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      A vicious crime. A dangerous smuggler. Innocent lives are in the balance.

      My name is Nadia, and I serve as the High Queen's Marshal of the Great Gate.

      So when a criminal starts smuggling dangerous items through the Gate, I must hunt him down.

      Before any innocent lives are lost...
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      Sign up for my newsletter at this link, and get three free epic fantasy novels.
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      This story takes place between the events of the novels CLOAK OF ILLUSION and CLOAK OF WORLDS.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FALSE METAL

          

        

      

    

    
      My name’s Casimir Volansko, and I’ve been arrested exactly three times.

      Yeah, you can call me Cas, everyone does, and it’s quicker.

      Anyway, the arrests.

      The first time was back when I was a man-at-arms for Duke Tamirlas. Me and a bunch of my buddies were all on leave, so we went out and got drunk. We ran into some of the men-at-arms of Duke Carothrace, and back then there was a bit of interservice rivalry, if you get my meaning. Not that Duke Tamirlas and Duke Carothrace ever quarreled that I know of, mind you, but we were all young and dumb and full of liquor. Homeland Security arrived to break up the fight, and we all got arrested and sent back to our barracks.

      Boy, did the sergeant let us have it, let me tell you.

      I’ve never done so many pushups, run so many laps, and scrubbed so many toilets before and sense.

      The second time was after I was discharged, a couple of months before Mel and I got engaged. We were coming out of a restaurant, and some loser grabbed her purse and tried to run off. I was still young and fit back then, so I ran him down and knocked out a few of his teeth. A Homeland Security officer saw it, assumed we were brawling, and arrested us both.

      I was released within the hour. The purse snatcher ended up getting flogged on a Punishment Day video. Serves him right for trying to take Mel’s purse.

      The third time, though…

      I wasn’t scared the first two times. I mean, yeah, I was in trouble the first time, but I knew I deserved it and didn’t mind the punishment. The second time I was more exasperated and annoyed than anything else.

      But the third time scared me, I’ll admit it.

      Not for the reason I got arrested, though.

      Anyway, I’m talking in circles, so I should probably get to the point.
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        * * *

      

      The whole mess started because my wife wanted to go to Florida.

      “I think we should take the kids to Florida in January,” announced Mel.

      “Eh?” I said, looking up from the chess game on my tablet. I was losing, so I didn’t mind looking up.

      It was December 17th, Conquest Year 319, and it was cold out. All the meteorologists on TV said it was the coldest winter in ten years. Since I spent most of my working hours driving semis from the Great Gate to various destinations, I could believe it. We’d had three actual blizzards since November, and I’d spent an unpleasant night sleeping in my cab at a truck stop in central Iowa while waiting for the plows to get the freeway open again.

      “To Florida,” said Mel. She sat cross-legged on the couch in her usual spot, and unlike me, she was still flexible enough to sit comfortably like that for a long time. Guess maybe I should have gone to yoga with her all those years.

      “Why on Earth would we want to go to Florida?”

      “For a family vacation,” said Mel. “We’ll take the girls and Ryan, of course. See, my friend Janet at work…”

      Long practice let me repress a sigh. If you’re a married man and your wife has a job, you’ll quickly learn that your least favorite people will be your wife’s co-workers, since if she comes home in a bad mood it’s usually their fault. Still, Janet was one of the other database admins that Mel liked, so I expected what I would hear next wouldn’t be too bad.

      Anyway, it turned out Janet was married to Jim (Jack? John? I forget which, something with a J), who was a travel agent. Jim or Jack or potentially John always had discount travel packages after the holidays, since not many people traveled in January. If we booked now, we would get a thirty-three percent discount on flights, rental cars, meals, the works.

      “Florida in January is full of old people,” I groused.

      “Darling,” said Mel, “we have a three-and-a-half-year-old grandson. We’re the old people.”

      “Which means we want to retire, and we should be saving money,” I said.
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