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  Description


  



  My master made a deal with the devil, but I'm the one who has to pay.



  Two items I've stolen for the Rebels, and I only need to steal one more thing for them.



  Trouble is, it's in Last Judge Mountain, a secret military base left over from before the High Queen of the Elves conquered Earth.



  There are things in Last Judge Mountain that should never again see the light of day.



  And if I go into the mountain, I might never come out again...
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  Chapter 1: The Final Deal


  



  Before I tell you what happened on the day that Nicholas Connor called me to arrange the final theft, I should mention this. 


  It’s a Bible verse. 


  Revelation 20:11-12. It goes like this:


  “And I saw a great white throne, and him that sat on it, from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away; and there was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened, which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, according to their works.”


  Judgment catches up with us all. One way or another, our debts will be resolved, and the price will be paid.


  I didn’t know that verse, not back then. 


  But General Jeremy Shane knew it. The men of Operation Sky Hammer knew it. Oh, yes, they knew it very well. Because of there was any man who understood that judgment comes for us all, it was Jeremy Shane. 


  But as I stood with my phone to my ear and listened to Nicholas, I understood something else.


  Soon now, very soon, Nicholas Connor and I were going to have our final reckoning.


  I stood on the sidewalk in front of Nathan Vander’s shattered clinic, my heart thundering against my ribs, Rory Murdo and Russell Moran staring at me with alarm.


  Huh. Russell was as tall as Murdo now. Hadn’t noticed that before. 


  It was my birthday. My one hundred and eightieth birthday, June 17th, Conquest Year 316 (or 2329 AD according to the old calendar). Well, technically, it should have been my twenty-second birthday, but Arvalaeon had put me into the Eternity Crucible, and some things had gotten screwed up. 


  I was scared out of my wits, but I wasn’t going to show that to the likes of Nicholas.


  “Spare me the bullshit,” I said. “What do you want?”


  “You know perfectly well what I want,” said Nicholas. “It’s time to fulfill the final phase of the Forerunner’s bargain with your patron…Lord Morvilind, I believe. We have another theft to plan, Nadia. Oh, and do bring your brother with you. I am rather looking forward to meeting him.” 


  I took a deep breath, and then another. Both Murdo and Russell were looking at me. Murdo was calm, but I recognized the tension around his black eyes from combat situations. Russell just looked alarmed. 


  One more deep breath and it was time to fight.


  “Absolutely not,” I said. 


  “Oh?” said Nicholas. “Shall I contact the Forerunner and tell him that you’ve elected to violate the terms of the deal? If I do, I’m afraid the Forerunner will have no choice but to speak with Lord Morvilind. I imagine he will be displeased. At the very least, he will stop casting the frostfever cure spells for your brother. At worst, Lord Morvilind will have to start training a new shadow agent after you have a fatal accident.”


  “Breaking the terms of the deal?” I said. “You broke them first, Nicky. You sent Lorenz after my brother.”


  “Lorenz acted without my knowledge or authorization.”


  “That’s crap, and you know it.” My fingers tightened on the phone. “He showed up with a small army. Orcish mercenaries, anthrophages, and a pet necromancer he hired from Venomhold…”


  “What?” Nicholas sounded startled.


  “Oh, you didn’t know that, did you?” I said. “For a guy who thinks he’s going to be the next dictator of Earth, you sure miss a whole hell of a lot.”


  “Vastarion, was it?” said Nicholas. “There’s only one Elven necromancer at Venomhold.”


  “Correction,” I said. “There was only one Elven necromancer at Venomhold. Now there are none.”


  “You killed him?”


  “Yep.” 


  “The Knight will be disappointed,” said Nicholas. “She was rather fond of the lunatic.”


  “Well, you can tell her the bad news in person,” I said. “Probably at the same time that you tell the Forerunner you screwed up his deal. Bet he’ll be disappointed.” 


  “He will not,” said Nicholas. “Your patron, however, will. And then you shall be quite disappointed when your brother dies of frostfever. I understand it is quite an excruciatingly painful death.”


  “Nope,” I said. “I’m going to tell Morvilind that you broke the deal, and then…”


  “I’m afraid, Nadia, you’ve got it quite backward,” said Nicholas, his voice quiet but hard.


  I didn’t say anything. 


  “I am in the wrong, of course,” said Nicholas, “and I admit it freely. Without my approval or authorization, one of my men launched an attack on you and your family. Of course, I assume you mowed down Lorenz and Vastarion and all their hirelings, making it something of a moot point. But if you complain to Morvilind, he will talk to the Forerunner, and the Forerunner will question me. Once I explain what happened, the Forerunner will instruct me to make restitution, and the pact will be restored. It’s best that we simply skip over all that tedious negotiation and arrive at the main point, don’t you think?” 


  “And what restitution will you offer?” I said.


  “A million dollars should cover it,” said Nicholas. “Certainly, both the Forerunner and Morvilind would agree that is more than fair.”


  “No,” I said. 


  “You refuse?” said Nicholas, his voice soft again. 


  “What, did you go deaf? No.” I made my grip on the phone relax. “You went too far. You think money will make me forgive an attack on my family? Lorenz might have done it against your permission, but he was still one of your soldiers, and you should have kept a tighter leash on him. No.” My decision hardened. “I’m going to go to Morvilind, and I’m going to tell him that the deal is broken.”


  There was a long pause on the other end of the line.


  “So that’s it, Nadia?” said Nicholas. “It’s time for us to go to war? Think very carefully before you make a decision.”


  “We’re already at war,” I said. “We’ve been at war since Lorenz and Vastarion turned up to kidnap my brother.”


  “Then let me tell you how this war will play out,” said Nicholas, a hard edge in his voice. “You want to go to war, Kat?” That had been his nickname for me, and he didn’t seem inclined to change it now that he knew my real name. “You’re dangerous, yes, but so am I. If you break our deal, then I will turn the full resources of the Revolution to hunting you down. Do you think Morvilind would protect you? You might run and take your brother with you…but do you think you can protect every single person you’ve ever cared about or even liked in your life?” I heard keys tapping in the background. Likely he was looking at Lorenz’s email as he threatened me. “The…Marneys, is that it? James and Lucy, Russell’s guardians? They’re in Florida. I’ll start with them. And your brother has friends and teachers. Maybe even a girlfriend or two. Do you think he’ll thank you when the Revolution kills them all?”


  “You do that, asshole,” I said, making no effort to hide my anger now, “then I’ll make sure you’re finished. I know the Lord Inquisitor himself.”


  “Do you, now,” said Nicholas. “So, you are a collaborator.”


  “Oh, blah, blah, blah,” I said. “Everyone’s a collaborator to you. You gave me that big speech about everyone who isn’t part of your little gang of thugs and psychopaths is a legitimate target. Don’t give me moral justification for your bullshit, I know you too well for it. But I have the Lord Inquisitor’s phone number, and if you come after those people, then I’m giving him everything I know about you and your friends.” 


  “The Revolution is too entrenched for even the Inquisition to destroy,” said Nicholas. “Or is Lord Arvalaeon strong enough to conquer Venomhold himself? I’ll be honest with you, Miss Moran…”


  “Oh, there’s a first,” I said. 


  “You are in a position to do the Revolution a great deal of harm,” said Nicholas. “You could possibly undo years of work if you go on the warpath against us. But unless you can stride into Venomhold and kill the Knight herself, you can’t defeat us. You can’t stop us. You can slow us down, yes, but you can’t stop us. When the dust settles, you’ll have done a great deal of damage to the Revolution…but you won’t defeat us, and you, your brother, and everyone you’ve ever known or even liked will be dead.”


  I didn’t say anything. My mind raced through the possibilities. Everything Nicholas had said was right. If he hadn’t known who I really was, if he hadn’t known about Russell, then I would have had a much freer hand to deal with him. 


  But he did know. 


  Damn Lorenz for this! If Russell hadn’t killed him already, I would have killed him again. 


  “So, Kat, you have to decide,” said Nicholas. “You have to decide right now. Are you going to fulfill our deal? Or are we going to fight?”


  My mind kept racing. I could turn him over to Arvalaeon, could point Morvilind at him…but they might not help me. It wasn’t as if I could go to Homeland Security or an Elven noble. If I tried, they would probably arrest me…and to be honest, it wasn’t as if Homeland Security or most of the Elven nobles were equipped to deal with someone like Nicholas. 


  No, the only two men I could trust stood a few paces away on the sidewalk, Russell staring at me with alarm, Murdo waiting with the calm of a veteran soldier. 


  There wasn’t any way out of this mess but forward. 


  I had to play the game to the end. 


  I laughed, and both Russell and Murdo gave me a startled look.


  “Is something amusing?” said Nicholas.


  “All right,” I said. “All right, Nicky. You want to play this game, then we’re going to play it. Where and when should I meet you?”



  “June 20th at exactly noon,” said Nicholas, “at Reno, Nevada.”


  “Reno?” I said.


  I remembered the day I had helped Nicholas and his crew rob the Royal Bank in Washington DC. We had staged the raid so Nicholas could seize an encrypted flash drive that had been found on Jeremy Shane when he had been assassinated three hundred years ago. Nicholas had unencrypted the flash drive and uploaded its contents right there in the bank vault. I hadn’t gotten a good look at his computer screen, but I had seen a satellite map of Nevada and another map of something called LAST JUDGE MOUNTAIN on his computer. 


  Would the third theft have something to do with the Sky Hammer?


  Hell, who was I kidding? Of course it had something to do with Shane and Operation Sky Hammer?


  “Yes, Reno,” said Nicholas. “Specifically, the Desert Road Café.” He rattled off an address. “One of us will meet you there, and then escort you to the actual meeting place.”


  “Why, Nicholas, it’s as if you don’t trust me,” I said.


  “Yes, it’s like we just threatened to kill each other,” said Nicholas. “What a shocking thing.”


  “And then what?” I said. “What do you want me to steal for you this time?”



  “You know better than to discuss that over the phone,” said Nicholas. “You’ll find out when you get here. Be seeing you soon, Nadia. I am quite looking forward to meeting your brother.”


  I wanted to get the last word in, but he hung up first.


  I stared at my phone screen for a bit.


  “Shit,” I said, and I shoved the phone into the pocket of my coat. 


  “Trouble?” Murdo said.


  “Yeah,” I said, pacing back and forth on the sidewalk. “You could say that.” I stopped, took a deep breath, and turned to face them. “All right. It looks like before we killed Lorenz, he set up a delayed email to Nicholas…”


  “Damn it,” muttered Murdo.


  “It was his last failsafe in case we killed him,” I said. “If he had won and killed us, he would have canceled the email and never mentioned any of this to Nicholas. But he lost, and we killed him…”


  “And so the email went to Connor,” said Murdo.


  “This Nicholas Connor guy is the Rebel Overseer you were telling me about?” said Russell. 


  “Yeah,” I said. Nicholas Connor was my ex-boyfriend, which was bad enough. He was also the leader of the Rebels, which was much worse. He had forged an alliance between the Rebels and the Knight of Venomhold, giving them a safe refuge beyond the reach of the High Queen. And through the Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind, Nicholas had been using me to track down the ancient secrets of Operation Sky Hammer. 


  And whatever the Sky Hammer was, Lorenz had been sure it would give Nicholas victory over the High Queen. Lorenz had been a rat, a man who would only side with the winners…and he had been utterly certain that Nicholas and the Rebels were going to win. 


  “How much does he know?” said Murdo.


  “He knows my real name,” I said. “He knows about Russell. He knows about Lord Morvilind. He knows about the Marneys.” Russell flinched at that. “Hell, Rory, he knows everything.”


  Murdo considered this. “How bad is it?” 


  “It’s bad,” I said. I ran a hand through my hair, trying to calm myself down. It didn’t help. My hair had gotten long and shaggy and hung down to the middle of my back, and every time I touched it, I just thought I needed a haircut. “He’s summoned me for the third theft of the deal…and he wants Russell to come.” 


  Russell blinked. “Me? Why?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” I said. “He wants to use you to control me. Make sure I cooperate with whatever dumbass thing he’s got planned this time. I…damn it!” 


  I paced in a circle, so angry that I wanted to call my magic and blast something to ashes. Or blast out a window. Or use a burst of telekinetic force to flip a car onto its roof. The part of my mind that was thinking rationally pointed out that would be a terrible idea, so I forced myself back to calm. 


  I wanted to blame myself. Maybe I should have. But I couldn’t see what I could have done differently. Kill Lorenz faster? Wipe out Nicholas and his crew? Even if I didn’t get myself killed trying to do that, it would break Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner, and Russell would die of his frostfever. 


  What could I have done differently? Oh, probably like a billion things. But none of them would have mattered because Nicholas Connor had found out my real identity.


  So, I was furious at Morvilind. I was also furious at Lorenz. If Russell hadn’t already killed him, I would have killed him all over again. 


  And I was enraged at Nicholas. 


  I paced in a circle a few times. Murdo and Russell waited until I calmed down. They were both used to me, albeit in different contexts. 


  “Should…I go with you?” said Russell. “It doesn’t seem like a really good idea.”


  “No,” I said. “It’s not. It’s not even a remotely good idea. But I don’t see how we have any other choice. If we leave you here, Nicholas will send someone to kidnap you at the first opportunity. Probably scoop up the Marneys while he’s at it. At least if you’re with Rory and me, we can keep an eye on you.”


  “Should I hide somewhere?” said Russell.



  “Where?” I said. “Where can you hide that the Rebels can’t find you? You saw how they can go back and forth from Venomhold. Anywhere you go, they can find you.”


  “Maybe we should go to Lord Morvilind,” said Russell.


  “He would take it badly,” said Murdo. 


  Russell considered that. “You’re right. He probably would.” He looked back at me. “So, what are we going to do?”


  For a minute, just a minute, I considered telling them to run with me.


  Because Morvilind was no longer the only way I had to cure Russell. 


  Russell’s shop teacher had turned out to be a paroled Elven Archon named Nathan Vander. (Somehow, I doubted that “Nathan Vander” was his real name, but whatever.) Vander was a bloodcaster, with the magical talent to heal nearly anything. He could heal frostfever, but he needed a rare magical artifact called a dragon pearl to do it. 


  Which meant if I could get Russell, Vander, and a dragon pearl in the same room at the same time, Vander could cure Russell’s frostfever. 


  And then we would be free.


  Lord Morvilind still had that vial of my heart’s blood, and he could coerce and bully me, but many of his threats would lose their teeth. He could still kill me, but what the hell. I had already died nearly fifty-eight thousand times. What was one more death after all that? He couldn’t force me to work with the Rebels. 


  Had it been any month but June, I might have risked it. 


  But Russell received his yearly cure spell from Morvilind at the end of July, and five and a half weeks was not a hell of a lot of time to find and steal a dragon pearl. I could do it, given enough time to prepare. But five and a half weeks? 


  No. I couldn’t risk it. 


  “I don’t think we have any choice,” I said. “If we leave you here, he’ll capture you and the Marneys. And I can’t think of anywhere you’ll be safer than with us.”


  Russell hesitated, glanced at Murdo, and then back at me.


  “No,” he said. “I…guess not. But I can’t just disappear.”



  “It’s summer,” I said. “You won’t be missing school, at least.”


  Russell snorted. “There’s a tragedy. But the Marneys. What are we going to tell them?” 


  “We’ll leave them a note,” I said. “Tell them that…that…I don’t know, we’ll think of something.”


  “Tell them that you found Nadia and she needs your help,” said Murdo, “and that you’ll both come back as soon as you can.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, we should do that.” I rubbed my neck. I was getting a tension headache. “It was bad enough that I disappeared without a trace. But if you do it, too…”


  “Well,” said Russell, “I suppose as the younger brother, I am supposed to learn from the mistakes of my elder sibling.”


  I blinked, and then laughed despite myself. “This is serious. Don’t make jokes.”


  “Okay,” said Russell with a florid salute, and I laughed again. “But if we do disappear, the Marneys might come looking for us the way I came looking for you. We can’t risk that.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “We’ll stop by their house so you can pick up what you need, and then we’ll leave.”


  “Where are we meeting Connor?” said Murdo.


  “Noon on the 20th in Reno,” I said. “Place called the Desert Road Café downtown.”



  “Reno?” Murdo grunted. “That will be tight. It’s nearly a thirty-hour drive to Reno from Milwaukee. We’ll have to drive the rest of today and all of tomorrow.”


  “I want to get there early, though,” I said. “Have a look around and check out the exits. If Nicholas springs a trap on us, I’ll make sure that he regrets it.” 


  “Is he meeting us there?” said Murdo.


  “No,” I said. “He’s sending someone to pick us up.”


  “Why would he do that?” said Russell.


  “Because he doesn’t trust me,” I said. “With good reason. And he knows he can only push me so far until I push back.”


  “Guess Vastarion found that out the hard way,” said Russell.


  “Guess so,” I said. The thought unsettled me a little. Vastarion had been an Elf, and I had killed him. I mean, I had killed Elves before – that Archon in the Ducal Mall’s bookstore all those years ago, and Baron Castomyr. Yet that Archon had been arrogant and stupid, and I had shot Baron Castomyr with a bullet forged from Shadowlands ore. With Vastarion, I had gone up against him in a duel of magic…and I had won.


  I had beaten an Elf in a straightforward magical battle.


  Arvalaeon had broken me. I had gone to hell and died again and again…but I had come back a lot stronger.


  Strong enough, it seemed, to defeat a skilled and powerful Elven necromancer. 


  I put aside the thought. No matter how powerful I had become, I still had a flock of dangers circling around Russell and me and Murdo like a cloud of vultures waiting to fall on an exhausted animal. 


  “I’m really sorry,” I said.


  Russell frowned. “For what? I sort of inserted myself into this. If you hadn’t shown up when you did, Lorenz would have captured me.”


  “For dragging you into this,” I said. “It’s my fault.”


  “No, it’s not,” said Russell. “It’s this Connor guy’s fault.”


  “Russell’s right,” said Murdo. “And Connor just screwed up.” 


  “How?” I said, frowning. “He’s got us over a barrel, and he knows it.”


  “Think about it,” said Murdo. “He had a golden opportunity with Lorenz’s email, and he blew it. He doesn’t even realize his mistake.”


  “What do you mean?” I said.


  “Lorenz’s email shows up, and Connor reads it,” said Murdo. “What should Connor have done?” 


  I thought about it, and then I blinked in surprise. 


  “Nicholas…shouldn’t have done anything at all,” I said, starting to understand. 


  “Why not?” said Russell. “It’s a big deal that he knows who you really are.”


  “It is, but Nicholas used the information wrong,” I said. “He should have kept his mouth shut. The smart thing to do would have been to say nothing and send someone quietly to Milwaukee to check it out. Then when he called me to Reno, one of his people could have kidnapped you without much fuss.”


  “But he didn’t,” said Russell. “He called you instead.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Nicholas called me to gloat and throw it in my face. And that was a big mistake. It put me on my guard. If he had kept his mouth shut, he could have called me to Reno, waited until I finished the third theft, and then when I got ready to kill him, he could have shown me a video of you in handcuffs or something. But he didn’t. He…”


  I blinked, and I felt myself smiling.


  “But he didn’t,” I said. “He screwed up. He really screwed up.”


  “You sound surprised,” said Murdo. 


  “Nicholas doesn’t usually make mistakes like that,” I said.


  “He did with you,” said Murdo. “He hates you, but he thinks he can control you and even recruit you to his side, based on your,” he glanced at Russell, “past history.”


  I was grateful that Murdo didn’t mention that I had slept with Nicholas. Though Russell was going to have to find out sooner or later. Knowing Nicholas, he would probably mention it in front of Russell. 


  “Guess Lorenz and Corbisher were right, then,” I said.


  Murdo frowned. “About what?” 


  “Nicholas’s judgment isn’t reliable about me,” I said. “He’s overestimating his ability to deal with me. Guess Lorenz died to prove his point.”


  Russell snorted. “Yeah, he’s a martyr.”


  “Connor made a mistake,” said Murdo. “We shouldn’t repeat it.”


  “No,” I said. In his arrogance, Nicholas might have made a tactical error…but he had the brains and the strength to back up that arrogance. “No, we shouldn’t.”


  I looked at Russell and felt a wave of terrible misgiving. I had spent my life trying to protect him, but I couldn’t protect him from everything. As Murdo had pointed out yesterday, I couldn’t keep watch over Russell for twenty-four hours a day. The best way to protect him was to teach him to protect himself. 


  But, still. Teaching Russell to protect himself was one thing. Taking him to meet someone like Nicholas Connor was something else. Especially since Nicholas would liquidate me the minute he no longer needed my help…and he would kill Russell soon after. 


  But if I left Russell in Milwaukee, or if I tried to hide him somewhere, then Nicholas would find him and kidnap him.


  The problem was as simple as that.


  “We should get moving,” said Murdo into my grim musing.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, we should. Let’s go.”


  Russell and I headed for my van, and Murdo went to his battered blue SUV.




  Chapter 2: Family Road Trip


  



  A half hour later we reached the Marneys’ house in Milwaukee proper. I put the van in their narrow driveway, while Murdo parked by the curb.


  I shut off the engine and stared at the house.


  “Nadia?” said Russell.


  “Nothing,” I said. “Just…remembering.”


  Because I had a lot of memories of this house. 


  The Marneys had a nice little three-bedroom house with a small yard and a one-car garage. The flagpole over the front door was empty but had the Marneys been at home, it would have flown the American flag and the colors of the High Queen. The grass in the small yard was neatly trimmed. I wondered who had been mowing it since James and Lucy were in Florida, and then I realized that Russell had been doing it.


  I hadn’t exactly grown up here, but Russell had, so I had spent a lot of time here. I had some good memories of this house. Some bad ones, too – I had freaked out after the Eternity Crucible and hurt Russell badly enough that he had needed stitches. And the Archons and their orcish mercenaries had almost killed us here, but Lord Morvilind killed them all first. I still remembered the Archons falling from the sky, screaming in terror. One of the Archons had ripped apart the front wall of the house with a spell, and I had helped James (and a few contractors) rebuild it. 


  Maybe that was why the one window to the left of the door looked slightly crooked. I had never managed to get it installed properly, so the Marneys had taped it over with plastic during the last winter.


  But cold wouldn’t be a problem in Reno in June. 


  Murdo got out of his SUV, and I shook off the memories.


  “Let’s get moving,” I said. “Grab anything you need, and then we’ll head out.”


  Russell opened his door and then hesitated. “Do you need anything from inside?”


  I shook my head. “No, I’ve got everything I need in here.” I glanced at the back of my van. Dear God, it was a mess. Between hauling passengers, the explosives we had used to blast Lorenz’s orcish mercenaries and anthrophages, and various high-speed maneuvers, my stuff was in disarray. “You go pack. Don’t skimp, we’ve got plenty of room back here.”


  Russell nodded and headed into the house. I walked around the back of my van, opened the doors, and started organizing. After a moment, Murdo walked over and started to help, and I accepted his aid with a nod of thanks.


  “You grew up here?” he said, his voice quiet as he passed me a box of protein bars.


  “Not exactly,” I said. “Russell grew up here. I wish I had grown up here. I just…I just visited a lot, that’s all. The Marneys raised him.” I shook my head. “I suppose Lord Morvilind and the retainers he hired to teach me illegal skills were the ones who raised me. Explains a lot about me, doesn’t it?” 


  “No. It doesn’t,” said Murdo. “Russell explains a lot more about you.”


  I frowned. “What does that mean?”


  “If someone like Kaethran Morvilind raised you,” said Murdo, passing me another box, “you should have turned out like Lorenz.”


  “God forbid,” I said.


  “Or maybe someone like Enzo Morelli,” said Murdo. “Competent, collected, cold, efficient…but utterly selfish. I think I understand you better now, Nadia. Why you do what you do. You’ve been doing it all to save Russell.” 


  I didn’t say anything, but I nodded.


  “I spent a lot of time here, though,” I said. I looked at the front walk. “My boyfriend…”


  I swallowed. Murdo waited.


  “My ex-boyfriend, I mean,” I said. “We first went out after the Archon attack on Milwaukee. After the battle, he stopped by to check on me.” And to pay me my share of the money from Sergei Rogomil’s death, which had come in handy. “Before he left, I gave him my phone number, told him to give me a call sometime. And he did. God, it sounds so sappy, but…”


  “Sometimes things really are that way,” said Murdo.


  I closed a plastic drawer and secured it to the wall with a bungee cord. “Okay. Fair’s fair. I told you something about my ex-boyfriend. You tell me something about the woman you love.” 


  “She’s brave,” said Murdo, his voice quiet. “One of the bravest people I’ve ever known.”


  I snorted. “That must be nice. I’m scared of everything all the time.”


  He smiled a little. “That’s not bravery. The only people who aren’t scared of anything are insane or stupid. No, bravery is being frightened but going ahead anyway. She’s good at that.”


  “Well,” I said. “I look forward to meeting your girlfriend after we kick Nicholas’s ass and rescue her.” 


  Murdo inclined his head.


  “Of course, she’ll probably be pissed at me, since I’ve been traveling around the country with her boyfriend for the last four months.”


  Murdo snorted. “Somehow, I think she’ll cope.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “I mean, it’s not like we ever…”


  I started to say it wasn’t like we had slept together or even kissed, but at the last possible moment my brain screamed a warning, and I shut up. God, but that was embarrassing. I liked Murdo, I was attracted to him…but he was doing all this to save someone Nicholas threatened. And thinking about Riordan always made me feel sad and guilty because I really missed him. 


  “Not like we did what?” said Murdo.


  He said it with a straight face, but I could tell he was teasing me, damn him. 


  “It’s not like we’ve committed any felonies,” I said.


  Murdo blinked. “In the time we’ve known each other, we’ve committed multiple felonies. Jointly, individually, premeditated. I would need a pencil and a piece of paper to work out just how many.”


  “Yeah, but we never got caught, so it doesn’t count.” 


  Murdo blinked again and then laughed. I smiled at him, absurdly pleased that I had made him laugh. He didn’t do it all that often. “It’s just as well you’re a shadow agent. I don’t think you would have cut it as a lawyer.”


  “Keep talking like that, and I’ll have to sue.”


  A few minutes later I had gotten my van back into order. I climbed out the back, Murdo followed, and I closed the doors.


  “Huh,” I said, glancing at the side of the van. “Wonder how the left door got dented.”


  “I think one of the undead you hit rolled over the roof,” said Murdo. 


  “Something else I can blame on Lorenz,” I said, looking at the house.


  “Do you want to go inside?” said Murdo.


  I did, and I didn’t at the same time. Most of my memories of that house were good, but my last memory was waking up, thinking that I was still in the Eternity Crucible, and nearly killing Russell when I blasted my bedroom door off its hinges. I didn’t want to remember that, I should…


  Hell with it. 


  I had more frightening things to face than the ghosts inside my head.


  Besides, I had promised to write that note to the Marneys. 


  “Yeah, suppose I had better,” I said.


  Murdo nodded, and we crossed to the front door and stepped into the living room.


  It hadn’t changed all that much. There was still the portrait of the High Queen and Duke Tamirlas in the dining room. The couches still pointed at the TV, though I noted that James had gotten a larger one. There was a stack of paperback books on the end table by Russell’s favorite spot on the couch – more of those Malcolm Lock historical novels he kept telling me to read. 


  “Nice place,” said Murdo.


  “Yeah,” I said. James had a little office next to the kitchen. I would find some pen and paper there and write a quick note, and…


  A picture caught my eye, and I froze.


  There were framed pictures on the wall, and one of them was new. It showed me, Russell, James, and Lucy standing in a park on a sunny summer day. James was leaning on his cane, but he was smiling, his arm around Lucy’s waist. Russell was grinning at the camera, and I was standing next to him, wearing jeans and a black T-shirt that had been too hot for the sun that day…


  That had been right before Morvilind had sent me to steal that tablet from Paul McCade, right before I met Riordan and learned about the existence of the Dark Ones. That picture had been from the summer picnic at the Marneys’ church. Russell had nagged me into coming, and I had wound up having fun despite myself.


  God, I looked so…


  So young. Like the sort of smiling young woman who belonged at a pleasant church picnic. I hadn’t exactly been an innocent back then, and I had survived all kind of dangers…but I hadn’t known about the Dark Ones. I had never been to Venomhold. I had never met Arvalaeon, and I had never heard of an Eternity Crucible. 


  I suddenly wanted to be the young woman in that picture again, but I hadn’t been her for a long, long time. 


  “Good picture,” said Murdo.


  “Yeah,” I whispered.


  Russell thumped down the stairs into the living room, set a suitcase at the foot of the steps, nodded, and jogged back upstairs. 


  That jerked me out of my pity session. I might not have been the person I had been a hundred and fifty-eight years ago, but I was still Nadia Moran. I still had my brother to protect.


  And the smiling young woman in that picture had already destroyed Nicholas Connor’s Rebel cell in Los Angeles…and I had a lot more capacity to screw up Nicholas’s plans now.


  “You’re smiling,” said Murdo.


  “Oh,” I said. “Just thinking happy thoughts. Help me write a note, will you? I don’t want to sound like a jerk. Well. More of a jerk than I really am, anyway.” 


  As Russell finished packing, I borrowed pen and paper from James’s office, and I wrote a note. I kept it short – I apologized for disappearing, said that I was on a long-term assignment for my employer (they knew who that was) and that Russell had accompanied me. I promised to get properly in touch as soon as possible and apologized again for disappearing. 


  “You think that’s right?” I said, showing it to Murdo.


  “It’s always better to do this kind of thing in person,” said Murdo. I thought of how I had broken up with Riordan over the phone. “But it should be good enough for now.”


  “Yeah,” I said, leaving the note on the dining room table. “Suppose I’ll get the chance soon.” Each of my previous two jobs for Nicholas had taken a couple of weeks of intensive work. Probably this would all be over by the end of July.


  Which meant either I could come back here…or Russell and I would be dead. 


  Russell descended the stairs with two more suitcases. 


  “I’m ready,” he said. 


  “Do you have everything you need?” I said.


  “I think so,” said Russell. 


  “A gun?” said Murdo.


  Russell shook his head. “The only guns in the house are James’s M-99 and Lucy’s pistol. I shouldn’t use any of theirs.”


  “That’s all right,” I said. Russell read my note and left an envelope next to it. “You can use one of mine. I’ve got plenty.” 


  “Thanks,” said Russell, and he grabbed his suitcases. “You know, I think this is the first time we’ve ever taken a road trip together.” 


  “Yeah, we’re driving to the desert to meet a terrorist mastermind,” I said. “Good times.” I sighed. “You’d better ride with me. If we’re going to live through this, you need to know as much about our enemies as possible, so I’ve got some things to tell you.”


  I took one last look at the Marneys’ house, wondering if I would ever see it again, and then headed for my van.


  



  ###


  



  Twenty minutes later we were on I-43 heading southwest. 


  We would make our way southwest across Illinois and Iowa until we got to I-80, and then we would follow I-80 for the long drive across the country to Nevada and then to Reno. It was a drive I had done a bunch of times before, both on jobs for Lord Morvilind and during my harassment of the Rebels over the last year, and I knew it was long and boring. At least until you got to the Rocky Mountains, and then it became scenic. 


  That was all right. It would give me and Russell time to talk, and I needed to tell him a lot of stuff to get him ready.


  Murdo took the lead in his blue Royal Motors SUV, which looked the worse for wear after our fight with Lorenz. Though it looked better than my poor battered van. I had already mentioned the dent in the back doors, but the fender and the hood were both dented, and there was a spider web crack in the windshield from where the heads of one of Vastarion’s undead had hit the glass. I needed to fix a lot of things, but there hadn’t been time. If we lived through this and I really did manage to extort a million dollars from Nicholas to cover Lorenz’s offenses, I was going to spend some of that money on fixing the van. 


  But first, surviving.


  “All right,” I said, my eyes on the freeway as I followed Murdo’s SUV. “There are a lot of things I have to tell you.”


  “I figured,” said Russell. He took a deep breath. “Where do you want to start?”



  “Nicholas Connor.” 


  “The Rebel Overseer,” said Russell.


  “That’s him,” I said.


  “You…er, seem to hate him,” said Russell. 


  “Yeah.”


  “Not just because he’s your enemy and he threatened to kill me,” said Russell. “Like, you hate him personally.”


  “Come on,” I said. “If someone threatening to kill your family doesn’t make things personal, nothing does.” I sighed. “But you’re right. Okay. You remember about a hundred and sixty-one years ago…”


  Russell blinked.


  “Sorry,” I said. I pointed at the side of my head. “Time sense is all screwed up. Do you remember about three years ago when I went to Los Angeles for a few months?” 


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “You said you were on a job for Lord Morvilind. This was back when we were all pretended you worked for him as a web designer.” 


  I grimaced. Had I been that transparent? Well, maybe to Russell.


  “Anyway,” I said. “It was a long and complicated job. Morvilind wanted me to steal some ancient Egyptian relics from Duke Wraithmyr’s private estate in Hollywood. Wraithmyr has excellent private security, and I didn’t have the abilities then that I do now. It took me a few months to set everything up, and I ran out of money a couple of times. I had to do some jobs to pay the rent. Jewelry stores, mostly. That was how I met Nicholas. At the time, he was running low on money, so he had the same bright idea.”


  “You teamed up,” said Russell.


  “Uh,” I said. That was one way to put it. “Yeah, we did. I thought he was just a freelance thief. We hit it off right away, because he was smart and fearless and charming, and…”


  “Oh,” said Russell.


  “What?” I said. 


  “You, er,” said Russell. He looked out the window, into the back of the van, then out the damaged windshield again. I wondered if he was looking for something and then realized that he didn’t know where to put his eyes. “You…ah, slept together?” 


  “How the hell did you know that?” I snapped. “Am I that transparent?”


  “Sometimes,” said Russell. “You kind of turned a little red.”


  I let out a long breath. “Right. Anyway, I was young and stupid, and I kind of fell in love. I started hanging out with Nicholas and his whole circle of friends. I thought they were a group of freelance thieves. They were, true, but they were stealing to finance their Rebel cell.”


  “How did you find out who they really were?” said Russell. 



  “Bit by bit,” I said. “What Nicholas really wanted was to kill Duke Wraithmyr of Los Angeles. Remember what we talked about at the Ducal Mall? Normal bullets don’t really work on Elves, but fire and shock waves work just fine. The Duke was attending some big soccer match. Something between fifty thousand and a hundred thousand people would have been there.” I felt myself getting angry again as I talked about it, even all these years later. “Nicholas was going to blow up the stadium to get at Wraithmyr. Never mind that there would have been tens of thousands of people in the stadium with him. Nicholas said they would have been enemy collaborators and they deserved it.”


  “I think I would have heard about that,” said Russell. “I’m assuming you stopped him.”


  “Good and hard,” I said. “See, Nicholas planned to frame me for the bombing, so he could get away clean.” 


  “What a thoughtful boyfriend.”


  I laughed despite myself. “Yeah, so I paid him back in kind. I sent all his plans to the Inquisition – anonymously – and got the hell out of there. Nicholas sent some of his goons to get me, and I avoided them, though I sort of blew up the apartment building where we had been living. The Inquisition took apart his Rebel cell, and I hoped they got Nicholas, too. Guess they didn’t.”


  “That’s why he hates you so much?” said Russell. “Because you dumped him and tried to get him arrested?” 


  “It’s kind of more complicated than that,” I said. “Wait, no, actually, it isn’t. I think Nicholas would be delighted to kill me if he could, but he’s too smart for that.”



  “He wasn’t smart enough to stop himself from gloating on the phone to you,” said Russell.


  “There are levels of mistakes,” I said. “Nicholas knows my abilities are unique or at least very rare, and that he has a better chance of finding this Sky Hammer thing with my help than without it. He thinks he can convince me to join him or to coerce me into helping him. Some of his lieutenants disagreed, which is why Lorenz went after you.” I rubbed my face and then put my hand back on the steering wheel. “So that’s Nicky. Be careful around him. He’ll try to push you. Don’t let him.”


  Russell nodded. “I won’t.”


  “You’ll also have to watch out for Nicholas’s lieutenants,” I said. “The most dangerous of them is a man named Martin Corbisher.”


  “Corbisher?” said Russell. “That name sounds familiar. Isn’t it a big company up in Minnesota?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “The Corbisher Group. Marty used to be in charge of it, and he was also running for the governor of Minnesota a couple of years ago. And he’s a Rebel Gatekeeper and a Dark Ones cultist. I had to do a job for Lord Morvilind in Minneapolis a while back, and I sort of wrecked Corbisher’s life, and he had to take refuge in Venomhold. Nicholas hates me, but he thinks he can control me. Corbisher really hates me, and he wants to kill me, and he’ll want to kill you out of spite. He tried to have me killed twice before, and I’m pretty sure Corbisher gave Lorenz the money to hire all those orcish mercenaries.” 


  “What does he do for Connor?” said Russell. 


  “He figures out how to pay for everything,” I said. “He’s an asshole, but when it comes to money, he’s a genius. Corbisher has like a billion shell corporations and hidden accounts, that kind of thing. Nicholas is the leader of the Rebels, but Corbisher is the one who finds the money to pay for it all. Oh, when you meet him, don’t stare at his face.”


  “Why, is he ugly or something?”


  “He actually used to be pretty handsome,” I said. “Uh. But when I escaped from Venomhold the first time, I got one of the creatures there mad at me. When I escaped, the bloodrat took it out on Corbisher’s face. Which is yet another reason he hates me.”


  Russell blinked. “You’ve been to Venomhold?”


  “Twice, now,” I said. “Which is twice more than I ever wanted to go. I really don’t recommend it.” 


  “Wow.” He shifted in his seat. “I wonder how many other stories like that you’ve got.”


  “A bunch,” I said. “The third Rebel you’ve got to watch out for is Hailey Adams.”


  “Who’s she?”


  “Nicholas’s girlfriend,” I said. She was blonder, bustier, and (worst of all) taller than me, something I found irrationally irritating even though I hated Nicholas. “And she thinks she’s his only girlfriend.”


  “Heh.”


  “She’s also a Gatekeeper, which means she’s a wizard and murdered someone to get a Dark One inside her skull to fuel her magic,” I said. “She’s good with something called the mindtouch spell, which lets her look into someone’s thoughts and dig around inside their skulls. Nicholas uses her for interrogations or for when he needs to make sure that someone isn’t lying to him.” 


  “And…I guess she hates your guts, too?” said Russell.


  “Oh, yeah,” I said. “Partly because she thinks I want to steal Nicholas back, and partly because I humiliated her in front of the others on the day we met. She tried to dig through my head with the mindtouch spell, and it didn’t go well for her.” I thought for a moment. “Someone else you need to watch out for is Mitchell Swathe. He’s a former Homeland Security officer, and now he’s the head of security for Nicholas. He really hates me, because he tried to bully me, and I made it blow up in his face.” 


  The day we had met, in fact, he had ordered me to strip naked before he would let me into Nicholas’s base. For reasons of security, no doubt. I had responded by Cloaking, walking unseen through his guards and cameras, and strolling right into Nicholas’s office. Swathe hadn’t forgiven me for that. 


  Or all the many times I had insulted him. 


  “That never seems to work well for them,” said Russell.


  I snorted. “I’ve been bullied by Morvilind the Magebreaker himself. Compared to him, anyone else is small potatoes.” I thought for a minute. “Those four are the ones you really have to watch out for, the ones who will try to screw with you because you’re my brother. They’ll probably threaten and bully you, but don’t let them push you. They know that if they hurt you, I’m going to blow up the building with them inside it, so they can only go so far. Oh, and watch out for Enzo Morelli.”


  “Who?” 


  “He’s a former officer from the Security Directorate of the European Union,” I said. “At least that was his day job. His real career was serving as an enforcer for the Italian mafia.”


  “Wow.”


  “He might be the most dangerous one in the group, even more dangerous than Nicholas,” I said. “He’s the most competent of Nicholas’s lieutenants, and he’s calm, efficient, and always professional…and if he decides to come after me, he’ll just shoot me in the back without any warning. Definitely be careful around him, too.” I shook my head. “He wouldn’t have made the mistake that Nicholas just made. If Lorenz had sent Morelli that email, he wouldn’t have told me about it. Morelli would have waited a few weeks until my guard was down, and then he would have grabbed you.” 


  “What should we do when we meet them?” said Russell.


  “Let me and Rory do the talking,” I said. “They’ll try to get under your skin, try to get you to do something stupid…”


  “Like bullies,” said Russell. I wondered if he had ever been bullied at school because of his white hair and frostfever. Hell, who am I kidding? Knowing the cesspit of human nature, it would have been more surprising if he hadn’t been bullied. Then again, knowing Russell, he had probably dealt with it in his own way.


  “Yeah, but with way more guns,” I said. “I don’t think they’ll try to hurt you or kill you. If they do, they know all bets are off. But stay close to Rory and me, and be careful. Don’t let them get you alone, and don’t eat or drink anything they give you. I wouldn’t put it past Nicholas to drug you.” 


  “Okay,” said Russell. “I have a question.” 


  I braced myself. “All right.” I half-expected him to ask why I had been stupid enough to sleep with someone like Nicholas Connor. God knows that was a question I had asked myself many times. 


  “You should really call Riordan,” said Russell.


  I frowned. “That was a statement, not a question.” 


  “True,” said Russell. “So why don’t you call Riordan?” 


  I scowled. “You know why I can’t call Riordan. I was really nasty to him when I broke up with him. It was for his own protection so he would stay away from me because I’m dangerous. But what am I supposed to say? I spent a hundred and fifty-eight years in an Eternity Crucible, but I’m sorry I said mean things to you, please come back?”


  Because that was what I wanted to say. I wanted to tell Riordan how sorry I was.


  “If you want,” said Russell, unruffled by my anger. “But I think you should call him and ask for help. He’s a Shadow Hunter, right? They do assassinations for bounties. And I bet Nicholas Connor has a huge bounty on his head.” He spread his hands as if cradling a watermelon. “Like, enormous.”


  “Probably,” I said. “But I can’t call the Shadow Hunters, not yet. If I do it before I steal the third thing, it counts as breaking the deal. Lord Morvilind stops casting his cure spells, and you die. Or I’ve got three weeks to find a dragon pearl before you die. Look, I’ll compromise. If we’re still alive after the final theft, I’ll call Riordan and point him at Nicholas. I’m going to call the Inquisition at that point anyway, so why not Riordan and the Shadow Hunters?” 


  “Good,” said Russell. “Because I think you really should call him. You might be pleasantly surprised.”


  “I already said I’d call him if we live through the third theft,” I said. “Don’t push it.” 


  “All right,” he said. I knew that tone of voice. He had no intention of letting it go and would bring it up later when he thought he could change my mind. “Another question. What do you think Connor wants you to steal now?” 


  I let him change the topic. “Best guess is that it has something to do with Operation Sky Hammer.” 


  “Operation Sky Hammer?” said Russell. “What’s that?”


  “I don’t really know,” I said. “Operation Sky Hammer was something that the old federal government was working on in the last few years before the Conquest. Some kind of weapon or something. I know that in school they teach you that the Elves took over Earth on Conquest Day, but it really took them a couple of decades to get complete control.”


  “I suppose that makes sense,” said Russell. “Things are never as tidy as they are on TV, are they?”


  “Nope,” I said. “Anyway, one of the people fighting the Elves was a guy named Jeremy Shane. He was the last Secretary of Defense, the guy in charge of the old American military, and he was going to use the Sky Hammer weapon against the High Queen. Except his own people got impatient and assassinated him before he could activate the weapon, and they tried to fight the High Queen on their own. They took over Chicago, Baltimore, and St. Louis. You can guess what the High Queen did then.” 


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Connor is after the Sky Hammer weapon?”


  “Looks that way,” I said. “This deal had three thefts. The first one was in Chicago. Nicholas had me find Shane’s tomb. Shane was buried with a briefcase that held a bunch of documents about the Sky Hammer. The second theft was a safe deposit box in the Royal Bank of Washington DC. I found this old, old flash drive from before the Conquest that had a bunch of information about the Sky Hammer and a place called Last Judge Mountain in Nevada.”


  Russell blinked. “You got out of Chicago and the Royal Bank alive?”


  “Yep,” I said. “And it was a real pain in the ass, too. I could write a book about. Two, even. So, whatever the third theft is, I bet it has something to do with the Sky Hammer.”


  “No,” said Russell. I blinked and glanced at him. His face was tight. “It has to be the Sky Hammer itself. Connor knows he can only use you for one more theft, right? And you’re the best thief he’s ever going to get working for him, and he can only make you help him once more. So he’s going to use you to get the Sky Hammer for him.” 


  I checked Russell’s logic over and couldn’t find any holes in it. 


  “Yeah,” I said. 


  “Nadia, this is really bad,” said Russell. 


  “Yeah,” I said again. “Look, this is a nasty game we’re playing. I think you’re right. Nicky’s going to send me to…”


  “Nicky?” said Russell.


  “It’s what I call Nicholas when I’m trying to rile him up,” I said. Or when I was frightened and trying not to show it. “Anyway, I think Nicky’s going to send me to get the Sky Hammer for him. He’s probably figured out where it is by now. And the minute he has the weapon, I’ll have fulfilled Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner…and then Nicholas’s going to try to kill us both.”


  “And Mr. Murdo, too, I bet,” said Russell. 


  “Murdo, too,” I agreed. Given how much time Rory Murdo had spent helping me…he no longer had Nicholas’s trust, and Murdo needed my help to rescue his girlfriend from the Rebels. “So. We know that Nicholas is coming after us the minute I get the Sky Hammer for him. Nicholas knows that I’m going to be ready for him. I guess whichever one of us is readier to kill the other is going to win.” 


  “I don’t know,” said Russell. “It’s a long drive to Reno. Hopefully, we’ll think of something.”


  



  ###


  



  It took us about two days to drive to Reno. 


  Russell alternated between driving with me and driving with Murdo, switching over whenever we stopped to visit a rest stop. I wondered what Murdo and Russell talked about. Me, probably, with Russell trying to find out more of what had happened to his sister over the last year. Though I had already told Russell about the Eternity Crucible, and I hadn’t told Murdo. Maybe they would talk about historical novels. Both Russell and Murdo had a fascination with history that I didn’t, and they liked historical novels by some guy named Malcolm Lock. Well, Russell liked them. Murdo only seemed bemused by the fact that Russell really liked them.


  It took us most of the first day to get across the Great Plains states, and we wound up staying at a motel in the suburbs of Denver after we rolled into the city at about 11 PM. For obvious reasons, Murdo and I did not return to the Rocky Mountain Mile hotel where Corbisher and Lorenz had tried to have us killed the first time. Murdo took one room, and Russell and I shared another.


  I did not sleep well, my mind chasing plans and possibilities over and over.


  It didn’t help that Russell kind of snores.


  We got up early the next day and continued driving. From time to time I switched on the radio, but most of the news reports were fawning coverage of the High Queen’s Royal Progress across the United States from Los Angeles to New York, and I didn’t care about that. I turned off the radio and focused on driving.


  We arrived in Reno late the next afternoon. 


  I had never been to Reno, and it looked a lot like other smaller American cities I had visited. There was a big cluster of taller buildings downtown, a ring of businesses around that, and then sprawling suburbs and residential neighborhoods. 


  Gambling was legal in Nevada. I had been to Las Vegas on jobs for Lord Morvilind, and I knew that various criminal organizations controlled the casinos in both Reno and Las Vegas. The Elven nobles of Nevada let that slide in exchange for a cut of the profits and the criminals keeping their activities discreet. Prostitution was also legal in Nevada, and the criminal outfits likewise rain the brothels.


  The Desert Road Café was in one of Reno’s seedier districts. It was next to a large parking ramp and across the street from a bar and a hotel that advertised a TOPLESS SHOW EVERY HOUR 6PM TO 3AM in red neon letters. 


  “I don’t like this,” I said into the CB mike as we drove past.


  “Yeah,” said Russell in the passenger’s seat of my van. “It does look pretty sleazy.” I saw him glance in the direction of the bar that offered the topless show, scowl, and make himself look away. 


  “I think she was referring to the lines of sight,” said Murdo over the CB radio.


  “Yeah,” I said as we turned the corner to go around the block. “Between that parking ramp and that hotel, there are hundreds of places Nicholas could hide snipers. Did you see how all the hotel windows looked towards the café? Nicholas could have us covered from the minute we park on the street.” I shook my head. “I think we have to assume that the local Homeland Security branch is under his control, the way it was back in Gary. Else he might not have called the meeting here.”


  “Might just be logistics,” said Murdo. “That map he found in the Royal Bank referenced a place called Last Judge Mountain in Nevada. That’s probably where he wants us to go next.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “All right. Let’s make sure we weren’t followed and then find a hotel on the other side of the city. We’ll come early tomorrow, and I’ll Cloak and have a look around the place.”


  “Might be easier to use your Mask spell,” said Murdo. “Less work, anyway.”


  I shook my head, and then remembered that Murdo was in his SUV and couldn’t see me. “Masks are detectable. If Nicholas has one of the Gatekeepers running a spell to sense magic, they’ll sense it at once. IAnyway, Nicholas is sending someone to meet us at the café, and then we’ll go together to another location.”


  “They say it’s a bad idea to go with a criminal to a second location,” said Russell.


  “It is.” I sighed. “It really, really is.” 


  We stayed at another cheap motel on the far side of Reno. The next morning, I secured my van and equipment in a rental storage unit, and we took Murdo’s SUV back to the Desert Road Café. Murdo parked a few blocks away, and I got out, Masked myself as an elderly man until I got to the street with the café, then I Cloaked and took a look around. 


  I found absolutely nothing of interest. 


  The café was unremarkable. It was nicer and cleaner than I would have expected, given the topless show across the street, but I suppose both topless performers and their audience wanted someplace clean to have coffee. I walked through the booths and tables and checked out the kitchen and the storeroom and found nothing of interest. After that, I broke into the stairwell, paused for a bit to rest, and then Cloaked again and went upstairs, checking out the next two floors. The building’s top floors were devoted to office space, rented out to various businesses, and I saw no trace of anything dangerous. I dropped my Cloak and cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces and sensed nothing.


  If this was a trap, it was a good one. 


  Then again, maybe it wasn’t a trap. The previous two times that I had stolen things for Nicholas, he had dealt straight with me while he still needed me. He only brought the knife out when the job was done. In Chicago, he had tried to abandon me to die at the hands of the myothar and its pet undead. At the Royal Bank, he hadn’t abandoned Murdo and me when the mercury golem had ripped down the stairwell, but he hadn’t tried to help us, either.


  I Cloaked again and walked back to Murdo’s SUV and got in the back seat. Russell had moved to the front.


  “Anything?” said Murdo.


  “Zilch,” I said. “No sign of a trap.”


  Murdo nodded. “Connor probably won’t move against us until he doesn’t need you anymore.”


  “Yeah, I’m still too useful to kill,” I said. That would not stop Nicholas from trying to kidnap Russell as a bargaining chip. “What were you two talking about?”


  “I was wondering why the High Queen and the Elven nobles allowed a place like that topless bar to stay open,” said Russell. 


  “Because the mafia bosses who run places like that are loyal to the High Queen,” said Murdo. “Nevada is the only place in the US where prostitution is officially legal, but in all the major cities there are quietly licensed brothels tucked away for men-at-arms on leave to use.” He looked at Russell. “Do you know what the High Queen’s biggest weakness is?”


  Russell looked uncomfortable. Humans were raised to revere the High Queen, and questioning her was not done, ever. Questioning the Elves was elfophobia, which was both taboo and a crime.


  “Incompetent subordinates?” I said.


  Murdo smiled. “All leaders have that problem. No, her biggest weakness is that she values loyalty, discretion, and competence in her followers…but in that order. The Las Vegas syndicate is loyal and discreet, so she lets them operate within certain limits. That was Morelli’s problem. He went beyond those limits, and so the mafia kicked him out.” 


  “And into the waiting arms of the Rebels,” I said. 


  “So moral fiber isn’t on the list of things the High Queen values?” said Russell. 


  “I suspect it is,” said Murdo, “but it’s somewhere behind loyalty, discretion, and competence.” He shrugged. “I think the High Queen’s main interest is keeping order on Earth so she can reconquer Kalvarion from the Archons.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “And that’s working out great for her on both fronts.”


  Russell hesitated. “Mr. Vander…kind of said the same thing.” 


  “Well,” I said. “The High Queen’s got her problems, we’ve got ours.” I reached for the door handle. “I’m going to check out that parking ramp and the bar, make sure Nicholas doesn’t have a truck full of anthrophages for us.”


  “Wait.” Murdo passed me a small radio with a belt clip and an earpiece. “That’s a lot of territory to cover. Better call in every ten minutes.”



  “Good thinking,” I said. 


  I equipped the radio, Masked again, and got to work.


  That proved to be an utter waste of time. I didn’t find anything in the parking ramp except a bunch of commuter cars and a bored security guard playing a game on his phone. The topless bar was as much of a dive as you might have imagined, with a group of unemployed men leering at bored-looking waitresses in tight outfits, but I didn’t see any sign of Rebels or Dark Ones cultists. I broke into the manager’s office and checked the hotel bookings, but there were no signs of large groups.


  After about an hour and a half of searching, I returned to Murdo’s SUV.


  “Nothing,” I said as I climbed back inside. “I think Nicholas really is using the café as a meeting point.”


  Russell yawned. “Is this kind of thing always so boring?”


  Murdo and I looked at him.


  “You’ve been in a few fights now,” said Murdo. “You know how much work goes into preparation.”


  Russell shrugged. “I figured working as a shadow agent would involve wearing tuxedoes and breaking into casino vaults, that kind of thing.”


  I laughed. “I’ve never robbed a casino. And the best kind of job, brother mine, are the boring ones where nothing goes wrong, nobody notices, and it’s as dull as a butter knife.”


  “Yes,” said Murdo in a dry voice. “Maybe we’ll have one of those someday.”


  I sighed and checked the time on my phone. It was ten minutes until noon. “Let’s go meet Nicholas.” 


  We got out and walked to the café. I bought us cups of coffee, and we sat down near the door and waited, the windows giving us an excellent view of the street. Despite the heat, both Murdo and Russell were wearing loose sports coats that let them conceal shoulder holsters, and my mind was ready to summon and unleash magic.


  It was a short wait.


  At precisely noon, Enzo Morelli strolled up the sidewalk and stepped into the door. 


  He was a lean man of middle years with a Mediterranean complexion, his expression a blank mask. Gray streaked his dark hair, and he wore a crisp white shirt, black trousers, a black jacket, and gleaming black shoes. His jacket was also loose enough to conceal a shoulder holster.


  He walked to our table and stopped.


  “Miss Moran,” he said. 


  Nicholas had told him my real name already. 


  “Morelli,” I said. “Are you the welcoming committee?”


  His lip twitched. “Yes. He’s waiting for the three of you. Come with me, and we’ll get started.”




  Chapter 3: Reunion


  



  “And just where are we going?” I said, getting to my feet. Russell and Murdo followed suit.


  Morelli’s eyes flicked over us. “Only about a mile away. It’s not far. I’ll drive.”


  “Suit yourself,” I said. “You realize, of course, that if you try to screw us over, it’s not going to go well.”


  Morelli snorted. “I do not allow my emotions to color my professional judgment, Miss Moran.” A flicker of irritation went over his face. “Unlike some others. This way, please.” 


  We followed him outside. I remained alert, watching for any sign of a trap, but I saw nothing dangerous. Morelli walked for a block and then stopped at an unremarkable Duluth Motors four-door sedan. 


  “Rory, take the passenger seat,” I said, stepping to the back driver’s side door. “Russell, next to me.”


  Morelli raised his eyebrows as he opened the driver’s door. “Giving the orders now, are we?”


  “Nah,” I said. I settled in the back, Russell sitting next to me. “Just making sure everyone stays professional. Because if you don’t, if you betray us or take us into a trap, I’m going to make sure the ice spike I cast punches through your heart and pins you to the steering wheel like a bug.”


  Morelli snorted. He seemed amused more than anything else. “That’s something of an overreaction.”


  “Is it?” I said. I knew he could see me in the rearview mirror as he dropped into the driver’s seat, so I smiled my mirthless rictus of a grin. “Lorenz threatened my family. If my patron didn’t have that deal with the Forerunner, I would hunt down and kill every last one of Nicholas’s crew.”


  Morelli started the car, checked his mirrors, and eased into traffic. 


  “I always told Connor that Lorenz was an idiot,” he said at last. 


  “Guess he should have listened,” said Murdo. 


  Morelli did not respond, and we drove in silence for about a mile. We came to downtown Reno proper, and Morelli parked in front of one of the taller buildings. He got out and fed some quarters into the parking meter and beckoned for us to follow him. 


  “Remember,” I murmured to Russell. “Let me and Rory do the talking.”


  Russell put his finger to his lips and nodded.


  Murdo, Russell, and I got out of the car and followed Morelli into the building. We found ourselves in the lobby of an expensive-looking hotel, all polished wood and marble and chrome. The lobby even had a fountain, which had to be hideously expensive in Nevada. Morelli walked past the reception counter and turned a corner, and beyond a glass wall and a pair of glass doors, I saw a restaurant. Right now, the restaurant looked closed…save for one table in the center of the room. I spotted a half-dozen people eating and drinking around that table. 


  Morelli pushed open the door, and we stepped into the restaurant. 


  Nicholas Connor rose from the head of the table and smiled.


  “Well,” he said. “Nadia Moran. We meet properly at last, Kat.” 


  I didn’t say anything and came to a stop halfway between the doors and the table, Murdo on my left and Russell on my right. Morelli kept walking, seated himself, reached for a breadstick, and started eating with perfect nonchalance.



  Not counting Morelli, there were five people at the table. 


  There was Nicholas, smiling his cold hard smile at me. He was wearing an expensive-looking business suit. At his left sat Hailey Adams. She was wearing a short white dress that fit her like a glove, and she glared daggers at me. At Nicholas’s right sat another man in an expensive business suit, though he didn’t wear it nearly as well as Nicholas, mostly because a bloodrat had tried to bite off his face and had taken off most of his scalp. Martin Corbisher likewise glared murder in my direction. 


  The fourth person sat next to Hailey, who studiously ignored him. Mitchell Swathe did not bother with a suit and instead wore a polo shirt tucked into cargo pants. He was middle-aged, graying, and in good shape, with the thick muscles of someone accustomed to hard work and violence. 


  The fifth man…come to think of it, I didn’t recognize him. Though he looked somehow familiar. He was big, at least two hundred and fifty pounds, though very little of it was fat. He wore a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and the tattoos on his thick arms were jagged and rough. His black hair was close-cropped, and he glanced at me with the placid indifference of a bear considering a squirrel. Something about his features looked vaguely Russian, and several of his tattoos used Cyrillic script. 


  “Miss Moran,” said Nicholas, taking a few steps towards me. “And this must be the famous Mr. Moran.” Russell gazed at him with a blank expression. “A fortunate young man, to have a sister who will go to such lengths to…”



  “Shut the hell up, Nick,” I said, my voice low and hard.


  Might as well get this over with right away. 


  Nicholas only smiled. Corbisher and Hailey glared. Morelli remained indifferent, preparing himself a plate of salad. The big tattooed man let out a rumbling chuckle, watching me with cold amusement. 


  “Oh?” said Nicholas. “Do elaborate.”


  “We’re done,” I said. “The deal is broken. You sent Victor Lorenz to kill me and attack my family. I don’t forget or forgive that. Consider this formal notice to my Elven lord that the deal is broken.”


  Nicholas spread his hands. “Lorenz acted without my knowledge and without my permission. Had I known of his intent, I would have ordered him to abandon his plan. I assume he’s dead?”


  “Hard to recover from a gunshot wound to the head and four to the chest,” I said. There was no way I was telling him that Russell had been the one to kill Lorenz.


  For some reason, Nicholas smiled at that. “And Vastarion is dead as well. Such a waste. The man was useful, if rather limited. The Knight of Venomhold will not be pleased. For that matter, I am not pleased. Lorenz wasted a large amount of money and numerous highly skilled orcish security contractors on his little adventure.”


  “Yeah, tragic,” I said. “Bye, Nicky.”


  “Oh, Miss Moran,” said Nicholas. “We’re not finished yet.” 


  “Better explain,” I said. I knew what he would say, but I had to play this farce out to its end.


  “Lorenz acted against my orders,” said Nicholas. “I would execute him for his presumption,” both Corbisher, Swathe, and the tattooed Russian guy scowled at that, “but you’ve already taken care of that little detail. All that’s left is to pay appropriate restitution. A million dollars, I believe we agreed. Martin?”


  Corbisher got to his feet, handed an envelope to Nicholas, and sat back down. Nicholas approached me, and I tensed, but he merely held out the envelope. I stared at it for a second and then cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. 


  There was nothing. At least, nothing from the envelope. I sensed a faint aura of dark magic from both Corbisher and Hailey. Likely they both carried Signs of the Dark Ones, medallions imbued with dark magic that let them open rift ways back to Venomhold. I sensed a similar aura around Nicholas’s jacket, probably from his interior coat pocket.


  “So paranoid, Kat,” he murmured. 


  I gave no answer but took the envelope and opened it. Inside was a bearer bond for one million United States dollars. I checked it carefully, but it wasn’t a forgery, and there were no poisons or tracking devices or other nasty little tricks. 


  “Given that you’re planning to overthrow the government,” I said, tucking the envelope away in my coat, “I don’t know what good this is. Maybe this isn’t sufficient restitution.”


  “Oh, it is,” said Nicholas, “given that Lorenz failed abjectly in his objective of kidnapping your brother.” He grinned at Russell, who kept that blank look on his face. “Run back to Lord Morvilind if you want, Kat, and he’ll tell you the same thing that I just did. Between Lorenz’s death and the payment, sufficient restitution has been made to preserve the deal. I trust you understand?”


  I did. And he was right, unfortunately. Still, there was one last trick I could try.


  “Fine,” I said. “But I don’t suppose you’ve thought about where Lorenz got his money? All those orcish mercenaries I killed couldn’t have come cheap. Gosh, who would have the ability to channel that much money to Lorenz?” I made a show of tapping my forefinger against my lips. “Who is in charge of the Rebels’ money? If only I could remember. Some loser with an ugly face who couldn’t even get elected the governor of Minnesota…” 


  Hailey smirked, and the Russian guy chuckled. 


  “That is a ridiculous lie,” snarled Corbisher. “I had no knowledge of Lorenz’s plans or intentions. He told me that he needed to purchase additional armaments, and…”


  “Sure,” I said. “You had no idea whatsoever. Just like you had no idea about the Rocky Mountain Mile or those anthrophages in Washington DC or…”


  “I will not sit here and be denigrated by the likes of you,” said Corbisher. 


  “I think that’s quite enough from both of you,” said Nicholas. He smiled that cold smile at me. “And I think that Miss Moran will want to be on her best behavior this time. Why, we know about her family now, and it would be unfortunate…”


  I summoned magical power and cast a spell, throwing a telekinetic push into one of the unoccupied tables. The table flipped over with a thunderous crash, silverware clanging and plates shattering. Nicholas stepped back, his hand snarling with purple-black fire. Corbisher leaped to his feet and started a similar spell, as did Hailey (I just had time to notice that she managed to keep her balance in four-inch heels). Swathe and the Russian guy stood and pointed guns at me.


  Morelli kept eating calmly. It would have been funny under different circumstances. But he likely knew what I was doing. 


  Both Murdo and Russell had their guns out and pointed at the Rebels.


  “Going to break Lord Morvilind’s deal, Kat?” said Nicholas, his voice soft. “It…”


  “Shut the hell up and listen,” I said, making no effort to hide my anger. “I want you to get one thing through your skull, Nicky, and the dumbasses who work for you had better listen up. You know that fight we’re going to have? If you try to get at me through another person – my brother, my friends, some random person you grab off the street – then I am going after you. I’ve been playing nice with you assholes so far, but if you try to get at me through someone else, no more sweetness and light.” 


  “If you do that,” said Nicholas, “you will break Lord Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner, and your brother will die of frostfever.”


  “And if you try to attack me through someone else, then to hell with the deal,” I said. “To hell with the Forerunner, to hell with Morvilind, to hell with you. I will kill every single one of you I can catch, and I’ll tell the Inquisition every damned thing I know about you. Do I make myself clear, Nicky?” An inspiration came to me. “Lorenz and Vastarion tried to get at me through someone. You know what happened? Lorenz got shot to death. I blew off the top of Vastarion’s head, including that stupid hat of his. All those orcs and anthrophages? I mowed them down, and I’ll do the same to you. Hope you’re smart enough to learn from Lorenz’s example.”


  The silence stretched on and on. Corbisher and Hailey and Swathe looked furious, though Hailey seemed a little frightened. She had seen into my mind, so she knew what I was really like. The big Russian man seemed amused. Nicholas’s expression was unreadable.


  “Well, Murdo?” said Nicholas. “I think it’s clear you’ve chosen a side. What do you think?”


  “Think it wouldn’t hurt for you to be polite and play fair,” said Murdo.


  Morelli snorted. “That is what I have said. Many times.” 


  “Very well,” said Nicholas. He gestured, and the dark fire winked out around his hand. The tension drained out of the room. The others seated themselves, though Corbisher and Swathe and Hailey did not look happy. The Russian guy chuckled a little as he sat down, and I had the impression I knew him from somewhere, but I couldn’t place it. “Perhaps Murdo and Morelli are right. It does cost nothing to keep a civil air.”


  I glanced at Murdo and Russell, and they put their guns away. 


  “Will you do the introductions, Miss Moran?” said Nicholas. 



  “Why bother?” I said. “You already know all three of us.”


  His smile sharpened. “Is Mr. Moran incapable of speaking for himself? Or must his big sister fight all his battles for him?” 


  I glanced at Russell, worried that he would respond to the barb, but Russell only yawned and looked up at the ceiling. Nicholas’s lips thinned a little, but he turned back to me.


  “I suppose you’ve told your brother all about us?” Nicholas said, sitting back down.


  “Sure,” I said. I pointed at them. “Wannabe dictator, his psycho girlfriend, the failed wannabe governor of Minnesota, a guy who got kicked out of Homeland Security, and an assassin who was too ruthless for the mafia.”


  “The proper title is the Men of Honor,” said Morelli. “The term ‘mafia’ is a vulgarization.” 


  “Right, those guys,” I said. “I don’t know your new Russian friend.”


  “You don’t?” said Nicholas. “This is Leonid Rogomil.”


  The recognition caught up with my brain. Sergei Rogomil had been one of Nicholas’s lieutenants, and he had launched the terrorist attack on Madison and helped facilitate the Archon attack on Milwaukee. I had foiled the first and stolen the Cruciform Eye that the Archons were using to power their rift ways to Earth. 


  In the process, I had also shot Sergei Rogomil to death. 


  Nicholas had never figured out that I was the one who had killed Sergei. But now that Nicholas knew I was from Milwaukee and that I was Morvilind’s shadow agent…he might be able to put two and two together.


  Great. 


  “How about that,” I said. I walked to the other end of the table, Russell and Murdo following me. “Sergei had a brother. Surprised the two of you didn’t kill each other.”


  Leonid smiled at me. His teeth were bright and white in his rough, craggy face. It made for an unsettling contrast with his shark-like black eyes. “Sergei was always too enthusiastic.” He spoke English with a thick Russian accent. “Always preferred the flash and bang. Me, I am a simple man.” He pointed a finger at me and mimed shooting a gun. “Better to shoot someone silently from a long distance. Much more efficient.” 


  I sat at the end of the table, Murdo sitting at my left, Russell at my right. That let me watch the Rebels, and it also let Murdo and Russell keep an eye on the main door and the door to the kitchens. 


  “And what skill set does Mr. Rogomil bring to your party?” I said.


  “I am a financial analyst,” said Leonid. 


  Corbisher rolled his eyes.


  “Really,” I said.


  Leonid grinned, the dead eyes getting colder. “I am very good at liquidating things.” 


  Yeah. Financial analyst. 


  “The team needed someone to fill that role,” said Nicholas. “I had intended Mr. Murdo to play that part, but, well…he’s not really proven himself trustworthy.” He smiled at me. “You batted your eyes at him, Miss Moran, and he ran after you.”


  I felt a twinge of fear. Not for myself, but for Murdo and his girlfriend. Murdo hadn’t told me all the details, but somehow Nicholas had a woman in his power that Murdo cared about. I don’t think Nicholas had figured it out yet, but when he did…


  “As fun as it is to trade insults and threats all day,” I said, “maybe it’s time to get down to business.” 


  “I thought that myself,” said Morelli. “Ten minutes ago.” 


  “Very well,” said Nicholas. He leaned back in his chair and made a little steeple out of his fingers. When Corbisher did that, it made him look pompous. Or more pompous than usual, anyway. When Nicholas did that, he looked thoughtful. “Nadia Moran, under the terms of the Forerunner’s deal with Lord Kaethran Morvilind, I formally request you to steal the third item permitted in the agreement.”


  I took a deep breath. “Fine. What do you want me to steal?”


  Nicholas smiled. “The Sky Hammer.” 


  I didn’t say anything. Russell and Murdo shared a brief glance. I saw Hailey take note of it. Leonid smiled a little. 


  I remembered standing in that street outside the warehouse, looking at the surprise and alarm on Lorenz’s and Vastarion’s faces as their pet undead started talking about the Sky Hammer. 


  “All right,” I said. “The Sky Hammer. What the hell is the Sky Hammer?” 


  “You haven’t figured it out yet?” said Nicholas. “You’ve been very busy since last August. I thought you might have dug out the truth by now.” 


  “Busy?” I said. “I’ve been sitting on the couch in my sweatpants, eating potato chips and watching soap operas. I haven’t done an ounce of work since the Royal Bank.” I shrugged. “I know you love talking, Nicholas. Why don’t you tell me what the Sky Hammer is and where to find it?” 


  “How much have you learned about Jeremy Shane?” said Nicholas.


  I shrugged. “Only what I’ve picked up from you over the last year. He was the last Secretary of Defense. After the High Queen wiped out the federal government on Conquest Day, Shane escaped and led a guerilla war against her for a couple of years. His own people assassinated him and tried to attack the High Queen. She responded with the Reaping and destroyed Chicago, St. Louis, and Baltimore, and history forgot all about him until you started trying to dig him up.”


  “Mostly correct,” said Nicholas, his eyes growing distant. “Shane was a…genius, a tactician, a strategist. The United States fought several wars in some of the lands that make up the modern Caliphate, wars that were mostly unsuccessful. Shane was directly responsible for several of the successes the American forces enjoyed during those wars. Had he not been assassinated…history would have been very different, and you and I would not be having this conversation.” 


  “What’s that got to do with this Sky Hammer thing?” I said. 


  “Very little,” said Nicholas. “I’m digressing, I’m afraid. A danger of history. But to the point. In 2012, the last year before the Conquest, the United States had a presidential election. Both traditional parties ran candidates for office, but the federal government at the time was massively corrupt, and in the final six weeks before the election, information surfaced that crippled both candidates. At the last minute, a software billionaire named Walter Kerrigan announced his candidacy, and he squeaked out a victory.”


  “That was the name of the President the High Queen executed in that video,” I said. “Kerrigan.” 


  Nicholas nodded. “Kerrigan planned drastic reforms of the United States’ government, and one of his first acts was to appoint Jeremy Shane as Secretary of Defense. As is so often the case, Shane’s successes had caused the military leadership to distrust him, and he was on the verge of resigning when Kerrigan made him the Secretary of Defense. That meant Shane could access all of the government’s military secrets, and what he learned shocked him.”


  “Go on,” I said.


  “The government had numerous secret weapons projects,” said Nicholas. “All of them funded off the books, and all of them illegal under both the laws of the United States and various international treaties. Many of them involved testing on live human subjects. Though as I’ve said, the government of the time was not concerned about legality, only about getting caught. Most of the government’s secret weapon projects were stored at a place called Last Judge Mountain. Operation Sky Hammer was one of those projects. Shane was horrified by what he discovered and planned to shut down the facility and expose it to the public. President Kerrigan supported him, figuring the scandal would be useful against his political enemies in Congress, many of whom had firsthand knowledge of those projects.”


  “And then the Conquest happened,” I said.


  “Yes,” said Nicholas. “Or it started, anyway. By good fortune, Shane was outside of Washington DC when the High Queen took the city, so he escaped her purge of the government. He organized the initial resistance against the Elves, and was preparing to use the Sky Hammer weapon against the High Queen when he was assassinated.”



  “So what happened to Last Judge Mountain?” I said.


  Nicholas smiled. “It was forgotten. You see, Kat, the High Queen was too ruthless for her own good. She killed everyone in Washington DC with knowledge of its location, and the records of its existence were destroyed in the fighting. Shane knew about it, but he was assassinated, and he had not shared its location with his organization. Or maybe he had, but the High Queen destroyed them before they could use the Sky Hammer. The High Queen made a point of placing every single nuclear bomb and weapon of mass destruction under her direct control, but she never found Last Judge Mountain. How could she, since she never even knew it existed and everyone who knew its location had been killed?” 


  I didn’t like this at all. Nicholas had found a storehouse of superweapons left over from before the Conquest? The Rebels’ destructiveness had been limited by the fact that they hadn’t been able to get their hands on any nuclear bombs. If Nicholas had possessed a nuke when I had first met him, not only would he have blown up that stadium, he would have turned Los Angeles to radioactive cinders. 


  “Let me guess,” I said. “Last Judge Mountain is somewhere in Nevada. You found its location on that flash drive we stole from the Royal Bank.” 


  “Correct,” said Nicholas.


  “So,” I said. “Just what the hell is the Sky Hammer?” 


  “A weapon system stored inside Last Judge Mountain,” said Nicholas. “And you’re going to get it for me.”


  I opened my mouth to make a smart remark, and then my brain started chewing over what he had just said. 


  Nicholas knew where to find Last Judge Mountain. He had admitted that it was in Nevada. So if he knew where the mountain was, and if he knew that the Sky Hammer was inside of it…then what the hell did he need me for? 


  Because involving me was a big risk to his plans. I mean, I was an excellent thief and a powerful wizard, but the minute I had fulfilled the terms of the deal, I was going to turn my abilities against Nicholas and the Rebels.  


  So why force me to help him? The same reason he had called to gloat that Lorenz had given him my true identity? 


  No, Nicholas wasn’t that stupid. He wasn’t infallible, as that phone call proved, but even the smartest men make mistakes. Once Nicholas knew where Last Judge Mountain was, the most logical next step was to simply take the Sky Hammer weapon himself. He didn’t even have to involve me. In fact, that was the best course of action available to him. Take the Sky Hammer and leave me in limbo, waiting for his phone call. Then continue with his plans and get around to killing me when a convenient opportunity presented itself.


  Another thought occurred to me. We had robbed the Royal Bank on April 8th. That meant Nicholas had known the mountain’s location for nearly three months. Why hadn’t he claimed the Sky Hammer in that time?


  Unless…


  “Oh,” I said. “Oh, shit.” 


  Nicholas offered a thin smile. 


  “What is it?” said Murdo. 


  “The reason Nicholas wants me to get the Sky Hammer for him,” I said, “is because he’s already tried, and he hasn’t been able to take it. Last Judge Mountain is defended, isn’t it?”


  “In point of fact,” said Nicholas, “we have sent two teams into Last Judge Mountain. There were no survivors either time.”


  I scowled. “I thought you said no one else knows about this place. Who’s defending it, then?”


  “No one,” said Nicholas.


  “No one?”


  “The mountain’s automated defensive systems killed our teams,” said Nicholas.


  “Automated?” I said. “That’s not possible. Last Judge was built three hundred years ago. More than three hundred years ago. Any machines would have stopped working. Or run out of gas or battery charge or whatever.”


  “As I mentioned,” said Nicholas, “the Last Judge base was the US government’s secret weapons development facility. This included highly advanced technology that was never released to the general public. Technology, in fact, that is more advanced than what we have today. Some of it was capable of running without maintenance for centuries.” 


  “Great,” I said. “All right. I’m not just walking into Last Judge, though. I want maps. I want to know how your people died. And I’ll want to have a look at the place firsthand.”


  “A sensible approach,” said Nicholas. “As it happens, it’s quite unnecessary.” 


  “And why is that?” I said. 


  “Because,” said Nicholas, “I know how to disarm the outer defenses.”


  “That so?” I said. I noted that he had said the outer defenses. That, by definition, meant there would be inner defenses. Layers of them, probably. 


  “The outer defenses can be disarmed and access to the Last Judge facility gained by the use of a crystalline optoelectronic data rod,” said Nicholas.


  I blinked. “Now you’re just making words up.”


  “I am not,” said Nicholas. “This is one of the secret technologies that was used in the construction of the Last Judge facility. Optoelectronics are simply electronic devices that use and control light. Modern LEDs, for example, are a kind of optoelectronic device.”


  “I’m guessing this data rod is more complicated than an LED,” I said.


  “Considerably,” said Nicholas. “The synthetic crystal used to create it was hideously expensive and practically indestructible. Much like Shane’s briefcase. The rod is an absolutely unique key that grants its bearer access to Last Judge Mountain. Simply insert the rod into the lock, and the defenses power down and the doors open. I also suspect the rod will grant access to other areas within the Last Judge facility.”


  “And I take it that the rod wasn’t inside Shane’s briefcase when you found it,” I said. Or, rather, when I found it for him.


  “It was not,” said Nicholas.


  “I suppose you can’t…I don’t know, the thing’s a key, so can’t you just cut another one?”


  “That would be a logical course of action,” said Nicholas. “Unfortunately, the technology required to grow the synthetic crystal and imprint it with the necessary circuits has been lost for centuries.” His thin smile returned. “Perhaps the technical knowledge to do so will be found inside the mountain.”


  I sighed. “So. This rod. Where is it?”


  “In the private collection of Duke Orothor of Las Vegas,” said Nicholas. “The Duke, as I understand, has something of a fascination with pre-Conquest history. Somehow, he obtained the optoelectronic data rod that we need. For the first phase of this plan, you are going to procure the rod for us.”


  “Where is it?” I said.


  “In the Duke’s private museum in the Grand Warrior Casino in Las Vegas,” said Nicholas. 


  I had never actually been to a casino in my life. But since it was a place where people with poor math skills gave away their money in exchange for nothing, I had to assume it was very well guarded. “I assume the security is excellent?”


  “Some of the best in the country,” said Nicholas. “Not quite the equal of the Royal Bank, but nonetheless very good. The Royal Gaming Association runs all the casinos in Nevada, under the patronage of Duke Orothor, and the Duke permits the Las Vegas crime syndicate to run the Association on his behalf.”


  “In exchange for a cut of the profits and a promise not to make too much trouble,” I said.


  “Correct,” said Nicholas. “Needless to say, the syndicate is very concerned about security.” He smiled. “You’ll be leaving tomorrow with Swathe and Morelli to take a look at the casino and begin assessing the defenses. I’ll…


  “Nope,” said Russell. 


  Nicholas frowned at him in surprise. So did I, since I had told Russell to stay quiet during the meeting. 


  “You have a thought, Mr. Moran?” said Nicholas at last.


  “Boy, none of you guys are lawyers,” said Russell. Nicholas only raised his eyebrows. Hailey smirked at him. Morelli and Leonid watched with polite interest, while both Corbisher and Swathe glared. 


  “I believe Martin was previously a member of the Minnesota Bar,” said Nicholas, his amusement plain. 


  “You couldn’t tell, given how bad this negotiation was,” said Russell.


  “Russell,” I said. 


  He was in way over his head with these people.


  But he kept going. “See, Lord Morvilind’s deal was that my sister would steal three things for you people, and then she would be done. She’s already done two…and now you’re asking her to do four?” He counted off four fingers. “The previous two items, the Sky Hammer, and the optoelectronic data rod. I am just a simple high school student, but I’m still pretty sure that four is more than three.” 


  “You little white-haired freak,” growled Swathe. “Keep your goddamn mouth shut while your betters are talking, or I’ll…” 


  “I notice that you haven’t countered his argument,” said Murdo, calm as ever. “Or is counting past three too difficult for you?”


  “Keep your mouth shut, you traitor,” said Swathe. “You couldn’t even…”


  “Swathe,” said Nicholas, and Swathe subsided. “Mr. Moran makes a cogent point.” His eyes turned back to Russell, colder than they had been before, though his smile remained. I realized he was assessing Russell as a potential threat, and previously he had likely seen Russell as sort of an extension of me. “However, it is irrelevant. Your sister has already agreed to help obtain the Sky Hammer weapon from the Last Judge facility. She knew that this would be a complex and difficult job, and complex and difficult jobs frequently require multiple preliminary steps. Obtaining the optoelectronic data rod is simply one of those steps. Miss Moran is welcome to go straight to Last Judge Mountain without that first step, assuming she can even find it. But I assure you, Mr. Moran, neither you nor your sister would enjoy the outcome of that course of action.”


  Russell grinned. Dear God, was he enjoying this? “Is that a threat, Mr. Connor?”


  “Certainly not. I won’t lift a finger. The defenses of the mountain will kill her in short order. Which, as I pointed out, is why we first need to obtain the rod.” 


  “There’s no point in hiring experts unless you listen to them, is that right?” said Russell.


  “Just so,” said Nicholas. 


  “That’s why you’re going to let Nadia pick who comes with us to scout out the Grand Warrior Casino,” said Russell.


  Nicholas seemed caught halfway between amusement and annoyance. Swathe just looked furious, Corbisher impatient. Hailey was smirking at Swathe, likely because she hated him and liked to see him irritated. Morelli and Leonid just watched calmly. 


  “Is that right?” said Nicholas. “And just why am I going to do that, Mr. Moran?” 


  “Because you can’t get the rod yourself,” said Russell. “If you could, we wouldn’t be here. You’d have gotten the rod and the Sky Hammer already. Since you agreed with me that it’s good to hire experts and listen to their advice, you should let Nadia pick who comes with her to scout the casino.” He glanced around the table. “I’ve only been here a quarter of an hour, but it definitely seems like some of your employees are more professional than others.”


  “We are not employees,” spat Swathe, his face darkening. “We are sworn soldiers of the Revolution, dedicated to freeing mankind from the tyranny of the High Queen and the Elves, and I do not have to sit here and listen to some diseased little shit lecture us about…”


  “Like I said.” Russell smiled at Swathe. “Some of your employees are more professional than others.”


  Swathe shot to his feet, reaching for the gun at this belt, and the room might have exploded into violence yet again, but Nicholas spoke first.


  “Mitchell, sit down and be quiet,” said Nicholas. Swathe sat down, still glaring at Russell. “Mr. Moran, I amused by your boldness, but the bald fact is that I hold all the cards. If I report to the Forerunner that your sister’s performance was unsatisfactory, the Forerunner will break his deal with Lord Morvilind, and you will die of your illness.”


  “That’s true, that’s true,” said Russell, as if graciously conceding the point. “Mr. Connor, that is a very well-reasoned argument, but I’m afraid you’ve overlooked one thing.”


  “Oh?” said Nicholas. 


  “What if I break the deal myself?” said Russell.


  My jaw fell open before I could stop it. I hadn’t been suspecting that. 


  Nicholas smiled, but his eyes were cold, cold, cold.


  “I’ve always known that my disease might kill me,” said Russell, “and I’ve made my peace with that. And I look around the room, and I think about what might happen if a weapon like the Sky Hammer fell into the hands of a group of malcontents and losers like your employees. So, what if I called up the Inquisition myself and told them all about this? I mean, I would either die of my illness or you’d kill me…but in the process I would save the thousands of people you would have killed with the Sky Hammer, and I’ll be freeing my sister from this deal. Everyone dies, right? That would be a good way to go.” 


  Dead silence filled the room. 


  Swathe looked like he was about to explode, or maybe have a stroke. Corbisher seemed alarmed. I glanced at Murdo and saw that he was smiling a little. Dear God, but I’d never seen Nicholas challenged like this to his face. I’d done it a few times, but I had a ton of magic and experience with violence to back me up.


  Russell didn’t have any of that. 


  Yet depending on what happened next, a fight might start, and this would all end right here.


  Nicholas leaned back in his chair and let out a breath.


  “You know, Kat,” he said, “I see truculence clearly runs in your family.”


  “Oh?” I said.


  “All right, Mr. Moran,” said Nicholas. “We’ll do it your way. Your sister can choose which of my associates joins her for the scouting trip to the casino.” He raised a finger. “But I will insist on choosing one member of the team to make sure the Revolution’s interests are represented. I do hope this is an acceptable compromise. Because otherwise, we’re about to find out if your sister can take on all of us at once.”


  “Well, she did beat Lorenz and Vastarion,” said Russell. Which wasn’t strictly true. “But I’m glad you could see reason, Mr. Connor.”


  Nicholas looked at me. 


  “Fine,” I said. “We’ll take Morelli.” Morelli made no reaction. “He’s the only one of you who has experience with this kind of thing.” 


  “Very well,” said Nicholas. “Return here at 6 AM tomorrow to depart for Las Vegas. You’ll want to see the casino in the late afternoon and evening to determine the best time to organize the raid. I will have selected my representative by then.”


  “Great,” I said, getting to my feet. Russell and Murdo followed suit. “If that’s all, we’ll be leaving.” 


  “Be seeing you soon, Kat,” said Nicholas. “Oh, and Mr. Moran?”


  “Yeah?” said Russell. 


  That cold smile turned in Russell’s direction. “I’m looking forward to future conversations.”


  Yeah. That couldn’t be good.


  We left without another word. 




  Chapter 4: Gambling


  



  Later that night, Russell and I stood before the mirror in our hotel room’s bathroom. 


  Well, I stood. Russell sat on a stool I had stolen from the hotel’s dining area. He was tall enough that it was the only way I could reach his head comfortably. The vent fan in the ceiling rattled, trying to deal with the fumes and failing abjectly. I was wearing a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, and Russell only had on a pair of shorts in case I dripped dye. 


  Which I hadn’t, I should point out. I’ve had to dye my hair a few times, and I’d gotten pretty good at it. 


  “That looks terrible,” said Russell, frowning into the mirror.


  “It really does,” I agreed, drying off my hands on a towel. 


  Actually, Russell looked good. I hadn’t realized this because he was so skinny, but he had gotten less skinny and more muscular in the last year. He had taken up weightlifting in a serious way, and he was young enough that the muscles bloomed like weeds in the summer. I had worried that Russell would have trouble with women because of his hair and the social stigma from the fact he would never serve as a man-at-arms, but I was beginning to think that his problem with women wouldn’t be too little attention from them but rather way too much.


  Especially since he was confident enough to threaten someone like Nicholas Connor to his face. 


  “All right, I think we’re done,” I said.


  “That took less time than I expected,” said Russell, scrutinizing his reflection.


  “It helps that your hair was already white, so we could pretty much dye it whatever color we wanted.” 


  Russell grimaced. “I look like I dipped my head in a tub of black ink.”


  He kind of did.


  “It will look better as the color wears in,” I said. “But it’s way less noticeable than a sixteen-year-old with white hair, which is the point.” 


  “I suppose you’re right,” said Russell. “I told Connor to listen to the expert, so I had better do the same thing.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Nicholas.”


  Russell winced. “You’re not happy how I talked to him.”


  “Not…really,” I said. “I mean, I’ve said way worse to him, but he needs me. He doesn’t need you. And he is going to find a way to hurt you for making him back down in front of his people like that. I don’t know how, and he might not know himself yet, but he will find a way.”


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “I figured. But he does need me, and he knows it.”


  I frowned. “What does Nicholas need you for?”


  Russell blinked. “Don’t you know? If I get hurt or killed, he doesn’t have any way of controlling you, and he knows it. Like, if I wasn’t here, what would you do?”


  My frown deepened. “You’re not getting all suicidal and sacrificial on me, are you?” 


  “No, I don’t want to die,” said Russell. “But…seriously. If Connor or his people kill me or hurt me, how would you react?”


  “Violently,” I said. “Explosively.”


  Russell nodded. “He knows that. He can push you around because he knows that you won’t do anything to endanger me.”


  “He doesn’t push me around,” I said. “He tries to push me around.”


  “But you usually wind up doing what he wants in the end,” said Russell.


  I thought back to how Nicholas had kissed me in Indiana, and how I had almost wound up attacking him over that. “Not always. But I see your point. I could never go too far because if I did, you might die of frostfever.” I sighed. “But if you’re threatening to blow the whole thing up…”


  “He doesn’t know how to counter that yet,” said Russell.


  “Yet,” I said. “He’s clever enough to figure something out.”


  “I know,” said Russell, voice somber. “But…if we don’t do something, he’s going to kill us when you steal the Sky Hammer for him, Nadia. Or if you work out a good plan to steal it, he might decide to take his chances and kill us first.” He shrugged. “So, I guess we’d better get ready.”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  There are few things in life as scary, I reflected, as a teenager who had accepted his mortality and is comfortable with it.


  “While looking like I stuck my head in a can of black paint,” said Russell. 


  “It’s not that bad,” I said, stepping to the sink and washing my hands. “Let it set overnight and then take a shower in the morning. It won’t look quite so stark after that.”


  “Okay,” said Russell. He got up, stretched, and walked to the desk. “Hey, want to see what I was looking at in the car?”


  “Sure,” I said. On the ride back from the restaurant, Russell had been furiously working on his phone. I had been caught between wanting to yell at him and pride for how he had forced Nicholas to back down. I had settled for keeping quiet as I thought things over. 


  A rarity for me, I know.


  Russell lifted his phone and turned the screen towards me. It displayed a picture of a dark-skinned man, middle-aged but fit, with graying black hair and solemn brown eyes, a close-cropped beard around his lips. He wore a formal-looking green uniform of a design that I didn’t recognize, and the backdrop of the picture was an American flag. 


  “Who is that?” I said. “No. Wait. Is that…”


  “Yep,” said Russell. “General Jeremy Shane himself. I think this was taken when he was commanding troops in the Caliphate. Though it wasn’t the Caliphate back then.”


  “Where did you find this?” I said.


  “It was in the public Internet encyclopedia,” said Russell. “I wanted to see if I could corroborate some of the stuff that Connor told us.” He shrugged. “But it was pretty thin. The entry just matches the stuff Connor said – Army general, Secretary of Defense, and all that. But get this. You remember that President Kerrigan guy, the last pre-Conquest President?”


  I nodded.


  “If you look at his entry, it says Kerrigan was executed for crimes against the American people on the first Conquest Day,” said Russell. “It says the same thing about his vice president and all his Cabinet officials, that they were all corrupt and that the High Queen executed them for their crimes.”


  “What does it say about Shane?” I said, curious now.


  “Nothing,” said Russell. “It doesn’t give a cause of death. It just says that he died in Conquest Year 2…uh, 2015 AD, in the old calendar. There are no details at all.”


  “Huh,” I said. “Well, I know how Shane died. His own people assassinated him because he was too cautious for their taste.” I felt myself frown. “But…why wouldn’t that be in the official record? The Department of Education oversees the public Internet encyclopedia. Why not say Shane was killed by his own Rebels?”


  “There’s not a lot about the Rebels in the encyclopedia,” said Russell. “Just a list of defeated Rebel and Archon attacks. No mention of Venomhold or the Dark Ones, though.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “I can see why they wouldn’t want that to be public knowledge.”


  But it was strange that the encyclopedia didn’t list Shane’s cause of death. Why omit it? The encyclopedia proudly detailed the executions of Kerrigan and his Cabinet. Hell, you could even watch the video. Maybe the encyclopedia omitted Shane’s death because it messed with the official narrative of the Conquest. Having a Rebel group active two years after the first Conquest Day didn’t get mentioned in the history books.


  That sounded right. But I felt I was missing something, maybe something important.


  Whatever it was, I couldn’t figure it out. 


  “Well, I’m going to put the stool back, so they don’t charge us for it,” I said, slipping on a pair of shoes. “Then I’m going to get some sleep. Tomorrow’s going to suck, so we might as well rest up for it.” 


  Russell nodded, and I picked up the stool and headed down to the lobby. We had chosen a hotel on the outskirts of Reno, with windows that looked into the desert and towards the mountains. There weren’t many guests since it was a weekday, and I can’t imagine Reno is a popular tourist destination in late June. The lobby was a big space carpeted in blue, and I set the stool I had borrowed at one of the high tables.


  I turned, intending to go back to my room, and stopped.


  Murdo sat in one of the lobby chairs, talking into a cell phone. As I took a step towards him, he ended the call and dropped the phone on the arm of the chair with a sigh. Only then did he see me, and he smiled as I approached. 


  “Hey,” I said, and I dropped into the chair facing him, my legs outstretched and my ankles crossed. 


  “Hey,” said Murdo. “The meditation technique must be helping you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you wearing shorts before.” 


  “Don’t stare at my legs, you creep,” I said, but I smiled as I said it. I was getting better at the meditation technique Murdo had taught me to keep the magical chill at bay. “I helped Russell dye his hair, and I didn’t want to be wearing three layers for that. So, I had the motivation.”


  “Glad it helped,” said Murdo.


  “That phone call,” I said.


  Murdo sighed, glanced around the lobby, and then looked back at me. “Some people I know through the Graysworn.”


  I nodded. “Help against Nicholas?”


  “To clean up if we fail,” said Murdo.


  I frowned. “What do you mean?” 


  “I don’t know what the Sky Hammer is,” said Murdo, “but we both know what Connor is like. We have to assume that the Sky Hammer is a weapon of mass destruction, like a nuke or a biological agent or something we’ve never even heard of. We know that the minute Connor gets his hands on the thing, he’s going to use it to kill a lot of innocent people.”


  “Yeah,” I said, staring at my shoes.


  And I was helping him to get the damned thing. 


  Not that I had any choice in the matter.


  Didn’t I? 


  I thought of Russell haggling with Nicholas. Could I have gotten out of this situation if I had been a little more forceful, if I had been willing to take more risks with Russell’s life? Maybe, but I wasn’t willing to take those risks. But Russell could risk his own life, and I couldn’t stop him. If only it was, say, August or September instead of June. Then I could walk away from the deal and have months to find a dragon pearl for Mr. Vander to use to heal Russell. 


  But it was nearly the end of June, and Russell needed his next cure spell at the end of July. 


  Well, once we found the Sky Hammer, all bets were off. I would kill Nicholas if I could. If that wasn’t possible, maybe I could damage or disable the Sky Hammer and flee with Russell and Murdo. 


  “An insurance policy,” I said aloud. “In case we fail and get killed. That way someone will know that Nicholas has the Sky Hammer.” I looked up from my shoes and at him. “If Nicholas realizes that you did that, he’s going to kill us.”


  “I know,” said Murdo. “But the stakes are too high, and if we screw up, we’re going to get a lot of people killed with us.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. I stood up. “I’m going to get some sleep. Tomorrow’s probably going to suck.”


  “Probably,” agreed Murdo. “Sleep well.”


  I turned to go, and as I did, I noticed something. 


  He had been looking at my legs. That pleased me more than it should have. I mean, he was involved in all this to rescue a woman he loved. That got me thinking about Riordan, starting the whole tangle of guilt and regret and…


  Oh, to hell with it.


  “Night, Rory,” I said, and I leaned down, kissed him on the cheek, and walked away without saying anything. 


  



  ###


  



  The next morning, we drove to the restaurant to meet Morelli and whoever Nicholas had chosen to accompany him. Murdo drove his SUV, I sat in the passenger seat with a cardboard cup of coffee, and Russell waited in the back. We didn’t have any guns or other equipment with us. There was no way we could get it past the casino’s security, at least not yet, and I wanted to have a look at the Grand Warrior before I made any plans. 


  For that matter, it was four hundred miles and an eight-hour drive through deserts and mountains to Las Vegas from Reno. I really hoped Nicholas had a base or at least a warehouse or something that we could use in Las Vegas. Otherwise, we were going to waste a lot of time driving back and forth. Still, we ought to arrive along the Las Vegas strip at about 5 PM, just when the casino’s busy hours began, which would give me the chance to observe the casino while crowded.


  I prayed silently while Murdo drove. It wasn’t something I did all that often, but I had done it more and more lately. Mostly, I did it because I was afraid. I talked a big game with Murdo and Russell, and I definitely wouldn’t show weakness in front of Nicholas, but I was scared. Not for myself, but for Russell, that I might see him get killed in front of me. Or Murdo, and he would never free the woman he loved from Nicholas. 


  But I was going to do what I had to do. 


  So, promptly at 6 AM, we pulled up to the curb in front of Nicholas’s restaurant. Morelli was waiting there, wearing a white button-down shirt, a black sports coat, and black slacks, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses. Next to him stood…


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said.


  Hailey Adams stood next to him. She was wearing an outfit that I could only describe as business attire for rich women – a knee-length white pencil skirt, a white blouse, a white jacket, and four-inch white heels. With my usual black jeans, gray sweater, and black pea coat, I would look like a crow standing next to her. (Worse, a short crow.) Her clothes were just a bit tighter than they should have been, but she had the physique to pull it off. 


  I glanced at Russell, who looked at Hailey, away from her, and then back at her, almost like a moth bobbing around a light. 


  Hell. Russell was smarter and braver than most sixteen-year-old boys, but he was still a sixteen-year-old boy. Teenage boys didn’t always think about women, but they thought about women a lot, and making Russell sit next to a woman as attractive as Hailey for eight hours…


  Damn it. Nicholas wanted her to pump Russell for information. And if she got him alone, she could use her mindtouch spell to dig out anything she wanted from inside his head. I wondered what Hailey thought of her beloved Nicholas ordering her to flirt with a teenage boy, but she looked as satisfied as a cat who had just found a nest of baby birds. I suppose she would enjoy playing the femme fatale. 


  Murdo parked by the curb and Morelli and Hailey headed for the back door. I got out, holding my coffee cup.


  “Miss Moran,” said Morelli.


  “Hi,” I said, giving them my death rictus of a grin. Hailey looked at me with distaste. “Morelli, get in front.” I walked to the passenger’s side back door and opened it. “Russell, scoot over. Hailey, you’ll be next to me.” 


  “Very well,” said Morelli, opening the door. Hailey looked like she wanted to argue, but I got in first, planting myself in the middle of the back seat, which left her with no choice but to climb in after me. I suppose it worked since I was smaller than both Russell and Hailey, which meant I fit the best in the middle seat. 


  Wasn’t comfortable, though. It was going to be a long eight hours.


  “Oh, God, Murdo,” said Hailey, setting her purse on the floor between her feet. “What happened to your SUV? It looks all beat up.” 


  “I keep running over things with it,” said Murdo. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “You should have seen Lorenz’s face.” 


  That got an interesting reaction. Hailey started to look at me with distaste, and then her expression changed to a smirk. She had detested Lorenz, considering him a creepy pervert (which, to be fair, he had been), and that had possibly been the only topic we had ever agreed on or would ever agree on. 


  I’d better not tell her that Russell had been the one to kill Lorenz. Hailey might try to kiss Russell then and there. 


  “Oh my God,” said Hailey as Murdo pulled into the early morning traffic. “Did you really run Lorenz over?” 


  “Let’s just say he’s not getting up again,” I said.


  “He was such a creep,” said Hailey, pulling off her sunglasses. “A nasty, smug creep. I hoped he would screw up and Nicholas would shoot him. I don’t even know why Nicholas let him into the Revolution in the first place.” 


  I wanted to point out that the “Revolution” was full of nasty, smug creeps, that Venomhold had a brothel full of drugged, enslaved women the Rebels kept for their soldiers. I also wanted to point out that if Hailey hadn’t been a Gatekeeper and a wizard, she would likely be doing her duty to the Rebels inside one of those brothels. 


  But, it was going to be a long drive.


  “Maybe Nicholas isn’t always the best judge of character,” I said instead. 


  “He’s a great judge of character,” said Hailey, “but no one’s always right about everything.” She leaned a little past me and turned a brilliant smile towards Russell. “And he thinks you might be the one who killed Lorenz.”


  “Gosh, that’s flattering,” said Russell. “Why would he think that? I’m just a high school student.” 


  “Because Nadia wouldn’t kill Lorenz,” said Hailey. “Lorenz pushed her before, but she wouldn’t kill him then. She was too afraid of alienating Lord Morvilind and getting you killed.”


  “Lorenz wasn’t stupid enough to go after my family before,” I said. “Then he did, and look what happened to him. Seems like there should be some sort of obvious moral there.”


  “Well, duh,” said Hailey. “I’m not stupid enough to go after your brother. No. I think we should recruit him.”


  “Really, now,” I said.


  “One of the members of your organization,” said Murdo, “just tried to kidnap him with the help of anthrophages, orcish mercenaries, and a necromancer so loathed that even the Archons wouldn’t hire him. That same member of your organization promised to hand over an infant and several other innocent victims to the necromancer in payment for his services. That’s not an effective recruiting pitch.”


  “I just said Lorenz was stupid and he got what he deserved, Murdo,” said Hailey, making no effort to hide her scorn. Her smile returned at full wattage as she looked at Russell. “So, with Lorenz dead, we’ve got an opening, right? Why not join the Revolution? You’re going to be at a disadvantage all your life otherwise.”


  “What do you mean?” said Russell. 


  “They wouldn’t let you be a man-at-arms,” said Hailey. “The Elven nobles, I mean, because of your frostfever.” Russell didn’t say anything. “And the High Queen has everything set up so that veterans get all the privileges and the perks. You can’t even buy cigarettes legally unless you’re a veteran, and they get discounts on everything. People hire them first for jobs. All your life, you’re going to be overlooked and passed over and ignored, because you never served as a man-at-arms. And getting a girlfriend?” She did a good job of looking sympathetic. “Good luck finding a woman who doesn’t want a veteran.”


  “Okay,” said Russell. “That’s stuff I already know. What’s the point?” 


  “The Elves did this to you,” said Hailey. “Everything bad in your life, it’s the work of the Elves. The frostfever? You only have that because your dad caught it fighting in one of the Elves’ campaigns in the Shadowlands. The special privileges for veterans? That’s because the High Queen treats humans like dogs. She’s got us trained to sit up and beg for her scraps. And if she doesn’t find you useful, then to hell with you. But the Revolution is going to change all that. We’re going to overthrow the Elves. There’s going to be no more Elves, no more nobles, no more Homeland Security, no more Punishment Day videos. Everyone is going to be equal, and Nicholas is going to find a way for all humans to use magic. And you can be part of it.”


  As it turned out, she was a really good speaker. Combined with her beauty, it made her charismatic, almost compelling. 


  “Well, damn,” I said, peering at Hailey. “It looks so lifelike. Nicholas’s hand is so far up your backside that I can’t see where he’s turned you into a puppet.”


  I expected her to get angry, but she only snorted. “Don’t be snide, Nadia. This is serious. And this isn’t about you. This is about Russell. You can’t decide his life for him, and you’re not always going to be there to protect him.” She moved closer, leaning over me to look at Russell. I was sure that it wasn’t a coincidence that the movement exposed a considerable amount of cleavage. “Russell, Nadia can’t decide for you. You’ve got to choose for yourself. And the Revolution needs men like you. Lorenz was a wizard and knew his way around a fight, and you still killed him. You could go a long, long way with us. What do you think?”


  Russell didn’t say anything at first. I got the impression that he was trying not to look at Hailey’s chest. 


  “That all sounds really nice,” Russell said. “But I just have one question.”


  “Of course,” said Hailey. 


  “When you got possessed by that Dark One in your skull, who did you have to kill?” said Russell. 


  Hailey’s white smile froze on her face. “What?” 


  “I know you’re a Gatekeeper, which means you have a Dark One inside of your head,” said Russell. “And that means you had to kill someone in a spell of dark magic to get the Dark One inside of you. So, who did you kill?”


  “That’s not important…” started Hailey, her face reddening a bit.


  “I don’t know,” said Russell. “I think it’s kind of important. Murder’s bad, you know, and you guys seem to have trouble remembering that. Plus, a beautiful woman trying to recruit me? That’s really suspicious. Normally, I would worry that I’m going to wake up in a hotel room bathtub with my kidneys missing or something. But since Lorenz is dead and you need a new Gatekeeper, I figure you’ll use me in the sacrifice to summon a Dark One.”


  “That’s not…” started Hailey.


  “Who was it?” said Russell. He sounded like he was chatting over coffee. “Like, was it some random stranger you grabbed off the street? Maybe you smiled at him and led him up to your room, and then…gak!” He mimed cutting his throat. “Or was it someone you knew? I bet it was someone you knew personally. Someone you didn’t like.”


  “You don’t know anything about it,” snapped Hailey, her pleasant mask vanishing.


  “Then it was personal,” said Russell. “I bet it was your father. You seem like you have, what’s the word…daddy issues, that’s it. Explains why you follow Connor around like a puppy and have no idea about all his other girlfriends…”


  That did it.


  “You little shit!” snarled Hailey, her eyes going wide and wild. “You’re just like your bitch of a sister, and we’re going to get rid of you both…”


  She leaned closer, starting to cast a spell, and I lifted my hand and called a fireball into existence over my palm. Hailey flinched back, and Russell’s eyes went wide. 


  “For God’s sake,” said Morelli, not looking up from his phone. He was playing some sort of crossword puzzle game in Italian. “Don’t fight, children.” 


  “And if you start casting spells while we’re driving,” said Murdo, “we’re going to die in a car accident.”


  He was right. We were on Interstate 80 by now, and the traffic was heavy. If I pushed things too far, if Hailey and I started flinging spells at each other, it would be easy to make the SUV crash into the side of a semi. 


  I stared at Hailey. She stared back. At last, she lowered her hand, and I dismissed the fireball I had summoned.


  “Fine,” I said, sitting back. “Let’s play a road game. Whoever stays quiet the longest wins.”


  “Whatever,” said Hailey, reaching into her purse and digging out her phone.


  I wanted to point out that she had just lost the game, but that would be childish. Hailey started playing a sudoku game on her phone. Russell pulled out yet another Malcolm Lock novel about the Crusades from his backpack and started to read. I merely sat back and cleared my mind, focusing on the exercises that Murdo had taught me to keep the chill at bay from my constant use of magic.



  It was a long drive. We stopped twice for bathroom breaks and to get coffee, and I took over driving for a stretch so Murdo could rest. I had to admit that Nevada was beautiful, in an arid sort of way. There were lots of deserts and mountains.  


  I wondered which one of those mountains concealed the Last Judge base. 


  The Sky Hammer was waiting under one of those mountains, and I had the uneasy feeling that I was going to find out what the Sky Hammer was sooner rather than later. 


  It was about 6 PM by the time we arrived in Las Vegas and reached the Strip, the downtown area that hosted most of the major casinos and the prominent hotels. It was big, bright, and crowded, with lots of high-rise buildings that had been built with chrome and glass and polished steel. I had never seen so many neon signs in one place in my life. 


  “We’ve got a problem,” I said. 


  “Just the one?” said Murdo.


  “I’ve seen something like twenty Elven nobles and their entourages walking into the casinos,” I said.


  “Las Vegas is one of the few places to legally gamble in North America,” said Morelli. “Many Elven nobles visit here frequently, sometimes to gamble, sometimes to conduct business.”


  “And Elves can all use magic, and they can sense it,” I said. “We won’t be able to use any spells in front of them.”


  Hailey sniffed. “That makes you a lot less useful, then.”


  “There are more ways to steal things than by using magic,” I said. “Magic is just a tool. Relying too much on any one tool will get you into trouble.”


  “Agreed,” said Morelli. “We need to have a look at the Grand Warrior before we start considering any plans.” 


  Murdo maneuvered through the traffic, and we came to the Grand Warrior Hotel and Casino, which occupied a prominent position on the Strip. It was a huge building, nearly fifty stories tall. I had gotten bored and started reading the casino’s official website during the drive, and the Grand Warrior boasted gambling and entertainment facilities on the first few floors (though in marketing-speak they always called it “gaming” facilities instead of “gambling” or “enormous waste of money”) and several levels of hotel rooms. The top levels were occupied by luxury apartments that Duke Orothor rented to other Elven nobles or wealthy humans.


  The website also noted that Duke Orothor had a private museum of historical artifacts. Access was by invitation only. 


  Almost certainly the museum, and that optoelectronic rod we needed, would be somewhere on the upper floors. 


  Murdo found the Grand Warrior’s parking ramp, and we paid an exorbitant fee for the privilege of parking the SUV. We got out and headed for the front doors to the casino, Hailey’s heels clicking against the pavement with every stride. Those things had to be murder to walk in, but I had to admit she did it with aplomb. 


  We reached the gleaming glass doors to the Grand Warrior. A half-dozen grizzled looking men in suits stood guard there, and they waved us down with metal-detecting wands and had us walk through a scanner arch. Once they confirmed that we weren’t carrying any weapons, they gestured us through, and we walked onto the main gambling floor (excuse me, “gaming floor”) for the Grand Warrior Casino. 


  “Good Lord,” I muttered.


  “Gaudy, isn’t it?” said Russell.


  It was a huge space, as big as a convention center, with rows of automated slot machines of all descriptions and dozens of tables hosting every kind of card game I had ever heard of and a bunch that I hadn’t. Sharp-dressed croupiers stood at the tables, overseeing the games, and though it was only 6:30 PM, there was already a good crowd at both the tables and the automated machines. There were hundreds of elderly people sitting in front of the slot machines and the video poker devices, their faces grim as they fed coins into the machines.


  Hell of a way to spend your retirement. Maybe literally. 


  The ceiling was about thirty feet above the floor. I looked up and saw hundreds of cameras suspended from the ceiling, some of them pointing right at the gaming tables, others covering every conceivable angle of the huge room. I didn’t think there was a single square inch of the floor that wasn’t recorded and monitored at all times. That was a bad enough, but I could work around that. 


  But a grid of narrow metal catwalks hung from the ceiling, and I saw Elves walking on those catwalks. 


  They wore the long red coats of Elven commoners, and I was pretty sure that each one of the Elves was maintaining the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. That meant if anyone used a spell on the gambling floor, those Elves would know about it at once. The Royal Bank in Washington had used a similar security setup, a skillful blend of technological and magical security measures, which had made our job there all the harder.


  I really hoped that Duke Orothor didn’t own any golems.


  “Let’s do a circuit of the room,” said Morelli. “We’ll head for the bar on the opposite corner. Try to look like gawking tourists.” 


  That part, at least, was easy. There were a lot of bright and shiny things to stare at on the gaming floor. I ignored them and made a note of the security personnel. There were a lot of them, all with the hard-bitten look of former men-at-arms. I also spotted a few plainclothes security men masquerading as guests and customers. 


  Russell had no trouble gawking, thanks to the waitresses. Their uniforms were a bit on the revealing side. 


  And by a bit, I mean a lot. 


  Each waitress wore a black bustier that left her shoulders, arms, legs, and a significant portion of her chest exposed. It was like a swimsuit, but more revealing. Black pantyhose and black high heels completed the outfit, along with white cuffs around the wrists and white bow ties around the throat. Russell tried not to stare and mostly succeeded. 


  We reached the bar, and Morelli waved over the bartender, a middle-aged man in an outfit a lot like a croupier’s.


  “What’ll it be?” said the bartender.


  “Whiskey and soda for me,” said Morelli. He looked at Russell and Hailey. “Soda for my son, and the same for my wife.” Russell’s lip twitched at that. Morelli gestured at Murdo. “My brother and his wife will both have coffees.” He handed over several twenty-dollar bills. “Keep the change.” 


  “Yes, sir,” said the bartender, getting to work. 


  “Hey, question,” said Morelli. He sounded just like a Midwestern tourist. “My son has to write this report for school about ancient Earth history. I heard his lordship the Duke has a big museum of that stuff upstairs. You wouldn’t happen to know how to get tickets, would you?” 


  “Sorry, sir,” said the bartender. He began setting the drinks in front of us. “It’s the Duke’s private museum. He’ll invite guests, and he will sometimes have private parties or dinners there, but it’s never open to the public. Your best shot is to write to someone in the Duke’s office and ask for a tour.” He set coffees in front of us. “Otherwise, they’ve got some good pre-Conquest museums in Reno. Shows how bad things were before the High Queen took over.”



  “Oh, well,” said Morelli. “Thanks anyway.” He took a sip of his drink. “Hey, this is pretty good.”


  “Only the best for our guests,” said the bartender. He moved on to the next customers.


  “Like I would be your wife,” said Hailey once he had moved out of earshot.


  “Agreed. I never buy damaged goods,” said Morelli. Hailey glared at him, which had no effect whatsoever on Morelli. “All right, let’s split up and look around. Go play the tourist.” He looked from me to Russell and then to Murdo. “I assume the three of you will stick together?” 


  “Yeah,” I said. I didn’t want to let Russell and Murdo out of my sight. “What do you want us to do?”


  “You already know what to do,” said Morelli, taking another sip of his drink. “Look around. Get a feel for how the security works, and note the position of the cameras.” He glanced around. “The boss has blueprints of this place, but we need to see how things work in action.”


  I scowled. “He didn’t mention that.”


  “I’m not the boss,” said Morelli. “I don’t make those decisions. Lucky for you, since I think you’re a dangerous liability.” I took a drink of my coffee. Morelli had paid way too much for it, but it was good. “We’ll meet outside the front doors at 11 PM and compare notes.” He extended his arm towards Hailey. “Come along, wife. Let’s lose some money at the craps tables.”


  She gave him the middle finger. Morelli waited without changing expression, and Hailey sighed, threaded her arm through his, and they set off together. 


  “She’s not old enough to be his wife,” said Russell once they were out of earshot.


  “Yeah, she’s your stepmom,” I said. “Morelli traded up to the psycho trophy wife.” I looked at Murdo. “Well, darling husband, shall we go play at being tourists?” 


  He smiled. Was it me, or was there a bit of sadness in his expression? “Let’s go.”


  The next four hours, while not particularly enjoyable, were at least interesting. I dropped a few coins in slot machines, lost a few dollars on dice games, and had a few more cups of coffee from the bar. Gambling was something that I had no interest in whatsoever, which was kind of funny because I gambled with my life all the time. Maybe this kind of game just wasn’t high-stakes enough for someone like me. 


  But as Murdo and Russell and I pretended to be tourists wasting a few bucks on gambling, I kept an eye on the security arrangements, and I didn’t like what I saw. There were at least thirty uniformed security guards on the gaming floor, all of them carrying handguns, and some remained on continual guard near the doors while others patrolled the floor. I spotted at least a dozen plainclothes security men masquerading as guests. Then there were the cameras, and the Elves patrolling the catwalks overhead. The museum was somewhere on the upper floors, but every stairwell and elevator was guarded and monitored.


  I wondered if we could somehow go through the upper windows, but the Grand Warrior’s windows were made of ballistic glass, and I was pretty sure they had all been wired with alarms. It was impossible to blast through that kind of ballistic glass without making a hell of a lot of noise, and that would set off every alarm in the casino at once. 


  I had seen harder targets, but not many.


  The next morning, we set out back for Reno.


  I chewed over what I had seen, and I hoped that Nicholas had a hell of a good plan.


  Maybe it would be for the best if we failed. Maybe if Nicholas couldn’t get the data rod, he couldn’t claim the Sky Hammer.


  But I doubted it would be that simple. 




  Chapter 5: A Night On The Town


  



  “So,” I said that evening, summing up my observations of the Grand Warrior Casino. “There are cameras everywhere, the security is professional and competent, the Elven commoners will detect any spells, and all the entrances to the elevators and the stairwell are under constant surveillance. For that matter, we don’t even know exactly where in the building the museum is. I could try to crack it alone, but if I made a single mistake, it would bring the whole building’s security down on my head. If we go in as a team, a single mistake will wreck the plan. Hell, Nick, if you even decided to have the Rebels attack the place, the security could probably hold your goons off until the Duke and the local Homeland Security branch mobilized to stop you.”



  Silence answered my pronouncement. 


  We had returned to the restaurant in downtown Reno where we had met Nicholas two days ago, and we had all resumed our previous positions at the table. For some reason, the restaurant had no customers. I wondered if one of Corbisher’s shell companies owned the place.


  I looked around the table. Morelli remained calm as ever. Swathe alternated between scowling at me and looking to Nicholas. Hailey sat by Nicholas with her arms folded over her chest, scowling at me and Russell and Murdo. Leonid Rogomil was taking sips from some kind of alcoholic drink. Both Corbisher and Nicholas looked a little tired, and I had the impression they had spent all day in meetings. 


  Maybe they had spent the day talking to the Knight of Venomhold. That wouldn’t have been pleasant. 


  “It seems,” said Nicholas, “that we have several problems to overcome.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “What are you going to do about them?” 


  “To begin with,” said Nicholas, “we can mitigate some of them. We have obtained the blueprints for the Grand Warrior.”


  I frowned. “How? Bribery?”


  “Yes,” said Corbisher in a dry voice. “The Duke relies a great deal on the organized crime syndicate of Las Vegas, and it turns out they’re susceptible to bribery.” He looked smug, but it always pleased him when bribes could solve a problem. 


  “Martin,” said Nicholas, and Corbisher nodded and got to his feet. He disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a small metal cart containing a laptop and a fancy high-end holographic projector. Corbisher booted up the computer and fiddled with the projector, spending a minute or so plugging various cords into various ports, and then, at last, the projector lit up with an architectural blueprint.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” I announced, “Martin Corbisher, AV technician.”


  Corbisher glared at me but stayed at the laptop. 


  “Thanks to these blueprints,” said Nicholas, pointing at the hologram floating against the walls, “we know that the Duke’s museum is on the fiftieth floor of the Grand Warrior. Furthermore, we know there are only two ways to reach the fiftieth floor. Either the emergency stairwell in the northwestern corner of the building or the Duke’s private elevator in the hotel lobby. Both approaches are guarded and are under constant surveillance.”


  “Could we land a helicopter on the roof?” I said. 



  “Possibly,” said Nicholas. “But the casino’s security personnel display a high degree of professionalism. Once the helicopter approached the casino, we would have maybe ninety seconds before they responded. For that matter, since the casino’s security works for the Duke, they would have access to the kind of weaponry that could bring down a helicopter.” 


  “Then we’ll have to play it the way we did in Washington,” I said. “Wait until the casino is hosting a live event or a concert or a big party or something, and then try to slip in when security is overloaded dealing with that.” 


  “Fortunately, this time we can take the initiative,” said Nicholas. “From what we’ve discovered and what you’ve observed, the casino’s security follows strict protocols. No, we’ll simply attack the casino and force it into lockdown mode. While they deal with that, you’ll slip into the museum and take the rod.”


  My stomach tightened. “You’re going to…attack the casino?” I thought of Madison and the Ducal Mall, of all the people who had gotten killed at both places. And there would be a lot of innocent people at the casino. By the time we left last night, I think there had been at least three thousand people on the gaming floor, with many more heading to some sort of late-night concert or comedy act or something. 


  If the Rebels started shooting in there, it would be an absolute massacre. 


  And Nicholas would do it, too. As he had explained to me, again and again, he had no qualms about targeting civilians.


  I glanced at Russell and saw that his eyes had turned flinty. He had followed the same train of logic. And he might decide to blow everything up by calling Homeland Security. He wouldn’t want the price of his cure spell to be a bunch of murdered people.


  “Fortunately,” said Nicholas, “that would be unnecessary. Homeland Security’s Las Vegas branch is exceptionally competent, and Duke Orothor is a capable commander. He utterly crushed the last few Archon attacks that targeted Las Vegas.”


  “A few bombs on the gaming floor would do it,” rumbled Leonid.


  “It would,” said Nicholas, “but you know as well as I do that no matter how well you prepare, a battle is always the flip of a coin. Something unexpected could go wrong, and we don’t need that at this stage of the game. No, a simulated attack should serve our purposes just as well.” 


  “Simulated?” I said. 


  Nicholas smiled. “As it happens, the security of the Grand Warrior Casino happens to have a serious flaw, one that we’ll only get to exploit once. Server-class computers all have to be licensed and registered with Homeland Security.” I nodded. “Several years ago, a Nevada company tried to get around those regulations by exploiting every available loophole. They pushed too far and got shut down for their trouble, and their founder was flogged on a Punishment Day video. Naturally, he wound up joining the Revolution. When he did, he revealed that his developers had installed several backdoors into their servers, which they had intended to sell to the highest bidder.”


  “Sounds like a swell guy,” I said. “Let me guess. When that company got liquidated and its assets auctioned off, Duke Orothor saved himself a ton of money by buying some discount servers.” 


  “Precisely,” said Nicholas. “And those backdoors into the servers’ operating systems were never closed or patched. Once the Duke’s security people realize they exist, of course, they can be easily blocked. For that matter, the back doors themselves only offer limited access. Alas, the company that made those server systems was undone by its own incompetence as much as anything else.” 


  “Okay,” I said. “So, the plan is to hack into the casino’s servers, set off an alarm on the counting room or the vault or the gaming floor or whatever, and while security is chasing a phantom threat, I slip into the museum and steal the rod.”


  “Correct,” said Nicholas. “We’ll probably set up something physical on the gaming floor. We can use more traditional methods of distraction – smoke bombs, or something of that nature. That will give you the few minutes of chaos you need to get into the museum and grab the rod.”


  “But I’m going to need to be in the casino already,” I said. “I’ll need a reason to be there, a cover identity.” 


  “We can’t access the casino’s financial records,” said Nicholas, “but we can reach the personnel database. We can insert you as an employee into the casino’s records and use that to forge you an access token. That, I think, should let us get you to the museum.”


  “Okay,” I said, thinking back to previous jobs. “You should probably get me into the system as a janitor. No one pays any attention to custodians.”


  “Only a specific group of employees has access to the Duke’s museum,” said Nicholas. “The ones who help host his private parties. We’ll have to add you as one of them, I’m afraid.”


  “Private parties?” I said. “Does…”


  Then I remembered the waitresses.


  “Hell,” I muttered.


  



  ###


  



  


  The next week was busy.


  If everything went according to plan, the actual job would only take about fifteen minutes. But a lot of work had to go into the plan, and a million different things could go wrong. To make sure that they didn’t go wrong, we had to prepare.


  First, Nicholas and his team relocated from that restaurant in Reno to a warehouse on the outskirts of Las Vegas. Russell, Murdo, and I went with them, and we set up in the warehouse as well, parking my van and Murdo’s SUV behind the building. The warehouse was a big place, and it looked like the Rebels had used it as one of their transfer points to move weapons and armaments to Venomhold because there were still numerous pallets of weaponry. It also served as a way station, because the Rebels had used prefab walls to convert a portion of the warehouse into a space that looked like a cheap hotel. 


  I stayed close to Russell whenever possible, and when I couldn’t, Murdo kept an eye on him. That was necessary because Nicholas always had someone watching Russell. Sometimes it was Swathe, sometimes Hailey, and sometimes Leonid Rogomil. They never spoke or approached (though Swathe and Hailey glared daggers at me), and Leonid only hummed a cheerful song to himself, but the message from Nicholas was clear. 


  If I tried to double-cross him, he was coming after Russell. 


  Oddly, it was comforting to have Russell there, because I now had two people watching my back. I worried how Russell would hold up under the strain of having enemies nearby at all times, but he did well. Between myself, Murdo, and Russell, we could watch out for each other, and Murdo and I made sure to never let Russell go anywhere alone. It would be much easier for the Rebels to take a swing at him then at Murdo or me.


  I didn’t see much of Nicholas or Corbisher for that week. I had the impression that Nicholas and Corbisher were working on some important plan between them. My suspicion that Nicholas had been going to Venomhold to meet with Natalya Karst was confirmed on the second day when a rift way opened in the center of the warehouse, and Nicholas and Corbisher strode out. 


  Maybe they were meeting with the Knight to decide what to do with the Sky Hammer.


  And I was helping Nicholas and the Knight of Venomhold claim an ancient superweapon.


  God, what was I doing? There had to be a way out of this mess, something that would stop Nicholas but preserve Russell’s life.


  I spent most of that week working with Morelli and Murdo, helping them to get set up for our raid on the Grand Warrior Casino. There were a lot of little things to prepare, and I was the only one who had all the necessary skills. We forged paperwork, bought a van under an assumed name, created a false identity to insert into the casino’s database, and prepared smoke bombs. Since I could Cloak, and if I Cloaked outside the casino I could slip in and out without the Elves noticing me, I hid the smoke bombs in various ventilation ducts and service areas, places where they wouldn’t be found.


  All that was easy. The awkward part came on the third day.


  “I need to take your measurements,” said Morelli. 


  “Why?” I said. We sat at a table in the warehouse’s open area, assembling smoke bombs and wiring cell phones to them. Russell sat nearby, watching the work. 


  “For your uniform,” said Morelli. “They are close-fitting enough that they need to be individually tailored to each waitress.”


  “Fine,” I said. “Go get a measuring tape and we’ll do it quick.”


  Morelli sighed. “You’ll need to be in your undergarments.”


  I glared at him. 


  “The uniforms are that close-fitting,” said Morelli, “and the casino’s waitresses are required to have weekly weigh-ins to make sure they neither gain nor lose too much weight. If your uniform is too loose or too tight, it will draw attention, and…”


  “Fine,” I said. “Did Hailey have to do this, too?”


  “She did,” said Morelli. “She complained quite extensively, as you can imagine. If you prefer, I will instruct Hailey to take your measurements.”


  “For God’s sake,” I said. “Hailey can’t count past ten without using her toes. Let’s get this over with.” I stood up. “Russell, come with us.”


  He gave me a dubious look. “Why?”


  “To make sure Morelli behaves,” I said. And I didn’t want to leave Russell alone. I glared at Morelli. “But if you try to grab or squeeze or pinch anything, it’s not going to go well.”


  “Lorenz did, and look what happened to him,” said Morelli, getting to his feet. “This way. If it’s any consolation, Miss Moran, I find this just as unpleasant.”


  “I really doubt that.”


  We walked to one of the little rooms the Rebels had set up using prefab walls. This room served as an infirmary, with a cot and a cabinet of medical supplies. Morelli produced a cloth measuring tape and a notepad, and Russell leaned against the wall. I grimaced, took a deep breath, and stripped down to my underwear. Russell looked embarrassed, and Morelli only seemed irritated by the whole thing. 


  With quick, efficient movements, he measured my height, the length of my legs, the length of my torso, and the width of my hips, waist, shoulders, and bust, jotting down numbers as he went. He managed to do it without touching me very much, but when his fingers brushed my skin, they felt icy cold. Maybe he really was as cold-blooded as he seemed.


  “How the hell did you learn how to do this?” I said. 


  “Off the books importation of jewels for the Men of Honor,” said Morelli, which was a polite way of saying he had done diamond smuggling for the Italian mafia. “You would be surprised how many places on the human body can conceal jewels.”


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “I don’t want to think about that too much.”


  “How much do you weigh?” said Morelli.


  I eyed him. “Why do you want to know?” 


  “Because the tailor will ask.”


  A reasonable point. “One hundred and twenty-four pounds.”


  “Uh huh,” said Morelli. “Mr. Moran, there’s a scale under the cot. Kindly get it out.”


  I sighed and rolled my eyes. Russell reached under the cot and slid out the scale, and I stepped onto it. 


  “One hundred thirteen point four pounds,” said Morelli. I blinked in surprise. I really had lost more weight than I thought. I had to start eating better. Or more. Unfortunately, while Murdo had taught me a mental technique to help keep the chill at bay, I hadn’t figured out a way to deal with the nausea that my memories of the Eternity Crucible sometimes induced. Thank God for smoothies. “Usually people lie about their weight in a different direction.”


  “Yeah, I’m special,” I said. “We…”


  The door opened, and Murdo took a step into the room and froze in surprise, as abruptly as if he had walked into a brick wall. He was staring right at me, and the intensity of his stare was…


  It was unsettling. But it a good way. Like, there are two kinds of unsettling in life. The bad kind, when your car spins out on an icy road, and you realize that you’re out of control and that you might die. There’s also the good kind of unsettling, like when you’re looking at a man and your heart is thundering in your chest, and you’re wondering what it would be like to lose control and kiss him, and maybe do more than kiss…


  “Does no one ever knock here?” muttered Morelli, flipping his notepad closed.


  “The van’s done,” said Murdo, not looking away from me, not blinking. “Should be indistinguishable from a municipal service van.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Good.” I didn’t feel any urge to cover myself. If anything, I wanted to stand up straighter, have my shoulders back a bit. “Um. I’m getting fitted for my uniform.”



  “Yes, so I observe,” said Murdo. He still hadn’t blinked.


  “I have what I need,” said Morelli, sliding past Murdo and walking away. “You can get dressed now, Miss Moran.”


  “Yeah,” I said. Some embarrassment started to leak into my mind. What the hell was wrong with me? This was a life and death situation, and Murdo was here to rescue a woman he loved. “Um. Yeah, I should really do that.” 


  I grabbed my jeans and started pulling them back on.


  “I’ll check on the van,” said Murdo, and he stepped out of the room.


  “For God’s sake,” said Russell.


  I blinked at him in surprise as I buttoned my jeans. He usually didn’t swear. “What?”


  “The two of you,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s like…how do you not know?”


  “Know what?” I snapped as I picked up my sweater. 


  Russell sighed. “None of my business.” 


  “That’s right,” I said, pulling the sweater over my head. 


  Later. I could worry about how I felt about Murdo later. Once I had completed Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner, I would be free to act. I could deal with Nicholas, and help Murdo free his girlfriend. Then I could worry about my feelings.


  Assuming, of course, that there was going to be a later.


  



  ###


  



  On the night of June 30th, we were ready.


  It was time to go rob a casino. Well, the museum attached to the casino, anyway.


  I got dressed…and I had never worn anything like this on a job.  


  It wasn’t pleasant. 


  Morelli hadn’t been lying when he said the tailor needed exact measurements because the damned cocktail waitress uniform was skin-tight. Like, it was so tight there wasn’t room for a bra underneath it, though the underwires made that unnecessary. The underwires also made it into something like a corset, which added an additional degree of discomfort. The whole thing was tight enough and left enough of my chest exposed that I worried I might pop right out of it if I inhaled too deeply, but a combination of the wires and the precise tailoring meant that it wasn’t going anywhere. Hell, it would probably be easier to use a pair of scissors to cut myself out of the uniform rather than removing it properly once the job was done. 


  The four-inch heels were an annoyance, too. Hailey loved them, but Hailey was several inches taller than I was. Working an eight-hour shift in this outfit while hauling trays of drinks and appetizers back and forth had to be a hell of a workout. 


  Fortunately, I was in good shape, and I was used to physical discomfort. 


  After all, once you’ve had your guts ripped out a few thousand times, the discomfort from a bustier and a pair of high-heeled shoes is trivial by comparison. 


  The thought was so absurd that I laughed.


  “Oh my God,” said Hailey, giving me a disdainful look. “What are you laughing about?”


  Oh, yeah, I should mention this. 


  Hailey had to go with me to pull this off, so we got ready together.


  It was just about as much fun as you would expect.


  Hailey had converted one of the prefab hotel rooms into an impromptu dressing room, complete with bright lights and a big mirror. We sat on stools in front of the mirror. I had finished my hair and makeup and wanted to leave, but Hailey was still fussing with hers. That gave me a chance to stare at my reflection, which I didn’t enjoy. I looked…well, I’ll admit I looked good, albeit in a trashy sort of way. I had my hair up in an elaborate crown, and the tricks of makeup made my eyes look bigger and my mouth redder, and they also did a good job of hiding the dark circles beneath my eyes. I barely recognized myself.


  Though my eyes still looked kind of crazy.


  “I’m laughing about death,” I said.


  Hailey gave me a disdainful look and then turned her attention back to her eyeliner. “God, you get tedious. I’m just glad I don’t have your arms.”


  “What?” I said, baffled. “What’s wrong with my arms?”


  “They look too sinewy in a sleeveless top,” said Hailey, peering closer at the mirror and putting down the applicator for her eyeliner. 


  Well, excuse me for lifting weights. A dozen different cutting remarks came to my tongue. I suppose I could have harped on some physical defect of hers, but she really didn’t have any. But Nicholas hadn’t seduced Hailey for her brains, and definitely not for her pleasant personality. 


  “Hurry up,” I said. “We’re on a timetable here. No one will care if your makeup isn’t exactly perfect.” 


  “It’s part of the disguise,” said Hailey. “It has to be perfect.”


  I couldn’t argue against that, but I knew that wasn’t her real reason. She loved this kind of thing – makeup and dressing up and so forth. I suppose I’m kind of a tomboy, but I didn’t mind dressing in a feminine way and even enjoyed it at times. It was just something I did when necessary. But Hailey loved it and had strong opinions on the right kind of lipstick and eyeliner to use.


  So, I waited, trying not to shiver as I focused on holding the magical chill at bay. Turns out that a skin-tight uniform that leaves your shoulders and a big portion of your back and chest exposed isn’t all that warm. 


  “Okay,” I said. “We really have to go. Else Nicholas will send Swathe to drag us out.”


  “Swathe wouldn’t dare touch me,” said Hailey, not looking away from the mirror as she adjusted her hair. “He’s an old creeper, but he knows I’m Nicholas’s woman, and if he touches me, I’ll use the mindtouch spell to put so many nightmares in his skull that he’ll kill himself in five minutes. And if he touches you…well, I hope he does, because I don’t like him and it would be kind of funny to watch you murder him.”


  “Thanks,” I said. I stood up and was immediately pleased that I didn’t fall over in my four-inch heels. “But we really have to go.”


  “Fine,” said Hailey. She sounded exactly like a teenage girl, but she stood up, smoothed the front of her bustier, and we headed back into the warehouse proper. 


  The van was parked near the main door. Morelli and I had dug up the van, and Murdo and Russell had painted the vehicle so it looked exactly like one of the Las Vegas city government’s vans. We had even added flashing yellow lights to the roof. Murdo, Morelli, and Russell waited near the van, dressed in jeans, gray work shirts, and orange safety vests and hard hats. I had broken into some city offices to deposit forged paperwork, and one of Corbisher’s minions had hacked the city’s servers to create false records. Now Murdo, Russell, and Morelli had false identities as city maintenance workers, and the van had a fake registry in case Homeland Security tried to look it up.


  I suppose I had just helped Russell commit his first crime – impersonating a government employee. Though some of the stuff he had set up with Mr. Vander had to be at least technically illegal.


  Nicholas stood talking with Morelli, wearing yet another expensive-looking suit. With our high heels clacking against the concrete, he heard Hailey and me coming from a long way off. All four men turned at our approach, and Nicholas smiled. 


  It didn’t touch his eyes. I wondered if Hailey noticed. 


  “Well,” Nicholas said. “Don’t you two look pleasant. Go on, give us a twirl.”


  I gave him the middle finger instead. 


  Hailey, however, obliged and did a graceful twirl, bending her legs a little as she did. Then she walked over and draped her arms around Nicholas, giving him a kiss. 


  “Do you think I look nice?” she said. 


  Nicholas kept smiling. “You do.”


  Hailey beamed at that. I mean, genuinely beamed. Maybe that was all she wanted out of life, to be pretty and to have men give her compliments. But I had seen inside her mind on the day we met, and I knew it was more than that. Don’t get me wrong, she enjoyed being pretty and having men give her compliments. But what she really wanted, deep down, was for someone to love her. 


  She thought Nicholas loved her.


  That made me think of Riordan (yet again), and I found myself looking at Murdo. He was still calm, but he was looking at me without blinking again, and that pleased me. A lot. Which made me feel guilty again. I was attracted to him, and he was just as obviously attracted to me. And he knew how dangerous and crazy I was, but he had come through for me again and again and again. 


  Whoever this woman he loved was, I hoped she was worthy of him.


  “Well,” said Russell, clearing his throat. “You look…”


  “Don’t bother,” I said. “I look like a low-class prostitute.”


  “Nonsense,” said Nicholas. “You both easily look like mid-range prostitutes.” Murdo’s eyes flashed at that, and Hailey laughed and slapped Nicholas’s shoulder. 


  “If we’re quite done amusing ourselves,” said Morelli, “we have a deadline to keep.” 


  “Yes,” said Nicholas, stepping back from Hailey. “Good luck, all of you.”


  I wanted to tell him that good luck would mean figuring out a way to escape Morvilind's deal that would bring the Rebels down and save Russell at the same time, but I didn’t bother. Morelli was right. We had a deadline, and I needed to keep my head clear. Our plan was a good one, and we had put a lot of prep work into it, but anything could go wrong.


  That’s the thing about plans. There’s always something coming that you didn’t foresee.


  “You drive,” said Morelli to Murdo. He nodded and crossed to the driver’s side of the van.


  “Get in first,” I said to Russell. “Then Hailey, then me. I’ll need to get out in a hurry.”


  Russell nodded and opened the side door in the van, and he got in first, sliding to the far side. Hailey got in next, and Russell shot a quick look at her long legs before he fixed his gaze on the seat in front of him. I came in last, sat next to Hailey, and closed the door. 


  “We’re ready,” I said.


  “Go,” said Morelli from the front passenger seat. He had a notebook computer open on his lap, and he was typing, white text scrolling down a black remote terminal window. 


  Murdo nodded, started the engine, and eased the van out the door, through the warehouse yard, and into the street. It was past 7 PM, but at this time of the year in Nevada, the sun doesn’t go down all the way down until eight or so, and the western sky was a beautiful shade of red scaling into purple. 


  There’s no sunset quite like a desert sunset. 


  We drove into downtown Las Vegas, joining the steady stream of traffic heading for the Strip and the various casinos and clubs. I saw the line for the Grand Warrior’s parking ramp circling around the block. Fortunately, since we were driving one of the city’s vans, we could park wherever we damn well pleased. Murdo circled the Grand Warrior Casino, leaving behind the line of waiting cars and the glittering entrance, and came to the back of the huge building. The rear entrances and truck docks were much less glamorous. I saw a row of truck docks, a garage for the casino’s fleet of vehicles, and six enormous dumpsters the size of small houses. A place like the Grand Warrior had to generate a huge amount of garbage. 


  Murdo parked at the edge of the lot, next to a row of power transformers humming inside their locked metal cabinets. A chain link fence surrounded the transformers, festooned with signs proclaiming DANGER and HIGH VOLTAGE and SERIOUS INJURY AND DEATH. It reminded me of the signs had seen on the Royal Bank’s emergency generators back in Washington DC.


  Of course, we had knocked out the Bank’s power. We wanted to keep the lights on here.


  “All right,” said Morelli, tapping a few more commands into his laptop. “We’re ready to go. Mr. Moran, once the timer starts, get outside and start putting down the safety cones. If anyone shows up, I’ll do the talking. We’ll claim to be tracking down a malfunctioning transformer that’s causing power surges in the grid. Miss Moran, Miss Adams, once I start the timer, you have exactly fifteen minutes until the distraction triggers.” He frowned at me. “You sure you don’t want a watch?”


  “I’m sure,” I said. “None of the waitresses on duty wear them. And I can keep an accurate count in my head.” 


  That wasn’t idle boasting, either. Casting spells requires a ton of mental discipline to keep the magic from doing things you don’t intend. Compared to the mental discipline required to prevent a spell from collapsing, counting backward in my head was easy. Fifteen minutes meant nine hundred seconds. 


  “You’re ready?” said Morelli.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s rob the goddamn casino.” I took Hailey’s right hand with my left. She frowned a little with distaste, but she knew this was necessary. “Do not let go of my hand until I say it’s safe, and don’t speak unless absolutely necessary.”


  “I know,” said Hailey.


  “Whenever you’re ready, Morelli,” I said.


  He nodded and hit a key. “Go.”


  I started counting down backward from nine hundred inside my head, and at the same instant, I cast the Cloak spell. Since I was in physical contact with Hailey, it extended to her as well. Russell blinked in surprise as we both disappeared, and I reached out and opened the van door.


  “Come on,” I said, tugging on Hailey’s hand. I climbed out of the van, and she followed. Russell grabbed some orange safety cones and started placing them around the van, and Morelli got out, a clipboard in his hand and an officious expression on his face. The deadly assassin had taken on the air of a self-important municipal employee.


  I led Hailey across the back of the casino, our heels clicking against the concrete. Goddamn, but it was hard to move quietly in those shoes. Fortunately, the back of the casino had cameras, not microphones. I hurried past the dumpsters and to one of the doors next to the truck dock. It was locked, with a small RFID reader next to it.


  I lifted my right hand and pressed my wrist against the reader. I was wearing those ornamental white cuffs around my wrists. But as it turned out, they weren’t just ornamental. The right cuff held the waitresses’ radio-frequency identifier tags, which let them unlock various doors in the service and dining areas. The left tag held a pedometer which they had to sync at the end of every shift. Apparently, the casino required the waitresses to walk a minimum of five miles during their shifts, as proof that they had been serving the customers.


  Suppose that helped with the weight restriction. Had to be murder on the ankles with these heels, though. 


  Cloak spells blocked radio signals, of course, but if I pressed my wrist close enough to the reader, it would push inside the perimeter of the spell, and…


  The lock beeped, flashed green, and the door unlocked with a clang.


  I reached out, pulled the door open, and led Hailey inside. We were in the shipping and receiving area, a cavernous space of gray concrete filled with various pallets of non-perishable goods for the casino. A dozen burly men in jeans and T-shirts worked sorting the boxes, arguing and cursing good-naturedly about a baseball game. I recalled the map I had memorized of the casino and led Hailey through the pallets until I found a door in the wall. I opened it, and we stood in the middle of a row of massive industrial freezers, metal doors lining the wall on either side. I took a quick glance at the ceiling, and while there was a security camera further down the corridor, it was pointing in the opposite direction.


  Ninety seconds had passed. 


  I dropped the Cloaking spell, and we both became visible once more.


  “All right,” I said. “Follow me. Remember, no magic.”



  I expected a sarcastic comment, but Hailey only nodded. Despite the total lack of warmth provided by our uniforms, I saw a few droplets of sweat on her forehead. She knew how dangerous this was.


  We started down the corridor, and two men in the white uniforms of cooks appeared. They cast surprised looks in our direction, though they both checked out my legs while they did. I suspected waitresses weren’t supposed to be back here.


  “And then he called me again!” said Hailey, filling her voice with outrage. “Like, oh my God! Like I was going to go out with that perv! I knew he was sleeping with Lindsey the entire time. She ought to have her brother beat him to death.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed. “The creep.”


  The two cooks disappeared into the freezer. Checking out two women is one thing. Listening to two women bitch about their boyfriends is much less enjoyable. 


  “Good save,” I muttered.


  Hailey scoffed. “Like this is the first time I’ve done this kind of job.”


  I decided I didn’t want to know more, which was just as well because this wasn’t the time to ask questions.


  With twelve and a half minutes left, we entered the kitchen.


  It was a huge space, as big as Nicholas’s warehouse, with rows of stoves and stainless steel counters and armies of men and women in white uniforms laboring to prepare a vast array of dishes. Steam trays were everywhere, and most of the food looked like the sort of unhealthy stuff that went into buffets – fries, fried shrimp, chicken nuggets, that kind of thing. 


  Two commoner Elves made a slow circuit of the room, no doubt keeping watch for thieves.


  “You two!” 


  I turned as a beleaguered-looking middle-aged man in a button-down shirt and dress trousers stalked towards us. 


  “Yes, sir?” I said.


  “Where the hell have you been?”


  “We just got off our breaks,” I said. 


  “Well, get back to work,” he said. “I’ve got orders backed up halfway to the freezers. Goddamn it, why can’t I find any reliable help in this city?”


  “Yes, sir!” I said, turning to look at Hailey. “You heard the boss. Let’s serve some appetizers!” 


  She did a good job of keeping a straight face, but I saw her lips twitch, once.


  The manager gave me a baffled look, but I strode through the kitchen towards the waiting trays of drinks and appetizers. Fortunately, the kitchen organization had a logical system. Each tray had a tag with a table number, and the gaming tables and dining tables both had been laid out in a grid system. Furthermore, the tables had discreet numbers stamped on their sides. 


  “Stay near me,” I said in a low voice as I picked up a tray holding cheese sticks, onion rings, and some sort of deep-fried mushrooms. “When it’s time, we’ll want to stay close to the elevators. Take that tray.”


  Hailey scowled but nodded and obeyed. I wondered vaguely why all these jobs for Nicholas required masquerading as a food service worker, but I put aside the thought and got on with it. 


  In the next ten minutes, I carried out three trays of food. I got ogled a lot, which alternated between annoying and flattering (mostly annoying), but since I wasn’t wearing very much, I wasn’t surprised. I smiled a lot and spoke in a perky voice, and I even got a few tips, which I tucked into one of my cuffs. But behind the smile, I kept counting down the seconds in my head. 


  At seventy seconds, I caught Hailey’s eye and jerked my head, and together we drifted towards the massive arch that led into the hotel lobby. 


  “Talk about something work-related,” I muttered as we moved closer to the lobby. Hailey obliged and started talking in a breathless voice about a problem with Table Seventeen, and I pursed my lips and nodded and put on a thoughtful face. As Hailey babbled, I took a quick look into the hotel lobby. It was a big space, with a lot of marble flooring and bubbling fountains and balconies with lounge areas overhead. At the other end was a row of thirteen elevators.


  The first twelve elevators serviced the guest floors. 


  The thirteenth went to the Duke’s private museum on the top floor. 


  I counted down in my head, keeping watch around me. So far none of the security personnel had noticed that two waitresses were standing around on the gaming floor without doing any work. Which made sense, as it wasn’t their job to notice. I just had to stall for a few more seconds.


  “Okay,” I said, gesturing emphatically as I spoke. “I’m just going to talk for a bit, so it looks like we’re arguing about work or something.” Hailey gave me a puzzled look, which fit the ruse. “I just need to keep talking for another few seconds, and…”


  I counted down the final seconds in my head and reached zero.


  For an instant, nothing happened. 


  But it took a few seconds for all those burner cellphones to ring.


  Then the smoke bombs we had hidden throughout the casino went off.


  There were a dozen loud bangs on the gaming floor and several more from the lobby itself. Smoke billowed from the ducts in the ceiling and the walls, and more rose from the chairs in the hotel lobby. It was all harmless, but no one in the casino knew that.


  A heartbeat after the last bang, the screaming began. 


  The security staff responded with speed, switching on the emergency lights. They began rounding up the guests, directing them towards the exits. I saw the other waitresses scrambling for the kitchens. In the event of an attack or a natural disaster, the staff had specific protocols to follow. The casino’s staff had been well trained, and they went about their tasks with calm efficiency. 


  I felt the surges of magical power as the Elves on the catwalks overhead started casting spells. I ignored them and looked into the hotel lobby and saw the clerks at the front desk disappear into the back office to start calling guests from a secure location.


  Which meant for the next minute or so, until security started herding guests into the lobby, we could move unobserved.


  “Come on,” I said, and we hurried into the lobby. I had no trouble running in heels, but damn that made a lot of noise. Like hammers against the marble floor. Fortunately, no one noticed. Once the panic died down and security started reviewing security footage to find out what had happened, two waitresses running across the lobby would draw notice, but until then, we were free to act. 


  We passed the row of elevators, and I stopped before the Duke’s private elevator. I held my cuff against the RFID reader, hoping that Morelli and Leonid had known what they had been doing when they had inserted the hacked records into the casino’s servers.


  They had done their job. The RFID reader flashed green, and the elevator door slid open without any fuss.


  We stepped into the elevator. There were only two buttons, one for the lobby, and one for the top floor. I hit the button, and the door slid closed. The elevator whirred into motion, and I took a few deep breaths.


  So far, so good.


  “How long will it take you to find the rod?” said Hailey.


  “Not long,” I said. “Nicholas talked to some people who had visited the museum. God knows how he managed that. But they said the Duke has the museum organized by century. So, I find the last century before the Conquest, grab the rod, and we get the hell out of here. You ready?”


  Hailey snorted. “I know how to hold down a button.”


  Which was the entire reason she was here. That, and she was the only other one who could have worn one of these damned uniforms. But the blueprints Nicholas had obtained of the casino also included the plans for the security of the Duke’s private museum. Morelli had been able to get me an RFID key that would open the museum, but the elevator would lock behind us.


  And we wouldn’t be able to open it again.


  Which meant that I would be locked in the museum. 


  We had puzzled around that obstacle for a few hours until the obvious solution had occurred to us. Someone would have to stand in the elevator and hold the call button down. 


  And that meant I couldn’t do it alone, which was the entire reason that Hailey was here. 


  The elevator came to a stop, and the door hissed open. Beyond was a large room with walls of glass looking over the Strip, rows of display cases standing in orderly rows.


  “Button,” I said.


  Hailey nodded and held down the call button.


  “Be right back,” I said, and I hurried into Duke Orothor’s private museum. 


  Looking around, I realized that it was a combination of museum, trophy room, and photograph collection. The Duke, it seemed, had an appreciation for human musicians of previous centuries. There were lots of pictures of Duke Orothor standing with various old-time musicians I vaguely recalled, a wide smile on the Duke's sharp, alien features. Given that Orothor had been booking musical acts at the Grand Warrior for centuries, maybe the Duke really liked human musicians. Many of the display cases held old guitars or drum sets signed by their previous owners. 


  I moved through the rows, checking the dates. I passed the date of the Conquest and found several cases holding relics from the last decade before the Elves had come to Earth. There was an odd-looking aluminum computer with an apple icon on the back of its screen, a poster for a movie about a man in a bat costume (why a bat?), a golden statuette of a featureless man, a musical album by somebody called the prince of something or another, a model of some ancient car…


  I came to a stunned halt, gazing at a large display case.


  Duke Orothor had an entire exhibit devoted to General Jeremy Shane.


  It held Shane’s olive-green army uniform on a mannequin, his official portrait as Secretary of Defense, and a picture of him looking solemn with President Kerrigan. Shane looked as I remembered him from other pictures – dark skinned, black-eyed and black-haired, with gray at his temples and hard lines upon his face. 


  I spotted the data rod lying on a cushion next to Shane’s uniform. It was about as long as my forearm and made from a peculiar blue crystal. I saw the glittering of thousands of metallic circuits within it. 


  But that wasn’t the most surprising thing in the case.


  The central picture was. 


  Duke Orothor was in the picture, but he was in the background with a dozen other Elven nobles, Lord Morvilind among them. The foreground of the picture was on Shane. He looked a little older, a little more worn (though he was surprisingly buff), and he was striding forward to shake hands.


  He was shaking hands with the High Queen. 


  It was her. I recognized Tarlia’s silvery armor and her blue cloak, the flame-colored hair beneath her diadem and the eerie blue eyes. Shane’s expression was weary and wary, and the High Queen’s was solemn, but she was shaking hands with Shane.


  Who, according to what Nicholas had said, had led a rebellion against her.


  “What the hell?” I muttered. 


  It was a riddle for later. I cast the elemental blade spell that Murdo had taught me. The spell usually produced a sword of elemental force, but this time I shaped the magic to create a stiletto of snarling elemental fire, thin as a hair and as hot as molten steel. I sliced a small circle in the glass display case, and I gave the circle a gentle tap. It fell onto the cushion next to the data rod, and I reached through the hole, grasped the rod, and slid it out.


  The strange crystal felt cold against my skin. 


  I turned and ran back to the elevator. 


  “Got it?” said Hailey, her voice tense.


  “Yeah,” I said, coming to a halt next to her. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


  “Smartest thing you’ve ever said,” said Hailey, and she released the call button. At once the elevator chimed. The door slid shut, and the elevator started going down. I shifted the rod to my right hand, and with my left, I grasped Hailey’s hand.


  “All right,” I said, clearing my mind and gathering magical power. “Follow me and don’t talk.” 


  Hailey responded with a nod. I waited until the last possible second, and then I cast the Cloak spell again. The door slid open, and Hailey and I darted into the lobby. It was crowded with guests, and the fear from the smoke bombs had worn off, replaced by a babble of annoyed conversation. Dozens of guests were haranguing the hotel’s staff, demanding to know what was going on. I led the way through the crowd, taking care to avoid touching anyone.


  We hurried through the gaming floor. The security men moved methodically from table to table, talking into their radios and checking for any further bombs. We slipped unseen into the kitchen. The waitresses and the cooks had gathered there, all talking in low voices. That meant there was no one in the freezer corridor or in the loading dock area. 


  I was beginning to breathe hard when we got outside, sweat pouring down my chest and back to soak into my bustier. Cloaking myself and moving around was challenging, but I could do it for nine or ten minutes without needing a break. Cloaking myself and Hailey and running at the same time was a lot harder, and I was feeling the magical strain.


  But I didn’t dare drop the Cloak until we were in the van. 


  The van was still there. Russell, Murdo, and Morelli were pacing around the van and the safety cones in their orange vests, looking for all the world like a trio of municipal workers inspecting a power transformer. I reached the van, scrambled inside, sat down, and released my Cloak spell with a gasp of relief. 


  “God, you’re all sweaty,” said Hailey, yanking her hand away from mine.


  “That’s not as easy as I make it look,” I said, catching my breath.


  “You’ve got the rod?” said Murdo, stepping to the door.


  “Yeah,” I said, waving it before me. “Time to go.”


  He nodded, his eyes flicking down. I wondered why, and then I remembered that I was wearing a tight bustier and I was breathing hard. Ha. So this costume had a practical use after all. And maybe I wouldn’t have minded it if Murdo had been the only one to see me wearing it…


  Stop that.


  Russell scrambled in next to Hailey as Murdo started the engine and Morelli typed another command into his laptop. It was the final step, and the program he just launched would cause the casino’s camera server to crash and wipe itself, destroying the footage of the last several hours. We knew the Grand Warrior had secure off-site backups, but they were only uploaded every three hours, and our little excursion had taken less time than that. 


  “All right,” said Morelli, closing his laptop as Murdo pulled into traffic. “It’s done. The camera server should be crashing right now.”


  “Good,” I said, staring at the crystal rod in my hand.


  It was the key to Last Judge Mountain and the Sky Hammer…and I was about to give the damned thing to Nicholas Connor.


  I didn’t like that thought. I didn’t like it at all. 


  Very soon now, either I was going to kill Nicholas…or he was going to kill me and take the Sky Hammer weapon.


  And he was probably going to use it to do something horrible.


  “Hey,” said Russell. “You guys kind of smell like onion rings. You didn’t bring any, did you?”


  Hailey closed her eyes and let out a groan. “For God’s sake!” 




  Chapter 6: A Casual Chat


  



  We returned to Nicholas’s warehouse base an hour later.


  “You should give that rod to Connor right away,” said Morelli.


  “Nope,” I said. “The first thing I’m going to do is change clothes. By which I mean I’m going to put on actual clothes that cover everything they’re supposed to cover. Then I’m getting some sleep.”


  Morelli’s frown deepened.


  “Fine, fine,” I said. “I’ll change clothes, and then I’ll give Nicholas the rod.”


  “I don’t know why you’d bother,” said Morelli as Murdo parked the van. The warehouse door slid closed behind us. “No doubt Connor would enjoy the chance to see you in that outfit, and you would enjoy the chance to argue at interminable length with him.” Morelli sounded more exasperated than anything else. 


  “Nicholas has a girlfriend,” snapped Hailey. 


  “Certainly,” said Morelli with indifference.


  “You know, I’ve never been involved in a terrorist organization before,” said Russell. “Does everyone in terrorist organizations always squabble like high school students? Because this sounds just like high school.” 


  Morelli actually laughed at that. 


  Hailey glared at them both, snarled, and then unbuckled her seat belt. She climbed over Russell, threw open the van door, and stalked away without another word. 


  “I don’t think she likes me very much,” said Russell.


  “She doesn’t like anyone,” I said, unbuckling my own seat belt. “I’m going to go change and give this stupid thing to Nicholas. Rory?”


  Murdo nodded. He knew what I meant. He would stay close to Russell and make sure the Rebels didn’t try anything. Morelli got out of the van and walked away, and I stood up and slid to the side door.


  “Nadia?” said Murdo, his voice quiet.


  “Yeah?” I said, glancing back at him. 


  He smiled a little, which eased the hard edges of his face, made him look a little less thuggish. “You do look nice.”


  My mouth went dry at that. 


  Unsettling, but in a good way. 



  “Thanks,” I said, for lack of anything else to say, and then I got out of the van. 


  I went to one of the prefab cubicles and changed into my usual jeans, sweater, pea coat, and running shoes. The uniform might have looked good on me, but it was nice to wear something that didn’t feel like a sausage casing. 


  Even if I had enjoyed the hungry way that Murdo had been looking at me.


  I shook my head, pushed the thought away, and went in search of Nicholas. He had claimed the largest room for himself, turning it into sort of a computer room and command center when he wasn’t meeting with Natalya Karst at Venomhold. I headed towards it and slowed as I heard voices. 


  It sounded like Nicholas and Corbisher were having an argument.


  No, not quite an argument. A discussion.



  Regardless, it was something they wouldn’t want me to overhear…which meant that I wanted to hear it.


  I cast the Cloak spell, walked to the end of the hall, and eased into the room. 


  Nicholas had set up two long tables, filling them with his usual mix of computer towers and large monitors. Right now, the monitors displayed various news reports of the High Queen’s Royal Progress through the United States, focusing on her recent visit to Washington DC. I saw video clips of Congress and the President (I could never remember the name of the current president) greet the High Queen on the steps of the Capitol with the Skythrone hovering overhead. 


  Nicholas sat in an office chair, his coat off, his tie undone, and he looked mildly amused. Corbisher paced back and forth before him.



  “The timing is absolutely critical on this,” Corbisher said. “Absolutely critical.”


  “Not necessarily,” said Nicholas. “Whether it happens this year or next year is irrelevant to the bigger picture.”


  I eased past Corbisher and stood at the other end of the table. 


  “The Knight is getting impatient,” said Corbisher.


  “Natalya Karst has been playing this game for longer than both of us have been alive,” said Nicholas. “She knows how to take the long view. Another year won’t make any difference. And it may even strengthen our position. The Atlantic would work, yes, it would work very well. But the Pacific might serve our purposes even better. The Chinese have most of their heavy industry in the cities along the coast, to say nothing of the vulnerability of Japan.”


  Why the hell were they talking about oceans? 


  “But the longer we wait, the greater our risks,” said Corbisher. “The frost giants might try something or the dwarves of Nerzuramaxis might act. Neither one of them is happy about the buildup of forces in Venomhold. And someone in the High Queen’s government might realize what we’re doing. Many of them will remember Shane’s insurgency.”


  “That was always a risk,” said Nicholas, “but it is a minimal one. If the High Queen could have cracked down on us without unacceptable political cost, she would have done so by now.” His blue eyes glittered. “But you’re worrying about potentialities, Martin. We might have the weapon in our possession by tomorrow night. And then we shall change human history forever.”


  “Potentialities?” said Corbisher. “Fine. Let’s worry about something actual. The minute Nadia Moran returns with Shane’s key, you should kill her at once.”


  I grinned my mirthless grin behind my Cloak spell. 


  “At this point, that is too dangerous,” said Nicholas. “And we will need her help yet.”


  “No, we don’t,” said Corbisher. “Not once we have the key.”


  “There’s no way of knowing what we’ll find inside Last Judge Mountain,” said Nicholas. “You know the sort of things the US government was doing in the last few years before the Conquest. We might encounter defenses we’ve never seen before. And you’ll recall our previous attempts to breach the outer defenses of Last Judge.”


  Corbisher shuddered, shook his head, and grimaced. “The fact remains that the woman is a liability and a dangerous one. Moran’s harassment of our supply dumps over the last year has easily lost us between thirty and forty million dollars worth of munitions.”


  Forty million dollars? 


  Jeez. I had been more effective than I had thought. And how much money did these people have? 


  “She is a potential liability, yes,” said Nicholas. “But consider. Could we have gotten into Chicago and out again without her help? Could we have breached the Royal Bank without her skills? We are on the cusp of victory, Martin, and we have gotten there by using her abilities to our benefit. This is total war, and we cannot turn away such a useful tool as Nadia Moran, no matter how dangerous she is to us.” 


  “Fine,” said Corbisher. “I don’t dispute that. But you know the minute that we take possession of the Sky Hammer she’s going to turn on us. I know you think you can handle her…”


  “I can handle her,” said Nicholas.


  “But she’s been fighting us with one hand tied behind her back,” said Corbisher. “In hindsight, she’s been trying to protect her obnoxious shit of a brother…”


  “Really?” said Nicholas. “I found Mr. Moran’s confidence quite charming. Perhaps we can yet recruit him to the Revolution.” 


  Corbisher gave him an incredulous look, then kept talking. “But the minute we have the Sky Hammer, the gloves come off. She’s going to do her very best to kill us, and she might be able to win. I thought there was no way she could fight Lorenz and Vastarion at the same time, but she mowed right through them.”


  “You thought?” said Nicholas, raising his eyebrows. “Why, Martin. That implies you had advanced knowledge that Lorenz hired Vastarion and went after Miss Moran in direct defiance of my very specific orders to leave her alone. What a troubling thought.” 


  I had the satisfaction of seeing Corbisher stutter. I had no doubt that Corbisher had known that Lorenz had planned to come after Russell, and Nicholas seemed to know as well. 


  “That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” said Corbisher. “I’m only saying that we should kill Moran now. If not, then we need to have a plan in place to handle her once we have the Sky Hammer. Because she is going to go berserk the minute she’s clear of the Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind.” 


  “Yes, Morvilind,” murmured Nicholas. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? That she’s his shadow agent? Who else could have taught her such ruthlessness? It’s like she’s a little clone of him.”


  I didn’t like that comparison at all. 


  “If you would stop thinking with your goddamn genitals for a moment,” said Corbisher, and Nicholas gave him a sharp look, “you would realize how dangerous that woman is. I’m going to be blunt, Nicholas. You think you can control her and seduce her, and the fact that you used to sleep with her is making you underestimate her. I don’t underestimate her, and you need to have her killed, now.” 


  Nicholas smiled. “I don’t underestimate her. And nothing she does will change the outcome. She could walk up and shoot me in the head, and it wouldn’t change a thing.”


  “There are other ways to stop our plans,” said Corbisher.


  “Yes,” said Nicholas, his voice hardening. “But she won’t. She’s going to help us claim the Sky Hammer, and once we have it, I will deal with her. I will give her the chance to join us, Martin, but if she doesn’t, she’s not leaving Last Judge Mountain alive.”


  “At the very least, we need to get her brother under control,” said Corbisher. “If we can secure him, we’ll have all the leverage we need to control her.”


  “No, we won’t,” said Nicholas. “If we threaten her brother, that will remove the last restraint on her. Lorenz thought to control her through her brother and look how that turned out. For that matter, she’s been smart enough to make sure she or Murdo are with him at all time.” He sighed. “I had high hopes for Murdo, but it seems that Miss Moran has subverted him.”


  “She’s obviously screwing him,” said Corbisher. “You’ve seen them look at each other.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “We need to get her brother under control,” said Corbisher. “I still think you’re wrong. If we cut out the little bastard’s smart tongue and send it to her, that will…”


  Right. I wasn’t going to lose my temper, but I had heard enough.


  “You want to take a swing at my brother, asshole?” I said, dropping my Cloak spell and stepping around the table. 


  I had the enormous satisfaction of seeing Corbisher nearly jump out of his skin. 


  He whirled, banged his hip on Nicholas’s table, and almost fell over. I stalked right up into his face, and he stumbled back.


  “Go on,” I said. “Go on and try it. See what happens. Lorenz thought he could do it, and looked what happened to him. You try anything like that, and you’ll wish that bloodrat had gnawed off the rest of your goddamn ugly stupid face.” 


  Corbisher turned red beneath his scars. “Nicholas.”


  “Yeah, go tattle to teacher,” I said. 


  Nicholas had not flinched. In fact, he looked highly amused. 


  “Martin,” he said. “Please give Miss Moran and me a moment alone. Go get in touch with Turner. We’ll need two helicopters tomorrow.”


  Corbisher took a step back, glaring at me. “This isn’t done.”


  “It sure isn’t, Marty,” I said.


  Corbisher whirled and stalked out of the room with what remained of his dignity. 


  Nicholas and I looked at each other. 


  “Did you really have to scare poor Martin like that?” said Nicholas. 


  “Poor Martin was threatening my family,” I said. “Poor Martin is lucky I didn’t improve his ugly stupid face by blasting a hole through it.”


  “Mmm.” Nicholas leaned back in his chair. “Were you successful?” 


  I handed him the rod. “Here.”


  “Thank you,” said Nicholas. He took the rod, gazed at it for a moment, and then looked at me. “Were there any complications?”


  “No,” I said. “We got in and out without any problems. Morelli’s malware crashed the camera server, so that should have wiped the recordings. The Duke will probably have Homeland Security and the Inquisition launch an investigation once he realizes the rod is gone. They’ll find the hacked records and some people might remember two waitresses acting oddly, but they won’t be able to track it back to us. Or you.”


  “Good,” said Nicholas. “Very well done.” He tapped the rod against his palm. “In another few days, it won’t matter at all, but still well done.” 


  “It won’t matter?” I said. 


  “Be back here at 6 AM tomorrow,” said Nicholas. He smiled. “It’s time to finish our deal. With this rod, the way into Last Judge Mountain is clear. Tomorrow, we’re going for the Sky Hammer itself.”


  “Yeah,” I said, my mouth going dry.


  Tomorrow, then. Tomorrow, we were going to kill each other.


  We stared at each other.


  “Hey,” I said. “Question.” 


  Nicholas inclined his head.


  “In the display case holding that rod,” I said, “Duke Orothor had a picture of Jeremy Shane shaking hands with the High Queen. What was that all about? I thought he was fighting to overthrow her.”


  “He was,” said Nicholas, “right up until he was assassinated. But it will not surprise you to learn that the High Queen has a consistent policy of suborning or subverting human leaders whenever possible. Consider how she has trained the human population to revere her. Suborning Shane to her cause would have been a victory.” Nicholas shrugged. “One can hardly blame Shane for concealing his true intentions. It’s not as if I can walk down the Las Vegas Strip shouting at tourists about the tyranny of the Elven nobles and the High Queen.” 


  “That would be fun to watch,” I said.



  Nicholas smiled briefly. “For you, maybe.” 


  We stared at each other for a while longer.


  “It’s exciting, isn’t it?” said Nicholas.


  “Exciting,” I said. “That’s a funny word. Can mean a lot of different things. Getting shot in the chest is exciting in a certain way.”


  “We’re about to change the world,” said Nicholas. “When we have the Sky Hammer tomorrow, Kat…we’re going to change the future. We’re going to free mankind of the Elves once and for all.” 


  “Tomorrow,” I said, meeting his gaze, “I’m going to kill you.”


  Nicholas smiled. “No, you’re not. You think you are, but you’re not.” 


  “I hate to admit it, but Corbisher’s right,” I said. “You really should kill me now.” I wondered if he would try. If he did, if he tried to kill me personally or ordered one of his goons to do it, that would constitute breaking the deal. 


  “No,” said Nicholas. “No, Kat. I’m going to change the world, but I need your help to do it first. Then we can kill each other.”


  “The Sky Hammer,” I said. “What is it?”


  “Ah.” Nicholas tapped the rod against his palm. “You’ll find out tomorrow.”


  “Won’t that be fun,” I muttered.


  “And then I’ll kill you,” said Nicholas. “You’ve known it was coming for some time now. You’ll help me with the third and final theft, and then you’ll try to kill me, and I’ll kill you.” He shook his head. “But it doesn’t have to be that way.”


  I snorted. “Is this the part where you try to recruit me? We’ve already had that talk. Remember? The night you thought it would be funny to screw Hailey on my bed.”


  “You are focused on such trivialities,” said Nicholas. “You don’t even like Hailey.”


  “That’s not the point.” I took a deep breath to control my anger and irritation and fear. “She thinks the world of you, and you humiliated her just to annoy me. Not even a good reason. Just to annoy me, and there are lots of ways you can do that.”


  “Trivialities,” said Nicholas. “We’re discussing the fate of the world, and you worry about such minor things.”


  “Yeah, like all the people you’re going to kill,” I said.


  Nicholas leaned forward, his face suddenly intense. “But that’s why I’m doing this. For people. For the human race.”


  I snorted. “Sure you are.”


  “How many human beings are there on this planet right now?” said Nicholas.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. Three, three and a half billion.”


  “How many of them do you know personally?” said Nicholas. “A few thousand, most likely. You only really care about Russell and Murdo and maybe a few other people.” He stood up, and I took a cautious step back, but Nicholas kept talking. “But what we’re doing now has the potential to better the lives of every single human being on Earth.”


  “You’re fooling yourself,” I said. “Maybe you’ll overthrow the High Queen, maybe you won’t. But you’ll get a lot of people killed for nothing, and then the Dark Ones will devour Earth. You think they’re helping you out of the benevolence of their little black hearts? No. We’re just food to them. You’re only useful food that’s dumb enough to help them. That’s all.”


  To my surprise, Nichols smiled. “The Dark Ones are like you and Corbisher.”


  “There had better be a hell of a good explanation behind that metaphor.”


  “Corbisher sees only the risk in our deal with you,” said Nicholas. “A real risk, yes. Your petty harassment over the last year has caused us a great deal of logistical trouble. But the risk is balanced with real benefits. We are about to take possession of the Sky Hammer, and that would not have been possible without your help.”



  Without your help…


  I remembered what Russell had said, about how the cost of his cure spells might become too steep, and what I should do if that ever happened. 


  “Corbisher lets his fear rule his thinking,” said Nicholas. He gestured with the rod, almost like a conductor in front of a symphony. “He would eliminate you as a threat. He doesn’t see that the potential gains are worth the risk.”


  “Just like you and the Dark Ones,” I said. 


  “Precisely so,” said Nicholas. 


  “No,” I said. “No, it’s not. I know you had to murder someone to get that Dark One inside of your head. I know all your Gatekeepers did. I’ve seen the murders you people do. And that stadium in Los Angeles you tried to blow up…”


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Nicholas without rancor. “This again? How often must you remind me of that very expensive failure? And I’ve explained this to you. We were trying to kill Duke Wraithmyr. The spectators were collateral damage. But legitimate collateral damage. They were participating in…”


  “In the system of oppression that makes Elves the ruling class and humans the ruled class,” I said, mimicking his lecturing tone as best as I could. Nicholas snorted. “So you can murder a bunch of children, and it’s totally fine.” 


  Nicholas shrugged. “You can’t make an omelet without breaking some eggs.”


  “Yeah. People are just like eggs.”


  “What we are doing,” said Nicholas, “will be worth the cost.”


  “Sure. Let’s kill a few million people so you can be the dictator of Earth. That’ll be totally worth it.”


  “Yes, it will,” said Nicholas. For a moment he looked…earnest, actually earnest. “Do you understand what the Revolution is trying to do? You seem to think we’re trying to turn Earth into a death camp. No. We’re going to free humanity, Kat. No more Elves, no more nobles. And then we will build a paradise for mankind. No more rich, no more poor, no more religions, no more divisions and discords of any kind. The Knight and I have also worked out a plan to give every human on Earth magical ability. Then we shall stand on an equal footing with the Archons and the dwarves and the frost giants and the myothar, with every other race that can access the Shadowlands and wield magic. Earth shall be united and strong, and perhaps in time we shall spread to other worlds and conquer them.” Nicholas smiled. “You know, before the Conquest, people used to think that someday mankind would use science and engineering to build starships and colonize other worlds. A fine dream, but you and I know the truth. Magic is the route to power, and magic shall free mankind and take us to the stars.”


  “A dream,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s all it is. A dream.” 


  “For now, yes,” said Nicholas. “We shall make it real.”


  “No,” I said. “It’s just a dream, and…and a poisonous one at that.”


  Nicholas snorted. “Defeatism from you, Kat? Uncharacteristic.”


  “No, you don’t understand,” I said, groping at an idea that I grasped but I could not quite articulate. “You say you’re doing this for humanity. Or for future generations or whatever. But they’re not real.”


  “They are quite real,” said Nicholas.


  “Yeah, but not the way you think of them,” I said. “It’s like you’ve got this abstract picture of them in your head. And you’ve been telling yourself for years that you’re doing things for the good of humanity so you can have a license to do whatever you want. Except that means you treat the real people, the actual people, in front of you horribly. The stadium, yeah. But all those people who died in Milwaukee when you and the Rebels let the Archons into the city. You murdered Dr. Tocci because she had doubts about your plan. You shot Vass because he went behind your back to help you. And all those other people you’ve murdered and extorted and blackmailed? They’re real, and you hurt them, and all to defend these imaginary ‘future generations’ you’ve built up inside your head.”


  “Ruthlessness is necessary in war,” said Nicholas. “You understand that. Look at how far you’ve gone to save your brother.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah. And maybe I’ve gone way too far.” I thought about the day I had almost murdered Alexandra Ross. “But I stopped myself. And…God, Nicholas. There are lines. There really are. I know you don’t think they’re real, that they’re made up, or the High Queen trained them into us as the opiate of the masses or whatever. But there are lines, and I’ve crossed too many of them, and I don’t want to cross any more of them.” 


  Nicholas laughed a little. “You’re sentimental, Nadia. Really, you are. You could be capable of so much more than you are. Instead, you worry about the little children and their mothers and ignore the possibility of building a better world.”


  “You know what?” I said. “You’re right. I do. And I’m not going to change my mind about it. That fantasy world of yours is never going to happen. And in the meantime, you’re going to hurt and a kill a hell of a lot of real, actual people to defend those imaginary abstract future generations you’ve got in your head.” 


  Neither he nor I said anything for a while. I stared at the man who had been my one and only lover. I hated him, and once the deal was done, I would not hesitate to kill him. But at the same time, I did respect him even as I hated and feared him. He wasn’t a coward. He wasn’t a fool. He was a good leader, and he had vision.


  And to fulfill that vision, he had been willing to poison a woman who had been devoted to him and his cause on the off chance that she might develop moral qualms about his plans. 


  Yeah. All those pretty words, all those fine speeches about a new and better world, they all fell apart once I compared Nicholas’s speeches to what he had actually done. 


  “I am not,” said Nicholas at last, “ever going to convince you otherwise, am I?”


  “No,” I said. “You’re not. In the same way I’m never going to change your mind.”


  “I wonder if Kaethran Morvilind understood what he was doing when he created you,” said Nicholas. “You have all his ruthlessness, and yet…maybe it’s the influence of your brother. The necessity of preserving his life since childhood. That’s embedded into your mind now, and perhaps that is what is stopping you from becoming what you could otherwise become.” 


  “And what could I become?” I said, my voice quiet. “Your girlfriend again? You know that isn’t happening.”


  “No,” said Nicholas. “And when I want…physical release, let us say, I can get that easily enough. You offer more than that.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “You’re a woman of nerve and ability,” said Nicholas, “and whatever happened to make you…well, into whoever you are now, it didn’t break you. You could have been a great asset to the Revolution.” 



  “Maybe,” I said. “If I hadn’t seen what your Revolution was like from the outside first.”


  “Perhaps,” said Nicholas.


  We used to talk like this all the time, back when we first met and started sleeping together. Except I knew better now. The entire time we had been lovers, he had been planning to murder tens of thousands of people and pin the blame on me. When I had returned from the Grand Warrior Casino, he and Corbisher had been talking about the best way to kill Russell and me. Oh, Nicholas might have kept Corbisher from going after Russell, but he had only done that because he was confident he could kill us both once he had the Sky Hammer. 


  And God only knew what he would do with that weapon.


  The hate drowned out the respect again. 


  By this time tomorrow, I realized, one of us would have killed the other.


  “6 AM,” I said. “See you tomorrow.”


  Without another word, I turned and left. 


  I returned to the main floor where Murdo and Russell waited.


  “How did it go?” said Murdo.


  “About as well as you expect,” I said, tugging my coat closer. I felt cold, cold, cold after talking to Nicholas, and not just from the stress of holding my magic ready. “We’re leaving for Last Judge Mountain tomorrow at 6 AM. And then once we find this Sky Hammer thing for Nicholas…then we’re going to settle this, once and for all.”


  Murdo nodded, his face grave.


  “We’ll be ready,” said Russell, his expression just as solemn.


  “Nadia?” said Murdo.


  “Yeah?” I said.


  “You look nice.”


  That was so unexpected that I laughed. “But I’m wearing more clothes than before.”


  “You look nice now, too,” said Murdo, “but you look more like yourself.” He smiled a little. “That’s better.”


  “Aw,” I said. “That’s sweet.”


  And I was kind of touched, I admit.


  The feeling faded as I thought about tomorrow. 


  Either the three of us were walking away from Last Judge Mountain, or Nicholas was.




  Chapter 7: Last Judge


  



  The next day was July 1st, and we were ready to go at 6 AM.


  A lot of preparation had gone into it, though.


  Murdo insisted that the three of us each carry a survival pack loaded with food and water. He pointed out that a lot of Nevada was empty countryside far from any road or town, and Nicholas might decide the most efficient way to get rid of us was to dump us in the desert and leave us to die. That was a good thought, so I didn’t complain as I hoisted the extra weight of the pack. 


  I dressed as I usually did – black jeans and running shoes, and then a tank top, a sweater, and my black navy pea coat. That’s warm for the Nevada desert in July, but I suspected I wouldn’t be able to spare any concentration to keep the magical chill at bay. From the Rebels’ weapons, I took a pair of .45 caliber Royal Arms pistols and a gun belt. I holstered the weapons on either hip and stuffed extra magazines into the belt’s loops. Between that and the survival pack that Murdo had prepared, I was carrying a lot of extra weight, but better to have it and not use it than to need it and go without. 


  Murdo dressed in full tactical kit – army boots, black cargo trousers, a ballistic vest, and a belt with pistols and a bandoleer with ammunition across his chest. He also carried an AK-47 from the Rebels’ armory and had several grenades in his bandoleer. I insisted that Russell also take a ballistic vest, and he armed himself with a pair of pistols and another AK-47. 


  “Have you ever used a fully automatic weapon before?” I asked.


  “A couple of times at rifle club,” said Russell. “Some M-99 carbines. It’s really hard to aim. Spray and pray, the instructor used to call it.”


  I nodded. “Yeah. Keep it on single shot. That lever…yeah, that one, there.”


  “You think we’ll need to shoot?” said Russell, face grim. 


  “I don’t know,” I said. “We might. There’s no telling what’s inside Last Judge Mountain.”


  And no telling what tricks Nicholas might have for us.


  “Better to be ready for anything,” said Murdo. He glanced towards the opened warehouse doors. “Looks like they’re finished fueling up the helicopters. We should join them.”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  I looked at Russell, said a silent prayer for God to look after him, and then walked outside.


  The sun was just starting to come up, the eastern sky turning rosy pink. Two good-sized surplus Homeland Security helicopters sat in the yard. Most Homeland Security choppers were blue, but these two had been repainted with desert-camouflage. A crew of Rebel soldiers worked over both helicopters, doing the final safety checks. Geoffrey Turner supervised one of the crews. Nicholas had recruited him before the raid on the Royal Bank, and he was a nervous man incapable of making eye contact with anyone. 


  Good helicopter pilot, though.


  Leonid Rogomil supervised the second crew, eyes hidden beneath aviator sunglasses. From time to time he barked a stream of invective in Russian at someone who displeased him.


  “You know how to fly a helicopter?” I said, giving him a dubious look.


  Leonid grinned at me, my reflection in his sunglasses. “Yes. Learned years ago, flying helicopters in Kamchatka for the Okhrana.”


  “The Okhrana?” said Russell. 


  “Very prestigious,” said Leonid.


  “The secret police of the Russian Imperium,” I said. “The word’s an acronym in Russian for the committee of state security or something like that. They make our Homeland Security look warm and cuddly by comparison.”


  I wasn’t joking. In the United States, the Punishment Day videos involved flogging or execution. In the Russian Imperium, the Okhrana got more inventive. Sometimes the Punishment Day videos involved such innovations as starving feral dogs or death from frostbite. And the Russian Punishment Day videos were tame compared to what the internal security of the Chinese Imperium did to criminals. 


  “Nonsense,” rumbled Leonid. His cold grin didn’t change. “The Okhrana is reasonable. Very reasonable indeed. If a man is a problem, you get rid of the man. No problem.” He pointed a finger at Murdo and mimed shooting a gun. “See? Very reasonable.”


  Murdo just stared at him. From someone like him, a blank stare was as much of a threat as a drawn gun. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “The Okhrana is so reasonable you’re out here flying helicopters for these losers instead of back home in Russia beating up prisoners.”


  “No,” said Leonid. “I’m on the winning side. That’s why I’m here.” His cold smile sharpened. “As you’re about to find out, Miss Moran.” 


  I stared back at him, the fingers of my right hand flexing. For a moment, I contemplated using the mindtouch spell to break into his thoughts and find out what he knew about the Sky Hammer and Last Judge Mountain. Except I would have to touch him to do it. We were surrounded by armed Rebel soldiers, and while I was pretty sure I could kill them all, I wasn’t certain. A stray bullet might hit Murdo or Russell, and Nicholas and his friends might rush out to join the fight. Nicholas, Hailey, and Corbisher could all use magic, and while I thought I could take any one of them in a straight fight, three of them at once would be hard. 


  Especially when they had a lot of armed men for backup. 


  No. Not yet.


  I watched Leonid, but he grunted and turned back to the helicopter. 


  I saw people coming from the warehouse, and I turned.


  Nicholas, Corbisher, Swathe, Morelli, and Hailey headed towards the waiting helicopters. All of them had dressed in the same way – combat fatigues, ballistic flak vests, gun belts and bandoleers, and a lot of guns. The amount of weaponry looked natural on Nicholas, Morelli, and Swathe, though Corbisher seemed uncomfortable and out of place. Hailey had pulled back her blond hair in a tight braid to keep it out of her face, and her expression was solemn, even drawn. All of them looked tense.


  Just what kind of defenses had Jeremy Shane left around Last Judge Mountain? 


  “Hey, look, everyone,” I said. “It’s the surplus sale SWAT team.”


  Swathe sneered at me.


  “Very droll, as always,” said Nicholas. “You three are ready?”


  “Yep,” I said.


  “Good.” Nicholas smiled. “You have an interest in history, Mr. Moran? Fortunate for you. Today you’re going to see history as it’s made.”


  Russell gave him an easy smile. “Some of us are, anyway.” 


  “We’re ready here?” said Nicholas to Turner and Leonid. Both men nodded. “Good. Leonid, I’ll ride with you, as will Corbisher and Hailey. Morelli, Swathe, go with Turner. Miss Moran, you, your brother, and Murdo will ride with Turner. Let’s go. It’s about a two and a half hour flight to Last Judge Mountain from here.”


  “Why are we flying?” I said. “Why aren’t we driving?”


  “Our destination is in the Shoshone Mountains in western Nevada,” said Nicholas without missing a beat. “The road to Last Judge Mountain is in poor repair. Getting there by truck and SUV would take the better part of eight hours, and we don’t have that time to waste.”


  With that, he headed towards Leonid’s helicopter. I looked at Murdo and Russell, and we headed for Turner’s chopper.


  “I’ve never ridden in a helicopter before,” said Russell as we climbed inside. Swathe and Morelli followed, Swathe glaring at us, Morelli calm as usual.


  “Make sure you put your earphones on,” I said. The passenger cabin was lined with seats, and I sat down in one, adjusting my pack so it wouldn’t dig into my back. “And buckle your seat belt. Helicopters get bouncy.”


  “Bouncy,” said Swathe with disdain.


  I grinned my mirthless grin at him. “Feel free not to buckle yours.”


  He was spared the need to think up a rejoinder when Turner started the engines. A low whine filled the cabin, a whine that transmuted into the familiar throbbing roar as the rotors spun up. We finished buckling in, Turner wrapped up a few more preflight checks, and then we took off.


  I watched through the windows as we flew west over Las Vegas and then northwest across the deserts and into the mountains. I hadn’t realized this before, but Nevada has a lot of freaking mountains. I mean, I had known that on an intellectual level, but the only parts of Nevada I had visited had been the areas around the freeways. I had wondered how something like the Last Judge base could have been lost for three centuries, but as I looked at the sheer size of all the empty space in Nevada, I understood how it had happened. 


  I kept an eye on Morelli and Swathe, but neither man appeared inclined to make trouble. Morelli played a crossword game on his phone, and Swathe alternated between scowling at me and scowling out the window. I supposed neither one of them would try anything while we were in the air. Getting into a gunfight inside a flying helicopter is a really great way to get killed. 


  We flew for about two hours without any sign of civilization, and then I spotted the narrow gray ribbon of a gravel road far below. The helicopter dipped lower, following the line of the road, and I saw that it led into a narrow valley at the base of a jagged, snow-crowned mountain. 


  “Is that it?” I yelled.


  Morelli nodded.


  “Where the hell did the road come from?” I said.


  “Connor built it,” said Morelli. “Used a false mining company as a front.”


  The helicopter descended, and I saw a makeshift base in the valley, similar to some of the ones Murdo and I had destroyed during our harassment of the Rebels. A half a dozen prefab trailers sat in a row, next to a pair of heavy-duty trucks, and I saw small figures emerge from the trailers as we descended. They were Rebel soldiers wearing the usual collection of mismatched tactical gear, AK-47s in hand. Then the helicopters kicked up a large cloud of dust as they neared the ground, and I couldn’t make out anything. A minute later the skids settled against the earth with a faint crunch, the helicopter rocking a little, and we landed. Turner shut off the engines, and the rotors spun down with a whine. 


  We had arrived at Last Judge Mountain. 


  “Let’s go,” said Swathe, unstrapping from his seat and getting to his feet. 


  I ignored him and looked at Murdo and Russell. “Keep your eyes open, guys. Nicholas might try something before we even get into the mountain.”


  “I said let’s go!” snapped Swathe. 


  I looked at him and smiled. “I’m sorry, I don’t speak asshole. Could you try that again in English?” 


  Swathe started to puff up, his face reddening.


  “Mitchell,” said Morelli, his voice flat.


  Swathe looked at him, deflated, and then glared back at me. 


  “I look forward,” spat Swathe, “to watching Connor deal with you.”


  With that, he turned and stalked out of the helicopter. 


  “And I’m afraid you’re wrong, Miss Moran,” said Morelli, getting to his feet. “I suspect asshole is your native language.”


  “Takes one to know one,” I said.


  Morelli, as ever, did not respond and exited the helicopter without another word.


  “Swathe really doesn’t like you,” said Russell. “Like, Hailey doesn’t like you, and Morelli and Leonid would shoot you and not lose a wink of sleep. But Swathe seems to hate you the way that Corbisher hates you.”


  “Yeah, well,” I said. “Corbisher’s a scumbag, but I did wreck his life. Swathe’s just petty. He’s never going to forgive me for making him look bad in front of his boss.” 


  “And he’s going to try and get his payback now,” said Murdo, checking his AK-47. “The first chance he gets. The minute the deal is done, he’s going to try to kill you. Probably before Nicholas even gives the word.”


  “Probably,” I said. “Though he’ll have to fight Corbisher for the chance.” I shook my head. “Let’s get this over with.”


  We clambered out of the helicopter. Swathe and Morelli stood between the two choppers. A dozen Rebel soldiers waited before us, and they gave me and Russell curious looks. Murdo, with his tough appearance and tactical outfit, looked like one of them. Nicholas and the others emerged from Leonid’s helicopter, and I saw Nicholas carrying a golden medallion in his right hand. He slipped it into a pouch in his belt as he walked. 


  I had seen medallions like that several times. It was adorned with the stylized nine-pointed symbol that represented the Dark Ones, and a minor spell of dark magic was on it. Those medallions let Dark Ones cultists identify each other, and they had a nasty trick. If a wizard cast the rift way spell while holding one, the medallion’s magic would twist the rift way to go to the citadel of Venomhold in the Shadowlands. 


  I had found that one out the hard way. 


  But that was one of the reasons the High Queen hadn’t been able to destroy the Rebels. If they got into trouble, the Rebel Gatekeepers had only to cast the rift way spell with one of those medallions, and the Rebels could retreat to Venomhold and out of the reach of the Elves. 


  I wondered why Nicholas had brought one with him. I doubted he would tell me if I asked. Maybe he wanted to move the Sky Hammer weapon, whatever it was, to Venomhold as soon as he found it. 



  “Report,” said Nicholas as he strode towards the soldiers.


  One of the soldiers stepped forward and saluted. He was a paunchy middle-aged man with a gray beard (a tactical harness is not a flattering look with a beer belly), and I recognized him. His name was Brian Vernon, and he had been smuggling weapons for the Rebels. Murdo and I had blown up his base a few weeks ago, right before we went to Milwaukee and stumbled into Lorenz’s plot. 


  Guess the Rebels had reassigned him since I had blown up his truck. Good thing I had been Cloaked the entire time, else he might have held a grudge. 


  “Overseer, sir,” said Vernon. “There has been no activity from the mountain since our last report.”


  I scowled at him. “Wait, activity?”


  Both Nicholas and Vernon looked at me. Vernon seemed startled, while Nicholas was only calm. 


  “Yes?” said Nicholas. “You have a question?”


  “This place has been abandoned for three hundred years,” I said. “Why is there activity?”


  “As I mentioned earlier,” said Nicholas, “the Last Judge facility was built using secret technology, and the US government had some…projects, shall we say, underway here. Some of those projects remain active.” 


  “Great,” I said.


  Nicholas gestured. “Care to have a look?”


  I frowned at him but nodded, and we walked across the makeshift base. I followed Nicholas, Murdo and Russell fell in behind me, and the rest of Nicholas’s crew brought up the back, Vernon and his soldiers following. I suppose we made a well-armed little parade. 


  We walked past the trailers, and I looked at the dusty valley at the foot of the mountain. The end of the valley terminated in a cliff face of rough stone, maybe half a mile from where I now stood. There were a lot of boulders and scrubby little bushes scattered around the valley, but there was no sign that humans had ever been here…


  Wait.


  At the foot of the cliff, I saw an archway carved into the rock. It looked wide enough and tall enough to handle two semi trucks driving through it at once.


  “That’s it?” I said.


  “Yes,” said Nicholas with satisfaction. “The entrance to Last Judge Mountain.”


  “Hard to believe they built it all out here,” I said. “There’s not even a road.”


  “There used to be,” said Murdo, pointing. “Look. You can see the depression in the ground where the road used to be. There are still chunks of asphalt.” Now that he pointed it out, I could see it. “A few centuries of freezing at night and baking during the day probably broke the road up, and the wind blew dust over it.”


  “Most probably,” said Nicholas. “And all memory of Last Judge Mountain was lost…until we found it again.”


  “Good for us,” I said. “How are we going to play this?”


  “I am going into the mountain to retrieve the weapon,” said Nicholas. “You will accompany me, along with Corbisher, Swathe, Hailey, Morelli, and Leonid. I assume you’ll want to bring Murdo and your brother along since they seem to follow you everywhere.”


  “Yep,” I said.


  Nicholas smiled. “They would, of course, be much safer waiting for you here.” 


  “Sure they would,” I said. Which would make Russell into a hostage when the time came to fight. “But they both enjoy history. Like you said, why let them pass up a chance to see it firsthand?”


  The people Nicholas had chosen to accompany him would be useful in a fight. Corbisher and Hailey were both wizards and Gatekeepers. Swathe was a jackass, but he knew how to handle himself, and both Morelli and Leonid had the quiet, unobtrusive competence of deadly killers. 


  When the fighting started, it would be me, Murdo, and Russell against the six Rebels. Bad odds, that.


  “As you wish, then,” said Nicholas. “Vernon!”


  “Sir?” said Vernon, hurrying over. 


  “Tell Turner to keep the helicopters fueled and ready,” said Nicholas. “And also have the men ready to bring one of the trucks into the entrance. We may need it quickly. Remain on guard here until we return.”



  “Sir,” said Vernon.


  I looked at the mountain entrance again, and then a flicker of motion caught my eye.


  Was something moving inside?


  No. It was just an optical illusion, caused by the rippling of the heat waves from the valley floor.


  Or was it? I thought I saw something moving closer to the base, something pale flickering through the underbrush. 


  “Rory,” I said as Nicholas kept issuing instructions to Vernon. “Do you see that?”


  “I thought I saw something move,” said Murdo. 


  “So did I. Nicholas. Nicholas!”


  He frowned and turned away from Vernon. “Yes?”


  “Something’s moving out there,” I said.


  That got a reaction. Not from Nicholas, but from Vernon. The Rebel soldier took several steps back, an expression of fear going over his face before he got himself under control.


  “Sir,” said Vernon. “I suggest we withdraw to the trailers right now. They haven’t been able to get inside the trailers before, and gave up and retreated after a few moments.”


  “They?” I said. “Just who the hell are they?”


  A second question occurred to me then, and one that was far more disturbing.


  “Wait,” I said. “Are they coming out of the mountain?”


  Nicholas started to speak, and then Vernon started shouting.


  “Shit!” said Vernon. “Quick! Action stations! They’re coming, they’re coming! Get to the trailers! Get to the trailers!”


  I look back towards the mountain, and my eyes went wide.


  It was a sunny, hot desert day, and the valley floor was rippling with heat. Yet dozens of currents of pale white mist flowed across the ground. The weather was completely wrong for mist, and smoke didn’t act like that.


  But I had seen those currents of white mist before.


  Not once before, but many, many times.


  “Wraithwolves!” I shouted. “Wraithwolves are coming!” I started summoning magical force for a spell. “Russell, stay by Murdo and me!” Murdo also began a spell. “They’re…”


  As one, the currents of pale mist hardened into the gaunt, terrifying forms of dozens of wraithwolves.


  Wraithwolves are creatures of the Shadowlands, and unlike anthrophages, they’re immune to normal bullets. You need magic or a lot of kinetic force (like explosions) to deal with them. They sort of look like wolves, but are much bigger and faster. Despite their bulk, they always seem gaunt and lean, like starving wolves prowling a barren forest in the dead of winter. Strange bony armor covered their long bodies and their heads, making it look as if they wore a second skeleton or perhaps a suit of armor. Their black fur was ragged and stringy, and their eyes burned with a red gleam.


  Suddenly I was back in the Eternity Crucible, fighting for my life in Arvalaeon’s twisted little simulation of a town as packs of wraithwolves stalked me through the streets. I had been killed by wraithwolves so many times. Usually, they did it by ripping out my throat. That was when I was lucky. Other times, they had hamstrung me, and I had fallen, and they had started ripping out my guts while I was still alive.


  That had been much less enjoyable. 


  I heard someone snarling and realized that it was me. 


  Nicholas shouted something, but the order was lost in the roar as dozens of wraithwolves charged at us at once.


  Instinct and reflex took over, and I summoned magical power and started killing. 


  I called fire to my hand, shaping it into a sphere, and an effort of my will sent it shooting forward. The sphere blasted through the skull of the nearest wraithwolf, sending its carcass smoking to the ground, and I kept the sphere hurtling forward. It drilled through the skulls of seven wraithwolves in rapid succession, their bodies collapsing to the earth with smoking craters in their heads. Next to me, Murdo called a blade of searing elemental force to his right hand, so hot the air rippled around it, and he lopped off wraithwolf skulls and limbs with swift, economical flicks of his sword. I had seen him use that sword to saw through a steel bar as thick as my leg in the Royal Bank. 


  Nicholas, Hailey, and Corbisher all cast spells. Nicholas and Hailey both threw blasts of shadowy fire, the dark magic drawn from the Dark Ones that inhabited their bodies. The spells hit the wraithwolves and withered them, turning them into desiccated husks. Corbisher cast globes of lightning. He wasn’t strong enough to kill the wraithwolves, but he shocked them enough for Nicholas or Hailey to kill them.


  The rest of the Rebels didn’t fare quite as well. 


  I saw Vernon go down with a scream, a wraithwolf’s jaws snapping shut around his throat. Maybe a half-dozen other soldiers died in that instant, killed by the wraithwolves. Morelli, Swathe, and Leonid retreated, firing their guns at the creatures. That didn’t do very much good. The kinetic impacts of the bullets rocked the wraithwolves, but it didn’t hurt them.


  For an instant, I considered grabbing Murdo and Russell and getting the hell out of there. If Nicholas got killed fighting the wraithwolves, that by default canceled the Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind. If I could Cloak myself and Russell and Murdo, we could steal one of those heavy trucks and escape.


  Two things stopped me.


  One, the way Nicholas was tearing through the wraithwolves, he was going to win. The Rebels would lose some soldiers, but Nicholas and Hailey would clear out the wraithwolves in the end.


  Second…God, I hated wraithwolves. I absolutely hated them. And I hated to see the damned vicious things tearing people apart, even if they were my enemies. 


  I guess Nicholas was right. Maybe I was sentimental. Maybe the smart thing to do would have been to run and let the wraithwolves go to town.


  Instead, I called more magical power and unleashed spells. I hurled a volley of ice spikes, spearing the wraithwolves through the heart. My lightning globes hit hard enough to kill, and my volleys of magical fire burned through their brains. Murdo fought next to me, the elemental sword a blur in his right hand, and sometimes he threw a pair of lightning globes. Somehow, he seemed to be getting faster and stronger as the fight went on. Maybe he was just warming up.


  Russell remained between us, AK-47 in both hands, though he was smart enough not to waste ammo on something he couldn’t hurt. 


  I sought another wraithwolf to kill, and couldn’t find one. 


  We had killed them all.


  But I still wanted to kill more. I was in the Eternity Crucible, and I wanted to kill and kill until my enemies were piles of smoking char around me, and…


  With an effort of will, I dialed back the rage. Wasn’t easy, but I managed it.


  “You okay?” I said to Russell.


  He nodded, his face grave. 


  “Nicholas,” I ground out. 


  “You’re still alive?” said Nicholas, shadow fire still snarling around his fingers.


  “Why the hell didn’t you tell me that the mountain had magical defenses?” I snapped. 


  “I told you that the automated defenses defeated our first several attempts to enter,” said Nicholas. “Which is why I had you steal that data rod, and which is why you are here.” 


  “Goddamn it, Nicholas,” I snapped. “You just got a lot of your men killed with your stupidity, and…”


  “Connor,” said Murdo, interrupting me.


  I glared at him, and then my brain caught up to my mouth. Nicholas’s inner circle was used to my mouth, but most of his soldiers weren’t. Many of the survivors were looking at me with a mixture of fear and alarm. I had probably killed half of the wraithwolves on my own, and Murdo another third of them. And if this crazy wizard challenged their commander, God only knew how those soldiers would react.


  I made myself shut up. 


  “Why are there wraithwolves coming from inside Last Judge?” said Murdo. “Humans had no access to the Shadowlands until the Conquest, and this place was built before the High Queen’s invasion.”


  “Strictly speaking,” said Nicholas, “that’s not true. Humans did have access to dark magic and summoning spells thanks to the Dark Ones and their cults. Did you think that was entirely the efforts of private individuals? No. Governments researched the Dark Ones as well, sometimes extensively.”


  “Then you’re saying the pre-Conquest government was summoning Dark Ones?” I said.


  “Most probably,” said Nicholas. “As for why wraithwolves are coming out of Last Judge Mountain…I honestly don’t know.” I scoffed. “I don’t know, Kat. Why do you think I am taking the risk of bringing you with me? The reason is that I might need your help to claim the Sky Hammer.” 


  I didn’t say anything. I almost told Nicholas that he had gotten his men killed for nothing. But we had already had that conversation, hadn’t we? He was doing this in pursuit of those imaginary future generations and abstract people inside his head. The men who had gotten killed, the real men who had just died, meant nothing to him. They were only another step to his goal. 


  Can’t make an omelet without breaking a few million eggs along the way, right?


  “Who was Vernon’s second in command?” called Nicholas.


  “He was, sir,” said a skinny young man in fatigues, nodding at a man missing his throat and most of his face.


  “Damn it,” said Nicholas. “All right. Swathe, take charge here.” Swathe nodded. “Get the bodies cleaned up and get ready to clear out. I expect to return with the Sky Hammer within twelve hours.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “but you don’t know that, do you?”


  He turned a cold smile in my direction. “That’s why you’re here, Miss Moran. Come along.”





   Chapter 8: One Bullet


  



  We walked towards the cliff face at the end of the valley, heading towards the tunnel entrance to the Last Judge complex.


  Nicholas, Murdo, and I walked in front. Nicholas and I were the strongest wizards, and Murdo was by far the most dangerous in hand-to-hand combat. Russell walked behind me, AK-47 in hand, and Morelli, Corbisher, and Leonid Rogomil brought up the back. I was glad that Nicholas had ordered Swathe to take charge at the base.


  One less hostile gun at my back. 


  I tried to keep watch on both the Rebels and the entrance to the Last Judge base and the rest of the valley as we walked, but nothing else moved. It grew hotter and hotter as the sun rose higher in the sky, and the others were sweating freely. Not me, though. I held my magic ready to strike, which chilled me. 


  Come to think of it, Nicholas, Corbisher, Hailey, and Murdo weren’t sweating, either. They must have been holding their spells, too. 


  Soon we were about thirty yards away from the tunnel cut into the mountain. It looked exactly like a freeway tunnel that had been drilled through a hill, though the floor was paved with polished concrete rather than asphalt. I couldn’t tell how far it extended into the rock of the mountain – a hundred yards, maybe two hundred? Every twenty yards or so a utility light shone from the walls of the tunnel. 


  “How are those lights still on after three hundred years?” said Russell.


  Nicholas started to say something and then pointed.


  “Look,” he murmured.


  Something metallic moved in the shadows of the tunnel.


  “What the hell?” I said.


  A metal spider the size of a horse moved in silence along the wall. 


  At first, I thought it was some kind of creature from the Shadowlands, something that I had never seen before. But as I watched the thing, I realized that it was a robot. I had seen robots before, but not all that often. The High Queen strictly controlled their use, since she believed that too much automation technology destroyed the jobs she wanted to give to veteran men-at-arms once they completed their terms of service. So, I had seen robots before, but none this complicated.


  Or big.


  Or that well-armed. 


  A pair of miniguns had been mounted on the top of the metal spider’s carapace.


  “Is that…like, a machine of some kind?” said Russell.


  “A drone, actually,” said Nicholas. “Controlled by a computer inside the Last Judge facility. I assume this is a prototype of an advanced weapon. Evidently, the engineers knew what they were doing because it’s still functioning.”


  “It has a bunch of tools on its arms, too,” said Russell, shading his eyes. 


  “Probably both a defense drone and a maintenance one,” said Nicholas. 


  I didn’t like that thought at all. I had assumed Last Judge would be a tomb with some remaining defenses I would have to disable. But what if it was like some sort of automated clockwork mechanism that was still running after three centuries? 


  And those wraithwolves…God, I had to assume that both dark magic and technology defended the facility.


  “Did that metal spider thing kill the first men you sent inside?” I said.


  “That, and four others lurking in niches further down the tunnel,” said Nicholas. “They completely wiped out the first party we sent into the tunnel.”


  “What happened to the bodies?” I said.


  “The spider drones carried them off,” said Nicholas. “After that, we used a rocket launcher to disable one of the drones. The other spiders carried it away, and either they repaired it, or they replaced it completely.”


  “Great,” I said. 


  “Which, Miss Moran, is where you come in,” said Nicholas, reaching into a pocket in his tactical harness. 


  Great, great, great.


  “Take this and Cloak,” said Nicholas, handing me the data rod I had stolen last night. “At the end of the tunnel, there should be a pair of metal doors. Next to those doors will be a computer terminal with a lock. Insert the rod into the lock, and it will open the doors and shut down the drones’ defense protocols.” 


  “Can those things see through Cloak spells?” I said. 


  “I doubt it,” said Nicholas. “From what I understand, Cloak spells block or alter most forms of electromagnetic radiation. I suspect those drones have cameras and motion detectors – probably short-range radar or laser-based detectors. A Cloak will block all of that.” 


  “Wonderful,” I said, taking the data rod in my hand. 


  Well, best to get this over with. I took a few deep breaths, clearing my mind and summoning magical power.


  Then I gestured with my free hand and cast the Cloak spell. 


  I disappeared from sight, and I jogged forward. 


  The mouth of the tunnel drew closer. I could stay Cloaked while moving for about ten minutes or so, maybe a little less, which was more than enough time to cover the two hundred yards to the end of the tunnel. That did not account for something that might go wrong. Maybe those drone things had some sort of exotic sensor that could detect a Cloak spell. Maybe there were pressure sensors on the floor. The Cloak spell could hide me from sight, but it couldn’t do anything against a pressure sensor. Or there might be more wraithwolves. 


  Or worse things. 


  And that thought bothered me a lot. I knew that the official history of Earth, the official story, wasn’t right. According to the High Queen and the Department of Education, there had been no magic used on Earth before the Conquest. I knew that wasn’t true. The Dark Ones cults had been active on Earth for millennia, and forty-five centuries ago an ancient Mesopotamian king had founded the demesnes of the Knights in the Shadowlands to protect Earth from the Dark Ones. The Forerunner had been active for that long, maybe even since before humanity had figured out written language. So at least some people had been using magic before the High Queen and the Elves had shown up.


  But had the US government been using magic? Why were wraithwolves guarding a secret US military base left over from before the Conquest? 


  Nicholas had told me that in Jeremy Shane’s short tenure as Secretary of Defense, Shane had been so horrified by what he had found in Last Judge Mountain that he had planned to shut the whole place down. 


  Just what the hell was in there? What had the government been doing? 


  Then I reached the mouth of the tunnel, and I could spare no more thought for anything but the task at hand.


  My shoes slapped against the smooth concrete of the floor. It was dim and cool in the tunnel, the heat of the sun blocked by the rock of the cliff overhead, and the only light came from the occasional glowing panels along the wall. The drones made no response as I jogged into the tunnel. Up close, they looked even more dangerous. Armor plating covered their bodies, and banks of sensors cowled in metal sheathed their heads. More armor covered the joints of their legs, and I saw that the twin miniguns had been mounted on a turret. A faint humming noise came from the machine.


  I was very glad that it could not see me.


  As I jogged down the tunnel, I saw a dozen more drones, motionless in garage-sized niches that lined the walls. They were identical to the drone guarding the entrance, save that some of them had different weapon loadouts – grenade launchers instead of miniguns, or something that I thought was a flamethrower. 


  No wonder Nicholas needed my help to get in here. Anyone who tried would be in a world of hurt. Hell, even if you drove a tank down the tunnel, the spiders with grenade launchers could blast it apart, and I suspected their metal legs could rip apart a vehicle without much effort. 


  I didn’t see any bodies, but I spotted several fresh bloodstains on the concrete.


  I wondered how many of his people Nicholas had thrown away before he had decided to take the risk of asking my help. 


  But he didn’t care about real people. He cared about those abstract future generations.


  The tunnel ended in an enormous steel door. It was two pieces of armored metal that came together with interlocking teeth. Next to the door was a small terminal with a glowing screen. I walked towards it, my mind starting to ache with the effort of holding the Cloak spell in place. 


  The words SYSTEM ARMED showed on the screen. Below it was some sort of cylindrical locking mechanism, with a thumb-sized hole in the center.


  It looked like the rod would fit.


  I shrugged and slid the optoelectronic rod into the lock. About two-thirds of its length went into the hole, and then something clicked. The rod locked in place, and I heard a sudden whirring and clanging noise from the terminal. The screen went dark, and with a low wheezing groan, the massive metal doors started to slide open. 


  I took several quick steps back, holding my Cloak spell, and peered through the growing crack in the doors. Beyond I saw a large room that looked like the lobby for a fancy high-rise office building. The floor was polished concrete, the walls black. I saw a bank of elevators against one wall, and a row of metal doors. There was an empty receptionist’s desk on the far side of the room, and another pair of massive doors, no doubt to allow vehicles to drive deeper into the facility. 


  Behind the receptionist’s desk, on the wall I saw the words LAST JUDGE BASE in giant bronze letters, along with numerous smaller words I couldn’t quite make out.


  Motion caught my eye, and a robot came into sight. This one was only the size of a big dog, and it moved on six legs tipped with rubber feet. It had four articulated arms rising from its midsection, each arm equipped with a variety of tools. It had to be some sort of maintenance or repair robot. Maybe that explained why so many of the facility’s systems were still operational if these things had been repairing machines as they broke down. 


  It was eerie to think of this place lying silent and deserted, its systems humming away as it waited for someone to come and claim the weapons it housed.


  Waiting for someone like Nicholas. 


  The massive doors finished opening, and I heard a click and a beep from the terminal. The words SYSTEM STANDBY now glowed on the screen, and the terminal had ejected the rod halfway from its hole.


  I lifted the rod, took a deep breath, and dropped my Cloak spell. At once I gathered magic, preparing to cast another spell, but the giant metal spiders paid no attention. I walked to the nearest robot and stood right in front of its sensors, but while it was still humming and active, it made no response. 


  Guess the rod had worked. 


  I walked back up the tunnel and into the harsh desert light. Nicholas, Hailey, Corbisher, Morelli, and Leonid stood in one little group, and Russell and Murdo stood by themselves. They weren’t quite pointing their weapons at each other, but it was close. 


  “Hey,” I said. “It worked. The spiders aren’t attacking anyone, and the doors at the end of the tunnel opened.”


  “Good,” said Nicholas. “What was behind the door?”


  “Looked like the lobby for an office building, to be honest,” I said. “A receptionist’s desk and a bunch of elevators.” 


  “Mmm. We probably won’t want to take those,” said Nicholas. “The mechanisms might not be working after three hundred years.” He stepped closer and held out his hand. 


  I realized that he wanted the rod back, and I had a sudden urge not to give it to him. If the rod gave access to all of Last Judge’s systems, then I might want to hang on to it. But if I didn’t give it to him, he might insist…and that could provoke a firefight.


  I sighed and handed over the rod.


  “Thank you, Miss Moran,” said Nicholas. “Let’s go. Keep your eyes open. The rod will have disarmed the entrance guards, but there are probably defensive measures that we don’t know about.” 


  “Probably,” I muttered. “Why should things start going smoothly now?” 


  “I’ve yet to undertake an operation that didn’t experience some complications,” said Nicholas, and we headed for the tunnel. Morelli and Leonid had guns in hand, and I saw their tension as they looked at the giant robot spiders standing motionless in their niches. Corbisher and Hailey didn’t bother with guns, but I felt the surge of dark magic from them as they held their power ready. Only Nicholas seemed calm. Well, him and Murdo. 


  We walked into the lobby without incident. Nicholas headed for the receptionist’s desk at once, and the rest of us followed. I kept my eye on the elevator doors, half-expecting them to open and a mob of killer robots or wraithwolves or anthrophages or God knows what else to charge out. I also looked at the ceiling, expecting to see weapons up there. 


  “Hey,” said Russell, looking at the bronze words on the wall behind the receptionist’s desk. “Is that a Bible verse?”


  He took a step forward and started to read aloud. 


  “And I saw a great white throne, and him that sat on it, from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away; and there was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened, which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, according to their works.”


  “Revelation 20:11-12,” said Murdo, reading the citation below the quote. 


  “Why is there a Bible verse on the wall of a secret military base?” said Hailey.


  “Because,” said Nicholas, seating himself at the desk. “That was the purpose of this facility.” I walked around the desk and saw an ancient computer terminal there, but like the one in the tunnel, it was still working. “That verse is about Judgment Day. The Last Judgement, when Christ would return to judge the living and the dead. How do you think this place got its name? The men who worked here knew full well they were building weapons that could destroy both human civilization and perhaps the Earth itself. They could unleash Judgment Day with the press of a button.” 


  “Arrogant of them,” said Murdo. “They named the base Last Judge, not Last Judgment. That implies they were the judge.”


  “A boast isn’t arrogant,” said Nicholas, tapping some keys on the terminal, “if it is backed up by the truth. And the weapons housed here could have destroyed human civilization.”


  “And is that why you’re here?” I said. “To destroy human civilization?”


  “On the contrary,” said Nicholas. He reached into a pocket and drew out a thumb drive. It had the ancient USB connector that pre-Conquest computers had used. “We are here to remake it.”


  But remaking something implied that it had first been destroyed.


  I met Russell’s eyes and remembered what he had told me, about how the cost of saving his life might become too high. 


  The power to unleash Judgment Day…and Nicholas Connor and the Rebels might soon have it. 


  Nicholas plugged the thumb drive into the terminal, and the graphical interface on the screen vanished. Rows of green text scrolled past, faster and faster.


  “What are you doing?” I said.


  “Executing a computer virus,” said Nicholas. “Based on the documents you recovered for me previously, it is safe to assume that Last Judge’s central computer is impervious to malware attack. Any attempt to hack it or override its protection would put the base and its defenses into lockdown mode.”


  “And that would be bad,” I said. 


  “It would,” agreed Nicholas. “But we wouldn’t worry about it for long because we would probably all be killed within three minutes. Fortunately, there’s no need to override the computer, not so long as we have the data rod. All we need is…ah, here we are.”


  A map appeared on the screen.


  “All we need,” said Nicholas, “is one specific file.”


  “Where is the Sky Hammer?” I said, looking at the map. God, but this place was huge. The tunnel and the entry lobby were just the top level. The base extended another nine levels underground, and other portions went even deeper. It looked like a sealed nuclear reactor powered the base, which explained how it was still working after all these centuries.


  “Here,” said Nicholas. “Three levels down, in the EMP research section.”


  “EMP?” I said. “Electromagnetic pulse?” Was the Sky Hammer an EMP weapon? That seemed unlikely. Nicholas himself had told me that the High Queen feared that an EMP weapon would be used against her soon after the Conquest and that all electrical and electronic systems on Earth now included shielding against an electromagnetic pulse attack. Any EMP powerful enough to disable a modern electrical system would have to come from a nuclear blast strong enough to burn off most of the planet’s atmosphere, which made the entire thing moot. 


  “Yes,” said Nicholas. “And to get there…we’ll have to pass through these areas on the third level.”


  I examined the map. We would have to walk through something called SUMMONING/BLACK OPS, another area labeled BIOHAZARD, and finally a third section marked LAST JUDGE OPERATIONS CENTER.


  “Operations center?” I said.



  “Probably the control room for the facility,” said Murdo.


  Nicholas nodded. “Shane himself might have had an office down there. It would be fascinating to visit for academic purposes, but we have no further need of any of his knowledge.” 


  “SUMMONING/BLACK OPS and BIOHAZARD?” I said. “I don’t like the way that sounds.”


  “Nor do I,” said Nicholas. “We’ll have to be on our guard.” Two more of the dog-like robots strode across the lobby, intent on whatever task the computer had assigned them. Nicholas rose to his feet and pointed at the double metal doors set into the wall next to the Bible verse about doomsday. “Fortunately, it seems this tunnel is a ramp that spirals down through all nine levels of the facility. We can proceed on foot.” 


  Leonid grunted. “What about moving the Sky Hammer itself? We won’t be able to carry the damn thing up the ramp.”


  “That’s what the trucks are for,” said Nicholas. “We just need to make sure the route is clear to the weapon. All of you, take pictures of that screen with your phones.” He produced his own phone and took a picture of the map on the screen. “If our proposed route is blocked, we will need to find another way.” 


  That was reasonable, so I took out my phone and took a picture of the screen. No signal. Of course, we were under God knows how many tons of rock and concrete and steel. Fortunately, the camera didn’t need a cellular signal to work. 


  “I’ve got it,” said Corbisher, tucking his phone away.


  “Good,” said Nicholas. “Miss Moran, Mr. Murdo, the three of us will take the front. Mr. Moran, come after us. Hailey, Martin, Enzo, Leonid, bring up the back and watch for any attackers coming from behind or along the ceilings. Kindly try not to shoot us in the back.” 


  Corbisher looked at me and grinned. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


  “Try it, asshole,” I said, “and you’ll wish that bloodrat had finished gnawing off…”


  “Enough,” said Nicholas, his voice hard. “If we bicker amongst ourselves now, we’re almost certainly going to be killed. We can resolve our differences with Miss Moran once we have secured the Sky Hammer. Perhaps there will even be a way to do so without violence.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”


  “Let’s move,” said Nicholas.


  We arranged ourselves in the formation Nicholas had ordered and headed towards the double doors. There was another terminal with a round lock, and Nicholas inserted the rod. Like the one outside, that terminal beeped and whirred, and the doors began sliding open. I pulled together magic, preparing to cast a spell as the stale air beyond the doors washed over me, but the tunnel beyond was empty. It looked identical to the entrance tunnel, built of the same polished concrete, with the same light panels every twenty yards or so. Unlike the entrance tunnel, there were metal doors built into the walls at regular intervals, and the floor sloped downward. About a hundred yards ahead the tunnel went into a right-angle turn that looked exactly like a parking ramp. 


  “So far so good,” said Russell.


  “That’ll change,” I said.


  Nicholas started forward, and I followed him.


  Then I felt a pressure in my mind, and I came to an abrupt halt.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “Stop, guys. Stop.” 


  “You feel it, too?” said Nicholas. 


  “Feel what?” said Russell, but Hailey nodded. 


  “Wait,” I said. “I feel it. Hailey feels it, and so does Nicholas. Corbisher?”


  “Yes,” he said. “It’s like a pressure inside my skull. I’m…not sure what it is.” An uneasy look came over his scarred face. “But my Dark One doesn’t like it.”


  “Yeah, a tragedy,” I said. Corbisher scowled. An idea came to me. “Russell, Morelli, Leonid. You guys don’t feel it?”


  “No,” said Leonid. “I feel fine. Given that we are entering an ancient base filled with weapons, of course.”


  “But I feel it,” said Murdo. 


  I cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. I didn’t feel anything nearby, but there were several sources of magical power radiating from deep below us.


  Dark magic.


  But I didn’t feel any spells nearby.


  “Wait,” I said. “Hailey, try to cast the rift way spell.”


  She scowled. “Why don’t you do it?”


  “Because I need to save my strength for the next time someone tries to kill us,” I said.


  “Hailey,” said Nicholas.


  “Fine,” she spat. 


  She took a few deep breaths, gestured, and cast the rift way spell. The familiar curtain of gray light and mist rose up before her, started to open…and then fell apart and vanished into nothingness.


  “What the hell?” said Hailey. I started to tell her to cast again, but she was already doing it. Again, the rift way started to appear, and sputtered into nothingness. 


  “Something’s blocking rift way spells to the Shadowlands,” I said. “That’s why we can feel that pressure in our heads. Magical force comes from the Shadowlands. I’ll bet the entire base is somehow sealed against access from the Shadowlands.”


  “A Seal of Shadows?” said Murdo.


  “No, I’d be able to detect that,” I said. “And those wraithwolves came from inside the base, remember? A wraithwolf wouldn’t voluntarily enter a Seal of Shadows. It’s something else.”



  “Probably a security measure to protect Last Judge from intrusion,” said Nicholas. “At the moment, it doesn’t matter.”


  We walked forward, our shoes and boots clicking against the polished concrete. A faint humming filled the tunnel, and a light breeze blew past us, just enough to ruffle my hair and tug at the hem of my coat. I suppose the air circulators were still operating. If Last Judge extended hundreds of feet below ground, something needed to pump air into the lower levels so the men working down there would not asphyxiate. 


  We went around the corner and down the ramp to the next level without incident. The second level tunnel looked the same as the others, with metal doors and light panels. There was no sign of any security measures or defenses. It was like walking through a tomb. A well-ventilated tomb, but still a tomb.


  Then it all went to hell.


  One of those metal doors hissed open, and a defense drone clanged out. 


  Turns out those things could move fast. 


  Its metal legs hammered like pistons, and moved so fast they were steely blurs. It shot out the door at thirty or forty miles an hour, and it did a complicated maneuver with its legs that let it make a tight turn without sacrificing much of its speed. 


  The twin miniguns on the turret rotated towards us. 


  At the same time, a swarm of insects surged out through the opened door, and for an instant, my brain locked with sheer terror.


  I had fought those insects before many, many times in the Eternity Crucible. They were beetles the size of dogs, and not little dogs. The goddamned miserable things were the size of a St. Bernard. They were black and glistening, covered in translucent slime, and they moved forward with a jerking, skittering motion. Each beetle had a pair of enormous sword-like pincers in front of their elaborate mouthparts.


  Oh, and they could spit acidic goo. Did I mention that? I had died a lot of times in the Eternity Crucible, usually ripped apart or blown up or set on fire. But getting killed by the beetles had been some of the worst ways to die. Especially when the acidic goop got into my mouth and nose and into my lungs. It had been like getting burned alive from the inside out. 


  The horrible memories froze my brain for an instant, and then terror and rage blasted through me.


  “Down!” I screamed, casting a spell. “Get down!” 



  The others scattered as the beetles surged forward and the gun turret whirled towards us, and I cast a spell. White mist swirled up in a curtain, and it hardened into a glittering wall of ice. Nathan Vander would have been appalled that I was using an ice wall to block enemies again, but I didn’t have any choice. I could Shield myself from bullets, but I couldn’t protect the others with a Shield spell, and those damn beetles would just skitter around the Shield.


  I got the ice wall hardened in time to seal off the tunnel and block the beetles, but not in time to block the first burst of gunfire from the minigun. The others scattered for cover, and I heard the whining ricochets as the bullets bounced off the floor and the corridor.


  Most of the others moved fast enough to avoid the gunfire.


  Nicholas didn’t.


  He started to take a step to the side, and one of the bullets hit him right in the forehead. The minigun was firing .50 caliber rounds, probably armor-piercing, so basically the top third of his skull turned into a giant bloody crater.


  He went down.


  “Nicholas!” screamed Hailey.


  I didn’t have time to do anything else because the beetles started swarming up over the top of the ice wall and down the side facing us. Turns out the little bastards could climb straight up.


  “Don’t let them get close!” I shouted. “They can spit acid! Don’t let them get close!”


  I cast a fireball that zipped forward and jerked back and forth, drilling through the beetles. I got eight of them, and the others opened fire. Murdo, Russell, Morelli, and Leonid raised their AK-47s and pistols and started shooting, and the thunder of the gunfire was deafening in the enclosed space. Wraithwolves were immune to bullets, but the beetles had no such luxury. Their armored carapaces exploded with greenish goo as the bullets punched into them. Corbisher and Hailey began casting spells. Corbisher’s lightning globes struck with enough force to kill the beetles, and Hailey’s bursts of shadow fire turned them into withered husks. 


  Something clanged, and a huge metallic shape heaved itself atop my ice wall, spiked legs digging into it. The spider drone crouched atop the wall, its minigun turret rotating towards us. I reacted first, drawing together as much magic as I could hold, and I cast the lightning globe spell. A volley of seven blue-white lightning globes leaped from my hand and screamed towards the drone.


  The spider’s builders had been clever, but they hadn’t anticipated a crazy wizard half-scared out of her mind. The globes slammed into the spider’s carapace, and fingers of blue-white lightning crawled up and down its body. Sparks and flames exploded from its joints and its rack of sensors, and the spider heaved and fell sideways off the wall, landing with a ringing clang and a crunch of stressed metal. That also had the useful effect of crushing about half the remaining beetles. 


  I started another spell and hurled another fire sphere, sending it dancing through the beetles. Corbisher and Hailey cast more spells, and Murdo, Russell, Morelli, and Leonid sent volleys of gunfire at the beetles. The smell of gun smoke and cordite filled my nostrils, along with the acrid stink of the beetles and the metallic smell of the blood pooling around what remained of Nicholas’s skull. I kept waiting for the spider drone to get up and attack, but the fall had crushed a couple of its legs, and smoke rose from its carapace. My lightning attack must have cooked its internal electronics or something. 


  Murdo shot the last beetle through the head, and it twitched and fell over, its legs curling up over its belly.


  I let out a long breath, my hands raised before me.


  Silence fell over the tunnel as the last echoes from the gunshots and my spells died away. I glanced at the others, but they were unhurt. Well, except for Nicholas. Hailey stood gazing at Nicholas’s corpse, her expression tense and her blue eyes wide. Corbisher, Morelli, and Leonid were looking at me, as if waiting for me to react. Murdo and Russell alternated between looking at me and looking at the Rebels, and their guns’ muzzles pointed at the Rebels. 


  I looked at Nicholas’s corpse and fought down the absurd, overwhelming urge to laugh. 


  God, after all of this, could it really have been so simple? 


  Nicholas had gotten shot through the head, and that was that. Morvilind and the Forerunner’s deal had been broken, and it wasn’t my fault. I had even tried to save Nicholas. It wasn’t my fault he hadn’t gotten out of the way in time. Nicholas wouldn’t get the Sky Hammer, I would turn the Inquisition on the Rebels, and we could rescue Murdo’s girlfriend from whatever hold Nicholas had on her. 


  “All right,” I said. I glanced at Murdo and Russell. “We’re leaving.”


  “No, you’re not,” said Corbisher, his voice sharp. “Stay right where you are.”


  “Let me lay it out for you, Marty,” I said, trying to keep him and all the other Rebels in sight at the same time. “Lord Morvilind’s deal was with the Forerunner, and the Forerunner passed it to Nicholas. Except Nicholas got himself killed. The deal’s over, and I’m leaving with Rory and my brother. I’m feeling generous, so I'll let you go, too. But if you try to stop me, I’ll deal with you the way I dealt with Lorenz.”


  “Don’t presume to threaten me, you little bitch,” said Corbisher. Russell and Murdo pointed their guns at him, which was sweet of them. “I know something you don’t know, and…”


  “For God’s sake,” said Morelli, his exasperation plain as he reloaded his pistol. “Martin, shut up.” Corbisher glared at him but fell silent. “Miss Moran, look at Connor.”


  “He’s dead,” I said. “He got shot through the head by a .50 caliber minigun round. You don’t get up from one of…”


  “Nadia,” said Murdo, his voice hard.


  I fell silent and looked at Nicholas’s corpse.


  The blood…


  I don’t know if you’ve ever seen anyone get shot through the head. (I hope you haven’t.) But if you have, you know that anything that comes out of the exit wound looks kind of like blood mixed with lumpy gray oatmeal. If there is serious damage to the skull, the face can sort of…deflate, or spread out, which somehow looks worse than the brains. The bullet from the drone’s minigun had been big enough to do all of that to Nicholas’s head. He didn’t look nearly so handsome now. 


  Except the blood was flowing back into his head. 


  I blinked, not quite sure that I really saw it. The blood and the brains were oozing back into his skull, and a shudder went through Nicholas’s corpse. Shadows and purple fire started to burn in his staring eyes and his fingers, and even as I watched the wound in his skull sealed itself shut, his face twitching as the muscles reseated themselves. 


  In another heartbeat, it looked like he hadn’t been shot at all. There wasn’t even a bloodstain on the concrete. 


  “What the hell?” I said.


  Corbisher smirked. “Might have been counting your chickens before they hatched, Miss Moran.”


  I tried to think up an insult, but I couldn’t. 


  Nicholas shuddered, took a deep breath, and sat up. 


  “Nicholas!” said Hailey, and she dropped to her knees and hugged him. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”


  “Yes,” said Nicholas, his voice rusty. He blinked a few times, and his eyes came into focus. “God, that always stings.”


  “You were shot through the goddamned head,” I said. “How the hell does that just sting?”


  Nicholas blinked and then smiled at me. “I told you, Miss Moran. The benefits of using a Dark One are well worth the risks.” He rose to his feet, dusting off his trousers. “As you have just seen.”


  I didn’t say anything. I knew that the Dark One that Nicholas had bound within himself was more powerful than the normal ones, that it was a noble or a knight or something of the Dark Ones. During our fight against the myothar in the ruins of Chicago, Nicholas had been able to shapeshift into something that looked like a giant armored panther, and none of the other Rebels had been able to do that. 


  And it seemed his Dark One also let him recover from mortal wounds. 


  Because that wound had been fatal. I was certain of it. People don’t recover from having the inside of their skulls cleaned out by a high-caliber bullet. They just don’t. I couldn’t have used the regeneration spell to recover from that, and Nathan Vander couldn’t have used bloodcasting to heal it. 


  So if Nicholas could bounce back from something like that…then how the hell was I going to kill him once the deal was done?


  I didn’t know, but I had better think of something soon.


  “I’m just glad you’re okay,” said Hailey. There were actual tears in her eyes, and I didn’t think she was faking. “I knew…I knew the Dark One would heal you, but to see you like that…”


  Nicholas gave her a gentle kiss and then eased her away. “But you knew it wouldn’t kill me. I know it was unpleasant to see, but we must all endure unpleasant things in the cause of our Revolution. But final victory is at hand.” He smiled at me. “Isn’t it?”


  I didn’t say anything. 


  My ice wall disintegrated with a resounding crash as it started to melt, some of the shards sending the beetle carcasses sliding further down the tunnel. 


  “Shall we continue?” said Nicholas. “The Sky Hammer awaits.”




  Chapter 9: Black Ops


  



  We were attacked twice more before we made it to the third level of Last Judge Mountain. 


  The first time was a pack of wraithwolves. Ribbons of mist poured out of the sealed doors and congealed into a dozen of the creatures, and they charged towards us. Murdo, Nicholas, Hailey, Corbisher and I unleashed magic in a storm of lightning and shadow fire and wiped out half of the miserable creatures before they could close. Murdo called his elemental blade into existence and charged the remaining half, and held them at bay as the rest of us cast our spells.


  I noticed something odd then. 


  Murdo was moving faster than he should have been. 


  I had seen him fight many times before, and I knew he was fast and strong. Yet he seemed to be getting faster as he killed wraithwolves. Like their deaths were making him stronger. 


  I knew people who could do that kind of thing.


  Was Murdo a Shadow Hunter? 


  He didn’t show any of the signs. Usually, when Shadow Hunters drew on their Shadowmorphs for speed and strength, their eyes turned black, and the Shadowmorph appeared on their skin in the form of black lines like a tattoo. I had never seen any tattoos on Murdo, but I had never seen him without clothing, either. It was possible a Shadowmorph had been hidden on his body, and I hadn’t seen it.


  I knew he kept things from me. Was the fact that he was a Shadow Hunter one of them? 


  I felt like I was overlooking something about him, something obvious, but I couldn’t quite pull all the pieces together. 


  But I still trusted him. I had kept things from him, too, until Lorenz had blown open my secrets. Murdo had kept faith with me through some hideously dangerous situations. If he needed to keep things secret from me, I trusted that he had a good reason. 


  And I had much more immediate things to concern me.


  Like the second attack.


  The second attack came just as we reached the third level, and it was much worse. Three of the side doors opened, and a mob of anthrophages rushed out, dozens of them. The gaunt, gray things didn’t have any guns with them, but they hardly needed weapons, not with their black claws and fangs. That was bad enough, but two of those defense drones stormed out, both robots equipped with more miniguns.


  This time we saw the threat coming, and I focused on the defense drones, hitting first one spider with a volley of lightning globes, and then the second. They were formidable machines, but they hadn’t been built with blocking magical lightning in mind, and I fried both robots in short order. The anthrophages proved harder. They charged forward without regard for their safety, and we met them with a storm of gunfire and lightning and shadow fire. 


  Russell shot three of them, and then his AK-47 clicked empty. He ejected the magazine and started to load a new one, and an anthrophage slammed into him, driving him to the floor. Its jaws started to yawn wide to bite off his face, but I struck first. The sphere of magical fire blasted through the anthrophage’s skull, turning everything above its neck to ash, and I sent the sphere zipping into another anthrophage, and another and another. 


  That finished off the rest of them, and the sounds of gunfire and magic died away.


  “Russell,” I said, yanking the anthrophage off him. “Are you all right? Russell?”


  From the corner of my eye, I noticed that Morelli’s gun had drifted in my direction. He was smart enough to realize that if Russell was dead, I was going to take it out on the Rebels. Murdo moved towards Morelli, his gun’s muzzle turning towards the assassins.


  “Yeah,” croaked Russell, getting to his feet. He smiled at me, but I saw the tension around his eyes. He had almost been killed, and he knew it. “Man, those things stink.” 


  “You should take better care, Mr. Moran,” said Nicholas, reloading his pistol. “Your sister will not be there to save you every…”


  I wasn’t in the mood. “Where the hell are all these creatures coming from?”


  “Pardon?” said Nicholas. 


  “The wraithwolves. The anthrophages. The damned beetles…”


  “Spitters, we called them,” said Leonid, “back when I was a man-at-arms.” 


  “This place is sealed off from the Shadowlands,” I said. “Nobody can open a rift way. So where are those creatures coming from?”


  “I don’t know,” said Nicholas.


  I glared at him. “What, it wasn’t in the files you had us steal from Chicago and the Royal Bank? Or didn’t you bother to get around to reading them yet?”


  “Don’t talk to him that way,” said Hailey. “He’s…”


  “In point of fact, I read them all,” said Nicholas. “Unfortunately, none of them happened to include a complete schematic for the Last Judge facility or an overview of its defenses.” He gestured with his weapon. “My guess is that the creatures were summoned to defend the base, and they’ve been waiting here for targets ever since.” 


  “Wouldn’t they starve to death?” said Russell.


  “Creatures from the Shadowlands don’t have biology the same way that we do,” I said. “Anthrophages don’t need to kill people and eat them. They just enjoy it.” 


  “I have heard it is possible,” said Murdo, “to summon creatures from the Shadowlands through a Seal of Shadows. It requires a lot of preparation and a dedicated summoning circle, but it can be done.” 


  “You think Shane left a summoning circle down here?” I said. I remembered that Morvilind had a dedicated summoning chamber just off his library. Maybe Last Judge Mountain had something similar.


  “Doubtful,” said Nicholas. “Shane would have refused to countenance any such experiments. But he inherited Last Judge Mountain when he became Secretary of Defense. Perhaps there were experiments ongoing, and he didn’t have time to shut them down before the Conquest started.” He beckoned with his pistol. “Regardless, we need to keep moving. Standing here makes us a target for any remaining defenders.” 


  “It shouldn’t be too much further to the SUMMONING/BLACK OPS area if that map was accurate,” said Morelli.


  “No,” said Nicholas. “Let’s keep moving.” He held his pistol in his right hand, but I could tell that he also had gathered magic for a spell.


  There wasn’t anything else to do but to follow him as he strode down the tunnel. We resumed our previous formation, and I scanned the massive doors on the walls, but no new enemies appeared. After another few hundred yards, we came to a stop before another set of double metal doors. A small plaque next to the doors bore the words SUMMONING/BLACK OPS, and below it was a terminal identical to the ones I had seen earlier, with the same round port for the data rod.


  “Nicholas,” I said. I felt magical power behind those metal doors, and I cast the spell to sense the presence of arcane forces. 


  There was a lot of magic behind those doors.


  Dark magic, for one, and something I was sure was a summoning spell. Whatever those long-dead scientists had been working on down here had involved a lot of dark magic.


  “I don’t know what behind’s that door,” I said, “but it’s powerful.”


  Corbisher cast the same spell and flinched. “She’s right, for once.” 



  “All right,” said Nicholas. “Cover the doorway. Be ready to attack anything that comes out.” The others nodded and pointed their weapons at the doors, and Corbisher and Hailey both readied spells. “Miss Moran, I suggest you prepare one of those ice walls you enjoy so much. If there are enemies beyond those doors, the ice wall will give us the time necessary to ready a more robust defense.”



  “Yeah,” I said, flexing my fingers as I concentrated. “Let’s get it over with.”


  Nicholas stepped to the terminal and inserted the rod. There was a whirring click, a clang, and the terminal ejected the rod. As Nicholas took it back once more, the doors slid open. I braced myself to cast a spell. I expected to see a mob of anthrophages waiting behind the door, or beetles, or wraithwolves, or cowlspawn, or bloodrats, or something worse. 


  For a searing instant, I was back in the Eternity Crucible, crazed and in agony and wanting nothing more than to kill as much as possible before the creatures of the Shadowlands killed me yet again. 


  My surprise was absolute when the doors finished sliding open, and I saw…


  A comfortable-looking waiting area.


  We stared at it in silence for a moment.


  “Okay,” I said. “Wasn’t expecting that.” 


  It was a big room, large enough that a truck could maneuver through it, though it would be a tight fit. There was a beige carpet, a little brittle with age, and the walls had been painted a cheerful blue. Chairs sat in rings, and there was a receptionist’s counter against the far wall. Big TVs had been attached to the walls, hooked up to boxes I recognized as archaic video game consoles. More tables held a collection of beverages and snacks that had dried up or fossilized a long time ago.


  “I guess SUMMONING/DARK OPS was code for the employee lounge,” I said.


  “No,” said Murdo, voice grim. “It’s worse than that. We had lounges like this in the bases of the Wizard’s Legion.”


  “So what?” said Corbisher. “If the High Queen wants to waste money indulging her pets, then that…”


  “Use your brain,” snapped Murdo. “Militaries are always run on the cheap. And if the commanders of this base spent money providing a lounge like this for the men working in the SUMMONING/DARK OPS department…”


  “Then that duty was so psychologically unpleasant that the commanders thought it necessary to give their men lots of recreation so they didn’t crack,” said Russell.


  My uneasy feeling got worse.


  “How did you know that, kid?” said Leonid.


  Russel shrugged, still looking over the room. “I read it in a Malcolm Lock novel once.” Murdo snorted. “Uh. Nadia. I think we had better look at that circle of chairs over there.”


  I did as he suggested. At first, I didn’t notice anything strange. It was a circle of crumbling chairs around the collapsed remnants of a table. Except that was a lot of debris for an end table, and it had turned this odd brownish-yellow color…


  No. Not debris. Bones.


  Quite a lot of them.


  I walked closer, and the others followed.


  A small heap of human bones lay in the center of the circle of chairs. The empty eyes of three skulls stared at me. On some of the bones, I saw long, shallow grooves, and I realized they came from the marks of claws and fangs. 


  I bet my own bones had looked like that a few times in the Eternity Crucible.


  “Okay, then,” I said. “I guess we know what happened to the men who were here when Shane got assassinated.” 


  “Why didn’t the cleaning robots take care of the bodies?” said Russell. 


  “Maybe any cleaning robots that come into this part of the base don’t come out again,” I said. 


  “Cheery thought,” muttered Leonid.


  “Whoever these people were,” said Nicholas, “they’ve been dead for a very long time. Come along.”


  We crossed the room to the far wall behind the receptionist’s desk. There was another double-door there, and another terminal with a round port. Nicholas inserted the rod, and the mechanism unlocked with a clang. The doors slid open with a metallic rasp, and beyond I saw…


  I blinked a few times, trying to make sense of the sight.


  Beyond was a vast, long room that looked sort of like a fancy hospital ward, the kind where the walls are made of glass so the doctors and nurses can observe potentially contagious patients without exposing themselves to pathogens. The long corridor stretched away in the distance, and the walls were made of thick ballistic glass. More glass walls marked off dozens of individual rooms on either side of the wide corridor. Outside each room was an ancient computer terminal, and steel frames marked off the glass doors. There were light panels in the ceiling every ten yards, which didn’t provide much illumination and threw the glass rooms into shadowy gloom. 


  The individual rooms might have looked like hospital wards, but they didn’t have beds or chairs or any other furniture. On the floor of each room lay a polished square of black stone about eight feet by eight feet. Cut into the surface of each of those squares was an array of symbols.


  I moved closer.


  A summoning circle marked each of the squares.


  It wasn’t an Elven circle. Rather, it was a design I had seen Dark Ones cultists use, marked with ancient cuneiform symbols rather than Elven hieroglyphics. Even without using the spell to sense magical forces, I felt the dark magic radiating from the nearest circle. 


  And there had to be at least two hundred of the glass rooms lining the long corridor, each one equipped with its own slab of black stone.


  “Summoning circles,” I said. “Lots and lots of summoning circles.”


  “An observational laboratory, obviously,” said Nicholas. “The facility’s researchers would summon creatures from the Shadowlands, bind them in the circles, and record their observations on the computer terminals.” He gestured at the nearest room, and I saw the black plastic dome of a camera in its ceiling. “And they could observe long-term as well.”



  “Dark Ones cultists use that design of summoning circle to this day,” said Murdo.


  “Fascinating,” murmured Nicholas. “I wonder if the United States government was using the Dark Ones cultists, or if the cultists had infiltrated the government. Certainly, that would explain some of the government’s more…erratic decisions in the final years before the Conquest.”


  “Bet Shane wasn’t happy when he found out,” I said.


  “Yes,” said Nicholas. “Shane was farsighted and a visionary, but I’m afraid he was something of a traditionalist. He wouldn’t have approved of using the Dark Ones as weapons. Well, no one is perfect. Still, had he not been assassinated, he would have overthrown the High Queen. We shall simply have to finish his work in his stead.” 


  “Why are those summoning circles all radiating magical power?” said Hailey. She cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. “In fact…God, all of them still have active spells.”


  “After three hundred years?” said Russell.


  “A spell can last that long if it’s empowered properly,” I said. 


  And knowing Dark Ones cultists, they had likely used the blood of the innocent to empower their spells. 


  “The Last Judge researchers might have worked out a way to summon creatures from the Shadowlands on an industrial scale,” said Nicholas. “I’ll have to come back here and examine the process. It might prove of use to the Revolution.”


  “If you have the chance,” I said, voice quiet. I didn’t intend for Nicholas to leave here alive with the Sky Hammer. 


  But he knew that, too. He smirked at me, and then looked back down the long glass corridor. 


  “Let’s keep moving,” said Nicholas. “If those summoning circles are active, we don’t want to hang around.”


  He took a step forward, and then things went to hell again.


  I felt a surge of dark magic to my left, and my head snapped around, my hand coming up as I called power for a spell. In one of the glass rooms, I saw a pillar of gray mist swirling over the slab of black stone and its summoning circle. 


  Nicholas had been wrong. Or he’d only been half-right. The scientists of Last Judge Mountain hadn’t just worked out an industrial way to summon creatures from the Shadowlands. 


  No, those assholes had worked out an industrial process…and then they had automated the entire thing.


  The gray mist hardened into a hideous, alien-looking creature. It looked like a cluster of staring, volley-ball sized eyes about six feet across, all of the eyes red and glaring and glistening with slime. A score of barbed tentacles hung from beneath the floating cluster of eyes, their lengths tangled atop the summoning circle. 


  I had fought creatures like this many times before, and I died from those tentacles many, many times. The thing was called a cytospawn, and they were powerful and could sometimes use magic. As if that were not enough, those long tentacles were as strong as steel cables and were covered in lethal poison.


  And in a horrified instant, I realized that I was the only one who had seen the cytospawn appear over the circle. I was the strongest wizard in the group, which meant I was the only one who had sensed the surge of power that had accompanied the creature’s appearance. 


  “Watch out!” I screamed, staring a spell.


  The others whirled or tried to take cover, and the cytospawn surged forward. Its tentacles snapped like whips, coiling around the edges of the doorframe, and it heaved itself forward. It was too big to fit through the door, but that didn’t matter, because it squeezed its body through, the mass of eyes compressing and distorting. 


  That was a really disturbing sight, let me tell you.


  I cast a spell, hitting it with a volley of lightning globes. That stunned the cytospawn as it burst into the corridor, and it let out a keening wail, the tentacles lashing at the glass walls and the concrete ceiling. Russell and Murdo and the others retreated, throwing a hail of gunfire at the cytospawn. That was useless. Bullets couldn’t hurt cytospawn. At least Murdo realized it, and he threw a pair of lightning globes into the creature while the others dodged.


  Leonid wasn’t quite fast enough.


  One of the tentacles coiled around his neck, and his head just kind of…popped off his shoulders. It was so fast that if I blinked, I would have missed it. His head hit the floor and rolled away, and a spurt of blood burst from his neck and spattered the ceiling. Leonid’s body collapsed, blood puddling around the ragged stump of his neck. The cytospawn squelched all the way into the corridor and floated against the ceiling, its tentacles swirling as it prepared to kill the rest of us.


  That was a mistake. Cytospawn can take a pounding and keep on fighting, but they have one big weak point. On their undersides, where all the tentacles attach, is this big leathery bladder. It’s full of flammable gas, and it helps the cytospawn fly.


  And I had more than enough magical power to punch through it.


  I hurled a sphere of fire that drilled into the exposed bladder, and the cytospawn blew up.


  That made a mess. Chunks of meat and ichor sprayed in all directions, and the shock wave knocked me to the floor. I scrambled back up at once, ready to cast another spell, but the cytospawn was finished.


  “You okay?” I said to Russell as Murdo helped him to stand.


  “Yeah,” said Russell, blinking at the chunks of meat. They were already starting to dissolve into mist. “What was that thing?”


  “Cytospawn,” said Murdo. “Creature from the Shadowlands. Extremely dangerous.”


  “Yeah,” said Russell again, looking at what was left of Leonid.


  “Rogomil’s done for,” said Corbisher, glaring at me. Like it was my fault. 


  “Casualties are inevitable in warfare,” said Nicholas. 


  I looked at Leonid Rogomil’s corpse. I had worried that he would find out that I was the one who had killed his brother Sergei and that he could try to take vengeance. Guess that was one less thing to worry about. Though considering the kind of dangers down here, the vengeance of a Rebel seemed like small potatoes.


  “If you want to avoid more casualties, then listen to me,” I snapped. “Corbisher, Hailey. Both of you keep a detection spell going. You’ll be able to feel it if those summoning circles start pulling more creatures into the corridor. If you feel anything, say so, and then Rory and Nicholas and I can deal with them.”


  “Don’t presume to give me orders!” snarled Corbisher. “How…”


  “Martin, do it,” said Nicholas. 


  “But…” started Corbisher.


  “She has more combat experience than you do,” said Nicholas. “Unless you have a better plan?” His temper seemed to have frayed a little. Perhaps Leonid had been a friend the way that Sergei Rogomil had been. “Well? Do you?”


  Corbisher scowled. “No.”


  “Then kindly cast your detection spell,” said Nicholas. “You too, Hailey.” They both cast the spell, their faces tightening as they concentrated on holding it in place. “Mr. Moran, watch their backs. Murdo, Nadia, with me.”


  We were attacked five more times as we moved down the corridor of summoning circles.


  Twice by anthrophages, once by wraithwolves, twice by a pack of those beetles, and once by a bloodrat the size of a pig. Fortunately, my plan worked. With Corbisher and Hailey holding their detection spells ready, they sensed the surge of power before the creatures could appear atop the summoning circles. That meant I was facing the circles, ready with my best shot the instant the creatures appeared.


  At last, we came to end of that endless damned tunnel. There was another pair of double metal doors there, with a terminal next to them. Nicholas unlocked the doors with the rod, and they slid open to reveal a large room that looked like an open-plan office. I saw rows of desks and cubicles, and offices with closed doors lined the walls. Only a few lights shone in the ceiling overhead, throwing shadows everywhere. 


  “What’s with all the desks?” said Russell.


  “Probably an administrative center,” said Murdo. “Even a secret government black ops base needs all its forms filled out in triplicate.”


  “No doubt,” said Nicholas. “If that map is correct, we’ll pass through this office area, and then to the BIOHAZARD section.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “We had better be careful. You won’t be able to get the Sky Hammer if we’re all dead of nerve gas or a biological weapon or something.”


  Nicholas smiled. “Why do you think I brought Lord Morvilind’s shadow agent with me? I do not intend to…”


  I felt the surge of power within the office area, and both Hailey and Corbisher stiffened.


  “Someone’s casting a spell in there!” said Hailey. “It…”


  There was a burst of cold wind, and invisible force seized me and yanked me forward. I felt an instant of whirling disorientation, and then I recognized the spell. It was a grip of telekinetic force, and it dragged me into the office area. I snarled and cast a spell of my own, sheathing my legs in telekinetic force, and I hammered my feet against the floor. My shoes scraped against the concrete, and the telekinetic grip around me vanished. I stumbled, caught my balance, and looked back at the tunnel.


  Only to see that it had been sealed off.


  A shimmering wall of purple light and twisting shadow closed off the doorway to the tunnel. I saw the others standing behind it, and the translucent wall must have blocked off the sound because it looked like they were arguing about what to do while Morelli and Hailey kept watching the summoning circles. I couldn’t hear a thing, though.


  Someone had cast that barrier over the doorway.


  Someone had also cast the telekinetic spell that had pulled me into the room.


  I turned again, my eyes sweeping the office area and its rows of desks. There were a billion different hiding places. I cast the spell to sense magical forces, and at once I detected the flow of dark magic that maintained the translucent wall. It was strong, and I also felt another surge of power as the unseen wizard began another spell…


  I reacted at once, casting the Shield spell that Mr. Vander had taught me in Milwaukee and charging it with the energy of regeneration. A blast of shadow fire, similar to the ones Nicholas and Hailey used, hurtled from one of the cubicles and slammed into my Shield. The impact staggered me, but my Shield held, and I gritted my teeth and called magical fire to my free hand, the sphere whirling over my fingers as I prepared to strike. 


  A pale shape moved out of a cubicle, coming closer. I tensed, focusing my will. Whatever that pale shape was, it had to be one of the more powerful creatures of the Shadowlands, one that could cast spells. And it had to be a strong one, a creature strong enough to hold that wall in place and to attack at the same time. Best to hit it as hard as I could and end the fight quickly.


  The pale shape took another step closer, and I flung the fireball, intending it to drill into one side of the pale creature and out the other.


  But I saw the flare of a Shield spell, and my fireball slammed into it. 


  In the glare of the competing spells, I saw the creature.


  It was six feet tall and so fat that it was nearly as wide as it was tall, maybe even a little wider. Its hide was the color of bleached bone, which made the black claws jutting from its long fingers all the more noticeable from the contrast. It had a black crater for a nose, and a wide, frog-like mouth filled with fangs.


  The bloated creature with an anthrophage elder. Regular anthrophages were gaunt and lean. But if they lived long enough and ate enough people, they got bigger and stronger. The fat didn’t slow the anthrophage down at all and would make it stronger and faster. Even worse, anthrophage elders could use magic, and the older they got, the more powerful they became.


  All that was bad enough.


  But there was something strange about this anthrophage elder. 


  Its eyes should have been a venomous yellow, but shadows and purple fire twisted and writhed around them. It almost looked like its eyes bled purple light and shadow. 


  The anthrophage was possessed by a Dark One. 


  I had never seen anything like that before.


  Then it got even stranger.


  The elder stopped and smiled its big fang-filled smile at me.



  “Nadia Moran,” it said, its voice a croaking, hideous gurgle. “The human magus.” 


  “Hi,” I said, watching the creature. How the hell did it know who I was? “I don’t think we’ve met. I would have remembered it.” 


  “You have been known to us for a long time now,” said the elder. Or, rather, the Dark One that was controlling the creature. “We have seen you through the eyes of our vessels. You killed Paul McCade. You slew Sergei Rogomil. The children of the void who dwelled in their flesh saw you, and returned to our courts and spoke of you. You stopped Baron Castomyr from summoning a monarch of our kind to La Crosse, and the Forerunner has chosen you as his instrument.”


  “Gosh,” I said. “That’s so sweet that you remember.”


  “And now I wish to speak with you,” said the Dark One. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Or you want to eat me. I think that’s probably it.”


  To my surprise, a dry note entered that hideous voice. “One can have two different desires at the same time, magus. Consider the doorway. Have I not arranged matters so we can speak together, without anyone overhearing us?”


  I risked a quick glance back at the door. The purple barrier was still in place, and I still couldn’t hear any sound through it. 


  “What the hell do you want to talk about?” I said, swinging my gaze back to the bloated creature. “I suppose if you’ve been locked down here for the last three hundred years, you’re kind of starved for news.” 


  “This world will soon belong to us,” said the Dark One. “Nicholas Connor is also the Forerunner’s instrument. When he wields the Sky Hammer and destroys the High Queen, the defenses of Earth shall be broken. The Archons will conquer this world in a month, and Earth shall be ours, just as Kalvarion is.” 


  “Kalvarion is yours?” I said, puzzled. The Archons ruled Kalvarion…but the Archons worshipped the Dark Ones. “Oh, wait, I get it. Kalvarion’s like…like a cattle lot for you, isn’t it? See, everyone says you idiots go around destroying worlds like locusts. But that’s a lot of work, isn’t it? Wipe out one world, and you have to find another one that might fight back. But if you enslave the world, you can raise generations of people for you to consume. That’s why the Archons have labor camps on Kalvarion, I’ll bet, so you have life energy to eat. You’ve probably got the Archons all twisted around to think it’s for the glory of their dumbass revolution or whatever, but you’re the one pulling the strings.” 


  The Dark One let out a hissing laugh. “You see clearly, Nadia Moran. Strange. So many more powerful members of your race, and so many more powerful Elves, fail to see the obvious truth before their eyes.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m special,” I said. 


  “Indeed,” said the Dark One. “You were not born that way, but forged yourself through agony and resolve.”


  “Gosh, that’s flattering.” 


  “You should join us,” said the Dark One. “Allow one of us to enter your mind. You desire power – we can give you power and strength beyond the bounds of human experience.”


  “No thanks,” I said. “I’ve got enough spooky crap inside my head already. I don’t need any more of it.”


  “What about your brother?” said the Dark One.


  The bloated, glistening shape took a step closer.


  I felt my eyes narrow. “Hey, why don’t you chat with the Dark One that was inside Victor Lorenz’s skull? Go ask that Dark One what happens when people threaten my brother. I’ll wait if you need to make a phone call or something.”


  “We are not fools, Nadia Moran,” said the Dark One. “We know what you desire. We have the power to save your brother’s life. Do you think frostfever will have any power over him if one of us inhabits his flesh? He would be immortal. You could be immortal as well.”


  “Well, that’s all kinds of tempting,” I said. “Live forever with a freakish monster from the Void inside my head? Where do I sign on the dotted line? Does it have to be in blood, or can I just use a ballpoint pen?”


  “You use sarcasm to hide from the truth,” said the Dark One. The anthrophage elder’s black tongue rasped over its fangs.


  “Which is?”


  “You know you are going to die here,” said the Dark One. “You know your brother will die here. Nicholas Connor is ready for you. Last Judge Mountain shall be your tomb. The Sky Hammer waits, and it will destroy the High Queen.”


  I didn’t say anything, wondering what I should do next. Would the others be able to break through the barrier? I somehow doubted it. That meant I would have to kill the possessed anthrophage myself to break the translucent wall. 


  “But you can save him, and you can save yourself,” said the Dark One. “Join us freely, Nadia Moran. You will not even have to offer a sacrifice to us, and you shall receive a Dark One equal in power to the knight of our kind who dwells within Nicholas Connor. We can teach you secrets of magic unknown to both Elves and humans. You shall have revenge on all who tormented you. Lord Morvilind’s agony will last for centuries if you wish it. You shall have power and authority over Earth in the new order.”


  “Yeah, I’ll bet,” I said.


  “You doubt us?” said the Dark One.


  “Hugely,” I said. “I’ve heard this speech before a bunch of times. Lorenz tried to recruit me. Nicholas tried to recruit me. I told them both to go to hell, and I’m going to tell you the same thing. Well, I’m going to tell you to go back to the Void, I suppose.” 


  “Then that is your answer?” said the Dark One. Purple fire and shadow snarled around the talons of the anthrophage elder.


  “That’s the first half, anyway,” I said. “Here comes the second half…”


  I hurled a fireball before the last word left my mouth and sent it screaming towards the anthrophage elder. The Dark One reacted at once, and cast a Shield, a half-dome of flickering purple light appearing in the air. My fireball struck it and exploded, the flames washing over the concrete floor, but the Shield kept the fire from striking the Dark One.


  The Dark One hammered back at me, throwing another burst of shadow fire. Again, I caught it on a Shield charged with regeneration energy, and as I held the Shield in place, I cast the Splinter Mask spell. Silver light flashed around me, and then eight perfect duplicates of me appeared. I set them to doing different things, some of them casting fake spells, others charging at the anthrophage elder while holding swords of elemental flame. The Dark One retreated, throwing spell after spell as it attacked my illusionary doubles. At a touch of the shadow fire, the duplicates shattered into shards of silver light and vanished.


  The spell only distracted the Dark One for a few moments, but that was enough for me to run to the side and cast the ice spike spell. A lance of ice about two feet long and as thick as my leg shot from my hand, and it punched into the side of the anthrophage’s chest. Black slime sprayed from the wound, and I hit the creature with another ice spike.


  “Fool,” rasped the Dark One. “You will regret…”


  I blasted off the top half of its head with a fire sphere. The anthrophage jerked and collapsed to the floor. The stench of burned anthrophage meat was nasty. The shadows writhing around its eyes and talons faded away.


  “Thanks,” I said, “but no thanks.” 


  Boots hammered against the floor, and I turned as Murdo and Russell ran towards me, weapons pointed at the dead anthrophage.


  “Are you all right?” said Russell.


  Nicholas, Hailey, Morelli, and Corbisher followed more cautiously, weapons ready. Russell had his AK-47 pointed at the anthrophage elder, but his eyes swept the room for additional threats. Murdo had a pistol in his left hand and his elemental blade in his right, his face hard. His eyes met mine…


  And a sudden wave of intense physical desire went through me.


  Whoa. That had never happened before. No, wait, it had. I had experienced it a few times before with Riordan. When he drew on his Shadowmorph symbiont for speed and strength, it got hungry. And since Shadowmorph symbionts fed on life force, that meant when they got hungry, nearby sources of life energy (like me) suddenly felt it. Given the amount of hand-to-hand fighting there had been in the corridor of summoning circles, if Murdo had a Shadowmorph, he would have had no choice but to draw on it to stay alive.


  Which meant he was almost certainly a member of the Family of the Shadow Hunters. That explained a lot. Why he was so disciplined, for example. Shadow Hunters had to be disciplined because if they weren’t, their Shadowmorph would overwhelm them, they would go on killing sprees, and the other Shadow Hunters would kill them. It also explained why the Knight of Grayhold had sent him to infiltrate the Rebels. Who better do it than a Shadow Hunter? I suppose he had been hired to kill Nicholas. Which also explained why Murdo was still here, since I had just seen Nicholas recover from a gunshot wound that had blown off the top half of his skull. 


  I wondered who Murdo’s girlfriend was. A woman would have to be at least mildly crazy to be in a relationship with a Shadow Hunter. Trust me, I knew that firsthand. 



  For an instant, I was sure I was overlooking something important, something right in front of my damned face. 


  “You okay?” said Murdo.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  I could figure it out later. When I wasn’t in the middle of some hellish fortress left over from before the Conquest, when Russell and I weren’t surrounded by enemies. And whatever Murdo’s secrets, I trusted him with my life. Because I had already trusted him with my life – twice in Washington DC, again in Milwaukee, and here in Last Judge Mountain. 


  So far, he hadn’t let me down.


  “What was that thing?” said Russell. “It looks like a big greasy snowball.”


  “Anthrophage elder,” I said. “Like a regular anthrophage, but meaner and capable of using magic.” I looked at Nicholas. “Also, it was possessed by a Dark One.”



  “Was it?” said Corbisher. “Are you sure? It shouldn’t be possible for a Dark One to possess an anthrophage.” 


  “It said it was a Dark One, and it used the same kind of magic that you guys do,” I said. 


  Russell snorted. “Didn’t do the anthrophage any good, did it?”


  “Fascinating,” said Nicholas. “The researchers here must have worked out a way to bind a Dark One into an anthrophage. Anthrophages are useful soldiers, of course, but rather limited. A Dark One-augmented anthrophage would be a potent soldier indeed.” He looked around the gloomy office area. “Once we have retrieved the Sky Hammer, it will be worthwhile to investigate the contents of Last Judge thoroughly. We might find many potent weapons to help us in the long-term.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “You have fun with that.”



  He smiled at me. He heard the threat in my words. 


  “Well,” said Nicholas. “First, we have to locate the Sky Hammer.” He gestured toward another double door at the far end of the office wing. “Shall we proceed?”




  Chapter 10: Interchangeable


  



  Bloodrats attacked us next.


  I really, really hate bloodrats. Not because I have any particular fear of rodents, but bloodrats are big enough to bite your face off. Corbisher found that one out the hard way back when he tried to kill me for the first time. The younger bloodrats are the size of big dogs. They look like gaunt, half-starved rats that have been dipped in blood, their fur crimson and matted and slimy. They’re fast and strong and can bite through a steel pipe without trying hard.


  They’re bad enough.


  The old ones are worse.


  They can get to the size of horses, and they can also use magic.


  Nicholas opened the doors at the far side of the office area, revealing another of those concrete tunnels, and the mob of bloodrats charged out. 


  We had to fight at once. Murdo summoned his blade of elemental flame and charged into the battle, slashing left and right. Russell and Morelli opened up with their guns. Wraithwolves are immune to bullets, but as it turns out, bloodrats aren’t. The black slime of their blood spattered across the floor. Hailey started casting spells, throwing blasts of black fire. 


  Nicholas changed shape.


  He became that huge armored black panther with the scorpion tail I had seen in the ruins of Chicago, and he tore through the bloodrats like a storm. I suppose the best way to fight rats was to turn into a giant cat. I threw my magic into the fight, using a sphere of fire to burn out the skulls of five bloodrats in rapid succession, and then a volley of lightning globes to stun the creatures so Nicholas could rip out their throats or Murdo could slice them apart.


  The elder bloodrat attacked after that.


  It was the size of a four-door car, muscles like steel cables bunching and contracting beneath the greasy red fur of its hide. Its teeth were as long as my forearm, and probably about three inches thick. The creature reared up on its hind legs as the smaller bloodrats attacked. Elemental fire snarled around its paws, and I felt the surge of power as it cast a spell. 


  The bloodrat hurled a fireball that would have been strong enough to immolate all of us, but I was ready. I cast my own spell and called a wall of ice into existence, tall enough to seal off the entire tunnel. The bloodrat’s fireball slammed into the wall of ice with terrific force, and the ice vanished into steam, though it also drained away the power of the fireball. 


  But it took a few seconds for the steam to clear, and in those seconds, I Cloaked and sprinted towards the wall. The elder bloodrat was already casting another spell, and it hurled a lance of shadow at the spot where I had been standing. The creature’s aim was accurate and had I still been standing there, the spell would have killed me.


  I dropped my Cloak and started casting again, white mist swirling around my fingers. The elder bloodrat realized its mistake and began to turn, but I had the drop on it. An ice spike hurtled from my hand, slammed into the side of the bloodrat’s head, and burst out the other side of its skull. Black slime and brains spattered from the wound, and the elder bloodrat shuddered, let out a croaking wheeze, and collapsed dead to the floor.


  I stepped away from the wall, ready to cast more spells, but all the bloodrats were dead. Murdo stood surrounded by a ring of dead bloodrats and pieces of dead bloodrats, and again I felt the wave of powerful attraction to him. (Damned odd feeling in the middle of a fight, let me tell you.) If he really was a Shadow Hunter, his Shadowmorph would have fed on the life energy on the bloodrats he killed, converting some of that energy into enhanced strength and vigor. 


  “God,” I said, looking at the dead bloodrats. “I hate those things.”


  “You hate them?” said Corbisher, incredulous. He was breathing hard, sweat dripping down his scarred face. I doubted he was used to this level of magical exertion. “You hate them? You’re the one who sent that bloodrat after me, you’re the one who…”


  I started to point out that he had been trying to kill me at the time, and then decided I was too tired to argue with the pompous blowhard. 


  “Don’t start, you two,” said Morelli, reloading his pistol. “The noise might draw unwelcome attention.” 


  “Wait,” said Murdo. “Quiet. Something’s wrong.”


  “What is it?” said Nicholas, calm as ever. He had resumed human form, and he didn’t seem tired. Shapeshifting into that panther-form must not tax his stamina at all. 


  “Don’t get any closer to those bloodrats,” said Murdo, “but take a good look at them.”


  I frowned at the elder bloodrat whose skull I had just hollowed out. At first, it looked no different than the thousands of other bloodrats I had fought and killed in my century and a half in the Eternity Crucible. It was gaunt and sinewy with red fur growing from its gray hide, which was dotted with greenish pustules…


  Wait. Greenish pustules?


  I took a cautious step back. Of the thousands of bloodrats I had seen, I had never encountered one with those ugly green pustules before.


  “I didn’t think bloodrats could get sick,” I said.


  “They can’t,” said Murdo, voice grim. “They’re immune to just about every kind of disease and poison. That’s why they can eat and digest almost anything. But…”


  A fist-sized pustule on the side of the bloodrat burst, greenish slime spattering across the concrete. 


  “Well, that’s gross,” I said.


  “Like these things aren’t gross enough already,” said Hailey, staring at the ceiling. I got the impression that she hated rats. Since we were looking at two dozen dead bloodrats, I couldn’t blame her for that. 


  “It’s a biological weapon,” said Murdo.


  “Explain,” said Nicholas.


  “The map marked this entire area as a biohazard,” said Murdo. “Bloodrats are immune to most diseases. So why not infect them with a disease and then unleash them on a civilian population? They’ll spread the disease swiftly.”


  “That is messed up,” said Russell.


  “The people who built this place were willing to summon anthrophages and use them as weapons,” I said. “They probably thought biological weapons were a really nifty idea.” Maybe it was good the High Queen had killed anyone who had any knowledge of this place. Maybe it was for the best that Shane had been killed before he could use the Sky Hammer. The Elves were tyrannical, and the High Queen was ruthless…but as far as I knew, the High Queen had never unleashed plague-infected bloodrats into a city. 


  A more disturbing thought occurred to me. 


  Plague-infected bloodrats would be a deadly weapon. So would an army of anthrophages, and whatever other nasty little toys the pre-Conquest government had stashed in this place. 


  Yet out of all those weapons, Nicholas wanted the Sky Hammer. 


  Just what the hell would the Sky Hammer do?


  “Um,” said Russell. “If those bloodrats are carrying disease…do you think it might be airborne?”


  “It might,” I said. “Wait a minute. I have an idea.”


  I focused my will and cast the spell to sense magical forces, sweeping it over the dead bloodrats.


  “That plague?” I said, sorting through the sensations the spell brought to my mind. “It’s definitely magical in nature. But it’s not airborne. The bloodrats would have to bite you, or they would have to touch you…”


  Alarmed, I turned towards Murdo and focused my will on him. He had been killing bloodrats with his elemental blade, which meant he was close enough that some of their blood might have spattered on him. To my immense relief, he hadn’t been infected by the plague. Though if he was a Shadow Hunter, likely his Shadowmorph would protect him. 


  I focused the spell on Nicholas. In his panther-form, he had been ripping apart the bloodrats with his claws and fangs. Sadly, he had not been infected. Though if a .50 caliber bullet to the head wasn’t going to kill him, I doubted a magical plague would do the job either. 


  “If we encounter any more of these things,” said Morelli, “we had better engage them at a distance. Shoot them or hit them with spells before they can close.”


  “Maybe we had better find another route to the Sky Hammer,” said Murdo. “Fighting anthrophages and wraithwolves is bad enough, but at least a touch from an anthrophage won’t kill you.”


  I snorted. “No, they’ll just rip your head off.” 


  “But just brushing up against an anthrophage won’t kill you,” said Murdo. “One touch from an infected bloodrat will.”


  “We’ll keep going this way,” said Nicholas. “We’re aware of the threat now, and we’re ready to handle it. If we take another route, we might encounter an unknown danger, one that we might not be prepared to face. Miss Moran. If we encounter any more bloodrats, use your ice spell to seal off the tunnel. That will give us a moment to get into proper firing positions. Once the bloodrats break through the ice wall, open fire.”


  “And if they get close enough to fight?” said Hailey, her arms wrapped tight around her chest. That was stupid. She needed to keep her hands free to help work spells.


  “Then I will change form and deal with them,” said Nicholas. “I suspect it will take magic more potent than this to deal with my Dark One’s protections.”


  “I’ll fight them with my elemental blade,” said Murdo.


  I met his black eyes. “And if they touch you?”


  I realized that had been a stupid thing to ask. If he was a Shadow Hunter, his Shadowmorph would protect him. And there was no way he would be dumb enough to admit that he was a Shadow Hunter in front of Nicholas. 


  I just didn’t want him to get hurt. Or killed. Just like I didn’t want Russell to get hurt or killed. 


  Murdo shrugged. “I’ll make sure they don’t.”


  “I don’t plan to engage anyone in hand-to-hand,” announced Russell. “I’m going to shoot them from a distance.”


  “Very sensible, Mr. Moran,” said Nicholas. “Let’s keep moving.” 


  We picked our way around the dead bloodrats and walked down the tunnel. Nicholas consulted the map on his phone for a moment as he walked, nodded, and then put his phone away. The tunnel ahead took a right-angle turn, and I wondered what was around the corner.


  “Guys,” I said. “Better stop here. I’m going to Cloak and have a look around that…”


  I hadn’t even finished the sentence when the bloodrats surged around the corner and charged towards us, their long claws rasping against the concrete. There were a dozen of the creatures, with one huge elder bloodrat bringing up the back.


  “Kat!” said Nicholas, lifting his gun. “The ice wall!”


  I was already summoning magical power. Once again white mist swirled around my fingers, and I conjured a curtain of it before me. My mind shuddered a little with the strain. I had been using a lot of magical power, and while I was much stronger than I had been before the Eternity Crucible, I still had limits. But the thought of getting gnawed to death by a bloodrat (yet again) was an excellent motivator, and my curtain of mist hardened into a glittering wall of ice about four inches thick.


  At once it started to shudder as the bloodrats hammered at it.


  “That won’t hold for long,” I said, calling power for my next spell. 


  “Be ready to fire as soon as they break through,” said Nicholas. The others leveled guns or readied spells.


  “I’ll have to deal with the elder,” I said. “It’s going to…” Red light flared behind the ice wall. “Here they come!” 


  The ice wall exploded outward beneath the force of the elder bloodrat’s magic, and the smaller creatures charged forward. The others opened up with their guns and magic. Morelli and Russell each shot a bloodrat through the head, the glistening red corpses sliding to a halt on the concrete. Murdo threw a pair of lightning globes that hissed and spat as they snarled around a bloodrat, and then opened up with his pistol. Nicholas, Corbisher, and Hailey cast blasts of shadow fire that withered the bloodrats to mummified husks. 


  My full attention was on the elder bloodrat. It was huge, even bigger than the one I had killed earlier, and I felt the surge of elemental power as the creature cast a spell. I worked a spell of my own, calling a silvery Shield into the air in front of me, and a half-second later the elder bloodrat unleashed a bolt of lightning that filled the tunnel with dazzling white light and stark black shadows. The bolt slammed into my Shield with a thunderclap, and I stumbled back several steps, straining to maintain my defense against the attack, but I held.


  I struck back at once, hurling a volley of five lightning globes at the bloodrat. The huge creature reared back with a scream of pain, the lightning snarling through its greasy red fur. I saw several of the greenish pustules in its hide burst and pop like cracked eggs. Before it could recover, I yanked together power for another spell, and threw an ice spike. The spell caught the bloodrat in the chest, punched through its ribs, and found its heart.


  The elder bloodrat screamed in rage and fell dead to the floor.


  I looked around just in time to see Russell put a round through the head of a charging bloodrat, and silence fell over the tunnel once more.


  “Have I mentioned that I really hate those things?” I said, giving Russell and Murdo a quick look. Both were unharmed. Russell was reloading his AK-47. I was glad we had taken all that extra ammunition. I looked at Nicholas, Hailey, Corbisher, and Morelli. Not because I cared if they had come through unharmed, but to make sure they hadn’t decided to attack.


  “Once or twice, yes,” said Nicholas, frowning at the dead bloodrats. “These ones were infected as well.” 


  “This place might be a continual battle,” said Murdo. “After Shane and all his people were killed, no one knew about this base, and more creatures would come through those summoning circles. They must fight each other constantly.”



  “Maybe they destroyed the Sky Hammer during their fighting,” I said. Now there was a hopeful thought. 


  “Doubtful,” said Nicholas. “Creatures from the Shadowlands would not be interested in human technology. This way.”


  He was right, alas, so we went around the corner. I held my magic ready to strike again.


  The tunnel ended in another set of double doors. Unlike the previous doors, they stood wide open, revealing a cavernous, gloomy room. The terminal next to the door had been smashed and lay in dusty pieces on the floor. A sign over the opened doors said BIOHAZARD – EXTREME CAUTION. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. 


  “Guess we know where the bloodrats came from,” I said. It was too dim to make out much in the next room. It looked like a big warehouse, with rows of metal racks holding round objects. A central aisle wide enough for trucks ran down the center of the huge room, with smaller aisles branching off it.


  “Maybe we killed all the bloodrats,” said Russell, peering into the warehouse.


  “I’m not optimistic,” said Morelli.


  Russell sighed. “Neither am I.” 


  We took a few steps into the warehouse. I looked left and right and up, but nothing moved. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I made out the contents of the metal racks filling the warehouse. They held hundreds and hundreds of metal cylinders, each one about the size of a coffin.


  Biohazard signs festooned every single one of the cylinders. 


  “I believe we’ve found where Last Judge Mountain stored its biological weapons,” said Murdo.


  I cast the spell to sense magical power, and a wave of nausea went through me. “God…the plagues in those cylinders, it’s the same stuff that infected the bloodrats. Even a drop would be lethal.”


  “Best to stay away from them,” said Morelli.


  I glared at Nicholas. “We really need to find another route to the Sky Hammer.”


  “Where we would face equal but unknown dangers,” countered Nicholas. 


  “Instead we’re going to face known dangers that might kill us,” I snapped back. “If one of those cylinders leaks, we could all be dead before we get anywhere near the Sky Hammer.”


  “Then we’ll just have to be careful, won’t we?” said Nicholas. He smiled. “Unless you’ve changed your mind and want to leave, Miss Moran. I won’t stop you if you decide to go. But I would hate to disappoint the Forerunner the next time I talk to him. I imagine he would share his disappointment with Lord Morvilind…”


  “Just shut up and let’s go,” I said. He had me, and I knew it, and he knew it. 


  I could see now why he had been willing to take the risk of bringing me here, knowing all the while that I would turn on him as soon as he had the Sky Hammer. Without my help, it would have cost far more lives than Leonid Rogomil’s. He might not have even been able to get this far into the mountain. 


  “Very well,” said Nicholas. “We’ll keep the same formation as before. Keep your eyes open for trouble, and for God’s sake don’t let any of your bullets hit one of those cylinders. The plague they contain isn’t communicable by air, but that hardly matters if it sprays out under pressure.”


  “Cheery thought,” I muttered.


  We started into the gloomy warehouse. My eyes flicked back and forth constantly, scanning the aisles and the rows of metal cylinders. God, there were hundreds of the damned things. I remembered Nicholas’s plans to blow up that stadium in Los Angeles. How much worse could it have been if he had blown up a few of these plague cylinders with the bomb? Hell, he wouldn’t have needed to bother with a bomb. He could have just dumped a few of the cylinders into Los Angeles’s water supply. 


  If he timed it right, he could have wiped out half the city. 


  For an instant, sheer anger made my vision turn red. Nicholas was planning something horrible, and I was helping him. Even if the Sky Hammer turned out to be broken or irreparable or something, he still would have all of Last Judge Mountain’s weapons, and he would have them because of me. 


  Just with these cylinders of magical plagues, how many people could Nicholas kill? Thousands? Tens of thousands? Millions?


  I was furious at him. I was furious at Morvilind, for forcing me to work with this man. I was furious at myself, for not finding a way out of this damned mess. 


  Because if I screwed up, Russell was going to die.


  I looked at my brother and remembered what he had told me, how if it came down to it, I should let him die rather than let Nicholas kill millions of people.


  With a sick feeling in my stomach, I realized we were almost at that point. 


  I wondered if I should draw my pistol, shoot Nicholas in the back of the head, and burn his corpse to ashes. Maybe his Dark One couldn’t regenerate that. I would still have to deal with Hailey and Corbisher and Morelli, and of the three of them, Morelli didn’t have any magic, but he was by far the most dangerous. Maybe I ought to start by shooting Morelli…


  A flicker of red caught my eye. 


  I came to a stop, calling magic, and in one of the shadowy aisles, I glimpsed a bloodrat dart under one of the metal racks. 


  “Shit!” I said. “Did you see that?”



  “I didn’t see anything,” said Nicholas.


  “I did,” said Morelli. He had switched from his pistol to his AK-47. “Get ready. I think the damned things are under the racks.”


  “To hell with that,” I said, and I cast the ice wall spell. Instead of a tall, thick barrier, I made a low, wide wall. Each one of the racks had about a foot of space below it, and I sealed off the space with thick ice.



  So when the diseased bloodrats came for us, they charged in a red-furred, glistening mass down the central aisle. 


  There was no elder bloodrat this time, just a bunch of the smaller ones, so when I cast the ice wall, they scrambled over the damn thing and swarmed us.


  We had to fight hand-to-hand. I called a fireball and sent it sweeping through the bloodrats’ skulls, turning their heads to smoking husks. Morelli and Russell started shooting, sending single rounds into the bloodrats. Nicholas shifted shape to become the armored panther-thing again, and he tore apart the creatures. Hailey and Corbisher fell back, throwing blasts of shadow fire. Both of them looked tense and frightened. Corbisher, probably because of his previous experiences with bloodrats in Venomhold. Hailey, because she just didn’t like rats. 


  She threw a blast of shadow fire that withered a bloodrat into a husk and stepped back, a snarl of terror and rage on her face. Three more bloodrats lunged at her. I caught one with a fireball, and Hailey started another spell of shadow fire. 


  And suddenly I saw the problem. 


  “Wait!” I shouted. “Don’t…”


  She ignored me and screamed and threw out her hands. The spell blasted from her palms, but she had thrown way too much power into it. The shaft of shadow fire tore through both the bloodrats and then hit the corner post of one of the racks. The spell killed the bloodrats, and it also turned the base of the corner post to rust.


  That was bad, because those cylinders weighed thousands of pounds, and the rack started to buckle beneath their weight. And that meant the cylinders started to slide out and clang against the floor.


  “Get out of the way!” I said, blasting apart another bloodrat. I risked a quick glance around and saw that all the bloodrats were down. “Go! Go! Go!”


  I dismissed my ice wall, and we fled down the aisle as the rack collapsed and dozens of the cylinders tumbled free to clang against the floor. 



  Most of us made it. 


  Hailey didn’t.


  One of the cylinders hit her in the left leg, and I heard her knee snap, saw her lower leg jerk out in an angle that it shouldn’t have. She screamed and collapsed, and the cylinder rolled over her injured leg, pinning her in place. Something cracked in the seal, and a fine spray of greenish slime spattered across her face and chest. 


  Next to me, Nicholas shifted into human form, staring at Hailey.


  “Nicholas!” screamed Hailey, reaching out her hands towards him. “Oh, God! It hurts! Help me! Please help me!”


  “Yes,” said Nicholas, calm as ever. He sounded so confident. “Yes, of course.”


  He stepped forward. Relief flooded through Hailey’s face and I thought Nicholas was going to do something to help her.


  Instead, Nicholas drew his pistol and shot her twice in the forehead. 


  Hailey slumped against the floor, blood pooling under her head, her eyes staring at nothing.


  “Miss Moran,” said Nicholas, “if you could use your ice spell to seal that canister before any more droplets get into the air, that would be prudent.”


  I stared at him, shocked. Corbisher only smirked. Even Morelli looked taken aback. Russell’s mouth had fallen open, his fingers white against his AK-47. 


  “Miss Moran,” Nicholas said. 


  I made a sharp gesture as I summoned power. White mist swirled around the canister and encased it in a layer of ice. That cut off the leak. 


  Then I glared at Nicholas, something inside me starting to burn.


  “What the hell?” I snarled. 


  “Problem?” said Nicholas. 


  “You shot her!” I said.



  “Your powers of deduction never cease to amaze,” said Nicholas. 


  “You didn’t even try to help her!” I shouted. I was angry, angrier than I had been since I had been forced to work with this murderer, and I wanted to call my magic and blast him to ashes where he stood. 


  “This isn’t the time for…” started Morelli.


  “Shut your goddamn mouth!” I said, glaring at him, and then looked back at Nicholas. Corbisher, for perhaps the first time in his life, had the wisdom to shut up. In fact, he was backing away like he expected me to explode. “You didn’t even…”


  “What should I have done, hmm?” said Nicholas. “The minute that slime touched Hailey she was dead. There was nothing any of us could have done to help her.” He sounded like he was discussing a minor setback. Not like he had just shot his girlfriend in the head. “Attempting to help her would have only endangered the mission and the rest of our lives.”


  “She loved you,” I said. 


  Nicholas shrugged. “Why do you care so much, Kat? You didn’t even like her.”


  “She loved you. She thought the world of you. She thought you were a great man,” I spat. “Against all evidence the contrary. She was devoted to you, and you just shot her like it was nothing.” I took a shuddering breath, realizing why I was so angry. “She worshipped the ground you walked on, and she was nothing to you.” 


  Nicholas shrugged again. “So what? I’ve had other girlfriends. You among them. Once this is done, I’ll find a new one.” 


  “You’re loathsome,” I said, my hands curled into fists. “When this is done, when the deal is finished, I am going to kill you.”


  Nicholas snorted. “You’re welcome to try. But we both know this is going to end with you either joining the Revolution or your death.” He glanced in Russell’s direction. “You see, Mr. Moran? A valuable lesson here, if you can see it. Best not to let your emotions dominate your thinking as your sister is presently doing. And attractive women are essentially interchangeable, and it’s foolish to become too attached to them. You can always find another one.”


  “You’re worse than Nadia said you were,” said Russell, his voice quiet. 


  I blinked, puzzled. I hadn’t said anything complimentary about Nicholas to Russell…


  Then I got the insult.


  So did Nicholas. His lip twisted with disgust. 


  “But some people are lost causes,” said Nicholas with disdain. He looked at Murdo. “Well, Murdo? Are you going to add your opinion? I’m sure we’ll all want to hear it very much.” 


  “Why bother?” said Murdo. “Nadia has already said what I think.”


  Nicholas snorted. “Yes, you’ve never had a thought that Nadia hasn’t had first, Murdo. I had higher hopes for you. Expelled from the Wizards’ Legion…and the first thing you do is fall in love with one of my cast-offs. Couldn’t you do any better? Pathetic. Look where playing the white knight for the little whore has gotten…”


  “If you’re going to have this fight,” snapped Corbisher, “then let’s not do it here, you idiots! If we’re going to die because you and Moran and Murdo are going to have it out, then I would prefer not to die from that plague or because all this goddamned shouting drew every single bloodrat in the mountain after us.”


  “Gosh, Nicky, he’s right,” I said. “You can’t overthrow the High Queen if you got killed because you were too busy shouting at your ex-girlfriend to realize that a bloodrat was sneaking up right behind you…”


  To my immense satisfaction, he turned his head and looked. 


  Russell snickered, once. 


  “Very well,” said Nicholas, his face a cold mask once more. “Then let’s finish this, Nadia Moran, you and I. The Sky Hammer awaits.”




  Chapter 11: Successor


  



  We walked in silence through the warehouse of plagues and into another concrete tunnel.


  This time it was the silence of an impending battle. 


  Because we all knew that when Nicholas found the Sky Hammer, we were going to kill each other. 


  There were six of us, so it would be three on each side. 


  Me, Russell, and Murdo versus Nicholas, Corbisher, and Morelli. 


  I wasn’t sure who would win. Murdo and I were both wizards, but so were Nicholas and Corbisher. Russell was a good shot, but Morelli was better, and a more experienced fighter. But none of them could match Murdo in hand-to-hand combat. I was the most powerful wizard, stronger than both Nicholas and Corbisher, but Nicholas could turn into that damn panther thing, and that had made him powerful enough to go hand-to-hand with a myothar and diseased bloodrats and survive. 


  Plus, I wasn’t sure how to kill him.  How do you kill someone who can shrug off a .50 caliber bullet to the head? Well, I didn’t know how to kill him, but I was going to try good and hard. If I shot him in the head and burned his body to ashes, maybe he couldn’t recover from that.


  To sum up, I had no idea who would win our fight. There were too many variables, too many things left to chance. I thought about shooting Nicholas in the back, but I couldn’t until we had found the Sky Hammer. Once we did, no doubt the Dark One in Nicholas’s skull would inform the Forerunner at once, and I would be in the clear.


  But Nicholas knew that just as well as I did. Which meant he might try to start the fight first. If he realized that he could get the rest of the way to the Sky Hammer without my help, he would attack. His most logical course of action was to take me out first and then deal with Russell and Murdo. Or maybe he would try to take Russell captive and force me to negotiate. 


  No one talked as we walked through the tunnel, but nothing attacked us, either.


  The tunnel took a left turn and ended in another pair of massive steel doors. The usual terminal waited next doorway. A sign on the wall read LAST JUDGE OPERATIONS CENTER.


  “Operations?” muttered Russell. “What, was this the infirmary?”


  “Not quite,” said Nicholas, drawing out the data rod and striding towards the terminal. “This was the command center for the base. The EMP research facility will be on the other side of the operations center, and that’s where we’ll find the Sky Hammer.”


  He slid the rod into the terminal, and the doors hissed and slid open with a metallic rasp. 


  The room beyond was big. Not as big as the warehouse full of plague cylinders, but still impressively large. An elevated walkway encircled the room, and the main floor held dozens of computer consoles. A huge glass map of the world adorned one wall, and the other walls supported giant monitors. The equipment was powered down and had been so for centuries, but I saw dozens of standby lights flashing in the room. 


  “A bit much for one base, isn’t it?” I said, looking around. I half-expected to see wraithwolves or anthrophages lurking under the consoles. 


  “This was one of the fallback positions for the United States government in the event of global war or a nuclear attack,” said Nicholas. “The President, the Secretary of Defense, and the chief general and flag officers would have commanded the military from here.” He waved a hand at the ceiling. “Given how far we are underground, Last Judge Mountain was all but impervious to both conventional and nuclear attack.”


  “A pity Shane never got to use this place,” said Corbisher. “It might have changed the course of history.”


  “Perhaps,” said Nicholas. “But we shall continue in his stead. The door to the EMP research section should be on the far side of the operations center. We…”


  “Wait,” said Morelli.


  We all looked at him.


  “I suggest we search the operations center first,” said Morelli. “It is possible there are additional defenses around the Sky Hammer weapon.”


  “Possible?” I said. “I’d say likely.”


  “I agree,” said Morelli. “Which means we may find the means of shutting down those defenses.” He looked at Nicholas. “I doubt we’ll be able to carry the Sky Hammer out of here. We’ll need to bring one of the trucks down. If there is a master override to unlock every single door at once, that will save a tremendous amount of time.”


  “Good point,” said Nicholas. “Very well. We’ll take a quick look around and see if there is a way to disarm any of the defenses around the Sky Hammer.”


  “If the defenses are magical, I doubt it will do any good,” I said. 


  “Would you rather face a magical defense, or both a magical defense and a mechanical one?” said Nicholas.


  “Fine,” I said. I wasn’t going to give Nicholas the satisfaction of saying that he was right. “You guys search those consoles. Rory, Russell, and I will look through those offices.” I waved my hand at the walkway encircling the operations room. A half dozen offices overlooked the consoles below. “Maybe we’ll find a big red kill switch or something.”


  I almost expected Nicholas to refuse, or to insist that Morelli accompany us.



  “Very well,” said Nicholas. “If you don’t find anything, we’ll meet back here in ten minutes.”


  Maybe he wanted a chance to talk to Morelli and Corbisher without me overhearing, just as I wanted a chance to talk to Murdo and Russell without Nicholas listening in.


  “Super,” I muttered. 


  Nicholas, Corbisher, and Morelli took a flight of stairs to the main floor, and I led Murdo and Russell around the walkway towards the offices. 


  “Did you really want to search for a big red kill switch?” murmured Russell.


  “Not really,” I said. “I mean, if we find one, great, but we need a plan. The minute we lay eyes on that Sky Hammer thing, Nicholas is going to kill us unless we kill him.” 


  “Yes,” said Murdo.


  “Going to be hard to kill a guy who can shrug off a headshot like that,” said Russell. 


  “Yeah,” I said. I looked at Murdo. “I don’t suppose you have any ideas.”


  “None,” said Murdo, his voice grim. “If it was simple to kill him, I would have done it months ago. It’s going to take more than a bullet to finish him.”


  “A lot of bullets?” suggested Russell.


  “The best I can suggest is that we do enough physical damage to him that his Dark One can’t regenerate the wounds,” said Murdo. “Burn him to ashes, cut him to pieces with elemental blades, burn the pieces, something like that. There is probably an upward limit to the amount of damage his Dark One can heal. We just have to find it.”


  I opened the first door and looked inside. Beyond I saw a small office, the walls and floor polished concrete. There was a desk with a chair, a couple of guest chairs, and a table that held an ancient coffee maker. No computer equipment, no weapons, nothing. 


  “Corbisher and Morelli aren’t going to stand around and let us slice up Nicholas,” I said, closing the office door as we stepped back onto the walkway. 


  “No,” said Murdo. “We’ll need to take them out first. Then we can focus on Connor.”


  I took a deep breath. “Yeah.” I wanted to tell Russell to stay out of the fight, to keep himself safe, but he was in this mess as deep as Murdo and I were. “You two will have to take out Corbisher and Morelli as fast as you can. I’ll keep Nicholas busy. Then when you are finished with the others, we can pump bullets into Nicholas until he goes down and stays down.”


  “That will have to work,” said Murdo. 


  I checked the next office. Same as the first one. 


  “It’s not a very good plan,” I said.


  “It’s the best we’ve got,” said Murdo. 


  He was right. This was going to be an ugly fight. The three of them versus the three of us. Unless I found something to give us an edge, an advantage. Maybe something in one of the offices.


  I opened the next door and blinked in surprise.


  This one was larger, as large as the previous two offices put together. Unlike the others, it had a carpet on the floor and a computer terminal on the desk, though the walls were still concrete. The seal of the United States Department of Defense hung on the back wall next to an ancient, crumbling American flag. 


  “I think this was the commander’s office,” said Murdo.


  “Looks that way,” I said, frowning at the computer terminal. Maybe I could control some of the base’s systems from here. Turn the defenses against Nicholas…


  A red light flashed on the wall.


  The design was archaic, but I recognized the device at once. It was a motion detector, and I had tripped it when I had gone through the door.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid.


  I started to draw together power for a spell, and the computer’s display lit up. So did a screen on the office’s wall.


  And so did every single monitor and screen in the operations center. 


  Every one of them displayed the Department of Defense seal. 


  “What the hell?” I said. 


  “Miss Moran!” Nicholas’s voice came from the rows of consoles. “What did you just do?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, heading onto the walkway. “There was a motion detector in the commander’s office. I tripped it, and then all this stuff powered up…”


  “It’s a video file,” said Corbisher, pointing at one of the huge screens on the wall. “Look, you can see the timestamp in the lower corner.”


  He was right. I started to ask why there was a video playing, and then the image changed.


  It showed an office. The office I had just been in, as a matter of fact. The same furniture, the same seal and flag, though everything looked new and fresh. I heard someone cough, and I realized that the noise had come through speakers in the ceiling.


  A dark-skinned man in late middle age came into the camera’s field of vision, wearing army camouflage fatigues. This will sound shallow, but the first thing I noticed about him was that he was seriously buff, especially for his age. Like, I think his arms were thicker than my legs. He probably could have flipped that big desk over one-handed. The man sat behind the desk and folded his hands, and I recognized the face that Russell had shown me on his phone. It was a hard, lined face, with dark eyes, and close-cropped hair and a goatee that was turning from black to gray.


  The nameplate on the right side of his chest read SHANE.


  “If you are watching this recording,” said General Jeremy Shane, “then that means my plan has failed and I am dead, and you are now my successor.”


  His voice was deep, slow, a little slurred. Like his throat had been injured at some point. Yet it was a voice of absolute command. 


  We all stared at the huge monitors, transfixed. There was no thought of attacking each other. Nicholas had been following the path Shane had laid down centuries ago. I had found the man’s tomb in the ruins of Chicago, and Morvilind had set me on the path to find the Sky Hammer weapon.


  To see Shane’s image appear before me now was shocking. Like his ghost had risen from the grave to speak to us.


  Shane scowled, rubbed his face, folded his hands, and grimaced.


  “I was never any good at these damned things,” he said. “So, I’ll start by introducing myself. My name’s Jeremy Shane and today’s date is July 2nd, 2015. I was a general in the United States Army, and then President Kerrigan appointed me the Secretary of Defense. Of course, the President’s dead now, and so is the rest of the Cabinet and the federal government.” He snorted. “Guess that makes me the President now, technically. Not that it matters any more. There’s no federal government left. Still, a funny thing. I used to be a skinny kid from Mississippi, and now I’m technically the President. Well, to business.”


  I glanced at the others, but they were staring at the screens.


  “There are not many of us who know the truth,” said Shane, “so I’ll put it all down here.” He grunted. “Consider this a briefing for the new commander of Last Judge Mountain, so shut up and pay attention. This whole place, all of Last Judge Mountain, was a secret United States military facility devoted to researching, developing, and deploying magic-based weapons of mass destruction.


  “A little history first. Yes, magic is real. It’s just the common word to describe aetheric radiation drawn from the Shadowlands. And that’s what we call the neutral dimension that connects all worlds. Of course, if you’re seeing this, you’re familiar with the Elves, so you know that magic exists.” He rubbed his face again. “But the government has known about magic and the Shadowlands for years. And that what’s got us into this damned mess.” 


  “What?” I said. 


  “Quiet,” said Nicholas.


  “It started during World War II,” said Shane. “The Nazi scientists in the final years of the war tried to summon Dark Ones to use as weapons against the Allies. After the fall of Berlin, the Soviets claimed the Nazis’ research and wizards and brought them back to Moscow. There was already a tradition of Dark Ones cults in Russia and Eastern Europe dating back to pre-Roman times, and first the NKVD and then the KGB began to systematically research and experiment with summoning and controlling Dark Ones.” He grimaced. “The gulags provided an ample supply of experimental subjects.”


  “Did you know any of this?” I murmured to Murdo.


  He shook his head.


  “That was when humanity first contacted the Elves,” said Shane. “One of the NKVD researchers managed to make contact with an Elven noble named Kaethran Morvilind. This was during the war in Korea, and Stalin offered Morvilind whatever price he wished in exchange for bringing the Chinese to heel. Morvilind refused. For one thing, the royalist Elves were locked in their civil war against the Archons. For another, the NKVD was playing with the Dark Ones, and Morvilind hated the Dark Ones.


  “Well, you know what happened next. The Cold War ended, and the Soviet Union collapsed. When it did, the CIA obtained all the KGB’s research into the Dark Ones.” Shane’s expression twisted in disgust. “All of it, the whole bloody, murderous damned mess. And the idiots started using it, improving on it. Many elements within the federal government wanted to exercise more direct control over the civilian population, and they thought that the Dark Ones might provide the means of doing it.” He scoffed. “The idiots were like toddlers playing with firearms. The damned fools! One of President Kerrigan’s predecessors had the bright idea of contacting Kaethran Morvilind himself and asking for magic to use against his domestic political opponents.” He smirked. “Morvilind’s response was rather insulting.” 


  I laughed, despite the grim situation. I could just imagine what Morvilind would have said to a human politician who asked him for help. 


  “And we paid the price for that man’s stupidity,” said Shane. “All of humanity paid the price. The Archons won their war. Tens of millions of royalist Elves were trapped in their final city on Kalvarion, ready to make their last stand. Then Morvilind had a bright idea. All those human leaders had kept contacting him and asking for his help? Well, maybe their world would make a good retreat point. The humans clearly didn’t have much magic of their own, or else they wouldn’t bother with the Dark Ones. So Morvilind suggested the idea to the High Queen, and she agreed. Morvilind opened the way to Earth, and tens of millions of magic-using Elves fled here to get away from the Archons.” A spasm of anger went over his face, and Shane hit the desk. “And that was why the goddamn Conquest happened. Because the goddamned politicians were playing with dangerous things they were too goddamned stupid to understand.” 


  He let out a long breath, calming himself.


  “I happened to be out of Washington on Conquest Day,” said Shane, “so I avoided the High Queen’s purge of the government. Me and a few others started an insurgency. Fought enough insurgents in Iraq back in the bad old days, so it was time to become one. We made the Elves howl, let me tell you! I don’t know how the Elves conducted warfare back on Kalvarion, but it was obvious the Elves had never had to deal with a well-equipped insurgent force.” 


  He smiled, and then the smile faded.


  “Then I found out about Operation Sky Hammer.”


  He leaned forward, the dark eyes intense.


  “It was so simple, so obvious,” said Shane. “The Sky Hammer wasn’t even a magical weapon like most of the stuff in Last Judge. Just plain old-fashioned physics. High-tech physics, yeah, but just physics. The High Queen wouldn’t expect that. Use it in the right place at the right time, and it would finish her. There wouldn’t be that much collateral damage if the weapon was used in the troposphere and the Skythrone was in a rural area.”


  He stared into the camera, sighed again.


  “We were ready…and then the High Queen requested a meeting with me. Duke Orothor arranged it.”


  I remembered the picture I had seen in the museum, of Orothor smiling as Shane and the High Queen shook hands. 


  “You have to understand,” said Shane, drumming his fingers against the desk. “You can’t understand unless you’ve done the things that I have done. I have fought for this country since I was eighteen. I have killed for this country. I have looked into the eyes of young men and young women as I gave orders that I knew would send them to their deaths, and if they came back alive, they might be crippled for life. I have done all these things, so you know what it costs me to admit this. How important it is that you understand this.” 


  He leaned closer, those black eyes burning into the camera.


  “The High Queen is right,” said Shane.


  A thunderous scowl started to spread across Nicholas’s face. 


  “The Archons are fools,” said Shane. “They think they’re revolutionaries, but they’re the puppets of the Dark Ones. Their precious revolution and their death camps? A factory farm for the Dark Ones, so they can feed on the life energy and torment of slain Elves. And the Dark Ones will do the same thing to Earth if they can. They’ve been trying to do the same to Earth for millennia, ever since the Forerunner was first active in ancient Sumer. The Dark Ones are destroying the Elves. They are going to destroy humanity if they get the chance. Both races will be destroyed on their own.” He took another deep breath. “Which means that our only hope of survival is to work together.”


  “Rubbish,” said Nicholas, his disdain clear.


  “Tarlia is a tyrant and a cast-iron bitch,” said Shane, “but she has a conscience. She could have wiped out the human population and repopulated Earth with Elves, but she did not. She knows what it means to have authority, the responsibility that comes with it. She knows what it means to look into the eyes of young men and women and send them to their deaths. And she knows the Dark Ones will try to devour Earth as they are devouring Kalvarion.” He rubbed his face again. “As soon as I finish recording this damn video, I’m going to Chicago. I’m going to meet with the High Queen, and we are going to work out a peace and start planning for the campaign to defeat the Archons and reclaim Kalvarion for the Elves.”


  That was why he had been assassinated. He had been planning to make peace with the High Queen, to find a way to work together with the Elves to defeat the Dark Ones.


  I wondered what would have been different if he had lived. 


  “I might fail,” said Shane. “Not everyone in my organization approves of this plan, and they might take steps to remove me. So, whoever you are, you need to make this work. You need to make sure that the Elves and mankind work together. Else we are both doomed. It might take a hundred years, or a thousand, but in the end, the Dark Ones will destroy Earth. If you’re seeing this, I’m dead, so it’s up to you. Good luck.”


  Shane started to rise.


  “A pity,” said Nicholas. “He was farsighted in so many ways, but succumbed to foolishness at the end of…”


  Shane sat back down.


  “Wait, one more thing,” said Shane. “The Forerunner’s going to try to stop us, and he knows how to manipulate people. He knows how to corrupt them. He’s been doing it for millennia. The High Queen’s going to start an organization dedicated specifically to finding and killing the Forerunner – something called the Shadow Hunters. But there are going to be people who rebel against Tarlia, and the Forerunner will offer them the aid of the Dark Ones. Some idiots will be stupid enough to take the bait.”


  “That’s enough,” said Nicholas. “We need to keep…”


  “I’m not going anywhere until I see the rest of this,” I said.


  “Unless he’s killed,” continued Shane, “the Forerunner is going to use the Dark Ones cults to create useful idiots. So, as my successor, you’re probably going to get approached by them sooner or later. Might be a Dark Ones cultist, or it might be some Marxist shithead who thinks more highly of himself than he should. Probably a dumbass who thinks he’s going to save the world. The Forerunner has a knack for finding idiots with delusions of grandeur.” Shane took a deep breath. “Don’t accept the aid of the Dark Ones for any reason. Their end goal is to enslave Earth and devour humanity. Remember that if we don’t work with the Elves, the Dark Ones will consume us both. Good luck, whoever you are. You’re going to need it.” 


  He reached into his uniform collar, pulled something loose, and put it in a drawer of his desk. Then Shane stood and walked out of the office on the way to his death, and the screens went blank once more. 


  “That was a waste of time,” said Nicholas, his voice angry. “It is disappointing that Shane suffered such a failure of nerve before his death. We…”


  “Yeah,” I said, “it is disappointing when someone describes your failings so accurately three hundred years before you were even born.”


  Nicholas snapped something back, but I didn’t listen. I walked into Shane’s office, something scratching at the back of my mind. He had put something into the center desk drawer before the video had ended. Was it still there?


  “Nadia!” snarled Nicholas. “Come back here now!”


  I crossed around the desk and slid the drawer open, Russell and Murdo walking after me.


  It contained two objects.



  The first was a pair of metal tags on a chain. The tags had been stamped with Jeremy Shane’s name and a series of letters and numbers that were probably his blood type and an identification number. Men-at-arms in service to Elven lords carried similar tags.


  The second object was an optoelectronic data rod, identical to the one Nicholas carried. 


  That rod was a master key to Last Judge…and there was a second copy right in front of me. 


  Which meant if I acted right now, I would have a master key that Nicholas didn’t know about. 


  I looked at Russell and Murdo, lifted a single finger to my lips, and with my other hand I grabbed the rod and slid it into the inside pocket of my coat. Russell’s eyes went wide, and he grinned, and Murdo nodded. I tugged my coat closed, and a half second later Nicholas, Corbisher, and Morelli stalked into the office.


  “Why the hell are you wasting time in here?” said Nicholas. He looked angry, maybe angrier than I could ever recall seeing him. 


  I think he had admired Jeremy Shane for years, and so the video had probably upset Nicholas more than he wanted to let on.


  Nicholas hadn’t been that upset when he had killed Hailey.


  God, but I loathed that man. 


  “For these,” I said, holding up the ID tags. 


  “Shane’s dog tags?” said Nicholas. “Why do you want those?”


  I grinned my mirthless grin at him. “To remind me of his excellent advice about the Dark Ones.”


  A flicker of anger went over his face, and then it went cold again. “Keep them, if you want. A useful reminder of a failure of a man. Now, come. We’re going to succeed where Shane lacked the nerve.” 


  “Yeah,” I said, walking around the desk. “Though maybe Shane was right not to use the Sky Hammer. I mean, he was right about that whole Marxist shithead thing and…”


  Nicholas whirled, his pistol pointed at my head, his eyes gone cold and flat. Russell pointed his AK-47 at Morelli, who answered in kind, while Corbisher took a prudent step back.


  I grinned again at Nicholas. “Is this it, Nicky? Is our deal done? Are you sure you can get the Sky Hammer without my help?” I rolled my shoulders, fire starting to crackle around my fingers. “Because if you pull that trigger, our deal is broken…and I guess we’re gonna find out if you can kill me before I turn your hand into cinders.”


  For a long, long moment no one moved or said anything. 


  Nicholas didn’t say anything, didn’t even blink. I realized that for the first time since Morvilind had sent me to help him, I had actually gotten under his skin, and I felt a perverse satisfaction. Or I would have if my whole attention hadn’t been focused on holding my magic to strike.


  Slowly, Nicholas lowered the gun. 


  I almost taunted him again, but I realized that might result in six corpses in Shane’s office.


  Instead, I wrapped the chain of Shane’s tags around my left wrist like a bracelet. 


  Corbisher snorted. “What the hell are you doing?” 


  “Like I said, I reminder,” I said. “What do you think? It matches my eyes, doesn’t it?” 


  “Actually, it does,” said Murdo.


  “The two of you can flirt later,” said Nicholas, some of his calm manner returning. Some, but not all. His eyes looked like cold blue knives. “Let’s go. We’re almost there.” 




  Chapter 12: An Old-Fashioned Weapon


  



  We crossed the operations center and came to a set of double doors beneath the giant map of the world. There was another lock terminal to the left of the doors, and a sign over the door read EMP RESEARCH.


  “EMP?” said Russell. “That’s electromagnetic pulse, right?”


  “Correct,” said Nicholas, sliding his rod into the lock.


  “Uh,” said Russell, watching Morelli and Corbisher. “What’s an electromagnetic pulse?” 


  “Surge of electromagnetic radiation,” I said since Nicholas didn’t seem inclined to answer. “It causes voltage surges in electronic and electrical equipment. Basically fries anything that uses electricity. A big enough one can wipe out every electrical device on Earth.”


  “But it’s unlikely,” said Murdo, his eyes sliding back and forth between Nicholas, Morelli, and Corbisher. “The High Queen was afraid someone would use an EMP weapon against her. A few decades after the Conquest, she ordered that every electrical device and cable include shielding against EMP.” 


  “Then why are we going to all this trouble to get an EMP weapon?” said Russell. “Because that’s what the Sky Hammer is, isn’t it? A big old EMP weapon? What good will that do you?” 


  Nicholas smiled a little as the terminal beeped and the doors began to unlock. “Just because you don’t have any nails, Mr. Moran, doesn’t mean that you can’t find a use for a hammer.”


  “Hammer,” I said. “Ha. Funny.” 


  The doors slid the rest of the way open, and beyond I saw another room that looked like the lounge areas we had seen earlier, with a receptionist’s desk, tables, and chairs. 


  Except everything had been smashed to bits.


  I took a cautious look around, holding my magic ready. The receptionist’s desk had been torn to splinters, and the chairs had been ripped apart. The tables lay in broken chunks. But nothing moved in the lounge, and it looked as if no one had been in here for a long time. 


  “Guess the anthrophages got angry,” said Russell.


  “I don’t think anthrophages did this,” I said. “Look at the walls.”


  There were dozens of small craters on the concrete walls. It looked as if someone had gone at the concrete with a jackhammer at random.


  “And the floor,” said Murdo.


  I glanced down. The floor was unadorned concrete, and it was also marked with hundreds of small craters. Someone had spent a great deal of time pummeling both the floor and the walls, and the furniture had likely been destroyed in the process. 


  “Any idea what did this?” I said to Nicholas. 


  “No,” he said. “Be wary. I suspect that this portion of the base has its own defense system.”


  “So when the anthrophages and bloodrats happened to wander in,” I said, “the defenses came out and trashed the place.”


  “Most probably,” said Nicholas. “Which is why I advise you to keep your eyes open.”


  “Yeah,” I said, and I cast the spell to sense the presence of magic. I had already felt the presence of something powerful ahead, and now it pulsed against my senses. “There’s…something behind that door.” I waved my hand at the next set of double doors behind the ruins of the receptionist’s desk. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s strong.” 


  “She’s right,” said Corbisher, casting the spell to sense magic himself. “For once.”


  “It feels like a warding spell,” I said. “I don’t think it’s what destroyed this room, though.”


  “Well, then,” said Nicholas, “let’s find out what it is.” He paused. “Better be ready to fight.” 


  Morelli, Russell, and Murdo leveled their guns at the door. Corbisher held a spell ready, black fire dancing around his fingers. I gathered together my magic, forcing aside my growing fatigue. I had cast a lot of spells in a short time, and the strain of it was telling. The only consolation was that Nicholas, Corbisher, and Morelli would be just as fatigued when our fight started. 


  Nicholas pushed the rod into the terminal next to the door, and as before, the terminal beeped, and the doors began sliding open.


  Flickering blue light spilled through the doors, and I took a cautious step back. But nothing moved, and the doors slid the rest of the way open with a clang.


  We stared at the thing in the next room.


  “Okay,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”


  The next room was round, about thirty yards across, and the central half of the floor was taken up by a machine about the size of a dump truck. It looked like a combination of a gyroscope, a telescope mount, and some sort of clockwork gizmo, and it had been made of a bronze-colored metal that reminded me of the Eternity Crucible. Blue lightning flashed up and down its parts, and there was a computer terminal at its base, adorned with another one of those round locks. Floating above the machine was a symbol of blue light that looked like…


  “That’s a Seal of Shadows,” I said, squinting into the glare. “At least, it’s mostly a Seal of Shadows.”


  “This must be what’s blocking rift ways,” said Murdo. 


  “Fascinating,” said Nicholas. “They must have worked out a way to build a machine to create a limited Seal effect. Not enough to stop those dedicated summoning circles we found earlier, but enough to keep hostile rift ways from opening. The Knight of Venomhold can close the borders of her demesne to rift ways, of course, but the effect is entirely magical. Not technological. This will merit further study later.” 


  “There’s no damage to the walls or floor in here,” I said. 


  “No,” said Nicholas. “Probably the defenders were instructed not to damage this machine. No sense in having one portion of your defense disable another part of it, is there?” 


  We walked around the machine, the flickering blue light from the floating Seal and the arcs of lightning throwing harsh shadows against the concrete walls. I feared that one of the lightning arcs might reach out and hit us, but the lightning never passed a bronze circle set into the floor at the base of the machine. I noticed that the computer terminal was outside the bronze circle, which likely explained why it hadn’t been fried by the lightning.


  There was another pair of metal doors on the far side of the round chamber, and Nicholas unlocked it. The doors slid open, and we stepped into a large room that had the look of a scientific laboratory. There were rows of long tables holding equipment and computers, and numerous bulky machines that had the look of scientific instruments. I recognized one of them as a spectrometer (Morvilind had ordered me to rob a chemistry lab once – don’t ask), but the rest were a mystery to me. In the center of the room was a massive U-shaped computer console flashing with standby lights, and next to it was a smaller version of the Seal machine. This one didn’t throw off arcs of blue lightning, and I didn’t recognize the symbol floating in the air over it. 


  “Yes,” said Nicholas. “Yes, there it is.” 


  A dozen metal doors lined the walls of the laboratory. Eleven of them were unmarked. The twelfth door was on the far side of the room, two interlocking doors wide enough to drive a truck through them, and two words in black block letters marked the otherwise unadorned steel.


  SKY HAMMER.


  “At last,” said Corbisher, starting to step forward.


  “Wait.” Nicholas grabbed his shoulder.


  Corbisher glanced back at him in bewilderment.


  “Look at the floor,” I said. 


  I left out “dumbass.” It was mostly implied, anyway. 


  Corbisher looked at the floor, and he saw the same thing that the rest of us had seen. 


  There were hundreds of those small craters on the floor, similar to the ones we had seen in the outer lounge. It looked like someone had taken a sledgehammer to the floor. Or like someone had gotten drunk with a jackhammer. 


  Or like something very, very heavy had been walking down here.


  Heavy. For some reason that scratched something in the back of my mind. 


  “What the hell did that?” said Corbisher. 


  “No marks like that on the walls,” said Morelli, his eyes sweeping the laboratory. “And all the equipment is intact. Not like in the lounge.”


  “Miss Moran,” said Nicholas. “Cast the detection spell. You have the most skill at it. I want to know if there are any invisible guards in here.”


  Now that was a creepy thought. I had a sudden vision of a dozen Cloaked anthrophages or elder bloodrats crawling through the laboratory, converging on us in perfect silence. And if they were Cloaked, even the spell to sense the presence of magic wouldn’t detect them. Elder bloodrats were big, heavy, and had strong claws, but they didn’t carve footprints into solid concrete while walking.


  I cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces, and a wave of power washed over me. 


  “That machine with the symbol,” I said, pointing at the device next to the wraparound computer console. “That’s radiating a lot of magic. It…ah, damn, it reminds me of some of the spells in the Royal Bank.”


  “Do you know what it does?” said Nicholas. 


  “Not a clue,” I said. “But it seems like it’s…latent. Waiting for a condition to be met. Like a ward that doesn’t go off until someone walks into it.” 


  “Then no one touch that machine,” said Morelli.


  “Agreed,” said Nicholas. 


  “Those doors,” said Russell. 


  Corbisher scowled at him. “What about them?”


  “The unmarked doors,” said Russell, gesturing with his AK-47. “None of them have any handles.”


  I looked and saw that he was right. The eleven unmarked doors had no handles and no obvious way of opening them. They didn’t even have those computer terminals that all the other doors did. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “That’s not creepy.”


  “Remain cautious,” said Nicholas


  We crossed the room and headed towards the doors marked SKY HAMMER. I noticed that the equipment in the lab had been laid out in such a way that it left a wide, truck-sized aisle leading towards the double doors. Nicholas stopped before the doors and slid the rod into the terminal. 


  My hands kept flexing, my magic waiting at the edge of my thoughts. The doors clanged and started to slide open. I knew that the minute we saw what was inside that room, we might try to kill each other. Corbisher glowered at us, his eyes darting back and forth. Morelli’s expression remained calm, but his eyes were fixed on me. He knew that I was the most dangerous one, and he would try to kill me the minute the fighting started. Russell had his gun pointed at Morelli, and Murdo watched Corbisher without blinking.


  Nicholas ignored it, his eyes fixed on the opening doors. 


  The doors slid all the way open, and I saw the Sky Hammer.


  After all that I had heard about the damned thing, all the dark hints from Nicholas and bits and pieces gathered from the dust of the past, I admit it was kind of an underwhelming sight.


  The room beyond was big, but it was a blank concrete box, the air musty and dry. A rack of harsh lights shone overhead, throwing tangled pools of white light and shadows across the floor. In the center of the room was a table holding computer equipment, and next to the table was a large, irregular metal cylinder about the size of two big refrigerators put together. A small panel on the cylinder was open, a thick cable connecting to one of the computers on the table. 


  “At last,” said Nicholas, taking a few steps forward. 


  “That’s it?” I said, trying to keep everyone in sight at once as we walked into the room. 


  “What is it?” said Russell. “It looks like a big air conditioner.”


  “It’s not an air conditioner, Mr. Moran,” said Nicholas. “It’s something rather more potent.”


  “It’s a nuclear bomb,” said Murdo.


  I gave him a sharp look. Murdo always sounded grim, but now his face was tight, his eyes hard. 


  “What?” I said. 


  “Figured it out, did you, Mr. Murdo?” said Nicholas, smiling at him. “He’s right. The Sky Hammer is nothing more than an old-fashioned nuclear weapon.” 


  He walked to the table and picked up something that looked like a walkie-talkie, or a really complicated TV remote control.


  “EMP weapons,” said Murdo. “And the easiest way to generate a massive electromagnetic pulse is with a nuclear explosion. The Sky Hammer is a nuclear bomb.”


  “Correct,” said Nicholas. “It was, in point of fact, a doomsday weapon. The United States government intended it as a weapon of last resort, if it was ever about to lose a war with a near-peer adversary. The Sky Hammer was designed to be mounted on a ballistic missile and fired into the upper atmosphere. When it detonated, the resultant electromagnetic pulse would be reflected off the ionosphere to cover the entire globe, disabling every single electrical system on Earth. Civilization would collapse into the Stone Age.” 


  I didn’t say anything. I expected Nicholas to attack at any moment. But he kept lecturing. 


  “In fact,” said Nicholas, gesturing with the remote, “it was a new design of nuclear bomb. Something called a delayed-catalyst chain reaction.” He tapped the remote. “The bomb can be set to a five-minute detonation sequence. Once the two-minute mark is passed, the reaction is physically impossible to stop.”


  “Neat trick,” I said. “So why did Shane want it?” Pieces began to click together in my mind. “He wanted a nuke to use on the High Queen, didn’t he? But I bet the first thing the High Queen did when she got here was to make sure the Elves seized control of every nuclear missile on the planet.”


  “Of course,” said Nicholas, smiling. “She seized control of them all. But she could only claim the ones she knew about…but Shane was assassinated, and the High Queen killed everyone else who knew about the Sky Hammer and Last Judge when she used the Reaping against Chicago, Baltimore, and St. Louis. The Sky Hammer and Last Judge Mountain were forgotten until I found them again.”


  I stared at him, my heartbeat thundering in my ears.


  The pieces clicked together in my head, one by one, like the hammer falling on a revolver.


  I remembered Nicholas and Sergei Rogomil talking about how they would be willing to kill ninety percent of the human population to ensure that the remaining ten percent would live free of the Elves.


  I remembered my negotiation with Lorenz outside of the Graysworn safehouse, Lorenz scoffing at all of the grand plans that Nicholas had for his glorious Revolution once the High Queen was overthrown.


  And I remembered the news reports that had been the background noise for the last two months, the breathless reporting on the High Queen’s Royal Progress through the United States.


  A Royal Progress that would end with the Skythrone flying over New York on July 4th…


  “You’re going to nuke New York,” I said. 


  My voice sounded distant in my ears.


  Nicholas, Morelli, and Corbisher all looked at me. 


  “You know the High Queen’s going to be in New York in a few days,” I said. “The Skythrone will be there. Every Elven noble in North and South America will be there. And you’re going to kill them. But there are fifteen million people in New York. It’s like that soccer stadium in Los Angeles times a thousand. You’re going to kill all those people to get at the High Queen.”


  “Jesus,” said Russell.


  He never swore.


  “No, it’s worse than that, isn’t it?” I said, my mind racing. “A sufficiently powerful EMP can interfere with magic, can’t it? And magic is holding up the Skythrone. If the spell holding it airborne is disrupted over New York…”


  “It will be like an asteroid struck the Earth,” said Nicholas with perfect calm, hooking the Sky Hammer’s detonator to his belt. “The Sky Hammer’s blast radius is sufficiently powerful to kill all fifteen million people in the New York area, and I suspect radiation poisoning will kill another five to ten million. But when the spell holding the Sky Hammer fails, it will be the equivalent of a five-hundred meter asteroid striking the Earth. The wave it causes will inundate every coastal city on the Atlantic. The dust cloud from the impact will block out the sun for at least a year, and the planet will have two or three years of failed harvests. The resultant social chaos will make it easy to pick off the remaining Elven nobles and exterminate the cities of Elven commoners.”


  “You’re going to kill billions of people,” I said. Somehow, I had always known it would be this bad. “Billions of humans and Elves.”


  “Participants in the system of oppression that I am fighting,” said Nicholas. “The Revolution will reconstruct the world in a new and better form.” 


  “No,” I said. “No, you’re not.”


  “Nadia,” said Russell, his voice quiet. “It’s time. My life isn’t worth this.”


  “Doesn’t matter,” I said. Morelli was pointing his gun at me, Russell was pointing his gun at him, and Murdo leveled his pistol at Corbisher with his left hand, his elemental blade snapping into existence from his right. “Because our deal is done, isn’t it, Nicky? I had to steal three goddam things for you, and you’ve got all three of them now.”


  Nicholas smiled. “Yes, Miss Moran. You’ve stolen all three. And now…”


  If he had finished that sentence, we would have all killed each other then and there. 


  Instead, the clanging from the laboratory drowned him out. 


  “What the hell is that?” said Corbisher. 


  I risked a glance at the doors to the laboratory, worried that Nicholas had somehow put together a distraction. 


  He hadn’t.


  The other eleven doors in the laboratory had slid open to reveal closet-sized compartments, and armored men strode out, their boots clanging against the floor with terrific force. For some reason, the men wore suits of armor that looked medieval, complete with helms and visors that hid their faces. 


  No. Not men.


  An icy wave of fear rolled through me.


  Golems. The things were steel golems, similar to the ones we had escaped in the Royal Bank. I had no idea how to create golems, and I had no idea how these golems had ended up at Last Judge Mountain, but that didn’t matter right now. Each one of those golems had to weigh at least a thousand pounds, and I had no idea how to stop them. My lightning globe spells could slow them down, but I had no way to destroy them. Neither did Nicholas. He could turn into that armored panther-thing, but claws and fangs were useless against a solid mass of steel, and the shadow fire his Dark One granted only irritated the golems. 


  We had no way of stopping the golems. Seriously, how do you defeat a thousand pounds of walking metal? 


  And more urgently, how do you stop a half-ton piece of ambulatory steel from crushing your head?


  “Move!” roared Murdo. “Move! Move! If they catch us in here, we’re finished!” 


  He was right. Our only hope was to get away from the damned things. 


  Russell and Murdo sprinted for the laboratory, and I ran after them, not bothering to see if Nicholas, Morelli, and Corbisher followed. I heard their boots slapping against the concrete, and I had the awful fear that Nicholas was somehow controlling the golems. I risked a glance back and saw that both Nicholas and Morelli looked alarmed, and Corbisher seemed downright terrified.


  No, they definitely weren’t controlling the golems. 


  We dashed into the central aisle, and some of the golems moved behind us, blocking the entrance to the room with the Sky Hammer. The rest of them strode to block the way back to the room with the Seal device and the operations center. The blue light flashing from the room with the Seal machine and the glow from the strange device by the computer console flashed off the golems’ steel bodies. 


  The golems went motionless. Like, totally motionless. It was uncanny. When moving, they strode as lightly and as fluidly as a healthy man. But when they went motionless, you could tell they were massive slabs of steel. A single hit from one of those fists would make my head explode like a melon or collapse my ribcage like an empty shopping bag. 


  “You’ve fought these things before,” said Corbisher, his voice urgent. “How did you beat them?”


  “We didn’t,” I said. “We outran them.” 


  “Use lightning spells,” said Murdo. “That’s the only thing that seems to affect them. The lightning disrupts them, slows them down.” 


  “Doesn’t kill them, though,” said Corbisher.


  “It does not,” said Nicholas. “Suggestions?”


  I stared hard at the golems, my mind racing, and I noticed something odd.


  The blue light was reflecting oddly off their armored forms. 


  No, that wasn’t quite right. Some of the blue light was shining from within the golems’ armor. I had thought the symbol from the bronze machine was reflecting off their cuirasses, but I had gotten it backward. The symbol was glowing on the armor of the steel golems.


  The golems started to stride towards us, their armored boots carving chips from the concrete floor.


  “Lightning!” said Nicholas, and he, Murdo, and Corbisher all cast the spell. Murdo and Nicholas each managed two lightning globes, but Corbisher only cast one. The globes slammed into five of the golems, and the steel of their bodies provided an excellent conductor for the lightning. Five of the golems went into wild, thrashing dances, their legs hammering against the ground. It would have looked comical, if not for the booming thunder of the impacts and the fact that concrete chips flew from every blow.


  Instead of lightning, I cast the spell to sense magical forces as the other six golems advanced. I tried to make sense of the flows of magical power in the room…


  “Nadia!” shouted Nicholas. “Lightning, now!”


  Suddenly I saw the answer. There was a maze of magical power in the room, but it was centered on that bronze machine next to the computer console. 


  “Nicholas!” I said. “That machine! The machine is controlling the golems. Destroy that machine!”


  He didn’t hesitate, but he started casting a spell, as did Murdo and Corbisher. I drew together my own power and unleashed a volley of six lightning globes, each sphere striking an individual golem. Again, the golems went into a wild, jerking dance, and Corbisher struck first, hitting the machine with a burst of shadow fire. Murdo and Nicholas followed with a volley of lightning globes that slammed into the device. Fingers of lightning coiled up and down the bronze machine, and a spray of sparks burst from the side.


  The golems did not slow in the least.


  I cast another volley of lightning globes, forcing the spell through my tired mind. I sent the globes spinning in multiple directions, stunning the golems that had avoided my first attack. But that was only a delaying tactic. I couldn’t hurl lightning globes forever, and I couldn’t hurt or shut down the golems. 


  A thought flickered at the edge of my mind. The machine was controlling the golems…and the machine had a computer terminal with a slot for a data rod. Could I Cloak, run across the room, and use my duplicate rod to shut down the machine? That was a good idea…but my lightning globes were the only thing that kept the golems from ripping the others apart. 


  “Nicholas!” I shouted. “The machine. It’s got a slot for the rod! You can shut down the machine!” 


  It was a long shot, but it was the only hope we had.


  “Go!” said Nicholas. “Keep the golems off me! Move, everyone!”


  We ran forward. Morelli and Russell brought up the back, while I ran alongside Murdo, Nicholas, and Corbisher. We threw lightning globes at the golems, stunning the automatons, and then we scrambled to the U-shaped computer console and the whirring bronze machine. Nicholas sprinted around the metal ring at the base of the machine and slammed the data rod into the slot.


  Nothing happened.


  The golems converged on us. I gritted my teeth and drew together power for another spell. Part of me wondered if it was better if we died here, if the Sky Hammer never saw the light of day.


  Then the golems froze in place. 


  I let out a long, shuddering breath. The golems had gone motionless, all of them, locked in mid-stride. 


  I looked at Russell, at Murdo, and then at Nicholas and Corbisher and Morelli.


  The tension in the air increased. 


  I drew together as much magical power as I could hold.


  “Now!” said Nicholas.


  Morelli’s pistol turned towards me, and Corbisher started casting a spell.




  Chapter 13: Sky Hammer


  



  Everything happened at once. 


  Russell ducked behind one of the frozen golems, using it as cover, and swept his AK-47 towards Corbisher. Nicholas leaped around the computer terminal, blurring and swelling into the form of the armored panther creature. Murdo whirled towards Morelli, his gun coming up.


  Morelli was faster, and he pulled the trigger twice. 



  I thought he was aiming at me, and I dodged, but he was aiming at Murdo. Both his shots hit Murdo, and I saw blood explode from the impacts. Murdo stumbled back and fell to the ground, and I screamed in rage, focusing my will on Morelli to blast him to ashes where he stood. But Russell started shooting from behind the steel golem, and Morelli moved like a snake, dodging the shots and vaulting over one of the tables of scientific machinery to take cover behind it.


  By then, I had problems of my own.


  Nicholas, or the creature that Nicholas had become, sprang towards me, jaws yawning wide. 


  His mouth could open wide enough to cover my entire head, and I cast one of the spells Arvalaeon had taught me, covering my hands in gauntlets of invisible force. I just had time to wonder if the telekinetic force would be enough to overcome the power of Nicholas’s Dark One, and I punched. My fist, sheathed in invisible force, caught Nicholas below the jaw, and the armored panther flipped head over heels and slammed into the bronze machine with a clang. 


  That wouldn’t slow him down for long. 


  But before I could attack, Corbisher struck. He hurled a lightning globe at me, and I reacted on instinct, spinning to face him and casting the Shield spell. A Shield of flickering blue-white light appeared in front of me, and Corbisher’s globe slammed into it. He didn’t hit nearly as hard as many of the other opponents I had faced, and I bared my teeth in a snarl as I cast a spell of my own. A howling blast of fire leaped from my hand and exploded at Corbisher’s feet, engulfing Corbisher and three of the steel golems near him. Shadow fire exploded around Corbisher, wrapping him in a haze of darkness that drank the energy of my elemental flames. 


  I could tell that the entirety of his strength went to holding the fire at bay, and I summoned my power to kill him. 


  But from the corner of my eye, I saw Morelli draw a bead on me, and I cast a Shield spell charged with kinetic force at the last minute. His bullets slammed into my Shield and started ricocheting into the floor and ceiling. With my other hand, I gathered power for another spell, intending to kill Morelli, but Russell started shooting at him, forcing Morelli to duck for cover. 


  That was just as well, because Nicholas had gotten back up, and the black shape charged at me again. I cast the ice spike spell, and the lance of glittering ice went right through Nicholas. I mean, actually through him, out one side and the other. Nicholas staggered back, his claws rasping against the floor, black slime spurting from the wound. 


  “Take her!” he roared, his voice inhuman and distorted in his panther-form.


  Why had he shouted that? They were already trying to kill me. 


  My elemental fire winked out around Corbisher, and he scrambled backward, throwing himself over the table just in time to avoid three bullets that sparked off the concrete. I risked a quick glance to the side and saw that Murdo had rolled to one knee, pistol in hand. His face was a grimace of pain, but his eyes had turned solid black. 


  Yeah. Murdo was a Shadow Hunter, all right. Which meant that unless Morelli’s bullets found his head or his heart, he could probably heal himself. 


  I started to cast the fireball spell, intending to blast the table where Morelli was hiding so Russell and Murdo could focus on dealing with Corbisher. Then I would hold Nicholas at bay until Corbisher was dead, and then together we would find a way to deal with Nicholas.


  The golems shivered.


  In a horrified instant, I realized that I had just made a serious mistake.


  Nicholas hadn’t been shouting at Morelli and Corbisher. He had been shouting at the golems. His data rod hadn’t shut down the golems.


  It had just rebooted them…and when they woke up, he was in command of them. 


  “Kill her!” shouted Nicholas again, and the golems around Russell started to move.


  I reacted in a panic, and cast the lightning globe spell, stunning the nearest golems.


  But the rest of them started to advance on us, and there was no way the three of us could hold eleven steel golems at bay.


  “Run!” I shouted. 


  Murdo and Russell sprinted towards me, and the golems pursued. I joined them as we rushed towards the other end of the laboratory. The golems surged after us, and I cast the ice wall spell as I ran, sealing off the aisle between the tables with a thick wall of magical ice. I doubted it would slow down the golems, but I intended it to keep Morelli from shooting us. It worked, too, because I heard Morelli fire, heard the bullets crack off the ice wall.


  The ice wall exploded as the steel golems charged through it. The wall hadn’t slowed them down at all. It was like watching a snowplow go through a snowbank at full speed. 


  We couldn’t stand and fight. The golems would annihilate us. God, we couldn’t even run. We had traversed miles of tunnels to get down here, and the golems would not slow, would not give up, would not stop. Not even Murdo’s Shadowmorph blade could cut through that much steel at once. Sooner or later the golems would catch up, and when they did, we would die. I couldn’t even open a rift way to escape.


  Unless…


  I felt the weight of the crystal rod in the pocket of my coat. I couldn’t get to the machine that controlled the golems. If I tried, the golems would rip me apart. Or Nicholas and Corbisher would attack, and the golems would rip me apart as I defended myself from their spells.


  But I could still get to the Seal machine that powered the block against the rift ways.


  “Run!” I shouted. “Go, go, go! I’ve got an idea!”


  Neither Russell nor Murdo hesitated. Russell was sweating, and Murdo’s face was tight with pain, but they sprinted to the far side of the laboratory and into the round chamber holding the huge Seal machine. I whirled, cast the ice wall spell across the entrance, and then ran after them. 


  We circled the machine and came to a stop before the computer terminal outside the metal circle, the blue lightning throwing wild shadows around us. I yanked the rod from inside my coat and stabbed it into the slot.


  The terminal whirred and clicked.


  The ice wall shattered, the chunks of ice ringing against the floor.


  The huge machine shuddered and went silent, and the blue image of the Seal vanished from overhead.


  The golems’ footsteps rang against the floor.


  “We’re getting out of here!” I said, and I cast the rift way spell. 


  This time it worked. A curtain of gray mist rolled up before me, pale light spilling from within it, and I saw the hazy image of a bleak, barren plain. 


  “Go!” I screamed.


  Murdo and Russell ran through the rift way as the golems raced around the circumference of the huge machine, moving faster than a man could run, concrete dust rising from their hammer-like footfalls. 


  The golems drew back their metal fists to kill me.


  I leaped through the rift way after Murdo and Russell, and it snapped shut behind me.


  



  THE END


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Thank you for reading CLOAK GAMES: LAST JUDGE! 


  Look for Nadia Moran's final adventure CLOAK GAMES: SKY HAMMER, coming in summer 2018. 


  


  


  


  


  If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page.
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  The Demonsouled Saga


  MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a sword.



  Yet he has a dark secret. He is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to keep the fury from devouring him.


  But he dare not turn aside from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face terrible foes.


  The priests of the San-keth plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall force all nations to bow before the serpent god.



  The Malrag hordes are coming, vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat them.


  The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.


  To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.


  Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.


  For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.


  Unless Mazael can stop him.


  Read Demonsouled for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.


  



  The Ghosts Series


  



  Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s library.


  Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.


  Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the shadows.


  And she will need all those skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.


  Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.


  The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister plans.


  And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.


  Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear.


  Read Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying, Ghost Light, and Ghost Dagger, and the prequel novels Blade of the Ghosts and Champion of the Ghosts. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.


  




  


  The Ghost Exile Series


  



  Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world from sorcerous annihilation.


  But the victory cost her everything.


  Now she is exiled and alone in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the world itself.


  And Caina is the only one that stands in its way...


  Read Ghost in the Cowl, Ghost in the Maze, Ghost in the Hunt, Ghost in the Razor, Ghost in the Inferno, Ghost in the Seal, Ghost in the Throne, Ghost in the Pact, and Ghost in the Winds along with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, Ghost Relics, Ghost Keeper, Ghost Nails, Ghost Lock, Ghost Arts, Ghost Vigil, Ghost Mimic, and Ghost Vessel,  and read the combined short stories in Exile of the Ghosts.


  



  The Ghost Night Series


  



  Caina Amalas was once a deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.


  But civil war grips the Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers of the malevolent Umbarian Order. 



  And Caina has a dangerous connection to the Umbarians. 



  For Caina's mother had many deadly secrets, secrets that might yet kill Caina herself...



  Read Ghost in the Ring and Ghost in the Glass.


  



  The Third Soul


  



  RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.


  Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.


  And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.


  And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.


  If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.


  And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them.


  Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.


  



  The Frostborn Series


  



  A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.


  But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.


  RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.


  But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.


  CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.


  For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.


  The secret of the Frostborn.


  Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, Frostborn: The Broken Mage, Frostborn: The World Gate, Frostborn: The High Lords, Frostborn: The False King, Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince, Frostborn: Excalibur, Frostborn: The Dragon Knight, and Frostborn: The Shadow Prison, and the prequel novels Frostborn: The Knight Quests and Frostborn: The Bone Quest along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, The Knight's Tale, The Soldier's Tale, and The Soldier's Tale. Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.


  



  Sevenfold Sword


  



  Ridmark Arban is the Shield Knight, the defender of the realm of Andomhaim. 


  The realm is at peace after a long and terrible war, but dark powers threaten other lands.



  And when a mad elven wizard comes to the High King's court, Ridmark finds himself fighting not only for his own life, but for the lives of his family.



  For the quest of the Seven Swords has begun...


  Read Sevenfold Sword: Champion, Sevenfold Sword: Swordbearer, Sevenfold Sword: Warlord, and Sevenfold Sword: Necromancer, and Sevenfold Sword: Shadow, and the prequel novellas Shield Knight: Ghost Orcs, Shield Knight: Third's Tale, Shield Knight: Calliande's Tale, and Shield Knight: Ridmark's Tale. 


  



  Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy


  



  MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.



  SIGALDRA is the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people. Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn aside the darkness.



  Read Mask of Swords, Mask of Dragons, and Mask of Spells along with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight, The Serpent Knight, and The Rune Knight.


  



  The Tower of Endless Worlds


  



  THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.



  But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.



  And all it will cost is his soul.


  SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.


  He doesn't expect to find black magic.


  LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.


  By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…


  Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.


  



  Cloak Games


  



  In 2013, a gate to another world opened, and Elves used their magic to conquer Earth, crushing all resistance before them. 


  Three hundred years after the Conquest, the exiled Elven High Queen rules an orderly but stagnant Earth, with humanity forced to fight in the High Queen’s war against the traitors on the Elven homeworld. 



  Nadia Moran doesn’t care about that. She doesn’t care about the High Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All she cares about is getting her baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep price.



  Fortunately, Nadia has magic of her own, and she’s a very, very good thief.



  Unfortunately, the powerful Elven lord Morvilind has a hold on Nadia. If she doesn’t follow his commands, her brother is going to die.




  Of course, given how dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, Nadia might not live long enough to see her brother’s death… 



  Read Cloak Games: Thief Trap, Cloak Games: Frost Fever, Cloak Games: Rebel Fist, Cloak Games: Shadow Jump, Cloak Games: Shatter Stone, Cloak Games: Truth Chain, Cloak Games: Tomb Howl, Cloak Games: Hammer Break, Cloak Games: Blood Cast, and Cloak Games: Last Judge, along with the short stories Wraith Wolf, Dragon Pearl, and Iron Image. 


  



  The Silent Order Series


  



  The galaxy is at war, but wars are won and lost in the shadows.


  To the galaxy at large, Jack March is a privateer of the interstellar Kingdom of Calaskar and a former Iron Hand commando of the malevolent Final Consciousness. In truth, he is an alpha operative of the Silent Order, the most efficient and feared intelligence organization in human space. When there is a crisis, Jack March is the man to call. 



  But there are many forces that wish to enslave or destroy humanity...and Jack March stands in their way. 



  


  Read Silent Order: Iron Hand, Silent Order: Wraith Hand, Silent Order: Axiom Hand, Silent Order: Eclipse Hand, Silent Order: Fire Hand, Silent Order: Wasp Hand, and Silent Order: Master Hand, and the short story Rail Gun.




  About the Author


  Standing over six feet tall, USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer repairman, alas.



  He has written the DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous other works. His books have sold over three quarters of a million copies worldwide. 



  Visit his website at:



  http://www.jonathanmoeller.com


  Visit his technology blog at:



  http://www.computerbeginnersguides.com


  Contact him at:


  jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com



  You can sign up for his email newsletter here, or watch for news on his Facebook page or Twitter feed.
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