said, and took a sip. It wasn’t very good, but it was hot and I had a headache and I didn’t care.

      “I’ve done a couple of different cases with the Right of Appeal over the years, even back when I was still practicing commercial law,” said Kurt. “The Elven nobles always have headaches after.”

      I looked at Telomar. “I assume you saw the same thing I did.”

      Telomar gave a grim nod. “Marvin Ventor gave both of his sons notarized wills giving them sole ownership of the land.”

      “The dates on the wills are after Marvin was diagnosed with progressive dementia,” I said. “So his sons badgered wills out of him for sole ownership after his diagnosis. Ronald and Joseph each thought they were the only ones to come up with that clever idea, which is why they’ve been suing each other over the veracity of the wills.”

      “Isn’t that actually probate fraud?” said Telomar. “I think that’s probate fraud in this state.”

      “It is, my lord,” said Kurt, “but proving it will be difficult.” He looked at me. “Unless you want to continue in that direction, of course.”

      That was the uneasy part about being the Marshal. If I wanted to, I could override any judgment that Kurt made. The disputed land fell within my area of authority, so if I could seize it without paying a dime and the Ventor brothers would be shit out of luck. Or I could have them executed for wasting so much time.

      It was too much authority, which is why I had sheriffs and judges and city councilmen now for Gate City.

      “What do you recommend?” I said.

      “In cases like this where the will is disputed and it can’t be definitely proven one way or another,” said Kurt, “standard probate rules apply. Ronald gets half, Joseph gets half, and that’s that.”

      “Won’t they just appeal?” said Telomar.

      “Not after they’ve exercised their Right of Appeal to an Elven noble and the Marshal,” said Kurt. “Which means whatever decision we make is final.”

      “Right,” I said, thinking it over.

      “You could buy the land from them as the Marshal, use it for the Gate complex or an auxiliary site for Fort Casey,” suggested Telomar. “Or you could have your brother buy it.”

      “No, I don’t want even the appearance of corruption,” I said. The Elven nobles and the High Queen herself were comfortable with a certain level of corruption, so long as it was neat, tidy, orderly, and did not cause serious problems. A few of the Elven nobles who served at Fort Casey had suggested that it was time to find a shadow councilor to oversee any organized crime in Gate City, a suggestion which I had already refused. There had been enough headaches in my life from dealing with guys like Arnold Brauner and Rolando Ruiz, and I didn’t want to add to them.

      Yes, I’m aware of the irony. I was Morvilind’s shadow agent for years and broke probably a few books’ worth of laws, and now here I was overseeing a Right of Appeal and refusing a shadow councilor.

      “How about this, Marshal?” said Kurt. “I rule that standard probate guidance applies. An independent commercial assessor will be appointed to value the land and sell it at a suitable market rate. The brothers will then split the proceeds fifty/fifty. If they refuse to accept that, I’ll force them into arbitration.”

      “They’re stubborn enough to do that,” I said.

      Kurt offered a thin smile. “Perhaps not stubborn enough to pay property taxes on land that generates no revenue while they slog it out in arbitration.”

      “Good enough,” I said. “Let’s go give our litigants the happy news.”

      We filed back into the courtroom. Joseph and Ronald had returned to their tables with their lawyers and were glowering at each other. The bailiff was watching them with an expression of mild exasperation, and I wondered if he had needed to keep the two of them apart in the hallway. Kurt called the court to order.

      “The Right of Appeal has been exercised, and we have determined that both claimants are telling the truth,” said Kurt. Ronald and Joseph had near-identical expressions of surprise. “At various times, Marvin Ventor promised sole ownership of the land to each of his sons and provided them with notarized wills to that effect. However, both wills were notarized after Marvin was diagnosed with advanced dementia and was ruled incapacitated, and it is impossible to determine the true intent of his will. Therefore, standard probate law applies, and both claimants are entitled to half of the land.” Ronald and Joseph both started to speak, but fell silent when they saw Kurt’s expression. “Because of the exercise of the Right of Appeal and the particularly contentious nature of this case, this court will appoint a third-party assessor to determine the value of the land. Since you have both expressed a desire to sell, this seems the most reasonable approach for all parties.”

      I think Ronald and Joseph wanted to protest. They would try to appeal, but as Kurt had said, they were out of luck. Ronald had turned an unhealthy shade of red, and he looked like he was about to explode, but I never found out what he would have said.

      My phone started buzzing. So did Telomar’s, and Sheriff Croft’s, and the bailiff’s. I recognized that tone. It meant an alert had just gone out to all personnel in the Army of the Great Gate. At the same time, the phones of the Ventor brothers and their lawyers started going off with a different tone and pattern of buzzes, which I recognized as the notification for a civil alert.

      I yanked my phone off my belt and looked at the message on the screen.

      GATE INCURSION DETECTED. RIFT WAY OPENING IN GATE CITY. ALL PERSONNEL TO YELLOW ALERT, QUICK RESPONSE SQUAD TO DEPLOY.

      “Shit,” I said.
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      “What’s going on?” said Ronald Ventor.

      “We’ve detected a rift way opening in Gate City,” I said, unlocking my phone and hitting a contact number. “You’d better find somewhere to shelter in place.”

      The contact number picked up on the second ring. “This is Fort Casey Dispatch.” It was a young man’s voice. Who was on dispatch today? Sergeant Timmer, that was it.

      “Dispatch, this is the Marshal,” I said. “Report.”

      “Marshal, the mirror array detected an impending rift way in downtown Gate City,” said Timmer. “It should open in a matter of minutes.”

      Right, the mirror array, I should explain.

      It was one of those little secrets that I had learned when I entered Tarlia’s service, first as her shadow agent and then as the Marshal of the Great Gate. A very long time ago on Kalvarion, the Elven nobles had figured out a way to use a tracking spell in a ring of mirrors to detect rift ways. The spell generated light, which bounced off the mirrors and then pointed to a spot on a map. The ancient Elves of Kalvarion were not particularly good at cartography, so their mirror arrays were never terribly accurate.

      But by the time of the Conquest, humans were very good at cartography and had mapped every square meter of the Earth’s surface. The Inquisition had been able to build much more accurate mirror arrays, which they used to track any potential rift ways opening on Earth, though not always successfully. Fort Casey was warded with multiple Seals of Shadows to block access from the Shadowlands, but it was impossible to cover all of Gate City and the surrounding area. So we had a very detailed map of southeastern Wisconsin with a mirror array.

      “Where exactly in Gate City?” I said.

      “Municipal Park,” said Timmer. “Right outside of the main building.”

      That wasn’t good. We had driven past the park on our way here, and it was just across the street from the parking lot. Gate City had a decent-sized park that drew good crowds in the summer and fall, though at the moment it was deserted because it was negative fifteen degrees outside and there was a foot of snow on the ground. Bad conditions for a battle, but the various orcish and goblin raiders seeking to attack the endless traffic through the Great Gate didn’t care about that.

      Though they had seriously mistargeted their rift way. All the good stuff to steal was a few miles away at the Gate complex. Either they had screwed up and were about to arrive in the middle of Gate City, or they wanted to attack Gate City itself.

      “Who’s commanding the quick response force?” I said. “Major Curry?”

      “Yes, Marshal,” said Timmer. “He and the QRF are heading to Municipal Park.”

      “I’m already there with some of Sheriff Croft’s men,” I said. “Tell Major Curry we’ll meet him when he arrives.”

      “Acknowledged,” said Timmer, and I ended the call.

      I lowered my phone and looked at Croft. “You get that?”

      “The gist of it,” said Croft. “It’s just as well you’re here. We’re peace officers, we don’t have the kind of heavy weapons that the QRF has.”

      “They’ll be here in five minutes,” I said. “Send out the shelter-in-place alert to the entire city and get what deputies you can to Municipal Park.” I looked at Kurt, the Ventor brothers, and the lawyers. “You should shelter here. Don’t let these idiots kill each other.”

      The Ventor brothers made some protest, but I ignored them because I didn’t care. I hurried from the courtroom with Telomar and Croft, retrieved my coat, and headed into the January day. It was still bitterly cold, though a weak sun had climbed higher into the sky, dim and hazy behind a veil of ice crystals. My security detail fell in around me, and I glanced over their faces, double-checking. I had some former members of the Wizard’s Legion on Cloak Corporation’s payroll, but none of them were with me today. That was unfortunate, because we could have used the extra spells.

      I crossed the street from the parking lot to Municipal Park. The park was basically a big rectangle in the center of the town. At the northern end was a hollow with a band shell, and during the summer the city put on a combination of concerts and live theater. At the southern end was a variety of playground equipment for kids. In the center was a large marble monument carved with the names of every soldier who had died in the line of duty in the Army of the Great Gate.

      More names kept appearing on that damned monument.

      Hopefully, we would add no more today.

      I cast the spell to sense magical forces, sweeping my will through the freezing air around me in search of where the rift way would open.

      There. Right there, in front of the monument. I could see the faint distortion in the air, a bit like a heat ripple over a road on a hot day, but it was way too cold for that. I could also sense a lot of power flowing into the impending rift way. A small, quick rift way like the ones I used to travel to the Shadowlands didn’t take much juice to open.

      This was going to be big.

      “Let’s shut this down right now,” I said, and I summoned more power, shaped it into the proper configuration, and cast the Seal of Shadows.

      A glowing blue circle appeared on the ground beneath the distortion. Within the circle was the Elven glyph for binding and blocking. The Seal of Shadows blocked access to the Shadowlands within its circumference. A summoned creature from the Shadowlands couldn’t enter a Seal of Shadows, and a rift way couldn’t open within it. A half opened rift way like that would collapse in a second.

      At least, it should have collapsed.

      Instead, it kind of…squirted away.

      I know that sounds weird, but think of it like this. Imagine something really soft and kind of slippery. Like one of the soft rubber balls office workers squeeze when they get stressed out. If you squeeze it hard enough, it shoots out of your hand.

      That was sort of what had happened with my Seal of Shadows. I had just redirected the rift way’s flow of power to a location immediately outside the circle.

      Startled, I dismissed by first Seal and cast a second one. Again, I dropped the Seal over the impending rift way, and again it jerked to the side.

      “It’s not supposed to do that,” said Croft.

      Yeah, no shit, Sherlock, but I kept that thought to myself.

      “The rift way isn’t coming from Earth’s umbra, but somewhere in the deep Shadowlands,” I said. Opening a rift way in Earth’s umbra was the easiest way to do it, but you could in theory open a rift way from the deep Shadowlands to Earth itself. It took a lot of power and a great deal of skill and was so inefficient that no one ever bothered to do it.

      That also explained why Krathamyn and his tribe hadn’t warned me of the incoming attack. The goblin chieftain and his warriors lived in Earth’s umbra, watching for any attackers heading for Fort Casey. They had gotten good at spotting them, and it had been a while since raiders had gotten past the goblins. But Krathamyn and his tribe didn’t patrol the deep Shadowlands. Earth’s umbra, as dangerous as it was, was still a lot safer than the deep Shadowlands between the umbras of the various worlds.

      Which made me wonder if we were about to encounter something really nasty. Like a naelgoth, or maybe something like the Crystalmorph that had ridden Sergio Cortez to Earth. That Crystalmorph had nearly killed me, permanently changed Russell, and had almost eaten the entire world.

      If something that powerful was about to come through a rift way, I was the only one who could stop it. Croft and his deputies didn’t have the kind of firepower we needed for a threat like that.

      And here I was without my armor. When Riordan returned from New York, he was going to be annoyed that I had gone into a fight yet again without proper tactical armor.

      The ripple in the air pulsed, forming a curtain of blue light. I had never seen a rift way that opened with blue light before. Perhaps it was a side effect of one opening from the deep Shadowlands. It formed into a small portal for a few seconds, and a single figure stumbled out and went to one knee, the sound of something metallic striking the concrete ringing in my ears.

      The rift way closed, leaving the single figure on one knee.

      The figure was humanoid-shaped, and judging from the rapid rise and fall of the chest and shoulders, breathing quite hard. I couldn’t make out any other details because the newcomer wore a suit of heavy armor. The armor was made of overlapping plates of dark gray metal, a helmet with a T-shaped visor of black crystal masking the figure’s face. It didn’t look like a suit of medieval plate mail, but rather highly advanced tactical powered armor. I had encountered a few people from different worlds who had suits of armor like that, and I worked the spell to sense magical forces. The armor radiated a powerful magical aura, which meant it had both integrated electronics and spells. When in the Shadowlands, the electronics would shut off and the magical augmentations would take over, but out of the Shadowlands, the man or woman in the armor could use both the powered systems and the magical augmentations.

      Shrike, the Elven mercenary I had crossed paths with a few times, had a suit of armor like that. So did some of the elite mercenary soldiers of the Intermediary, the mysterious creature who ruled the Shadow Waypoint in the deep Shadowlands.

      So did the fire giants, who had allied with Singularity.

      All this flashed through my head in a second, and then I noticed something else.

      The armor had taken a pounding. There were burn marks and craters on the chest and legs. In fact, wisps of steam rose from the joints of the armor, likely because it was overheated and had just arrived on a January day in Wisconsin.

      I cast a very minor version of the Shriek spell to boost the sound of my voice.

      “Hands up!” I said. “Do not move!”

      The helmeted head turned in my direction. Magical power thrummed in my mind, and I was ready to shape it into a Shield spell to protect myself and those standing near me. Then I would attack. Sheriff Croft and his deputies were carrying pistols, which wouldn’t have anything near the kind of punch to get through armor like that. I would have to strike with a volley of lightning globes, hopefully overloading the armor’s shielding, and then…

      Slowly the armored figure raised his hands.

      Huh. Maybe he didn’t know our weapons couldn’t punch through his armor.

      Tires squealed on the other side of the park, and I saw black trucks come to a halt. The doors burst open, and soldiers in tactical gear and armor boiled out. Major Curry and Fort Casey’s quick response squad had arrived, and they hurried towards the kneeling figure, forming a perimeter around him. Curry himself, a fit young soldier of the Wizard’s Legion, glanced at the kneeling figure and then came to my side, carefully moving so he did not block anyone’s line of fire.

      “Marshal,” said Curry. “Friend of yours?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t have many friends with power armor.” I used the Shriek spell to amplify my voice again. “Identify yourself.”

      The armored figure tilted its head, and then began to speak in a deep, electronically modified voice.

      “Cheese sphincter radiance.”

      Wait. What?

      “Disbarment bovine flange ammonia perpendicularity,” said the armored figure. “Venture gorgonzola protuberance drywall. Flooring infestation frontage database authentication error. Database authentication error. Database authentication error.”

      “What the hell?” said Curry.

      The answer came to me. “He’s got a computer translator in his helmet, but it’s damaged.”

      The armored figure had realized that as well. Still keeping his hands up, he pointed at his head.

      “Please remove your helmet slowly,” I called.

      The armored figure obliged, grasping the helmet and doing something with the seals at the base. I heard a metallic click and hiss, and the gauntleted hands slowly lifted the helmet.

      To my surprise, I found myself looking at the face of an Elven man.

      He had thick black hair currently damp with sweat, and brilliant blue eyes, more vivid than human eye color. Elves always looked a bit alien to human eyes, but I could tell that most Elves would find him strikingly handsome. That said, there was a sort of feverish intensity to his expression. Maybe it came from having a lot of weapons pointed in his direction, yet I suspected he usually looked that way.

      “You are not an Elf,” said the man in the Elven language, his voice hopeful.

      There was something odd about his voice, and after a second I realized I couldn’t place his accent. To someone unfamiliar with the Elven language, the Elves all sounded the same when speaking their native tongue. But I had been around Elves enough to pick out three distinct accents – the Elven nobles, the Elven commoners of Earth, and the Elven commoners of Kalvarion.

      The guy in the damaged armor didn’t sound like any of them.

      “No,” I said in the same language.

      “Is this Earth?” said the Elf.

      “It is,” I said, “but before I answer any more of your questions, you’re going to tell me who you are and what you are doing here.”

      A wry look went over his face. “Yes, of course. Visitors from rift ways are rarely friendly. My name is Khybarion, Attendant to the Sibylline of the Chorus of Kalastyr.”

      A long title, but it didn’t mean anything to me. Yet the name ‘Sibylline’…I had heard that somewhere before, hadn’t I? I couldn’t think of it just now.

      “Might I know who you are?” said Khybarion. “I think you’re the first human I’ve spoken to. Well, the first human on Earth. There were a few others on my way here.”

      Something else occurred to me. I think he was young. Young by Elven standards, anyway. Elves can live for around a thousand years, and those powerful with magic can sometimes live longer, but I didn’t think Khybarion was all that old. He might not have been much older than Telomar, who was in his early forties, which made him a very young adult by Elven standards. Elves don’t even come of age until they’re thirty.

      “My name is Nadia MacCormac,” I said, “and I’m the Marshal of the Great Gate.”

      Khybarion nodded. “And you serve the High Queen Tarlia, who was driven from Kalvarion and has reclaimed that world in recent years.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “So, Attendant Khybarion, mind telling me why you popped out of a rift way in the middle of town?”

      “I am on a quest,” he said, his face all but shining with a mixture of zeal and youthful determination.

      Ooh, boy. This might not go well.

      “A quest to do what?” I said.

      Khybarion drew in a long breath. “I seek the fulfillment of a vision of the Sibylline.”

      “Which is?” I prompted.

      “I must find Tythrilandria, Handmaiden of the High Queen of Kalvarion,” said Khybarion. “The Sibylline has foreseen that she will be the one to save our people.”

      I stared at him in surprise.

      The last time I had seen Tyth had been a few weeks ago, right before Christmas. Her official rank and public role was a Handmaiden of the High Queen, which was the fancy Elven noble way of saying high-powered personal assistant. In truth, Tyth was one of Tarlia’s shadow agents, and she was even better at the Cloak spell than I was. She could maintain the spell for around an hour, while I could manage about fifteen minutes.

      So Tyth did a lot of quiet jobs for Tarlia as a shadow agent, and since she had been born a commoner elf of Kalvarion, the High Queen sometimes used her as an emissary to the Elven free cities on the other side of the Great Gate. Tyth got along well with Harmathyr, the Consul of Castaris, and Harmathyr had become influential among the leadership of Kalvarion’s free cities.

      Tyth was my friend, and we had done (and survived) a whole hell of a lot of crazy shit together.

      Yet I had absolutely no idea why a random Elf in power armor would pop out of a rift way from the deep Shadowlands and claim that Tyth would save his people.

      “You know Tythrilandria,” said Khybarion. “You reacted when I spoke her name. Take me to her, I beg. The fate of my people depends upon it.”

      “And who,” I said, “are your people? You’re not from Kalvarion.”

      “I serve the Prince of Kalastyr, the last city of the Valsidharien Elves,” said Khybarion.

      I stared at him for a moment, and then my mind kicked into overdrive.

      Valsidhar?

      Shit, this just got a lot more complicated.

      A while back, even before I became the Marshal, Tarlia had sent me to steal a map. That map showed the path through the Shadowlands to the world of Valsidhar, where Singularity had constructed their fortress and stronghold, a place they called the Arcology. We were pretty sure that Singularity didn’t know that we knew. As for Valsidhar itself, I didn’t know much about the world. It had been part of the ancient First Empire of the Elves, of which Kalvarion was just a fragment, but I assumed that Valsidhar had been abandoned, which was why John Starkweather and his band of lunatics had chosen the place to rebuild Catalyst Corporation into Singularity.

      Except Khybarion had just claimed to be a Valsidharien Elf.

      I glanced at Curry and Telomar. Did they understand the significance of what they had just heard? Curry sort of spoke Elven, but he wasn’t very good at it, and he might not have picked out the exact meaning of the sentence. Elven was Telomar’s native language, but he didn’t know about Valsidhar, at least as far as I knew.

      It was very possible this was a clever trick on the part of Singularity. Like, creating an Elf from a supposedly deserted world to spy on us was exactly the sort of thing they would do. Singularity’s plans were always a bit too complicated, which is probably why they had relied on Maestro to get stuff done when they really needed it. There were also quite a few Elves in Singularity, which meant it was possible that Khybarion was a defector.

      Or a fake defector meant to become a double agent.

      This was too much to sort out standing in a freezing park on a January morning. I had to talk to the High Queen and Tyth as soon as possible.

      “Right,” I said in English to Curry. “Major, we’re going to have to take our guest here into protective custody. Get him to guest quarters in Fort Casey and keep him there. I’ll go with you to make sure he arrives securely. Emphasize to your men that they are to say nothing about this.”

      “Yes, Marshal,” said Curry, and he began giving orders over his headset.

      “What was he talking about?” said Telomar, who had enough of a grasp of the situation to switch to English instead of Elven. Khybarion watched us, face unconcerned. I was reasonably certain he didn’t speak English, so unless he put his helmet back on and his translation computer started working properly, most likely he couldn’t understand us. “How is Handmaiden Tythrilandria involved in this?”

      “I don’t know, but this is potentially dangerous,” I said. “Don’t tell anyone about it.” I turned back to Khybarion and switched to Elven. “Attendant Khybarion?”

      “Yes, Marshal?” said Khybarion. “Will you take me to see the Handmaiden Tythrilandria now?”

      An idea for persuading him occurred to me.

      “I’m going to guess,” I said, “that enemies pursued you across the Shadowlands.”

      “Well, yes,” said Khybarion.

      “So we’re going to take you to a secure location,” I said. “A place where rift ways won’t open. Once you’re there, I will contact Tythrilandria and see if she will speak with you.”

      Actually, I was going to contact the High Queen right away. If a Valsidharien Elf had turned up on the doorstep of Fort Casey, she needed to know. Assuming that this wasn’t all just a very clever plan by Singularity.

      “Very well,” said Khybarion. “But I must speak with Tythrilandria as soon as possible. The fate of both of our worlds depends upon it.”

      “Right,” I said, and switched back to English. “Major Curry, please…”

      My phone started buzzing again. I yanked it from my pocket and saw that another alert had gone out about an impending rift way in Gate City.

      Before the buzzing had cleared my ears, I saw flickering columns of gray light appear before the memorial.

      “Marshal!” said Khybarion. “I think my enemies have followed me to your world.”
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      “Get over here and get under cover!” I said. Curry barked orders, and the quick reaction force started taking up positions, leveling weapons as the opening rift ways. “Which enemies?”

      “I stole a map to Earth from the orcs at the Shadow Waypoint,” said Khybarion.

      “You stole from the Intermediary?” I said, summoning magic. The Intermediary, the mysterious creature or individual who controlled the Shadow Waypoint, was not someone to mess around with. If Khybarion had stolen something from the Intermediary, we were about to have big trouble.

      I cast the Seal of Shadows, collapsing one of the rift ways.

      “No, of course not,” said Khybarion. “I did steal a map from an orcish mercenary company outside of the Shadow Waypoint. That…”

      I cast another Seal and collapsed a second rift way, but not in time to stop two more from opening up.

      Orcish mercenaries stormed out of portals, holding heavy ballistic shields before them. I’ve tangled with orcs a lot, both because orcs hired themselves out as mercenaries and because I had the personal enmity of the Warlord of the orcish world of Rakh Torbal until I defeated him badly enough to cause a civil war on his world. Orcs are human-shaped, but bigger and taller, with blue skin, hard black eyes, and pointed ears. These orcs were equipped with Shadowlands armor, which is a mixture of chain mail for blocking claws and ballistic plates for stopping bullets. They carried swords and daggers on their belts, but held automatic rifles with heavy wooden stocks.

      The orcs must have expected trouble, but they clearly hadn’t expected to run into a hastily prepared ambush. Curry shouted the order to open fire, and the quick response force began pouring bullets into the newcomers. Our wizards cast spells of fire and lightning, and I flung my own fireball into the fray. It landed at the foot of one of the rift ways and exploded, and I think I killed a half-dozen orcs and wounded a half-dozen more. I cast another Seal of Shadows and collapsed that rift way, but two more opened beyond the bounds of the Seal.

      These orcs were serious. Khybarion must have really pissed them off.

      The bullets started freezing in midair before they reached the orcs. A half-second after that they glowed yellow-orange, steaming in the icy air. They were running into a pyrokinetic Shield spell. I had seen my former master Lord Morvilind cast one, years ago, though I hadn’t known what it was at the time. About a hundred orcish mercenaries had been shooting at him on full automatic, and his pyrokinetic Shield caught the bullets, superheated them, and melted them into little blobs of molten metal.

      Then he sent those molten blobs zipping back to drill tunnels through the skulls of the orcs.

      The bullets freezing in mid-air meant that the orcs had a battle wizard among them, which was bad news. Orcish battle wizards tended to pack a serious punch, and some of the worst casualties among the Army of the Great Gate had been when an orcish wizard accompanied a raiding party.

      Which meant I had to disrupt his spells before things got out of hand.

      I summoned all my magic, focused my will and concentration, and barked a single word.

      Of course, it was a Great Elder Word.

      DISPEL.

      The magic blasted out of me and rolled over the park. My Seal of Shadows disappeared at once. The rift ways flickered but did not collapse, annoyingly enough, since they were still drawing power from the Shadowlands. But the Great Elder Word shredded the pyrokinetic Shield, and the molten bullets dropped to the concrete before the memorial.

      I spotted the orcish battle wizard standing behind the soldiers. I got the impression that he was older than the soldiers, which was bad because wizards typically got more powerful the longer they lived. A black breath mask and goggles concealed his face, and he was already gesturing as he cast another spell.

      I recognized the spell, and I cast the Shield spell with about a half-second to spare. The orcish wizard summoned a lightning bolt that screamed out of the sky and probably would have killed me, Telomar, Khybarion, Curry, and about a half-dozen men around us. But Maestro had liked to use that spell during our battles, and I had survived those fights, if barely.

      And the orcish wizard hit hard, but not as hard as Maestro had.

      I deflected the lightning bolt, which discharged into one of the flagpoles in front of the memorial. The blast of thunder echoed over the park, and I pulled together more power and cast a plasma sphere. The blazing globe of fire shot forward with brilliant speed, so hot that it flash-melted the snow beneath it. The orcish wizard saw it coming and cast a Shield spell of his own, a pale dome of blue light appearing before him. My plasma sphere slammed into it, and both the sphere and the Shield ripped apart in a flash of light and a gust of hot air.

      The orcish wizard staggered, and apparently decided that the prize wasn’t worth the game. He stepped backward through a nearby rift way, and the other orcish mercenaries followed suit. A few seconds after that, the rift ways blinked out of existence, and silence fell over the park.

      I cast the spell to sense magical energies and swept it around me. The spell picked up the various protective spells the soldiers of the Wizard’s Legion had cast, the aura of the two magical rings on my right hand, and several powerful spells built into Khybarion’s armor, but no impending rift ways.

      The fighting was over.

      At least for now.

      If Khybarion really was a Valsidharien Elf and Singularity figured out that he was here, we were going to have problems. I didn’t know if Khybarion’s people were enemies of Singularity or allies, but either way, if Singularity figured out that Khybarion was here, they would do their best to kill him.

      “All right,” I said to Khybarion in Elven. “Anyone else coming after you that I should know about?”

      “Er…no,” he said. He looked a little abashed, which reinforced my impression that he was young. “I made it most of the way to Earth by myself, but I couldn’t find the final linkages to Earth’s umbra. So I found that mercenary company outside the Shadow Waypoint and stole one of their maps.”

      “At least you waited until they left the Shadow Waypoint,” I said. If he had broken the Intermediary’s rules, we would have had a lot more to deal with than a single orcish battle wizard and some foot soldiers. Or, more likely, Khybarion would be dead because he wouldn’t have gotten out of the Shadow Waypoint.

      I waited for the casualty reports to come in. Thankfully, and to my mild surprise, none of my men had been killed. Four of them had been wounded, and one of them was going to need surgery to dig out a bullet, but his prognosis was good.

      No new names on the memorial.

      I would take that as a win.

      “Stand down from incursion alert,” I said to Curry. “Once the wounded are on their way to the hospital, get Khybarion to Fort Casey. Put him in one of the officers’ quarters. No one is to know that he’s here.”

      “Will you bring me to the Handmaiden Tythrilandria now?” said Khybarion in Elven.

      “I will tell her that you’re here,” I said. I was also going to contact the High Queen immediately. “If she wants to talk to you, she’ll show up.”

      “But I must speak with her,” said Khybarion. “The fate of our people is in her hands. The vision of the Sibylline proved it.”

      “We’ll talk about that,” I said. “But those orcish mercenaries might try again, and I bet you might have pissed off some other people on the way here.”

      “The Valsidharien Elves have many foes,” said Khybarion.

      “I’ll talk to you soon,” I said. “Major Curry, Baron Telomar, please take charge of things here. I need to make some phone calls.”

      I walked a few paces back toward the Municipal Building. Curry and Telomar had things in hand, and I didn’t want to stand outside any longer. Unfortunately, everyone else had to stand out in the cold, so I might as well set a good example and do it as well. I concentrated, focused my will, and sent my thoughts into one of the two rings on my right hand. Specifically, the ring Tarlia had given me when I had become her shadow agent. The gemstone in it looked like a ruby, but was actually crystallized blood taken from my heart. It let me communicate telepathically with Tarlia, though I had come to realize it worked sort of like an answering service. She would sometimes respond at once, and sometimes it took a few days.

      Given the nature of the news, I suspected I would hear from her sooner rather than later.

      “Your Majesty,” I said inside my mind, “an Elven man claiming to be from Valsidhar emerged through a rift way today…”

      I gave a brief summary of what had happened and sent the mental message. After that, I fished my phone out of my pocket, hit a contact number, and lifted it to my ear, wincing a little at how cold it felt.

      Riordan picked up on the second ring.

      “I just saw the alert,” he said in his quiet, deep voice. I immediately felt better when I heard it. “What’s happening?”

      “Shadowlands incursion,” I said. “We fought it off. Four wounded men who should recover. No fatalities.”

      “In Gate City?” said Riordan. “They usually don’t attack Gate City. Not as much to steal there.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We should talk about this in person. Are you still coming back from New York tomorrow?”

      There was a long pause. Since I was a Marshal, I had access to encryption software way beyond anything in the civilian market, and it was theoretically impossible for anyone to crack the encryption and listen to our conversation. Theoretical, however, is not the same as actual. Singularity had the kind of technology where they could wire computers into people’s brains without them dying from a cytokine storm or heavy metal poisoning. If they could do that, then they might figure out how to crack this kind of encryption.

      “I am,” said Riordan, his tone telling me that he understood. “My business in New York is wrapped up.” He had needed to meet with the Firstborn and the Elders of the Family of the Shadow Hunters. “I should be heading back tomorrow morning.”

      “Good,” I said. “We’ll have a lot to discuss.”

      “I love you,” said Riordan.

      “I love you, too,” I said. “See you tomorrow.”

      I ended the call, and I lowered my phone with a sigh, which steamed away from my mouth in the cold air. I really wished Riordan was here, and not just so he could help with this strange problem that had just landed on my lap. My security detail had moved away a bit to give me some privacy to talk. They had all come unscathed through the attack, though I suppose they were used to weird shit happening around me.

      The door to the Municipal Building opened, and the security guys all tensed in unison.

      Joseph and Ronald Ventor stepped out and headed toward me.

      A wave of irritation rolled through me. Judge Kurt had already handed down his ruling, the Ventors had exercised their Right of Appeal, the brothers had restraining orders against each other, and I was pretty sure they had both separately bullied their declining father into writing wills for them. If they wanted to show up and complain after a firefight, they were not going to like my reaction.

      “Marshal,” said Ronald, the brothers stopping several yards away. The glower from my security detail probably helped encourage that healthy distance.

      “Gentlemen,” I said.

      Joseph cleared his throat. “We thought, ah…we thought we should let you know we’ve come to an agreement to sell the land.”

      “Really,” I said. “That was quick.”

      “We’ve had consistent interest from a single buyer,” said Ronald. “Undeveloped commercial-zoned land in this area goes for about three hundred thousand dollars an acre, but the buyer was willing to pay three hundred twenty-five immediately, so we agreed to the sale.”

      “And who is this generous buyer?” I said.

      The brothers hesitated.

      “That’s…kind of private information,” said Joseph.

      “No, it isn’t,” I said, not bothering to hide my annoyance any longer. “Commercial land sales are public record. And do you really think I can’t find out?”

      “Well, true,” said Ronald. “A company called Coronet Properties. You might not have heard of them…”

      “Yes, I’ve heard of them,” I said through a wave of exasperation. Both at the Ventor brothers, and at the owner of Coronet Properties.

      Because Coronet Properties was one of the ventures that Victoria Carrow had started in the last few months.

      I wasn’t entirely certain of all the details, but after killing Duke Vashtyr last year, Victoria had suffered sort of a nervous breakdown. Russell had talked her out of it, though I expected Singularity and the fire giants coming after Victoria had done a lot more to bring her mind into focus. After we solved that whole mess, I suspected Victoria had thrown herself into two activities to keep herself sane.

      The first was to expand her business empire. She already owned Regency Trucking in the United States, and Crown Properties in the UK and the EU. That was an impressive feat, given that she had started both companies and built them under the nose of Duke Vashtyr and his vassals. But she had started Coronet Properties in the US and was acquiring commercial land and businesses whenever possible.

      The second activity was to start dating my brother.

      I still wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about that.

      “Well,” I said, not wanting to think about Coronet Properties at the moment or the Ventor brothers ever again, “looks like you’re both walking away with two point four million dollars. Before taxes. Let’s try to stay out of court from now on, yeah?” I felt my mirthless rictus of a grin appear. “Wouldn’t want to have to do the Right of Appeal again.”

      That was a little mean, considering the kind of memories inside my skull, but they had thoroughly gotten on my nerves.

      They shifted a little uneasily.

      “Yes, Marshal,” said Joseph at last.

      “They’ll be opening the roads again in a few minutes,” I said. “Have a good day, gentlemen.”

      With that, I headed back to my SUV, security guards following.

      It was time to deal with the latest problem.

      I had the uneasy feeling that Khybarion’s arrival was the start of something much, much larger.
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