
        
            
                
            
        

     CLOAK GAMES: TOMB HOWL
Jonathan Moeller



 Table of Contents 

Description


Chapter 1: Stress Management


Chapter 2: Poor Handling


Chapter 3: Forerunner


Chapter 4: Double Cross


Chapter 5: Rebels


Chapter 6: Ex-Boyfriend


Chapter 7: Mindtouch


Chapter 8: The Riddling Dead


Chapter 9: Tentacles


Chapter 10: Reasons to Rebel


Chapter 11: Planning Phases


Chapter 12: Bombers


Chapter 13: Tomb Howl


Chapter 14: The Beginning


Epilogue


Other books by the author


About the Author




Description
 
Nadia Moran saved the world and tens of millions of lives.
All it cost was her sanity.
But sane or not, Lord Morvilind has work for her to do. This time, he wants her to work with the brutal and murderous Rebels. 
And unless Nadia is clever, the Rebels will start their revolution with her death...
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Chapter 1: Stress Management
 
I had problems, and I wasn’t handling them well.
A couple days ago, I had saved forty million people from certain death. 
In fact, depending on how you looked at it, I had saved the world. 
Millions and millions of people were alive because I had killed Baron Castomyr of La Crosse before he could summon a Great Dark One. If he had succeeded, he would have destroyed the central United States, and the resultant chaos might have killed hundreds of millions of more people.
So, I had saved the world. Pretty neat, right? 
But there were consequences. Not widespread consequences, or catastrophic consequences. 
No, all the bad consequences were limited to me.
See, the Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon had decided that I was his last chance to stop Castomyr, except Castomyr would have cleaned my clock in a magical battle. To make me strong enough to fight Castomyr, Arvalaeon had abducted me and locked me inside an Eternity Crucible for five minutes.
That was it. Five minutes. That was all. 
Except that was outside the Crucible. 
Inside the Crucible, one hundred and fifty-eight years had passed.
Yup. One hundred and fifty-eight years. 57,819 days. I had died something like fifty-seven thousand times, but the Crucible’s magic brought me back every single time. 
That really isn’t good for your mental stability. 
I had thought everyone I had loved had been dead for decades. Then when I finally blasted my way out of Arvalaeon’s hell after a century and a half and tens of thousands of deaths only to discover that five minutes had passed…
Yeah. That kind of thing can break your mind.
I think it was breaking mine.
I wasn’t adapting well. 
For one thing, I had forgotten so many things. I had spent a century and a half doing nothing but casting spells, getting killed, and killing the creatures of the Shadowlands, and I had forgotten many details of daily life. Like, I forgot that my phone could receive and send text messages. I couldn’t remember how to use the coffee maker, and I had to have Lucy Marney show me how to use it again. 
Speaking of that, food and drink were constant challenges. I hadn’t eaten anything during my time in the Eternity Crucible because I had always gotten killed before I became hungry and thirsty. I hadn’t forgotten how to eat, but eating and swallowing made me nauseated (more on that later), and I had a hard time keeping anything down. 
And I was cold all the damned time. I don’t know why. It was July in Wisconsin (Conquest Year 315, if you’re curious), and the temperature hovered around 95 degrees Fahrenheit with brutal humidity, yet I was cold all the time, and I started wearing two T-shirts and a sweater. 
To sum up, I was a mess. 
I had lived through horrible things, and I wasn’t dealing with it well. 
To make matters worse, I couldn’t tell anyone what had happened. 
Russell and the Marneys wanted to help me, but I couldn’t tell them the truth. I had just assassinated an Elven noble. Granted, I had done so at the orders of the Lord Inquisitor, but Arvalaeon operated outside the structures of the main Inquisition and the Elven nobles. If I told Russell and Marneys and Riordan what I had done, someone else might find out.
Someone might come for them and try to hurt them to get at me.
I realize this wasn’t a hundred percent rational. Arvalaeon had gotten rid of Castomyr at the High Queen’s bidding, and I suspected that the High Queen didn’t care how the sausage got made. But after the Eternity Crucible, my brain was like a box full of sparking fuses, and it made sense at the time.
Three nights after I killed Castomyr, I sat on the couch in the Marneys’ living room. The air conditioner wasn’t all that efficient, and the temperature in the room was about seventy-five degrees, and James, Lucy, and Russell were all wearing shorts. I was wearing jeans, wool socks, and a heavy sweater that hung to my knees, and I was curled up into a ball at the end of the couch.
And I was still so damned cold. 
The TV was on, showing local news. A newscaster with perfect blond hair and perfect white teeth was talking about the recent disturbance in La Crosse. Apparently, the official investigation of Homeland Security and the Inquisition had determined that Lord Castomyr, the beloved Baron of La Crosse, had been killed in an unfortunate accident involving an exploding gas pipe. No foul play was suspected, and the High Queen had decreed seven days of official mourning for the Baron…
It was all I could do not to giggle. 
I remembered Castomyr’s expression as I shot him to death. Mostly, he had looked pissed off and confused, maybe a little uncomprehending. Before that, though, his expression had been a mask of insanity. He had been weeping with transcendent joy as he called up the Great Dark One that would have killed us all. At the time, I thought he had stared a little too long into the Void, and it had eaten his mind.
Or maybe he had just gone nuts.
I could relate. 
James, Lucy, and Russell talked as James flipped through the channels, finally settling on a historical drama about the Crusades. Like all the historical dramas about the Crusades, the Department of Education had written it so that the show emphasized how the knights did their duty to their lords, just as modern men-at-arms and civilians did their duty to their Elven lords. 
It was so transparent. I didn’t know how Russell and the Marneys couldn’t see it. Or maybe they did, and they approved of the message because they had been raised that way. Arvalaeon had told me the truth, how the Elves had ripped apart human society and rebuilt it to inculcate a reverence for the Elves. 
I didn’t have reverence for the Elves. 
I had…
I think all I had left inside my head was a whole lot of rage. 
I had saved the world, yeah? I should have been happy about that. But I had been through hell to do it, and I had come out of that hell a different woman. 
Not a better one, either.
I tried to listen as James and Lucy and Russell discussed their day. I tried to listen, but I couldn’t.
I kept twitching. 
Everything made me alarmed. When I heard a car on the street, I started to call my magic to me, certain that anthrophages were about to attack. When a pair of headlights went past, I prepared a spell, sure that a cytospawn was flying overhead, getting ready to rip my head off with its barbed tentacles. A group of people walked past the house, a family out for an evening walk. They were laughing and talking, but I almost jumped off the couch because I thought they were wraithwolves. 
I was so wound up, and I couldn’t unwind. Everything set me off. On the TV, when some medieval knight raised his sword and shouted a battle cry, I almost lost it and blasted the TV through the wall. 
So I didn’t talk much. 
I was too busy trying not to lose control. Because if I lost control, that would be bad. I hadn’t used any magic at all since I had returned from La Crosse. I was so much more powerful than I had once been, and I was afraid I was going to lose control and kill someone. 
I imagine that must have been disturbing for the others, me sitting there wrapped in layers and twitching as if I had just drunk a gallon of coffee. Finally, when the TV show went to commercial, James stood up with a grunt, leaning on his cane as he did so. 
“I’m going to go out back for a bit,” he said. “Get some fresh air.”
He limped through the kitchen and went through the back door. I watched him go, then realized that it had been an invitation. I got up and followed him outside. It was hot out, hot and sticky and humid, but I still felt cold beneath my sweater. James had settled on the back step, his cane leaning against the wall. I stood motionless, my eyes sweeping the shadows of the back yard. There might be bloodrats lurking in the shadows, or maybe those damned beetles with their acidic spit…
I got a grip on myself and sat down. 
James was smoking a cigarette, and he passed me one. I took it, my hand shaking a little. God, I hadn’t had a cigarette in a century and a half. I really enjoyed them, but I only smoked them sparingly since they were so unhealthy. Of course, I had already died in agony nearly sixty thousand times. What was one cigarette?
I called a little bit of elemental fire and lit the cigarette, lifted it to my lips, and drew in as much smoke as I could manage. 
Oh, but that felt good. The smoke warmed my throat and lungs, which was nice because I felt so cold.
“That’s the first time you’ve done that,” said James in a quiet voice.
“Done what?” I said. My voice was raspy and a bit thick. 
“Used magic in front of me,” said James. “At least when it wasn’t a life or death situation.” 
“Oh.” I hadn’t thought of that. “You know about that?”
“Figured it out last year,” said James. He took a draw on his own cigarette and blew out a cloud of smoke. “After Lord Morvilind killed those Archons in front of the house, and told you to go with him.”
“Yeah,” I said. I remembered that now. I had forgotten about it. “Yeah, I suppose I haven’t used magic in front of you. Needs to be secret. That’s why I didn’t tell you.” I had so many things that I needed to keep secret. “Too many people would get hurt if the truth came out.” 
James nodded. “Thought it was something like that.”
We smoked in silence for a while.
“This last job you did,” he said at last. “It was a bad one, wasn’t it?”
I nodded. My throat had gone dry, and not just from the cigarette smoke. “It was the worst one yet. And…” I stared at the sky for a while, trying to put my scattered thoughts together.
James waited with calm patience. 
“The thing is,” I said at last. “It was one of those jobs where I wound up saving lives. A lot of lives. I think that would have made me feel better. I mean, if I hadn’t done it, a lot of people would have died.” 
“Like the Archons,” said James.
“Yeah,” I said. “Like the Archons. But worse. It…” I trailed off, trying to sort through my thoughts. The cigarette shook a little in my hand. I forced myself to remain steady, inhaled again, blew out a cloud of smoke. It felt really good. Pity it was so unhealthy. “I saved a lot of lives, but I don’t feel good about it.”
There was an understatement. 
“Because you were hurt too badly,” said James.
“I wasn’t hurt,” I said, which was technically true but profoundly false. I hadn’t been permanently hurt. But I had been ripped apart and eaten and killed again and again and again for decades. 
“Maybe not physically,” said James, “but in your mind. Was it the Shadowlands?” 
“Oh, yes,” I said. It had been Arvalaeon’s Eternity Crucible, but it had been connected to the Shadowlands. 
“I was like that when I came back,” said James. He patted his bad leg. “Everyone told me how lucky I was to have survived, how noble I was to have shed blood in defense of our world and for the High Queen, how I was a hero and an example for young men everywhere. I got a medal and a bunch of benefits, and I didn’t care about any of it. I was in too much pain, and I had seen too many men die. I didn’t want to do anything except drink myself into a stupor, maybe even drink myself to death.”
“But you don’t want to do that now,” I said. My cigarette went out, and James gave me a second one. 
He really was worried about me.
“God, no,” he said. “You’ve seen how Lucy gets if I have more than one drink. She would let me have it about these cigarettes if we weren’t talking.” 
“How did you get better?” I said, lighting the second cigarette. I used James’s lighter this time. 
“Well,” he said, rubbing his chin. “You don’t get better, not as such. Something bad like that happens, it stays with you always. Sometimes in more ways than one.” He thumped his cane for emphasis. “But you need to keep going because other things happen to you if you keep going. Some of them bad, yeah, but a lot of them are good. Lucy happened to me. You and Russell happened to me. My practice happened to me, and a lot of other good things.” 
“You’re saying I just need to…keep going, is that it?” I said. 
“Yeah,” he said. “Crappy advice, I know.”
“Couldn’t I just get drunk?” I said.
“You could if you want,” said James. “Wouldn’t recommend it. You’re small enough that you’d wake up with a nasty headache.” He paused for a moment. “Seriously, though, you should talk to someone.”
“We’re talking now,” I said.
“A counselor or a therapist,” said James. “I wasn’t going to, but my commanding officer made me, and it did help.”
I shook my head. “What am I supposed to say? That I went to the Shadowlands and saw terrible things and experienced terrible things? If I was a man, I could pretend that I was a man-at-arms. But I’ll have to explain how a woman went to the Shadowlands, and that will end with all of us getting executed by the Inquisition.” 
James sighed. “There must be someone we can find. Maybe Riordan will know someone.”
I hesitated. I had not seen my boyfriend in a hundred and fifty-eight years, at least from my perspective. From his perspective, it had only been a few days. I desperately missed him and wanted to see him, but that was also a conversation I didn’t want to have. 
“Maybe,” I said, because I didn’t want to talk about Riordan. 
James grunted, which meant he saw right through me. 
“I’m talking to you,” I said.
“I’m not a therapist,” said James.
“Yeah.” I finished off the second cigarette and put it out in his ashtray. “You’re my nicotine dealer.” I sighed. “Thank you for sharing the cigarettes. I think I’m going to go to bed.” 
“Nadia,” said James. 
I hesitated. “Yeah?”
“I’m privileged to know you,” said James in a quiet voice.
“What?” I said, befuddled. 
“Russell would have died a long, long time ago if not for you,” said James. “Lucy and I wouldn’t have gotten to know him. He told me how you saved him and Lydia at the Ducal Mall last year, and I’d be willing to bet my next paycheck that you’ve done that kind of thing before.”
“I’m not,” I said, my voice thick. “I’m not a good person, James.”
But I suppose I had saved his life twice. Once when I killed Sergei Rogomil and stopped the High Queen from nuking Milwaukee, and again when I stopped Castomyr. Heck, maybe even three times, if you counted the fight with the Archons in the Marneys’ front yard.
That should have made me feel better. I wished that would have made me feel better.
It didn’t. 
“I doubt that,” said James. “But if I can do anything to help you, if Lucy and I can do anything to help you…please, just let us know. We can see that you’re not doing well, and we wish we could help.”
“You’re going to make me cry,” I said. I suspected that if I started crying, I wasn’t going to stop. I got to my feet. “But…I do feel a little better.” I did. Not much, but some. “Thank you. I think I’m going to bed now.” 
James nodded, and I went to my bedroom.
I did feel a little better, but it didn’t matter.
Because that night, I lost it. 
A little after midnight I woke up in a panic, convinced that wraithwolves were circling through my bedroom, that they were about to spring on me and kill me. I had fallen asleep wearing my clothes, and I shot to my feet, my eyes wide, my magic roaring up at my call. I didn’t recognize my bedroom, which sounds stupid, but I had spent a hundred and fifty-eight years waking up over and over in the Eternity Crucible, so I expected to find myself there when I woke up. 
I didn’t know where I was, and I saw a flash of light through the window. 
It was just a passing car, but I whirled and cast a spell, hurling a bolt of telekinetic force at the window. I blasted the window into a million glittering shards that rained onto the lawn below, and the force of the spell ripped the frame loose from the wall. Chunks of broken wood bounced off the sidewalk. I stalked to the window, breathing hard, my fingers hooked into claws as I held my magical power ready for another strike. If any anthrophages or bloodrats came for me, I was going to make them burn, make them scream as elemental fire devoured their flesh…
My bedroom door started to open.
I reacted on instinct, whirling and casting the spell of telekinetic force. 
“Nadia?” said Russell, his eyes wide.
At the last minute, I managed to jerk my aim to the side, so the hammer of telekinetic force that would have shattered every bone in Russell’s body instead hit the door. The spell ripped the door from its hinges, tore a good chunk of the frame from the wall, and threw the door into the far side of the hallway. It smashed into the wall like an axe blade and hung there quivering, sheet rock falling in pieces to the floor. 
I barely noticed any of that, because the door clipped Russell on the side of the head as it went past. He spun around, a flash of blood stark against his white hair, and fell on his back in the hallway.
I stared at him with incomprehension. What was he doing here? He had died decades ago, and no one new ever came to the Eternity Crucible. Was this some new trick of Arvalaeon’s? Or had…
In a horrified, frozen instant, my mind snapped into focus. I wasn’t in the Eternity Crucible. I was back on Earth, in the Marneys’ house. I had gotten out of the Crucible and saved a lot of people from Castomyr.
And I had just killed my brother.
“Russell!” I shrieked, falling to my knees next to him. He was breathing. Oh, thank God, thank God. 
The door across the hall banged open, and James limped out, M-99 carbine in hand, Lucy following him with her pistol. 
“What happened?” said James, looking at us, his head swiveling as he looked for threats. 
“I…I thought there were anthrophages in the house,” I said. “I was sure there were anthrophages in the house.” Russell seemed dazed. God, there was so much blood on his face. “I blew the door off the hinges, and Russell was there. Oh, God, I…”
James passed his weapon to Lucy and then knelt next to Russell with a grunt. “Here, let me look at him.” He began examining Russell’s wound, and then produced a flashlight and shone it in Russell’s face. Russell blinked, his eyes following the light as James waved it back and forth before him.
“Ow,” said Russell. “Why are you shining that in my eyes?”
“Don’t think you’ve got a concussion,” said James. “Nasty scalp wound. It’ll need stitches, and we’ll have to take you to the emergency room.” He looked at the door. “Lucky, though. If that hit you straight on it would have killed you.”
The guilt boiled through me like acid. 
“Nadia,” said Lucy in a quiet voice. “What happened?”
“I woke up,” I said. I stood, my hands trembling a little. “I thought there were anthrophages and wraithwolves coming for me. I couldn’t have stopped myself. They killed me so many times. I wasn’t going to let them get me again without a fight.”
“That…doesn’t make any sense,” said Lucy. 
“No,” I said. “Oh, God, Russell. I could have killed you. A hundred and fifty-eight years, and I could have killed you because I’m a moron.” 
“It’s okay,” said Russell, wincing as James began cleaning the wound. “It’s okay. It was an accident. It’ll work out. Girls like scars, right?” 
He wasn’t angry. He should have been angry. I had been stupid, stupid, and he had almost gotten killed. I was lucky that I had only given him a scalp wound and caused thousands of dollars of damage to the Marneys’ house.
Because if I hadn’t stopped myself, I could have blown up the house and killed them all. 
I backed away, rubbing my face, my eyes burning.
An awful realization started to fill me. 
I couldn’t stay here anymore.
Arvalaeon had broken me. He had sent me to hell, and it had broken me. I was like a drunk who slept with a shotgun and woke up screaming and shooting at the walls. When I had woken up, I had been certain, absolutely certain, that I was still in the Eternity Crucible, that the monsters were coming for me. 
And I had lashed out, almost killing Russell in the process.  
I had a lot of magical power now, thanks to the Crucible, but I wasn’t entirely sane. That was a dangerous combination, and I couldn’t be around Russell and the Marneys. 
“I’m sorry,” I said, “I’m so sorry.”
“It was an accident,” said Russell. 
“I shouldn’t have come back here,” I said. My chest was hitching as I tried to find the words. “I can’t control myself. I went to hell, and it broke me, and I can’t control myself anymore. I’m sorry.”
“What are you talking about?” said Russell.
“Nadia, maybe you should lie down for a little bit,” said Lucy. 
I stared at them, trying not to cry, trying to think of how to explain myself. What could I tell them? That I had died nearly sixty thousand times and it had ripped my mind apart? That I couldn’t see a shadow without bracing for anthrophages or maybe a bloodrat to jump out of it? 
“If I stay here, I’m going to hurt someone by accident,” I said. “I have to go. I’m so sorry.”
And with that, I cast the Cloak spell and vanished from sight. It was a challenging spell, but a lot easier than it had been, and I stepped back into my bedroom. I heard the consternation as James and Lucy and Russell looked for me. My emergency bag was a duffel under my bed, and I grabbed it and climbed into the ruined window.
I dropped my Cloak long enough to cast the levitation spell, floated down to the lawn, and Cloaked again. 
Then I walked to the driveway, sat down, and waited.
I could maintain my Cloak for about nine or ten minutes while walking around. Holding still while Cloaked was a lot easier. I could do it for hours. I needed to make sure the Marneys didn’t get into any trouble from my temper tantrum. I had made a lot of noise and light, and someone was bound to have noticed and called Homeland Security. 
I had to make sure Russell and the Marneys were safe before I left. 
I expected them to go to the emergency room, but instead, I saw the dining room light come on and Lucy start stitching up the cut on Russell’s temple while James helped her. Lucy was a nurse and James was a doctor, so Russell was probably in better hands than he would have been anywhere else. Midway through the procedure a Homeland Security SUV pulled up in front of the house, lights flashing, and a pair of blue-uniformed officers emerged. James came out and talked with them, telling them that he and Russell had been moving shelves upstairs when Russell had tripped and hit his head on the window, shattering it. The officers seemed inclined to believe him and departed without any further questioning.
I had just caused James to lie to Homeland Security on my behalf. That particular crime carried a punishment of both twenty thousand dollars in fines and flogging on a Punishment Day video, depending on the severity of the lie. 
Something else I could feel guilty about. 
Once James went back inside, and the SUV left, I dropped my Cloak and started walking, the duffel bag thumping against my back. I wasn’t sure where I was going. Arvalaeon had given me a car after La Crosse, but I didn’t want to touch the thing since it reminded me of him and everything that had happened. Maybe I wanted to go somewhere warm? I was wearing that sweater, and I was still chilly. Of course, it was eighty degrees out and humid. 
My phone started ringing.
I blinked in surprise and dug it out of my pocket, squinting at the screen.
It was Riordan.
A weird mix of emotions went through me. I really wanted to see Riordan. I hadn’t seen him in a century and a half. I regretted never sleeping with him when I had the chance. I wanted to see him and pour my heart out to him and maybe bawl into his shoulder for an hour or three.
No. I couldn’t. I had nearly gotten Russell and the Marneys killed. What might happen if I saw Riordan? I was like that drunk with a shotgun. I might get Riordan hurt or killed, too.
I knew what I had to do. I had done so many hard things already. What was one more?
I hit the accept button and lifted the phone to my ear.
“Hi,” I croaked. 
“Hi,” said Riordan. I shivered a little at the sound of his voice. I hadn’t heard it in so very long. “How are you?”
“I’m not well,” I said. “I’m not well at all. I almost killed Russell tonight. It was an accident, but I almost killed him.”
“Russell texted me,” said Riordan. Huh. I hadn’t known that the two of them were talking without me around. Well, I suppose you wanted your boyfriend to get on with your family. “He’s worried about you. He thinks something bad happened to you and that you are having trouble with it.”
Well, he wasn’t wrong.
“Yeah,” I said. I took a deep breath, pulling myself together for the next part. “Something bad did happen to me. And something else bad is about to happen. I’m breaking up with you, Riordan.”
I knew that would hurt to say, but it actually hurt worse than I expected.
There was silence on the line for a while. 
“I’m sorry?” said Riordan.
“I am breaking up with you,” I said. “I...um, I’m not sure what the right way to say this is. But we’re not dating anymore. We’re not seeing each other anymore. I don’t want to see you anymore.”
If Arvalaeon had been there, he would have known that was a lie. 
More silence.
“Nadia,” he said at last, “if that’s what you want, I won’t argue with you.” He was calm, but he sounded…deader than usual. Like someone had just punched him hard in the gut. “But if something’s wrong, I might be able to help. I…”
“Riordan,” I said. I had to keep him away from me for his own good. I knew how determined this man was. He had found me again because the Firstborn had ordered him to do so, and he had followed me into Venomhold without blinking. He would come, and he would try to help me, and I might get him killed. 
“Nadia,” said Riordan.
I had to hurt him. There wasn’t any other way. I had to inflict enough pain on him that he would hate me. 
Oh, God. This was for his own good. I hoped he would understand that someday. 
“Riordan,” I said. “Listen to me. I’m breaking up with you because I don’t want to be part of your pattern. You told me what happened to your wife Miranda. You told me what happened to Sasha. The only two women you’ve been with long-term, and you’ve gotten both of them killed. I see the pattern starting over again, and I’m not going be number three. That’s why I’m breaking up with you. You can,” my chest hitched, “you can find some other woman to get killed. I’m done.”
Lies, Arvalaeon would have said. Lies, lies, lies. 
There was silence for a long, long time. I tried not to cry.
He just sounded sad when he answered. “I’m sorry you feel that way, but I understand.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “Bye, Riordan.”
I hung up. 
I started at the phone for a moment. Then I threw it on the sidewalk, and the screen shattered with a crack. That wasn’t nearly satisfying enough, so I stomped on it again and again until the phone broke apart into a pile of shattered glass, twisted plastic, and broken electronics.
That was stupid. I still needed a damn phone, and there was sensitive information on the SIM card and the memory card.
But like I said, my judgment was not at its best. I spat a string of curses, fished the cards out of the debris, and kicked the rest of the broken phone into a storm drain. I shoved the cards into a pocket, my hands shaking with anger as I did.
No, not anger. Something else. I was trying very hard not to break down sobbing on the sidewalk. 
Arvalaeon had sent me to hell, and I had died again and again and again. Arvalaeon had sent me to hell, and it had broken me. 
But…at least I wouldn’t pull anyone else into hell with me. The people I loved, Russell and the Marneys and Riordan, they would be safe from me. 
And as for what happened to me…well, who cared? I didn’t. It was hard to care after dying nearly sixty thousand times.
I walked into the night, not knowing where I was going, and not caring either. 



Chapter 2: Poor Handling
 
As you might have guessed by now, I wasn’t doing well, and I compounded my string of bad decisions that night by stealing a car. 
I didn’t need to steal a car. I mean, I had a perfectly fine car that Arvalaeon had given me, and I still had an old Duluth Motors sedan parked in the alley behind the Marneys’ house. But I didn’t want to take the first car because it reminded me of Arvalaeon. And I couldn’t go back to the Marneys’ house, because I had almost killed Russell. I couldn’t face them after what I had done, and they needed to be kept safe from me. 
So, I stole a car. 
I didn’t want to, but I didn’t want to walk nine miles to my storage unit, either. I found an older Lone Star Motors sedan parked on the curb, one of the models that didn’t have the security chip on the key. I used a spell to unlock the door, hotwired the ignition, and drove off. The entire process took about a minute. 
The radio came on as I drove, set to the news station. Some woman with a polite voice reported on the latest news about the death of Baron Castomyr. He was going to be buried with full honors in an elaborate ceremony, and the High Queen was expected to name a new Baron of La Crosse by the end of August…
I cursed in fury and turned off the radio. 
Lies, Arvalaeon would have said. Lies, lies, lies. I wondered what would happen if I told the truth, if I went on the Internet and told everyone that Castomyr had been trying to summon a Great Dark One. No, actually, I knew what would happen. I would be captured and executed on a Punishment Day video in short order, and probably the Marneys and Russell as well.
That didn’t faze me. I mean, Homeland Security could only execute me once, and what was one more death? But I did care what happened to Russell and the Marneys. 
So I suppose Baron Castomyr would be remembered as a loyal vassal of the High Queen rather than a damned lunatic who nearly wiped out a third of the population of the United States.
Lies, lies, lies. 
I ditched the car about six blocks from my storage unit. I had once stolen a truck with Riordan to get away from a banehound, and he had insisted we make an anonymous call to Homeland Security so the owner could get his vehicle back. Except Riordan wasn’t my boyfriend anymore, so I suppose it didn’t matter. Someone would call in the abandoned car eventually, there wouldn’t be anything to link it to me, and that would be that. 
The storage facility was nothing special, just long rows of squat cinder block buildings with garage-style doors. I walked to mine and unlocked it. I had various useful things stored there, some legal, some not. My battered Royal Motors Caravanserai van was there. It was an ugly old thing, but it had a lot of cargo space, and I had used it to run over an anthrophage, and it just kept ticking. 
I threw my duffel bag into the back, grabbed some other useful things, and climbed into the driver’s seat.
The engine coughed to life, and I confronted a bleak problem. 
I didn’t know what to do next.
I couldn’t go back to the Marneys and Russell, not if I wanted to keep them safe from what I had become. I had ended things with Riordan. I suppose the only thing to do was to wait until Lord Morvilind needed me for something. 
Until then…
Until then, I decided I wanted to get drunk. 
I had never gotten drunk before in my life, and if I was one hundred and seventy-nine years old, it was time to rectify that. Maybe it would help me get some sleep without waking up and throwing fireballs at everything in sight. And maybe it would help me keep some food down without throwing up.
Yeah, I mentioned the nausea, but not how it had started. When wraithwolves killed people, they tended to make a mess of it, and I had been killed by wraithwolves a few thousand times in the Eternity Crucible. Sometimes my own blood had splashed into my mouth as I screamed and fought. Many, many times bits and pieces of my own flesh or internal organs had landed in my mouth while I screamed. 
That’s not the kind of thing you forget. 
Because of that, I had a hard time eating anything without my gag reflex kicking in, and even if I managed to force food down, it sometimes came back up. Maybe if I got sufficiently drunk, I could keep food down. 
So I robbed a liquor store, adding that to my list of questionable decisions for the night. 
Granted, with my abilities, robbing a liquor store was downright painless. I drove until I found a place that sold alcohol all night. The store was deserted save for a bored-looking middle-aged man playing a game on his phone behind the counter. By law, only veterans were allowed to buy anything stronger than beer or wine. I could have Masked myself as a veteran and created fake ID in the process, but I was too tired and cranky to bother. I parked a block away, Cloaked myself, and walked through the doors. The clerk glanced up as the door opened of its own accord, then shrugged and looked back at his game. I helped myself to a large bottle of whiskey and a package of paper cups and left the store. 
After that, I drove to an all-night fast food place selling fries and cheeseburgers. I was usually a fanatically healthy eater. At least, I had been before the Eternity Crucible. Now I wasn’t eating much of anything at all. Maybe the whiskey would help take the edge off. 
I bought a bag full of fries and bacon cheeseburgers from the bored teenage boy manning the window, and then I drove for a while, the greasy smell of the food filling my van. It didn’t smell all that appetizing, but I was hungry, and I wasn’t in the mood to care. Eventually, I got out to the suburbs of Milwaukee, and at about four in the morning I pulled into the parking lot of a big box store that sold homeowner type stuff, toilets and hammers and lumber and the like. Various RVs and motorhomes were parked in the outer reaches of the parking lot since retired veterans often bought themselves a big RV and toured the country while their health held out. 
I made sure to park well away from the other RVs. I didn’t want anyone to bother me because if anyone bothered me, I might lose it and hurt someone. I remembered the flash of blood as the door clipped Russell’s head, and a sick feeling of guilt settled into my stomach.
Well, maybe the whiskey would help with that. 
I broke the seal on the bottle, poured myself a cup, and drank half of it in one swallow.
Wow, that burned. That reaction might seem naïve, but I didn’t have any experience with hard alcohol. I coughed a bit, gasped, and took another swallow, blinking sudden tears from my eyes. My head was starting to buzz a little from a combination of exhaustion and the punch from the liquor. It was kind of a pleasant sensation, at least compared to the way my mind had felt for the last century and a half. 
I took another drink, got out of the van, and opened the back door. I sat there with my bottle and my cup, refilling it every time I took a drink. From here I saw a patch of forest and a retaining pond, hundreds of insects whirling around a nearby streetlamp. It was hot and muggy, but I felt cold, so cold, even in my heavy sweater.
The whiskey was warming me up. After three or four cups, I realized I was ravenous, and I grabbed the bag of food and started eating.
It doesn’t say much for fast food that it took a quarter of a bottle of whiskey for me to find it palatable. I ate with a will, washing down the fries and the bites of a cheeseburger with burning swigs of whiskey. The salt and the grease of the fast food tasted amazing, which wasn’t how I usually reacted to greasy food. Like, part of my brain noted that it was objectively disgusting, but the alcohol intake had shut down that part of my brain, so whatever was left working found the food delicious. 
Apparently, alcohol can make anything taste good. 
I got to my feet, wobbled a bit (for some reason I was intensely dizzy), scooped up some rocks, and sat on the rear fender of my vain. I took a moment to arrange the rocks into orderly piles and then amused myself by flinging the rocks into the retaining pond, taking drinks of whiskey right out of the bottle, and shoving bites of fast food into my mouth.
I found the sight of the rocks splashing into the pond hilarious. Guess booze can make anything funny. 
My stomach started to make unhappy noises, but I ignored it. Everything just tasted so good. I had gotten through nearly half of the whiskey bottle, and I was starting on my third cheeseburger when I saw someone walking on the other side of the parking lot. 
I surged to my feet, whiskey bottle in one hand, my other hand hooked into a claw as I gathered power for a spell. I was drunk enough that I almost fell over, but I managed to keep my feet. Maybe the anthrophages had found me. Or maybe the bloodrats had swarmed out of the sewers. If they came, I was going to make them burn, I was going to rip as many of them apart as I could before they killed me again…
Then I remembered that I wasn’t in the Eternity Crucible. I was standing a parking lot at four in the morning, with a mostly empty whiskey bottle in one hand and a mouthful of cold, greasy meat.
And that thought recalled the many times the anthrophages and wraithwolves had torn me apart, pieces of my own flesh landing in my mouth as I screamed…
That thought sent my unhappy stomach into full revolt. 
I got two steps before I doubled over and threw up everything I had eaten and drank in the last hour. Though it felt like I puked up everything I had ever eaten in my life. Once I had emptied myself out, I tried to straighten up, only to find that I could not keep my balance. I stumbled back, hit the side of my van, and slid to a sitting position.
That felt really good.
I fell over on my side, staring at the retaining pond and the woods.
That also felt really good. Not moving felt good, so I decided to stay motionless for a while, which was just as well because I don’t think I could have gotten up I had wanted to. 
I either fell asleep or blacked out.
But I don’t think I blacked out because I had a dream. 
It was more like a hallucination. As I watched the woods, birds started to land in the trees, hundreds and hundreds of birds. They were ravens, and despite the darkness and their black feathers, I saw them just fine, which seemed odd. 
Hundreds of ravens, and all of them were staring at me. Their eyes were black, blacker than the night. The last time I had seen anything that dark had been when Sergei Rogomil had called on the powers of the Dark One possessing him to kill me. 
Footsteps tapped against the asphalt, and a man came into sight. 
He was short (though taller than me, of course), and wore a black suit coat, a black vest, black dress pants, and black formal shoes, his shirt stark and white and buttoned to the throat. He had black hair with gray streaks at the temples and deep, deep black eyes. My first thought was that he looked Hispanic. No, that wasn’t right. Arabic? Greek? Iranian? 
I couldn’t tell. Something about the dark-coated man just seemed…odd. Off, somehow.
I didn’t like his eyes. They reminded me of something, though I couldn’t recall what. 
The man squatted next to me, gazing at me with a thoughtful expression. He tilted his head one way, and then another, and the hundreds of ravens behind him duplicated the motion. 
“So you’re the one I’ll have to use,” said the man. His voice was pleasant and deep, with an accent I could not place. 
He leaned a little closer, and with a bolt of fear, I knew what his eyes brought to mind.
When I had fought Castomyr, in the final moments before I shot him, he had created a magical vortex inside his mansion. He had been planning to use that vortex to open a gate to the Void to summon a Great Dark One, and he had been nearly finished when I shot him. When I had looked at the vortex, it had given me the sensation of looking through a keyhole to see a huge eye staring at me, something colossal and malignant and terrible that wanted to reach out and crush the life from me. 
The man’s dark eyes inspired the exact same sensation. Like there was something huge and horrible behind them that wanted to rip me apart.
Good thing it was just a dream, or else I might have screamed. 
“Poor little dear,” murmured the man. “The Eternity Crucibles were not meant for humans. I wonder if you’ll go insane or if you’ll kill yourself first. You should last long enough for what my servants need, though.” He chuckled to himself. “They say I have no mercy. How wrong they are! Perhaps you shall be killed doing my work and be spared the suffering to come.” 
He laughed to himself again, and the darkness in his eyes seemed to scream. 
Then he vanished, and so did the ravens gathered on the trees behind him.
I wasn’t aware of anything for a long time after that. 
Then I became aware of the nastiest headache of my life. 
Oh, that wasn’t pleasant. 
It felt as if someone had driven a spike into my forehead and my brains had just leaked out of my ears. After a while, I got my eyelids open and regretted it at once as sunlight stabbed into my aching eyes. A foul, acrid smell filled my nostrils. Had someone thrown up?
Oh, yeah, me.
I sat up with a wince, blinking into the glare. The sun had come up, its rays falling over the parking lot. My mouth felt as dry as the desert, and my eyes felt like I had filled them with sand. Additionally, falling unconscious in a parking lot isn’t all that comfortable, and my body ached. 
But I had known worse.
I had known far worse.
After a minute I got to my feet. I spotted the discarded whiskey bottle near the puddle of vomit and half-digested fast food.
“Idiot,” I muttered to myself, and I kicked the bottle away. 
A flush of shame went through me as I remembered all the various idiocies I had indulged in last night. For God’s sake, I had stolen a car and robbed a liquor store. People ended up on Punishment Day videos for that kind of thing. If I did something stupid and ended up getting arrested for it, Morvilind might kill me, and then Russell would die of frostfever.
All because I hadn’t kept my act together. 
Then and there, I decided to become a teetotaler. I had thought the whiskey would take the edge off and let me keep some food down (which in retrospect was pretty stupid). It hadn’t worked. Not only had it not worked, now I had a hangover on top of everything else. 
That was not an improvement. I suppose some people could find escape in alcohol, but apparently, I was not one of them. 
And I still felt so cold. It had to be at least seventy degrees out, and it was still muggy, but I still felt icy cold.  
“Miss?”
I turned and felt a flicker of alarm. 
Two middle-aged Homeland Security officers in their blue uniforms walked towards me, pistols on their belts, the sunlight reflecting off their mirrored sunglasses. My hungover brain kicked into overdrive and realized what had happened. Likely one of the senior citizens in the RVs had seen the unconscious girl lying next to a puddle of her own puke, and like good citizens, they had called Homeland Security to resolve the situation. 
Stupid, stupid, stupid. Once, this would have frightened me. Now it was an annoyance I had to handle carefully, lest it blow up in my face. I could have killed both officers with an effort of will, but going around murdering Homeland Security officers is not a great way to avoid attention. 
Also, you know, geez. 
Horrible things had happened to me, but I wasn’t a monster. I had gone to hell, and it had broken me, but I don’t think it had turned me into a monster. At least, I wasn’t going to start murdering people for convenience, even though I had the power to do so.
I really hoped that I wasn’t going to start murdering people for convenience. 
“Yes, officers?” I said, trying to summon a sunny smile. 
“Miss,” said one of the officers. Both of them had the look of veteran men-at-arms. “We had a report of public drunkenness.”
“Oh,” I said. “Oh, well, I’m afraid that’s my fault.” An idea came to me as I glanced at the puddle of vomit. “Well…my boyfriend broke up with me last night. He said I was too fat. I…I don’t know. Do I look too fat? I don’t think I look too fat? I…”
The best lies were mixed with truth, and I had indeed broken up with my boyfriend last night, though it was my fault, not his. In a few moments, I had spun a tale about my failed relationship, and the officers were offering me tissues for my tears and a pamphlet about eating disorders. 
“If you don’t mind my saying so, miss,” said the officer, “your boyfriend is an idiot. If I wasn’t married and if I was twenty years younger, I’d be asking you for your phone number myself.” 
“Oh,” I said sniffling. “Isn’t that sweet?” 
“But stay away from the hard liquor,” said the second officer. “At your size, it will hit you over the head like a sledgehammer.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. I had just learned that one the hard way. 
I pretended to cry a little more, the officers issued me a stern warning against any further adventures in public drunkenness, and I promised to read the pamphlet and visit the counseling center that had printed it. Once that was done, the officers went on their way, and I breathed out a sigh of relief.
I had dodged a bullet there. Last night had been a long train of stupid decisions, and any one of them could have been disastrous. And it had all been for nothing. I didn’t feel any better, and I had put myself at risk for no gain whatsoever. I mean, I had spent a hundred and fifty-eight years in the Eternity Crucible, I had died fifty-seven thousand times, and I had killed an Elven noble. 
Had I escaped all that only to get drunk and crack my head open on the van’s rear bumper? 
If my balance been a little worse last night, that might have happened. 
And if I got myself killed stupidly, Russell would die of frostfever. 
I had to keep myself under better control. Then and there, I made a harsh promise to myself to not to indulge in stupid vices and risks, no matter how bad I felt. 
I closed the van doors and climbed into the driver’s seat, trying to decide what to do next.
It turned out to be an easy decision.
Pain exploded through me as Lord Morvilind cast his summons spell.



Chapter 3: Forerunner
 
I blinked in surprise.
Lord Morvilind always made sure he got my attention. The summoning spell hurt. It felt like getting hit by a two-by-four while my blood burned. 
Except it didn’t hurt as much as I remembered.
No, that wasn’t right. It still hurt like hell, but my perception of pain had altered. I had died in agony so many times that pain didn’t affect me as much as it once did. I mean, it still hurt and I didn’t like it, but it didn’t throw me shuddering to the floor as it would have once. I was fully aware of the pain, but it didn’t dominate me the way it once had. 
It was a thoroughly weird sensation.
Well, however it felt, Morvilind wanted me to show up. I reached for my phone to text Rusk that I was on my way to Morvilind’s mansion. Then I remembered that I had smashed my phone in a fit of grief and pain after I had broken up with Riordan.
Yet another stupid thing I had done. I really needed a phone. I really missed Riordan. But it was safer for him to stay away from me.
I said a few bad words and crawled into the back of my van. Thankfully, I had an activated burner phone, and I entered Rusk’s number, explained that I had lost my main phone and was on my way, and sent the text message. I wondered if I should shower and change first, and then I realized that Lord Morvilind wouldn’t care, and neither did I. Though I did brush my teeth because my breath was nasty. 
Fast food, whiskey, and an upset stomach do not give a girl minty fresh breath, let me tell you. 
I should have felt frightened. Lord Morvilind had always frightened me, from the moment we had met. He could kill me with a thought. He could inflict tremendous pain upon me. If he was summoning me, it was because he was about to order me to do something dangerous. I ought to have been terrified. 
Instead, I felt only…blank. Numb, I guess. I mean, Morvilind could only kill me once. He wouldn’t kill me over and over and over and over…
My mind started to shiver with bad memories, and I pushed them aside. I couldn’t freak out now. Russell was counting on me. I had to keep it together while I talked to Morvilind and found out what he wanted me to do now. 
I climbed back into the driver’s seat and started the van. The old engine coughed to life, and I left the parking lot and headed across Milwaukee. The air conditioning in the van didn’t always work right, which was just as well since I was still cold even as the temperature climbed into the eighties. The morning traffic picked up, and soon I joined the line of cars traveling north on Interstate 43.
Morvilind’s mansion was in Shorewood, a suburb of Milwaukee that mostly housed rich humans and Elven nobles. It overlooked Lake Michigan from an estate the size of a park, and it was a sprawling pile of marble and glass and gleaming stone, built in the traditional Elven style that looked like a combination of old Roman and Imperial Chinese buildings. I pulled up the driveway and stopped the van by the front doors, and I paused long enough to check my reflection in the rearview mirror.
I didn’t look great. My hair was greasy, and I had pulled it back into a ragged tail. I looked thinner and paler than I remembered, and my bloodshot eyes had an odd glitter. I looked like I was in withdrawal from strong drugs, or maybe like I was just insane. 
I got out and looked around, old, old memories bubbling through my mind. From the perspective of everyone else, it had only been a few weeks since I had been here last, but from my perspective, it had been a century and a half. I remembered the brutal, unforgiving training I had undergone from Morvilind and his various retainers. His retainers had taught me about guns and bombs and locks and computers and security systems and physical fitness, while Morvilind himself had taught me about magic. 
I had been standing right here when Mr. Cane the banehound had tried to kill me. Of course, if he came after me now, I could blast him to ashes, impale him on icy spikes, use telekinetic force to shatter his bones and crush his skull…
I laughed aloud at the thought, an unsettling, reedy sound. I made myself stop. 
The door opened, and a paunchy middle-aged man in the formal black and red livery of an Elven noble’s servant emerged. He had a dignified air to him, but he nevertheless looked sad. 
“Miss Moran,” he said.
I stared at him for so long without blinking that a hint of unease went over his face.
“Rusk!” I said, at last, the memory clicking. “Yes, I remember. I remember you. Your daughter. She was…she was hurt. How is she?”
Rusk hesitated. “Unchanged, I fear. His lordship awaits you in his library.”
“Yes,” I said. “I forgot. He always likes to have our little chats there.”
Rusk nodded, and I followed him into the entry hall. “Miss Moran…are you all right? You seem…ill.” 
I considered the question for a moment. “We probably shouldn’t talk about it.” 
Rusk only nodded. Once he would have said something snippy about my ragged appearance. His wife’s death and his daughter’s coma had drained a lot of the life out of him, and now he sometimes seemed like a ghost going about his duties. 
He led me to Lord Morvilind’s library. The library occupied a large room at the rear of the house, high windows overlooking the bluffs and the rippling waters of Lake Michigan. The floor was white marble, polished and gleaming. Books written in both high Elven hieroglyphics and the common Elven alphabet covered the walls, along with countless volumes on ancient Earth’s history and peoples. An elaborate summoning circle had been carved into slabs of gleaming red marble before the high windows, a design so intricate that my eye could not follow it.
The room had changed in the last year (or the last century and a half), partly because of my actions. The two ritual tablets I had stolen for Morvilind sat on his work table next to the three enormous computer monitors he used. The Cruciform Eye rested upon a pedestal beneath a glass case, a fire seeming to burn in its depths.
Something had changed since the last time I had been here. No, the room hadn’t changed. I had changed. I felt the auras of the magical objects in the room now. My power had increased, and so I had my sensitivity. I sensed the powerful auras around the Cruciform Eye and the dark magic around the two ritual tablets.
But they were nothing compared to the powerful aura around Lord Kaethran Morvilind.
He wore the gold-trimmed black robe of an Elven archmage beneath the red cloak of an Elven noble. He was tall and gaunt, with cold blue eyes and white hair like ice. Morvilind looked old and frail, but he was anything but.
Even after encountering Arvalaeon, even after how much stronger I had become, Morvilind’s power still unsettled me. 
“My lord,” said Rusk. “Miss Moran to see you.”
“Thank you,” said Morvilind, looking at his three monitors. He seemed to be scanning the official news feeds, which was a waste of time. There was rarely useful information on those. “Go about your duties.”
Rusk bowed and left the library, leaving me alone with Morvilind.
After a moment, Morvilind turned to stare at me. 
I looked back at him. He did unsettle me, and I was frightened of him, but I not nearly as frightened as I had once been. That was probably proof that there was something wrong with me. Terror was a rational response to Morvilind’s attention.
He kept staring at me. Was he waiting for something? Should I speak first? 
“Oh, right,” I said. “I’m sorry. I forgot.”
I went to one knee and waited. 
“You forgot,” said Morvilind. His voice was a deep rasp, much deeper than his aged appearance would have suggested. 
“Yes,” I said. “I apologize.”
This was not going well.
“Rise,” said Morvilind. “Since you were doing that anyway.” 
I got to my feet and stumbled a little. My head was still swimming from my hangover. 
Morvilind frowned. “Are you ill?”
“A little,” I said. “I haven’t been sleeping well, my lord.” 
His frown deepened. “You are suffering the effects of excessive alcohol consumption.”
“Um,” I said. I didn’t want to tell him the truth. If he knew what Arvalaeon had done to me, he might kill me out of hand. “A little. It…helped me sleep.”
He took a step closer, and something buzzed in the pocket of his robe. At first, I thought a cell phone was going off, but he reached into his pocket and drew out an aetherometer, a watch-like device designed to detect and measure magical force. I really wanted an aetherometer, but I hadn’t figured out how to build or steal one. 
Morvilind flipped it open, glanced at the dials, and a flicker of surprise went over his face. 
He reacted to whatever he saw with blinding speed. 
Symbols of blue fire blazed to life in the air around him, forming a defensive ring. Elemental fire burned to life in his hand, harsh blue-white lightning snarling around his fingers. The strength of his aura pulsed against my senses. In an instant, he had summoned a tremendous amount of magical power.
And it was all pointed at me. 
“My lord?” I said. I should have been more frightened. 
But if he decided to kill me, he would only do it once. 
“Remain where you are,” said Morvilind. He glanced at the aetherometer again, put it away, and drew out a crystalline vial. I had seen that vial many times before. It held the heart’s blood he had taken from me at our first meeting, the blood that let him find me anywhere in the world…and kill me from any distance, if he felt it necessary. 
He cast a spell, and I felt the familiar pain of the location spell. 
“You are Nadia Moran,” said Morvilind.
“Yup,” I said, more flippantly than I should have. “Always have been.”
The vial of blood went away, and the aetherometer came out again. “But these readings are wrong.” 
“Readings?” I said. I didn’t expect him to answer, but he did anyway. 
“In the Towers of Art, the presiding archmages devised a ranking system to rate the strength of an individual wizard,” said Morvilind. “The system was, of course, an oversimplification based upon erroneous premises, but it provided a useful shorthand. When last you stood here, your level of magical strength would have ranked at a four on that scale.” 
“Oh?” I said. “Where am I now?”
“Fifteen,” said Morvilind. “Nearly sixteen.” His cold blue eyes drilled into me. “There is absolutely no feasible way that your magical power could have increased that much in so short of a time.” The frown sharpened. “Unless…” 
I waited. 
His lips thinned. “An Eternity Crucible. Someone put you into an Eternity Crucible.” 
“I didn’t betray you,” I said. It wasn’t as if I could have, anyway. Arvalaeon had already known everything about Morvilind that I knew.
Morvilind let out an irritated breath, the first glimmer of anger appearing on his face. “Who was it?”
“The Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon,” I said. No point in lying to him. He could have forced me to tell him everything I knew.
This time the anger exploded across his expression, and I took a cautious step back. I had only seen him angry, truly angry, once before, and he had butchered something like a hundred orcs and a pair of Archons in the space of about two minutes. 
But the anger wasn’t directed at me.
“Arvalaeon?” said Morvilind. “Did you say Arvalaeon?” 
“Yes, my lord,” I said.
“I told him,” said Morvilind, glaring. “I told him not to interfere with my shadow agents again.”
“Wait,” I said. “He’s done this before?”
The Lord Inquisitor hadn’t bothered to mention that.
“Twice,” said Morvilind. “It set my work back by years. Oh, yes, the great and noble Lord Inquisitor. The man who does the High Queen’s dirty work without fouling his own hands in the process. The wretched, miserable, self-righteous fool! He always complained that my methods were too extreme, but then he steals my tools from behind my back and uses them to his own purpose. I have lost years of valuable work because of him!” He began to stalk back and forth. He didn’t usually do that. “Always I am hindered by the bungling of small-minded fools! They are too craven to do what is necessary to save our race, but rather than standing back and letting me do what must be done, the idiots insist on interfering. Better a thousand deaths to prevent a million, but they bleat like cowardly sheep at the necessity of those thousand deaths. Arvalaeon is the worst of them! If the High Queen had listened to me instead of him, then the Archons would have been defeated centuries ago.”
I stared at him, both frightened and fascinated. He almost seemed to have forgotten I was there. Arvalaeon had given no clue that Morvilind hated him that much. Of course, Arvalaeon hadn’t mentioned that he had “borrowed” Morvilind’s shadow agents before.
I wondered if he had gotten those shadow agents killed. 
Morvilind was still ranting. I was afraid to interrupt him because I had never seen him this angry and I didn’t know how he would react if I did. 
“And his bungling came at the worst possible time,” said Morvilind. “My work approaches a crisis. Soon many things will be decided for good or for evil. I need a competent shadow agent to carry out my will, not one half-crazed by Arvalaeon’s wretched…”
All at once, the rage vanished, and his usual cold mask returned. 
“But these urgent matters are pressing,” said Morvilind, “and I require a shadow agent, and I lack time to train another. We must discern whether you are still a fit instrument for my will. So, Nadia Moran. You will tell me what transpired between you and Arvalaeon, and if you value your brother’s life, you will leave nothing out.” 
“Okay,” I said. “Sure.” 
Morvilind frowned and tapped the vial of heart’s blood.
Pain exploded through me, and I grunted and blinked a few times. 
“Oh, yeah, right,” I said. “Sorry. I forgot. Okay, my lord. Wait, that’s not right. As you wish, my lord. I apologize for the…um, wrong term.”
He stared at me. Was he that annoyed that I had forgotten to address him as “my lord?” Then I realized what had just happened. The amount of pain he had inflicted on me had been considerable. In the past, when he had used that much pain, it had left me curled up and sobbing on the floor. 
But when he had done it to me now…I mean, really. I had endured having my intestines pulled out foot by bloody foot. And not just once, but a couple thousand times. That put things into perspective. 
“Your psychology and perceptions have been altered,” said Morvilind, tapping the vial. 
“Guess so,” I said.
“Let us determine the extent of the damage,” said Morvilind. “Tell me what happened. Omit no details.” 
“Very well, my lord,” I said. I found myself smiling at him. Nothing about this was funny, but it was kind of absurd. “I’ll try. It was a very long time ago.”
So, I told him about the Inquisition, and Arvalaeon, and the Eternity Crucible, and Baron Castomyr and the Great Dark One. It took a while.
“How long were you in Arvalaeon’s Eternity Crucible?” said Morvilind.
“Um,” I said. “About one hundred and fifty-eight years. I died fifty-seven thousand eight hundred and nineteen times.” I could still see the bronze wheels of that damned clock in my mind. 
“Your abilities have improved significantly,” said Morvilind. “How long can you remain Cloaked while moving?”
“About nine minutes,” I said. “Give or take, depending on how tired I already am.” 
“And how long can you remain Cloaked while standing motionless?”
I shrugged. “A while. Indefinitely. I haven’t timed that out yet.” 
He walked towards me, and I flinched away.
“Hold still,” said Morvilind. He flexed his free hand, ghostly blue fire dancing around his fingers. “There is one last thing to determine.”
I recognized that spell. It was the very first spell I had seen him cast on the day we had met, the day my parents died. He had used it to determine my magical strength. His cold, bony fingers clamped around my jaw, and I felt his presence inside my thoughts, pushing at my will to see how strong my magic had become.
I pushed back, shoving him out of my mind. 
When he had done this to me as a child, it had taken all of my strength. Now it was easy, not much harder than casting an Occlusion spell. I suppose if he had really wanted to stay in my mind, he would have done it, but he didn’t try. 
“Fascinating,” he murmured, stepping back. The harsh glare of the warding spells faded away. He must have decided that I wasn’t going to threaten him.
“It doesn’t feel that way,” I said. 
“Your magical strength has increased exponentially,” said Morvilind. “Had you been born an Elf, your level of power would be sufficient to win you the title of magus, with its accompanying rights and responsibilities. You might make a far more effective shadow agent now. Indeed, you are now the most powerful shadow agent I have ever employed. Unfortunately, the process has left you with severe psychological damage. To judge from your hangover, it is likely you are going to develop substance abuse problems, and your state of trauma indicates you will have difficulty controlling your emotions and will likely act irrationally in stressful situations.” 
“But you don’t care about that,” I said.
“Do I?” said Morvilind.
“I didn’t betray you,” I said. “That’s what matters to you.”
Morvilind said nothing. I gathered he was waiting for me to say my piece. 
“I didn’t betray you to Arvalaeon. I couldn’t have stopped him, but I didn’t betray you,” I said. “And I’m not going to betray you. You’re the only one who can cure my brother.” Unless I found a bloodcaster, but he didn’t need to know about that. “You can hurt me, but that doesn’t matter as much as it once did. All I care about is curing my brother. And if that’s not enough for you…well, just kill me already and get it over with. I mean, Jesus. You’ll only kill me once more.” 
Morvilind said nothing for another few seconds, and then he almost laughed. That surprised me. Granted, it was more like a twitch of his thin lips and a sudden intake of breath than a proper laugh, but it was as close to a laugh as he ever came.
“That is correct,” said Morvilind. “No matter how badly you fail me, Nadia Moran, I will never kill you more than once.” A flicker of the anger returned. “Righteous and high-minded Arvalaeon cannot say the same.” He turned. “Follow me. I have a task for you, and we shall see if you can continue to serve me or not.” 
I shrugged and followed him. I expected him to walk to the front of the mansion, where he would have a car or something waiting. Instead, he went to a narrow door between two of the library’s bookcases, cast a spell, and opened it.
That surprised me, too. I had known him for fifteen years (one hundred and seventy-three, if you counted the Eternity Crucible), and I had never seen that door open. I had never tried to open it. Morvilind had made it clear I was to never poke around his mansion without permission.
Also, powerful wards had sealed the door. 
But now Morvilind undid the warding spells, and I followed him into the room. 
I think it was a summoning chamber of some kind.
The first thing I noticed was the magical aura of the place. Morvilind had cast a lot of potent spells in here, maybe thousands of them over the centuries, and the aura lingered. It wasn’t quite as charged with magical energy as the Shadowlands, but it was close. The walls, floor, and the ceiling were covered in pale blue marble. An elaborate circle had been carved into the center of the floor, ringed with Elven hieroglyphics. Morvilind had another summoning circle in the library, but this one looked far more elaborate.
The second thing I noticed was the Ringbyrne Amulet. It sat on a wooden podium before the circle, next to a closed book with a cover adorned in Elven hieroglyphics. The amulet was about the size of my hand, a disc of silvery metal inscribed with alien symbols. In its center rested a pale blue crystal that gave off a strange light. It offered protection against the creatures of the Shadowlands, and I had stolen it from Jarl Rimethur at the behest of Morvilind last year.
Well. I say stolen, but Jarl Rimethur let me take it, in part of his plot with the Knight of Grayhold to screw over the Rebels. 
I hadn’t thought about Jacob Temple in a long time. I wondered what he would say if he saw me now. 
The third thing I noticed was the short man in the dark coat. 
He was short for a man (but taller than me, alas, because everyone’s taller than me), and wore a black coat, a white shirt, a black vest, black trousers, and gleaming black shoes. He had black hair streaked with gray at the temples, and his skin was vaguely olive-colored. He looked…Middle Eastern? No, that wasn’t right. Greek? Or…
My brain caught up to me.
This was the man I had seen last night, the man with shadows for eyes.
I gave him a sharp look, but his black eyes looked unremarkable.
“You,” I said. 
Morvilind frowned.
“Good morning,” said the man. “I am pleased to see you looking healthier since our last encounter.”
“You have met?” said Morvilind.
“Last night,” I said. “He talked to me while I was drunk. I thought he was a hallucination.”
“I needed to see if you were capable enough to perform as I required,” said the man, his deep voice pleasant and calm. 
“Perform?” I said. “Perform what?”
“A task,” said the man. “Specifically, three tasks. That was the arrangement, as I recall.”
I looked at him, at Morvilind, and then back at the man in the dark coat. This didn’t seem right. Morvilind had just complained about Arvalaeon using me for his purposes, and now he was going to loan my skills out to some random human? Was Morvilind being blackmailed? I couldn’t imagine that. I had never seen Morvilind obey anyone. I supposed the only one who could command Morvilind was the High Queen, but I couldn’t imagine him listening to a human for any reason.
“Who are you?” I said. 
The man smiled. “You haven’t told her yet, Lord Morvilind? Shall I introduce myself?”
Morvilind grimaced. “You may as well.”
“Very good,” said the man in the dark coat. “My name is quite unimportant, and hardly anyone has heard of me. But you might have heard of me, I think. Among the people who know I exist, I am known as the Forerunner.”
I blinked. “The Forerunner…”
I had heard that title before. 
Then the memory came crashing back, and I took an alarmed step back, calling my magic to me.
“The Forerunner!” I said. 
Riordan and the Family of Shadow Hunters had been looking for the Forerunner for centuries. I didn’t know very much about the Forerunner, but from what I had learned, he was some kind of immortal wizard who had founded Dark Ones cults on Earth long before the Conquest. During his big speech at Venomhold, my murderous ex-boyfriend Nicholas Connor had said that the Forerunner had helped arrange the grand alliance of Rebels and Archons and the Dark One cults that he had assembled. 
Which meant that I was standing a few yards from one of the most dangerous and the most wanted men on Earth.
And Morvilind had invited him here. 
“You have heard of me, I see,” said the Forerunner. “That is regrettable. I do not care for publicity, but one cannot always have things one’s own way.” 
I looked at Morvilind, my mind spinning. The Forerunner couldn’t be here without Morvilind’s permission. Morvilind had always forbidden me to ask him about the Dark Ones. He had sent me to steal various items related to the Dark Ones over the last few years. Was he a Dark Ones cultist? Was he working with the Rebels? Was he secretly an Archon? That seemed unlikely. The one other time I had seen Morvilind truly angry had been when he had slaughtered those Archons in the street. 
But, nevertheless, the Forerunner was standing here, and Morvilind had not blasted him to ashes. 
“What’s going on?” I said at last. “I know you’ve always told me to speak to you respectfully, my lord, but the most wanted man in the world is standing right freaking there, and you’re not doing anything about it.”
Morvilind’s lips thinned. “The Forerunner possesses information that I require, information that can be obtained from no other source. To obtain this information, a bargain has been struck.”
“Yes,” said the Forerunner. “I need the services of a capable thief, one able to use magic with sufficient skill to cast the Cloak spell. Your master will permit you to perform three tasks for me. Once these tasks have been concluded to my satisfaction, I will answer Lord Morvilind’s question.” 
“What?” I said. “No.”
“You shall perform these three tasks for the Forerunner,” said Morvilind. “Else our arrangement will be terminated.”
I swallowed, forcing back my fury. If our arrangement was terminated, that meant Russell stopped getting his cure spells. It probably also meant that Morvilind would kill me, which didn’t daunt me as much as it should have. 
“I’m not doing things for the Dark Ones cults,” I said. “I’m not helping the Rebels or killing people for them.”
“Certainly not,” said the Forerunner, his tone mild. “You are a shadow agent, which means you are a highly capable burglar, not a mere assassin or a common terrorist thug. One would no more employ a scalpel as a hammer than to use you as an assassin. It would be wasteful.” He held up three fingers. “You will steal three items for me, and then my bargain with Lord Morvilind will be complete.” 
I scowled. “What three items?” 
“I have designated the selection of the three items,” said the Forerunner, “to one of my associates.” He reached into his coat and produced a folded slip of paper. “In three days, proceed to this address and contact the man on this note. He will give you additional instructions.” 
I stared at the paper in his hand. I looked at Morvilind, who was impassive. Finally, I sighed, crossed the room, and snatched the paper out of the Forerunner’s hand. The address wasn’t familiar to me. It was someplace in Gary, Indiana. 
But the name…
A cold jolt of fear went through me.
The name was Nicholas Connor.
Nicholas Connor, my former boyfriend, and only lover. I had fallen for him hard, and then I had realized what he was. He had planned to blow up a soccer stadium in Los Angeles to kill Duke Wraithmyr, which also would have killed tens of thousands of spectators in the process. He had also planned to have me take the blame for it. I had foiled his plot and turned the tables on him, wrecking his Rebel cell and forcing him to flee.
And he would just be delighted to see me again, I’m sure. 
“No,” I said. “No. Absolutely not. I…”
I looked up from the note, but the Forerunner had vanished.



Chapter 4: Double Cross
 
I turned around, bewildered, but there was no trace of the Forerunner.
“Did he Cloak?” I said. 
“He returned to the Shadowlands,” said Morvilind. He waved a hand, and I felt the surge of power as warding spells flared to life around his mansion. “A unique ability that he apparently possesses.” He gestured at the note in my hand. “You have your task. Steal those three items for the Forerunner’s servant, and when you have completed the thefts, return to…”
And just like that, after fifteen years (or one hundred and seventy-three years) I finally lost my temper with Kaethran Morvilind.
“Have you gone completely senile?” I said. 
Morvilind blinked, his cold eyes glittering. “You will moderate your tone…”
“Or what?” I said. “You’ll kill me?” I stalked towards him. He was so much taller than me that it was hard to glare at him, and irrationally that made me even angrier. “It doesn’t matter because if I work with the Forerunner, I’m going to get killed anyway. So maybe it would be just more convenient and save everybody a whole damned lot of time if you killed me now.”
“You…” started Morvilind, but I shouted him down. 
“The Inquisition is going to kill me,” I said. “The High Queen is going to kill me. The Shadow Hunters are going to kill me. Or maybe the Rebels are going to kill me.” I waved the note at him. “Do you have any idea who this is?” 
“Since I have not read the note,” said Morvilind, “that would be unlikely.”
“Nicholas Connor!” I said, and Morvilind frowned. “Do you know who he is? He’s a Rebel, and he tried to kill Duke Wraithmyr in Los Angeles. He’s the one who made the alliance between the Dark Ones cults, the Rebels, and the Knight of Venomhold. And you want me to steal things for him?” 
“I am well aware of who Nicholas Connor is,” said Morvilind with some asperity. “I am curious to know how you know who he is, and…”
“You’re going to get me killed,” I said. “You’re going to get both of us killed. All my life, I’ve been careful, careful, careful. So careful not to reveal your precious secrets. And then you tell me to work with the damned Forerunner and the damned Rebels? If I get caught, and you don’t kill me in time, we’re both screwed.”
“Do not presume…”
“Yeah, I’m sure the High Queen loves you,” I said. “Except your influence couldn’t save me from Arvalaeon, could it?” Morvilind looked annoyed at that. “If the High Queen or the Inquisition find out about this, we’re both dead. You know, I always worried I was going to do something stupid and get myself and Russell killed, but it was all for nothing. You might be a genius of magic like Arvalaeon said, but maybe that just means you’re a bigger idiot!”
I fell silent, clutching the note, my heartbeat like thunder in my ears. I had never, ever spoken like that to Morvilind before. I was kind of curious to see how he would react. Would he kill me on the spot? Torture me first? Compared to what Arvalaeon had done to me, anything Morvilind did would be like a squirt gun compared to the ocean of agony the Lord Inquisitor had poured out on me. I felt the sudden wild, absurd urge to laugh. 
“Are you quite finished?” said Morvilind at last. 
“Not really,” I said, “but my throat hurts from all the shouting, and I kind of want to stop talking. I really want to know why you decided to get both of us killed.”
“I have not decided to get us killed,” said Morvilind with irritation. 
“Doesn’t look that way to me,” I said. “Are you a Dark Ones cultist?” 
“Do not be absurd,” said Morvilind. “The Dark Ones are a vile abomination and a blight upon the cosmos. The humans and Elves who worship them are like pigs praying to the butcher in hopes of being the last to the slaughtering block.” 
“Then are you a Rebel?” I said. “Or an Archon?” 
“The Rebels are vermin,” said Morvilind. “The Archons are contemptible, and I intend to exterminate every last one of them.”
“Then why are you helping the Forerunner?” I said. 
“An explanation is not required,” said Morvilind. “Go about your task.”
“No,” I said.
Morvilind stared at me for a long moment. 
At last, he drew out the vial of my blood, tapping it with a finger.
“You defy me, Nadia Moran?” he said in a quiet voice. “This close to your brother’s final healing, you defy me?” 
“Because if you send me to do this, you’re sending me to my death,” I said. “I’m dead anyway.” I folded my arms over my chest and waited. God, but I felt so cold. “Either kill me or explain.” 
Morvilind kept tapping the vial. I wondered what this death would feel like. At least it would be quick. It probably wouldn’t hurt as much as the deaths I had endured in the Eternity Crucible.
Then his expression changed.
He looked…amused. Damn him, he looked amused. 
“I suppose,” said Morvilind, “if Arvalaeon made you stronger, I should not be surprised at such misbehavior. Very well.”
He put the vial of blood away, and I almost fell over with surprise. 
“What?” I said.
“I will provide an explanation,” said Morvilind, “if you answer a question first.”
“Fine,” I said. “What question?”
“Why do you hate the Rebels so much?” said Morvilind. 
That wasn’t the question I expected. “The Rebels?”
“Yes, the Rebels,” said Morvilind. “Why do you hate them?”
“Because they’re a bunch of murdering psychopathic assholes,” I said. 
“That is not an acceptable answer,” said Morvilind. “A different question. Why do you hate the Rebels more than you hate me?” 
From someone else, the question would have been poignant. Morvilind only sounded annoyed. He knew I hated him. He just didn’t care. 
“Maybe I hate you just as much as I hate the Rebels,” I snapped.
“You do not,” said Morvilind. “You have every reason to hate the Elves and join the Rebels. I have used you for my own purposes for the entirety of your life. Arvalaeon tortured you into a higher level of power. The High Queen has ruled your world and your race for three hundred and fifteen years. By contrast, the Rebels promise to overthrow the High Queen and free your people. Why does the prospect of working with them displease you?”
It was a good question. Why didn’t I hate the Elves more than I hated the Rebels? Everything that Morvilind had said was true. I should have been an enthusiastic supporter of the Rebels. Granted, if I got killed or captured, Russell was dead, but there were lots of ways to help the Rebels without getting caught. Nicholas, if he had known what I could really do (I had been careful not to show him my magical abilities), would have welcomed me with open arms.
Er. More than he had done so already, anyway. I had spent too much time in his open arms as it was, if you get my drift. 
“Because they’re liars,” I said at last. 
“Elaborate,” said Morvilind.
I made an irritated gesture. “Because…look, I’ve talked to Rebels, and I’ve had to kill a bunch of them doing your jobs. They say they’re all about freedom. They say they’re going to overthrow the High Queen and free mankind. Except I’ve seen what they actually do. I saw all the innocent people they killed at Madison to get at Jarl Rimethur. Or all the pregnant women they helped the Archons kill at the Ducal Mall. At Venomhold, they keep women as drugged slaves to hand out to their soldiers. They’ve allied with the Dark Ones cults, and I know how nasty they are. They sent the anthrophages after me.” I pointed at Morvilind. “And Nicholas Connor. The man you want me to help?”
“The Forerunner wants you to help him,” said Morvilind.
“Bullshit,” I said. “You’re the one who handed me over to the Forerunner, so it’s your fault. You want to know how I met Nicholas Connor? When you had me stealing things for you in Los Angeles, he was planning to blow up a soccer stadium to kill Duke Wraithmyr. There would have been tens of thousands of people in that stadium, maybe even a hundred thousand, and Nicholas would have killed them all to get at Wraithmyr. He didn’t care at all. The Rebel leader I killed at the Ducal Mall said he was willing to kill ninety percent of the human population so the remaining ten percent could live free of the Elves.” I scowled. “He sure changed his tune right before I shot him in the head. If I helped the Rebels and they defeat the High Queen, then monsters like Nicholas Connor and the Knight of Venomhold will rule Earth. Does that answer your question, my noble and wise lord? Is that a good enough explanation for why I hate the Rebels more than I hate you?”
Morvilind said nothing for a moment, lost in thought.
“I am surprised,” he said at last, “that you have that much of a conscience. I thought I trained that out of you.” 
“As if you would know anything about a conscience,” I said.
The cold eyes glittered. “Do you think so?” 
“Said the man who trained me as a thief so I could steal pretty things for him,” I said, but I knew there was more to it than that. He was working on something, some project, some goal, and he had me steal things that were useful to him. 
“No,” said Morvilind. “You are smarter than that. Some of my shadow agents believed that I was nothing more than a collector of artworks, but you know better. I am not doing what I merely think is right.” Iron entered that deep, raspy voice. “I am doing what is right.” 
“Said the man who just ordered me to help the Forerunner and the Rebel boss,” I snapped.
Again, the thin lips twitched in something that was almost amusement. “You are so very young.” 
“Not anymore,” I said. “A hundred and seventy-nine might be young for an Elf, but it makes a human old and crazy.” 
“Then stop acting like a child,” said Morvilind. “You have the power of a magus now, like it or not, which means that you must start acting like one. Your entire life has been focused upon saving your brother, but now you have sufficient power that you must start considering the consequences your actions will have decades or even centuries in the future.”
“And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” I said.
“Explain to me,” said Morvilind, “how storming off in a sulk and refusing to work with your enemies will ultimately defeat them. No doubt it will make you feel righteous, but what will it do to defeat your foes?”
I frowned at him, my brain working through my anger. Despite all the things I had shouted at him, I knew he wasn’t stupid. He had a reason for everything he did, no matter how brutal or cruel. 
“Then the Forerunner and the Rebels are your enemies,” I said, “and helping them…will help defeat them?”
“The Dark Ones are my enemies,” said Morvilind. “The Forerunner is their herald on this world, which makes him my enemy. The Rebels have allied themselves with the Dark Ones and the Archons, who are also my enemies. I have been working for centuries to destroy my foes. I do not intend to stop now.” 
“Then why are you making me help the Rebels?” I said. 
Morvilind beckoned and started walking back towards the library. I almost remained standing where I was out of pure spite, but I knew he wouldn’t care, so I sighed and followed him. 
“Perhaps,” said Morvilind, “we shall consider this a test.” 
“A test?” I said. “Of what?”
“Our present arrangement is unprecedented,” said Morvilind. We stepped back into the library, and he closed the door to the summoning chamber, resealing the warding spells on it. “You have achieved a greater level of power than any of my previous shadow agents. This will mean one of three outcomes. Either you are now unstable enough that you will destroy yourself without any intervention on my part, or I will have to kill you from necessity…or you are now powerful enough to be trusted with a greater level of responsibility.” 
“Responsibility?” I said. “Responsibility for what?” 
“Your world and the fate of your race,” said Morvilind. “That is the nature of my work.”
“You don’t care about humans,” I said.
“Not particularly,” said Morvilind. He crossed to the windows overlooking the lake, and I followed him. “But neither do I desire to bring your world harm. My work is the fate of the Elves, and in saving them, I shall also save Earth and the humans.”
“You’re going to save the Elves,” I said, not bothering to hide my disbelief. He probably knew what I was thinking anyway.
“I shall,” said Morvilind, his voice like iron. 
“Okay,” I said. “So, tell me this. How is helping the Forerunner and the Rebels going to save the Elves?”
“The Forerunner possesses a piece of information that I require,” said Morvilind. “He is the only one who has this information. Additionally, he has failed to realize the value of this piece of knowledge, which is why he is willing to bargain for it. Should I obtain this information for him, it will be a heavy blow against my enemies.”
“And what about the Rebels?” I said. “I don’t want to work with them.” And I definitely did not want to see Nicholas again.
“The terms of my agreement with the Forerunner are explicit,” said Morvilind. “You will steal three items for Nicholas Connor, and then the Forerunner will provide the information I require. After that…”
For a moment, he did not say anything, and then he almost smiled. That was almost as frightening as his fury.
“After that,” said Morvilind, “you may do as you wish.” 
“What do you mean?” I said.
“Presumably, what you wish to do is to harm the Rebels,” said Morvilind. “And what better way to do them harm than by collecting information about them, information you can then turn over to the Inquisition? If Connor wishes you to steal three items for him, you will learn a great deal about his plans and operations. And once your obligation to the Forerunner is fulfilled…”
“My obligation?” I said. “It’s your obligation. You’re just making me fulfill it.”
Morvilind continued as if I hadn’t said anything. “Once the obligation is fulfilled, you will be in an excellent position to betray the Rebels. To leave them holding the bag, I believe the metaphor goes.”
He wasn’t wrong. That was how I had screwed over Nicholas the last time. Once I realized that he was a Rebel, I had foiled his plot to blow up the stadium and anonymously sent a lot of information about his cell to the Inquisition. I had hoped that would be enough to get him killed, which had sadly proven wrong. 
“But they’ll know,” I said. “They’ll know I'll turn on them, and they’ll be watching me.”
“Obviously,” said Morvilind. “But they will also need your abilities, and will not try to kill you until the three tasks are complete. Humans with the ability to cast the Cloak spell are exceedingly rare, and if they did not need your skills, they would not have asked the Forerunner to find someone with those skills.”
“So we’ll be obliged to play nice with each other until the jobs are done,” I said, “and then we try to kill each other?”
“In essence, yes,” said Morvilind. 
“That is insane,” I said.
“It will not be easy,” said Morvilind without the slightest hint of sympathy, “but you will have no choice but to succeed. Your life will be at stake. Your brother’s life will be at stake. If that is not sufficient motivation, you will have an opportunity to deal a severe blow to the Rebels, if you keep your wits about you.” He pointed at me. “That is your trial, then, to prove you are fit to continue in my service. You will either win, or you will die.”
I let out a long, ragged breath. As ever, Morvilind had me boxed in neatly and elegantly. I could almost admire it. Hell, after what Arvalaeon had done to me, I could see the cold brilliance of Morvilind’s methods all the more. 
“Damn it,” I said. “I don’t have any choice, do I?”
“I am pleased you can see reason,” said Morvilind. “Though you may have a challenge keeping Connor from shooting you on sight. How did you find out about him? Given that your hatred of the Rebels clearly stems from him, I doubt he recruited you.”
I scowled. “I met him in Los Angeles three years ago when you had me rob those bank safe deposit boxes. That was expensive, and I needed money. We met on a job and started working together, and at first, I thought he was just a freelance thief.”
“How much did you tell him about yourself?” said Morvilind.
“Nothing,” I said. “I didn’t tell him anything about you, and I never used magic in front of him. I might have been an idiot with him, but I wasn’t a complete…”
“An idiot with him?” said Morvilind. 
“Um,” I said. That was not a topic I wanted to discuss with Morvilind, ever. “Trusting him, I mean. I didn’t…”
“He seduced you into engaging in sexual congress with him,” said Morvilind. 
“Um,” I said again. “Well. Yes.”
“That was remarkably foolish,” said Morvilind. “And you called me an idiot?”
“It wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever done,” I said. “He’s very charming. And, uh, I was alone in a strange city, and…I was…” 
Morvilind gave an irritated shake of his head. “That was ever the risk of training a female shadow agent.”
I scowled. “Like all your male shadow agents were celibate.” 
“They tended to deal with their reproductive urges in ways that did not create emotional entanglements,” said Morvilind. “Like your regrettable relationship with that Shadow Hunter…”
That brought a lump to my throat. “We broke up.” 
“Good,” said Morvilind. “Perhaps you can yet learn wisdom. Go. You have your task, and I suggest you prepare.”
“You realize,” I said, “that if I screw this up in the right way, that it might take you down with me? The High Queen wouldn’t forgive you for working with the Forerunner and the Rebels.”
“That is correct,” said Morvilind. “It is also possible that the Rebels will track down your brother and try to use him against you.”
“Yeah,” I said. If Nicholas got his hands on Russell…no, I really didn’t want to think about what he might do. I had been stupid to fall for Nicholas, but at least I had been smart enough not to give him all my secrets as I had given him my body. 
“The potential victory is worth the risks,” said Morvilind. 
“And we both might lose everything,” I said. 
“That is a possibility,” said Morvilind. “Then you will just have to win, won’t you?”



Chapter 5: Rebels
 
I was going to have to be very careful. 
Nicholas might need my help, but he had every reason to hate me. Hell, he had every reason to shoot me on sight. I had wrecked his plan and his Rebel cell in Los Angeles, and I had also screwed up his plan to assassinate Jarl Rimethur in Madison last year. For that matter, I had killed his lieutenant Sergei Rogomil, but I don’t think Nicholas knew about that. But from what he did know, he had more than enough reason to try to kill me. 
Nevertheless, he did need me to steal something for him. Three things, apparently. Which meant he couldn’t kill me until I stole those things for him. I wondered if he knew that I was coming. I wondered if the Forerunner knew about my former relationship with Nicholas, if he had warned Nicholas that his ex-girlfriend was coming to visit him.
Maybe this was going to be a big surprise for Nicholas.
I grinned mirthlessly at the thought. 
But Morvilind had a point. Nicholas and I were enemies who would be working alongside each other, and the moment that the bargain was ended, Nicholas would try to kill me. Nicholas was many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them, and he would know that I hated him and would try to kill him if I could manage it. 
Which meant I was going to have to be exceptionally careful. One mistake and I was finished, and Russell would die with me. I have to admit I didn’t particularly care if I took Morvilind down with me, but I needed Morvilind to cure Russell. 
It would be all or nothing. 
And, God, I wasn’t ready for this kind of thing. I was a mess from what had happened in the Eternity Crucible, and this kind of thing required a cool head, careful planning, and bold improvising. I wasn’t sure I could manage it, not in my current state. Arvalaeon had sent me to hell, and I had come back broken. 
But Morvilind hadn’t left me any choice.
And maybe it was for the best. If I couldn’t control myself, if I lost it and went berserk, I would be around a bunch of Rebels when it happened. I wanted to go back to the Marneys’ house. I wanted to go find Riordan and cry into his chest. 
Instead, I drove to my apartment and got ready.
I had a ground floor apartment in a building not far from the medical college. I had never really lived there so much as I used the place for storage and overnight stays. The living room was full of equipment and a desk, and I had more stuff stashed in the bedroom. I stood in the doorway for a moment, staring at the living room. From my perspective, I hadn’t been here for a long, long time. One memory flickered to the surface of my mind. Riordan had spent the night here exactly once, back when Rosalyn Madero’s banehound had been hunting me down. We hadn’t slept together. God, but wished we had slept together.
Suppose we would never have the chance now. 
I permitted myself one angry curse, and then I got to work. I started by forging various documents I would need once I got to Gary, Indiana. I wanted to establish as much of a false trail as possible in case Nicholas had any ideas about tracing me and finding family members to use as leverage. Fortunately, I had never given him my real name. He knew me as “Katrina Stoker,” so I produced false documents in that name. 
As far as I knew, Nicholas didn’t know about this apartment so I would keep it as a bolt hole if I had to flee in a hurry. I wrote checks to pay for the rent, the electric, and the Internet for the next six months, dropping them in the mail along with a letter explaining to the landlord that I expected to be traveling a lot for school and would appreciate it if he didn’t haul all my stuff into a dumpster. 
Once all that was done, I loaded all the equipment I needed into my van, locked up the apartment and drew the blinds, and then headed for the interstate. 
It was time to head for Gary, Indiana. I had never been there before, and I wanted to have a good look around and familiarize myself with the place before I contacted Nicholas. It would also be a good idea to set myself up in a hotel or a storage unit or a cheap apartment in Gary so I would have a place to retreat and hide out while I was preparing to steal whatever Nicholas wanted stolen. 
I got onto I-94 and headed south along the shore of Lake Michigan. I-94 would loop around the southern end of the lake, and I would follow it all the way to Gary. 
Except, of course, for the part where I-94 ended, and I had to get on I-294 to avoid the ruins of Chicago because anyone entering the ruins of Chicago would get killed by the dead things that walked beneath the burning sky.
Yeah. I should probably explain. 
I don’t know the full story, and likely only the High Queen and the Elven nobles know the truth of what really happened. But after the Conquest, after the High Queen seized control of Earth, everything wasn’t all fun and games and happiness. There were a lot of revolts, and they were put down with brutal force. Various terrorist and insurgent groups arose, and I think some of them were the ancestors of the modern Rebels. One of the insurgent groups was more successful than the others, and they caused violent riots in Chicago, Baltimore, and St. Louis, assassinating a couple of high-ranking Elven nobles.
The High Queen responded by destroying all three cities.  
I don’t know how she did it. Whatever she did in Chicago burned the city from I-294 to Lake Michigan. The sky above the ruined city was permanently cloudy, and the clouds seemed like they were burning above the dead skeletons of the ancient skyscrapers. Anyone who ventured into the ruins of Chicago was killed.
Not from the lingering fire of the spell. No, the undead did it. When the High Queen destroyed Chicago, the spell that killed the people of the city also raised them as undead. Tens of thousands of undead things lurked in the ruins, dead flesh animated by the ancient magic. The creatures stayed within the ruins, but if anyone crossed the boundary of I-294, the undead attacked and killed the intruders.
The intruders, in turn, rose again as undead, joining their killers as the guardians of the ruins. 
No one ever went to Chicago. At least no one who ever returned. Most of the suburbs of the old city still existed, though they had become small cities of their own over the years. A lot of the suburbs close to I-294 just withered and died, since no one wanted to get up every morning and see the corpse of a city on the horizon. I used to wonder why the High Queen and the nobles hadn’t decreed that I-294 needed to be moved, but maybe they liked so much traffic traveling past a reminder of their power. Perhaps the reminder had worked. As far as I knew, there had been no major revolts like Chicago since the Conquest, and the Rebels operated underground. 
On the other hand, how would I know? There could have been a dozen major revolts, and I doubt the Inquisition and the Department of Homeland Security would have let the information turn up on the Internet. Thinking about that, and looking at the ruins with the eerie burning cloud above them, I could understand why the Rebels hated the High Queen and the Elves so much.
I scowled. Sure, they hated the Elves…which was why the Rebels had killed so many humans. 
Jerks, the lot of them. If I lived through all of this, if I stayed alive long enough and Morvilind kept his word and healed Russell, I think I wanted to go live alone in the desert someplace, somewhere where no one would ever bother me. 
Though realistically, I wasn’t going to live that long, but after one hundred and fifty-eight years in the Eternity Crucible, the thought felt like a relief. 
I brooded about that and breaking up with Riordan and hurting Russell as I left Chicago behind and headed into Indiana.
So I was in a pretty dark mood when I got off the freeway and came to the city of Gary. 
I had driven through Gary a few times before, and I didn’t like it. I guess in the old days Chicago was a major port, but then the High Queen blew it up, and Gary had been rebuilt into a port and and industrial site. The port was crowded with big container ships carrying stuff out of the United States. From what I understood, the High Queen wanted each country to be as economically self-sufficient as possible and decreed high tariffs for that purpose. It could cost twice as much to buy a German car as it would to buy an identical car from an American manufacturer. But not every country could meet its own needs – I think I read somewhere that the United Kingdom could only grow something like a third of the food it needed. A lot of raw materials went out on the container ships from Gary, which meant that the streets were constantly clogged with trucks heading to and from the port.
There were also numerous industrial sites in Gary since if you were going to make stuff to sell to people overseas, it made sense to make it right next to the port. The air constantly smelled of smoke and engine fumes. Most of the city was devoted to either factories or port facilities, and most of the workers lived in the suburbs instead of the city proper. 
I went to the suburbs first. Step one – find some lodging. There were a lot of cheap apartment blocks in the suburbs of Gary that took cash, and it wasn’t hard to find one. That said, while I felt like I was a hundred and seventy-nine years old, I looked like an attractive twenty-one-year-old woman, and those apartment blocks were not the sort of place a young woman ought to go alone. A lot of men who had been on Punishment Day videos but had managed to avoid getting sold into slavery wound up working on the docks because they couldn’t get hired anywhere else.
Come to think of it, a place like Gary would be the perfect recruitment ground for Nicholas. There would be a lot of bitter people who hated the Elves.
I cast the Masking spell to disguise myself as a weathered-looking middle-aged man. I had prepared fake documents identifying myself as a man named Travis McHale, and I had done a good job of matching my illusionary Mask to the pictures on the documents. In short order, I rented a shabby efficiency apartment from a sullen landlord who took my money without any questions, and I also rented a storage unit where I stashed my van. It had enough valuable (and illegal) things in it that I didn’t want to leave it sitting on the curb. 
Once my accommodations were settled, I went for a walk around Gary to take the lay of the land.
I noticed two troubling things right away.
The first was the slaves. Humans were forbidden from owning slaves, but Elves could own as many human slaves as they liked. People who couldn’t pay their Punishment Day debts were sold into slavery to pay their fines, and it looked like some of the local Elven nobles rented out their slaves to the port authority to supplement their income. I saw gangs of tired-looking men in the orange jumpsuits of slaves working at the docks. That was another potential source of recruits for Nicholas since the slaves would have no reason to love their masters. I had heard of human slaves who were devoted to their Elven masters, but I rather doubted slaves loaned out to the port authority would feel that way. 
The second thing I noticed was the local Homeland Security branch.
Specifically, I noticed their blatant corruption. 
A couple of times I saw the blue SUVs of Homeland Security pull up in front of various businesses, and someone came out and handed off a folded bundle of twenty-dollar bills. They did it right in the open, making no effort to hide it. The local branch of Homeland Security was corrupt, and if Nicholas had enough money (which he probably did), he could basically control the officers. Martin Corbisher had done the same thing in Minneapolis before I had wrecked his life. 
All that meant Nicholas was essentially the ruler of Gary, right under the nose of the Elven nobles. 
That was a problem.
I brooded on that thought as I walked to the address that the Forerunner had given me. Looking at Gary, I saw why people supported the Rebels. The hell of it was that the Rebels were worse than the Elven nobles. If Nicholas or someone like him actually won, he wouldn’t free humanity. He would build a miserable hellhole of tyranny like human dictators used to do in the old days before the Elves conquered Earth. 
Was that what life had been like before the Conquest? People could only choose between bad governments or worse governments?
I shoved the depressing thought out of my head. I had a job to do, and I was going to do it. I would save my brother’s life and after that…hell, I didn’t care what happened after that. 
Either to the world or to me. 
I walked past Nicholas’s address, keeping my Mask spell wrapped tight around me. Nicholas’s secret base seemed to be a large container yard, with containers stacked high around a warehouse complex and office building. Four massive cranes stood on either side of the warehouse. A chain-link fence topped with barbed wire encircled the entire place, and there was a security booth manned by three scowling men who glared at me. I kept my head down and my hands in my pockets as I passed. I didn’t worry about them recognizing me since I doubted the guards had the magical ability to detect a Masking spell. 
I altered the spell as examined the yard, disguising myself as different men, even a Homeland Security officer, so if the guards saw me, they wouldn’t notice a pattern. The container yard was a big place, but the guarded gate was the only way in and out. I also saw security cameras fixed to the fence posts at regular intervals, and knowing Nicholas, I suspected he had a secret way in and out, probably through the sewers or an underground tunnel. 
The only people I saw coming and going from the container yard were the drivers of the semis that maneuvered through the gate and the crane operators when their shifts ended. It looked like the place was an actual operating container yard. I had pictured Nicholas holed up in an abandoned warehouse someplace, but a functioning business made for a better front. Corbisher had hidden behind the many functioning businesses of the Corbisher Group, and he and his father had kept themselves undetected for years.
I remembered what Arvalaeon had told me, how the High Queen’s hand rested lighter upon Earth than most people thought, and how the Rebels had begun proliferating faster than the Inquisition and the various human security services could shut them down. I wondered how many other places like Gary and Corbisher Tower had sprung up recently, places quietly under the control of the Rebels. 
I spent the next two days watching the container yard and observing who came and who went. The security officers at the gate changed, but the man in charge always was a scowling, middle-aged guy with a graying crew cut. Trucks dropped containers off or picked them up, but I never saw any people go through the gate except the security guards and the crane operators. 
Despite my tension, I actually felt better while spying on the container yard and planning for my visit. I had done this kind of thing dozens of times before. Arvalaeon had sent me to hell, and it had broken me – but I was still a very good thief. 
I would be an even better thief now, thanks to my augmented abilities. 
Sadly, despite my efforts, I didn’t sleep well during those two days. For one, on the first night, someone had a loud and drunken argument right outside the door of my apartment. For another, every time something woke me up I jumped to my feet, ready to call fire and lightning and ice to kill the anthrophages and the wraithwolves that had hunted me through the Eternity Crucible. I didn’t lose it and start blasting holes in the wall, though to be honest, the apartment building was such a dump that setting it on fire would have been an improvement.
But at least I kept myself under control. 
For another, I was dreading the confrontation. I did not want to walk alone into a Rebel base, and I did not want to see Nicholas Connor again. Seeing an ex-boyfriend was bad enough. Seeing an ex-boyfriend who had turned out to be a terrorist mastermind was even worse. 
So, by the time my appointment rolled around, I was tired, cranky, and wound up. 
Still, I had held it together. I hadn’t been caught, and I hadn’t lost it and blown up the building or done anything stupid. I was kind of proud of that.
I dithered for a bit about what to wear. I mean, I didn’t want to dress up, since that might give Nicholas the wrong idea. I didn’t want to look like a slob either since that would look weak and the Rebels would not respond well to weakness. 
Also, I was so cold. It was eighty degrees and muggy, and it was supposed to get up to a hundred degrees today, and I still felt cold all the time. I wondered if I had suffered nerve damage or something when I had escaped from the Eternity Crucible.
I finally settled on a gray sweater, black jeans, black running shoes, and a black naval-style pea coat than fell to my knees. The coat was a little too big for me, but that was all right because it gave me room to hide a revolver in a shoulder holster under my left arm. I didn’t actually need the gun. With my magic, I could kill far more quickly, but I knew better than to rely completely on it. For that reason, I also took along a small bundle of lockpicks and a few other tools that might prove useful if I couldn’t use my spells.
I didn’t bother to bring a phone. If I got into trouble, there was no one I could call to rescue me. 
Time to get this over with.
I Masked myself as Travis McHale and left the apartment building, making sure the Mask’s expression looked sullen and truculent. I walked the mile or so to Nicholas’s container yard, joining the stream of men on their way to work at the various shipping facilities and industrial sites. A third of the way there, I ducked into an alley and changed my Mask, taking the appearance of another man. I didn’t want Nicholas and his goons to have any link between “Travis McHale” and me if I could avoid it. 
It was hot out, and so muggy the air felt like a sauna. Yet I was still a little cold, and I didn’t sweat under my sweater and heavy coat.
The street outside the container yard was deserted. Before I came within sight of the cameras, I dropped my Masking spell and walked the rest of the way to the gate without any illusionary disguises. 
The men in the security booth stared at me as I approached. There were three of them, led by the middle-aged man I had seen earlier. All three wore dark jumpsuits that looked vaguely military and had holstered pistols at their belts. 
I stopped before the gate and waited, whistling to myself. After a moment, the middle-aged man emerged from the booth and headed towards me. He looked like he was in good shape, with the thick build of someone who had spent a lot of time lifting weights. There were old scars on his hands and face, and he had the flat, cold eyes of a reptile. A nameplate on the left side of his chest read SUPERVISOR SWATHE. 
“You lost, miss?” said Swathe in a flat voice. “This isn’t the safest neighborhood.”
“Nope,” I said. “I’m exactly where I want to be.” 
“And why is that?” said Swathe.
“I’ve got an appointment to see your boss,” I said. 
“Really,” said Swathe. 
“My name is Katrina Stoker,” I said. “I’m here to meet with your boss, Nicholas Connor, who I believe is a major figure among the Rebels.”
Swathe said nothing, but the dead eyes flashed. 
I gave him a sunny smile. “I’m a subcontractor.” 
Swathe stared at me without smiling, his eyes and face giving away nothing. That could be a problem. First impressions aren’t always accurate, but he had the eyes of a killer, and I wondered if he was planning to shoot me. I reached for my power and held it ready to cast a spell. If he tried to kill me or even hurt me, he was going to regret it.
At last, Swathe made a sharp gesture, and the two other men came out of the booth. Both were young and grim-looking, and drew pistols from their sides and leveled their weapons at me.
I grinned at them.
“Wait here,” said Swathe. “I need to make a phone call. If she moves, shoot her.”
“That’s just impolite,” I said. “Bet you guys don’t get a lot of visitors.” 
“Who should I say sent you?” said Swathe.
“Tell Nicholas,” I said, “that the Forerunner sent me.”
Swathe blinked. Clearly he knew who that was. The younger men only looked confused.
“Watch her,” snapped Swathe, and he disappeared back into the booth. 
I watched him go and then turned my attention to the younger men.
“So,” I said. “Been with the Rebels long? Bet it doesn’t pay very well.”
“Don’t talk,” snapped the guard on the left. 
“That’s rude,” I said. 
He glared at me, and I grinned again. That seemed to annoy him. I bet he wasn’t used to people reacting like this when he pointed guns at them. 
“Why don’t you…” he started to say. 
“Shut up,” said the guard on the right, who seemed more placid. “Let the boss deal with her.” 
We waited in tense silence. I saw Swathe talking into a landline phone in the booth, though I couldn’t hear what he was saying. Then he straightened up, and his shoulders shook once like he was laughing. 
Then he hung up the phone and stepped out of the booth. 
“Take off your clothes,” he said.
“What?” I said.
Both younger guards smiled. 
“I said,” said Swathe, producing a stun gun and pointing it at me, “to take off all your clothes, now.
“What, you’re not even going to buy me dinner first?” I said. “Old men are in such a hurry.”
A muscle jerked in his jaw. He hadn’t liked that insult. “You’re to be strip-searched. Now take off your clothes, or we’ll do it for you.” 
A wave of unease went through me, and then anger. Nicholas wanted to push me around, did he? Well, it was time to draw some lines. Morvilind had told me to steal three things for the Forerunner, and the Forerunner had told me to steal those things for Nicholas. Neither man had said that I couldn’t mess with Nicholas’s employees to my heart’s content.
And I really, really wanted to ruin someone’s day. 
I could have killed all three of them without much effort, but I didn’t. I still had some remnant of conscience in me, even after the Eternity Crucible. Also, if I started killing his goons, Nicholas might get his back up and tell the Forerunner, and that would break the Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind. 
“Okay,” I said. “So, you want me to take off my clothes? Should I do a little dance? Maybe put on some high heels first?”
The calmer young guard laughed. Swathe and the other man glared at him. 
“Enough,” said Swathe. “Last chance, Miss Stoker. Either you do it, or we…”
“Well, what does your boss think?” I said, craning my neck to look over their shoulders. “Hey, Nicholas? What do you think?” 
They fell for it. They actually fell for it. They glanced back for a second, and that was all I needed to cast the Cloak spell. As soon as I was Cloaked, I circled towards the central warehouse, just in case they went berserk and started shooting at random.
They didn’t start shooting when they turned around. Their reaction was still pretty funny. Swathe’s eyes went wide, and his head jerked back and forth as he tried to find me. Both the younger guards took a step back, shifting their guns to two-handed grips. 
“What the hell?” said the more excitable younger guard. “Where the hell did she go?” 
“She just disappeared,” said the calmer guard. “She ran.”
“Where?” said Swathe. “She couldn’t have run fast enough to get out the gate or to make it to the nearest container stack. You check the camera footage. I'm calling for a security alert.” 
Still holding the Cloak spell, I headed for the warehouse. Once they looked at the footage and realized I had in fact disappeared, they would panic and call Nicholas. I suppose the proof that I could cast a Cloak spell would confirm that the Forerunner had indeed sent me.
Which meant that it was time for me to have a chat with Nicholas.
Yeah. That was going to be fun.
I strode towards the warehouse. 



Chapter 6: Ex-Boyfriend
 
An alarm started hooting as I walked towards the warehouse. 
Swathe had called in his security alert, and from the front doors of the warehouse, I saw a dozen men in similar jumpsuits run out, clad in riot gear and carrying AK-47s. I stepped to the side to let them pass, and they rushed right past me. 
The Cloak spell was a useful thing.
Still, I would need to get inside soon. I couldn’t hold the Cloak spell in place while moving around for more than nine or ten minutes, and I couldn’t cast any other spells while Cloaked. Once I found Nicholas, I could lay down some ground rules, push back when he tried to push me (because he would push), and then we could get down to business. 
On the other hand, maybe I had pushed Nicholas too far already. Maybe he would have to kill me to save face in front of his men. I kind of doubted it, though. If he needed someone who could cast the Cloaking spell, there weren’t many options available. Still, if he did try to kill me, I could claim self-defense, and maybe that would make the Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind collapse. After all, I could hardly be blamed for defending myself, and it wouldn’t be my fault if Nicholas was crazy enough to attack the thief the Forerunner had procured for him. 
I walked around the side of the warehouse and came to a row of a dozen truck docks. Most of them had semis parked in them, but one of the docks was empty, and I hopped up and stepped into a cavernous warehouse room. An alarm hooted in the background, and workers in gray coveralls with nametags scrambled toward the walls. I supposed they had designated stations they were supposed to take in the event of a security alert. There were orderly stacks of wooden crates everywhere, with black-painted numbers on the side. I crossed to the far wall and spotted a door with a wire-reinforced window. Behind the window was a corridor leading into an office area, and a dozen men in security uniforms ran down the corridor, AK-47s in hand.
I stepped against the wall as the door opened and the security guards jogged into the warehouse area. After the last man had passed, I slipped through the door before it closed behind me. The hallway looked like a typical office block, with the doors on either side leading to either conference rooms or cubicle-filled offices. I wondered if even the Rebels needed someone to cut paychecks and keep records, though if Nicholas was running a front business here, he would need someone to actually do the work. 
There was a security camera in a black plastic dome in the center of the ceiling, but it was pointing at the door to the warehouse area. I ducked through a door and into a conference room with a long, polished table, cushy chairs, and a projector hanging from the ceiling. I stepped against the wall and dropped my Cloak spell, breathing hard as I caught my breath. I could move around while Cloaked, but it wasn’t easy. There wasn’t a security camera in here so it was safe to take a minute to recover. If I heard someone coming in, it would be easy to Cloak, but I didn’t think that would happen. The security guards likely had swept the conference room already on their way to the warehouse area.
A building directory on the wall caught my attention. I moved closer and looked it over. It seemed the office block of the warehouse had four floors. On the top floor, a big room labeled “Director’s Office” took up most of the space. 
Yeah. That’s where Nicholas would be.
I grimaced and took one more deep breath. Then I recast the Cloak spell and stepped into the corridor. I found the stairs and climbed to the top floor. Beyond the stairs, I strode into a richly appointed waiting area, with overstuffed chairs, polished wooden end tables, and tasteful recessed lighting. An unoccupied receptionist’s desk sat against the far wall, and behind the receptionist’s desk stood an open door leading to the Director’s Office.
I stepped through the door and into the office of Nicholas Connor. 
The wide windows offered a good view of Lake Michigan and the freighters making their way across the water. Bookshelves filled the walls between the windows, and with a shock, I recognized many of the books. I had seen those exact books with Nicholas back in Los Angeles – books about or written by pre-Conquest communist dictators, for the most part. More books were stacked on the floor, both old books on political theory and books in Elven hieroglyphs that discussed various aspects of magic. A worktable against one wall held a variety of guns and half-assembled tools, and a computer desk with a pair of monitors dominated the center of the room. 
Nicholas Connor sat behind the desk, frowning as he scrutinized a map of Illinois on one of the screens. 
He hadn’t changed at all in the three years since I had met him. He was in his early thirties, tall and strong, with thick black hair and deep blue eyes. He wore a pair of gray dress slacks and a blue button-down shirt. The sleeves were rolled up to expose his muscular forearms, and the shirt opened to the third button, showing his chest. Both arms and chest looked good, and he was sweating a little, even with the air conditioning on. He had a strong body, a brilliant mind…and a black hole where his heart should have been. 
A jolt of emotions went through me, most of them bad. He had planned to commit mass murder and pin it on me and based on what I had learned in Venomhold, he had done worse things since. But, God, he looked good. And he had felt good. Our nights together had been some of the most pleasurable experiences in my life. 
And it had been a long, long time since anyone had touched me. Well, anyone human. Getting killed by wraithwolves and bloodrats every day for a century and a half didn’t count. I remembered what it had felt like for him to kiss me, or for him to peel off all my clothes and throw me down on the bed. 
I grimaced. The Eternity Crucible had indeed broken me if I was fantasizing about Nicholas freaking Connor, would be mass-murderer and Rebel warlord.
A phone rang on the desk. Nicholas picked up the handset. “Yes?”
I heard Swathe’s harsh voice, though I couldn’t make out the words. 
“Keep looking,” said Nicholas, “but I suspect she is the wizard that the Forerunner promised to find for us.” He listened for a moment. “Yes, I’m as surprised as you are. I expected an outlaw Elf or maybe an Archon, not a human girl. Though I suppose it’s possible that her appearance was an illusion. Don’t shoot her if she appears, but bring her to me.” Swathe talked for a while. “I understand that. Keep looking.” 
Nicholas hung up the phone and glared at the wall for a moment, drumming his fingers against the desk. 
I braced myself, moved out of his line of site, and dropped my Cloak spell. 
“Hello, Nicholas,” I said, holding my magic ready to strike. “Talking about me behind my back? Petty.”
I wasn’t sure how he would react. Would he panic and attack me? Call for the guards? Rage at me because I had ruined his plans in Los Angeles?
He did none of those things.
Instead, he turned his chair, leaned back, and stared at me for a moment. 
I stared back. 
Slowly, the left side of his mouth turned up in a smile, but his eyes were cold.
“You look like you’ve had a rough time lately,” Nicholas said. 
“Nope,” I said. “It’s been all peaches and sunshine and roses.” 
The lazy smile didn’t waver. “And you’re making smart remarks. That means you’re frightened. Why would you be frightened, Kat?”
Annoyingly, he was right. He knew me well enough to realize that my mouth ran away with itself when I was scared. 
“I’m afraid some of your stupid will wear off on me,” I said. 
“Could you be frightened,” said Nicholas, getting to his feet with lazy strength, “because the last time we met you betrayed me, ruined an intricate operation, and cost me tens of thousands of dollars and the lives of some very capable personnel?” 
“Maybe you should be frightened, Nicky,” I said. His eyes narrowed for just an instant. He hated nicknames. “Because the last time we met, you planned to murder a hundred thousand people and blame me for it.”
“I planned to assassinate Duke Wraithmyr and rid mankind of one of its oppressors,” said Nicholas. “You sided with our oppressors, Kat.” 
He took a step towards me. He was a lot taller than me. It was one of the things I had found attractive about him. He was bigger than me, and he was strong enough that he could probably lift me over his head without much effort. 
Then again, I could blast a hole through his chest if I wanted.
“That particular oppressor,” I said, “wasn’t going to murder a hundred thousand people.”
“Those people would have been martyrs in the cause of humanity’s freedom from the Elven oppressor class,” said Nicholas. 
“Good God,” I said. “Are you eating your own bullshit now?”
He took another step closer. “I don’t approve of disloyalty.”
“Well, lucky for me I’m not loyal to you and don’t care about your approval,” I said. 
“Then what do you care about?” he said, stepping closer. I began focusing my magic into a spell. 
“Not mass murdering people,” I said. “That’s a good thing to care about.”
“Is it?” he murmured. 
“I think…”
He moved fast. He was bigger than me, stronger than me, and faster than me. Before I could react, he seized my forearms, pulled me close, and gave me a hard kiss on the lips. 
It felt…
It felt really good. Have I mentioned that I hadn’t been touched in a long time? For a moment, the sheer pleasure of it surged through me, but a wave of revulsion overwhelmed the pleasure. I wrenched back, snarling, and my right hand came up, fire blazing to life around my fingers. Nicholas took a hasty step back, his eyes widening, his own hand coming up.
“Don’t,” I growled, “touch me.”
The lazy smile returned. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
I noticed something. The purple-black fire I had come to associate with the Dark Ones played around his fingers. That meant two things, none of them good.
One, he could use magic. Probably the Knight of Venomhold had taught him as part of their alliance, or maybe one of the Archons. 
Two, he was possessed by a Dark One. 
We stared at each other as if we held loaded guns. With our magic, maybe we did. Then Nicholas’s lazy smile returned, and he dismissed his power, turned his back to me, and sat back in his chair. 
“You know,” he said, “you had me completely fooled.” 
“About what?” I said. 
“That you could use magic,” he said. “I had absolutely no idea.”
“That was the point. I didn’t know you could use magic, either.”
“Well,” said Nicholas. “I’ve been practicing.” 
“I suppose Natalya Karst is a demanding teacher,” I said.
Again, that cold flicker went over his face before the lazy smile returned. “I wouldn’t throw that name around if I were you. The Knight detests gossip, and she’s not shy about making her preferences known.” He leaned back in the chair, relaxed and calm. “When Swathe called and said that Katrina Stoker was here, I almost didn’t believe it, but then I saw you on the security camera. I wasn’t sure if you were the thief the Forerunner found for us, but then you disappeared, and you just about gave poor Swathe a stroke.”
I scowled at him. “If you knew it was me, why did you order the strip search?”
The smile took on a hard edge. “Well, I’ve seen you naked. I thought it was a pleasant sight. Why shouldn’t Swathe have the same pleasure? After all, when you betrayed me to the Inquisition, it was safe to assume that we had broken up. Maybe a man like Swathe is more to your taste.”
“Gosh,” I said. “I would have sent you a text message to dump you, but I was hoping you would get shot and I wouldn’t have to bother.” 
“Mmm,” said Nicholas. “That would be more efficient, I admit. Still, it was for the best. I had hoped to recruit you into the Rebels, but as it turned out, you were a bit too…sheep-like for that.”
“Sheep-like?” I said.
“It’s not an insult.”
“Sure,” I said. “Because sheep have so many admirable qualities.”
“Sheep are limited,” said Nicholas. “You sided with the Elves instead of us. That means you are not intelligent enough to see through the propaganda that our oppressors have pumped into our heads for the last three hundred years.”
“I didn’t side with the Elves,” I said. No doubt he had grievances with the Elves, but they wouldn’t match up with what Arvalaeon had done to me. “I sided with not murdering thousands of people.” 
“The Elves are our oppressors,” said Nicholas. “We are the oppressed. The people who came to a soccer match sponsored by Duke Wraithmyr were siding with our oppressors. Therefore, they were legitimate targets for warfare.” His smile turned indulgent. “It’s not your fault you aren’t smart enough to understand that.” 
“Legitimate targets,” I said, thinking of the women and children who had died at the Ducal Mall. “You’re a mass murderer.”
“No, I’m not,” said Nicholas. God, it annoyed me that he wasn’t getting angry. “I’m a revolutionary. I am the vanguard of the Revolution that is going to free us from the Elven oppressors, and I have the courage to do what needs to be done. You don’t.”  
I gritted my teeth. “As fun as it is to exchange insults, maybe we should get down to business.”
“Eventually,” said Nicholas. “First, I need to make sure about you.”
“I just walked past your security and into your office without anyone stopping me,” I said. “Does that pass the audition?” 
“You can clearly cast the Cloaking spell,” said Nicholas, “which is what I need for my next operation. However, it is a not a question of your skill. It is a question of a peculiar coincidence.”
“And what coincidence is that?” I said.
“The last time I saw you,” said Nicholas, “you betrayed me to the Inquisition. Three years later, here you are again. How do I know that you’re not an Inquisition agent?”
“I’m not,” I said.
Nicholas laughed. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word for it.” 
“Fine,” I said. “Then don’t. If you don’t accept me, then my bargain with the Forerunner is broken, and you can deal with your problems yourself.” 
“If I don’t accept you,” said Nicholas, “you’re not leaving my warehouse alive, Kat. I’m afraid you won’t even be leaving this room alive.” 
“Oh,” I said in a quiet voice. “You’re going to threaten me? Is that how this is going to go?” I stared into his eyes. “You want to fight? Then take your best shot, Nicky, and see what happens.” 
For a moment, we stared at each other, the tension winding tighter and tighter. I wondered which of us was going to blink first. Because I wasn’t going to back down. If Nicholas attacked me, I was going to kill him and as many of his goons as possible. Vaguely I wondered if killing Nicholas in self-defense would be enough to invalidate Morvilind’s bargain with the Forerunner.
“Your presence here,” said Nicholas, “is already a threat.”
“Explain,” I said. 
“You can Cloak,” said Nicholas. “If you wanted, you could turn invisible, walk out of here, and make a phone call to the Inquisition. That in itself would not be alarming, but you obviously hate me, since you still carry a grudge after I broke up with you…”
“You broke up with me?” I snapped.
He kept talking as if I had not said anything. “You have a petty personal grievance against me, and you can do me a great deal of harm. Your very presence here is a threat, Kat. So. Convince me otherwise.”
I glared at him, thinking hard. The problem was that he was right. I did hate him, both personally and what he stood for, and I did plan to screw him over at the first opportunity. Come to think of it, why was he talking to me at all? He knew I was a danger to him. Why hadn’t he tried to kill me?
Because he needed me to steal something for him.
Whatever he wanted me to steal, he must need it badly enough that he was willing to work with me. Which meant that he wanted to be convinced that he could…not trust me, not exactly, but that we could work together long enough to achieve his goals. 
And that meant I had to give him a little bit of the truth, but to cast it in a way that would protect Russell and the Marneys.
Because if he wanted leverage against me, Russell was the biggest lever he could find. 
“Fine,” I said. “You want me to convince you, then shut up and listen. Are you familiar with the concept of a shadow agent?”
“I am,” said Nicholas. “I assume you are an Elven noble’s shadow agent?”
“Yep,” I said. “Where do you think I learned the Cloak spell? Off the back of a cereal box? No. An Elven noble recruited me,” an idea came to me, “and she trained me in magic. The Forerunner has a deal with her, and so she told me to come here and steal three things for you.”
“Which Elven noble?” said Nicholas.
“Like I’m telling you.”
“That is still not a satisfactory answer,” said Nicholas. “I trust that you have realized you could easily hand over your patron to the Inquisition? The High Queen is utterly ruthless when it comes to any Elves who deal with the Dark Ones or the Archons. Hand your Elven noble over to the Inquisition, and you could have your freedom.”
I made a shocked face, letting my jaw fall open. “What? Oh. My. God. I never even considered that! My God, Nicky, you’re the great genius of our age.” 
“Snide sarcasm does not answer the question,” said Nicholas.
I sighed. “Why do you think I’m not going to betray her? She has my family.”
He leaned forward a little, unable to conceal his interest. “Your family?” 
“My husband and son,” I said.
A flicker of surprise went over his face. “You got married?” 
“Yeah,” I said. “After Los Angeles, I found a man who wasn’t an asshole. We got married, and I have a toddler now.” I smiled. “I didn’t name him after you.” 
He scoffed. “I suppose you married some former man-at-arms, an oaf full of patriotic devotion to the High Queen and pious devotion to the imaginary God.”
“Well, no one’s perfect.” I gave him a sunny smile. “His stamina is a lot better than yours, though.” 
His lazy smile didn’t change, but a muscle near his eye tightened for just a moment. Yeah, that one had annoyed him. 
“So,” I said. “Those are my cards. I have to steal for you because if I don’t an Elven noblewoman will murder my husband and my baby. Any questions?”
“Several,” said Nicholas, “but for the moment, they are irrelevant. You’re obviously lying to me, but I think you told me more of the truth than you intended. For now, that is enough.” 
“Well, goody,” I said. “So. Business. What do you want me to steal for you?” 
“In time,” said Nicholas. “Perhaps it will please you to know that your actions will help ensure your son grows up a free man rather than the slave of the High Queen.” 
“Yeah,” I said, “but based on what I’ve seen of the Rebels, I’d rather he grow up a slave of the High Queen than a slave of whatever psychopathic Rebel winds up in charge if you guys win.” 
Nicholas scoffed, got to his feet, and paced to the window. He did look impressive standing there, like a king surveying his domain. Though his kingdom was filled with shipping containers. “You have no vision. Once I institute my political program, you will understand.”
“Your political program?” I said. “What, do you have a pamphlet you want me to read? A newsletter you want me to subscribe to?”
“Not yet,” said Nicholas. “Tell me, are you familiar with Marxism?”
“Yeah,” I said. I knew a little bit about it. A lot of the Rebels were Marxists of some kind or another, and according to Arvalaeon, the Archons believed something similar. “Uh, it’s the idea that there’s two classes, the oppressed and the oppressors, and that the oppressed will rise and up kill the oppressors and everything with be peaches and sunshine.”
“A crude summary of a profound and beautiful political theory,” said Nicholas, and I rolled my eyes. “But, for the purposes of this discussion, close enough. Do you know why pre-Conquest Marxist governments always failed?”
I shrugged. “Because when the oppressed took over, they turned out to be just as nasty as the oppressors.”
“No,” said Nicholas. “The Conquest exposed the flaw. Marxism failed because there is only one class. There is only one humanity. The wars of the oppressor and oppressed were the squabbles of siblings. It took the arrival of the Elves, the alien, contemptible Elves, to show us what true oppression really was.” He looked at me, his cold eyes blazing. “Humanity is the oppressed class, and the Elves are our oppressors. Marx was just five hundred years ahead of his time. The oppressed humans will rise up and overthrow the Elves.”
I remembered the speech he had given at Venomhold. “And you’ll do it with the help of the Dark Ones.”
His eyes narrowed. “How did you know about that?”
“Don’t make the mistake of thinking that I’m an idiot, Nicky,” I said. “That black fire around your hand? I’ve seen it before. You’re possessed by a Dark One.”
He snorted. “Possessed? Such a judgmental term. The Dark Ones aren’t demons.”
“If they aren’t, they come pretty close.” 
“They are the reason I shall free mankind,” said Nicholas. “One of the flaws of pre-Conquest ideology was the assumption that the oppressors would fall simply because of the arc of history. Pathetic. No, the Dark Ones shall give us the power to overthrow the High Queen and the Elves, and all of mankind shall be brothers in freedom.”
“That’s a really stirring speech,” I said. “You know, you almost make me believe it.”
“Do I?” said Nicholas. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Except I know you. I know you tried to murder tens of thousands of your ‘brothers in freedom’ to get at Duke Wraithmyr.”
“Revolutions are not won without sacrifice,” said Nicholas.
“No,” I said, “you don’t care about that. All you care about is the legend of Nicholas Connor, the great hero of the Rebels. Don’t throw your own bullshit at me. I can see through it. I know you too well for that.”
He stared at me for a while.
“Why are you wearing that coat?” he said at last. “And a sweater? Even with the AC on it’s still seventy-five degrees in here.” 
“What can I say?” I said. “You leave me cold.”
He snorted, turned his back to me, crossed the desk, and picked up the phone.
“Swathe?” he said. “Cancel the security alert. Have the others join me in the conference room in ten minutes. Oh, and tell Hailey to get ready.” He hung up the phone and looked at me. “It’s time to get to work.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sure it will be fun.”



Chapter 7: Mindtouch
 
I followed Nicholas from his office. We got into the elevator and rode down to the first floor.
That was the most awkward elevator ride ever, let me tell you. 
Though the time I was with an anthrophage in Corbisher Tower might have come close. 
I didn’t really know how to interact with an ex-boyfriend. My childhood and adult life so far hadn’t prepared me for normal human interactions very well. And then I had spent a century and a half in the Eternity Crucible, which hadn’t been good for my social skills or my state of mind.
It helped that Nicholas was an enemy, and I knew that we would probably wind up trying to kill each other. In an odd sort of way, it was comforting. A fight to the death, that was something I knew how to do. It didn’t matter that my enemy was a man with whom I had once been in love and with whom I had been enthusiastically naked. 
Because that part was just weird. 
“You’ve changed,” said Nicholas.
I looked at him without expression. 
“It’s been three years,” I said. 
Or a hundred and sixty-one, depending on how you counted. 
“In those three years, you acquired a thousand-yard stare,” said Nicholas. The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. “I wonder what happened to you.” 
“You try going through childbirth,” I said, remembering my previous lies. “You’ll have a thousand-yard state, too.” 
Nicholas laughed, and I scowled and followed him to the conference room.
Swathe had arrived first. He gave me a scowl and then turned his attention to Nicholas. “Sir, the compound is secure.”
“Good work, Swathe,” said Nicholas, clapping the older man on the soldier. “Don’t trouble yourself about Miss Stoker. She has unusual talents that will serve the Revolution quite well.”
I walked to the far end of the table, pulled out a chair, and sat down. Swathe glared at me, but Nicholas showed no reaction. He sat at the other end of the table, so we were staring at each other down its length. Swathe pulled out a chair and sat down halfway between us.
Others arrived. The first was a lean man of middle years with a Mediterranean complexion who looked Italian, his expression a blank mask. He was wearing black trousers, a white shirt, and a black sports coat, and he greeted Nicholas and sat down. After him came a dark-skinned man in cargo shorts and a loud orange shirt. His graying hair was close-cropped, and he had an impressive paunch, but his arms were thicker than my thighs. He offered a wide smile to Nicholas, his white teeth stark in his dark face, and sat down and studied me with open curiosity. A few seconds later came a middle-aged woman with a pinched face and thick gray hair. She didn’t greet anyone, didn’t look at anyone, and sat down in silence. 
“This is a merry group,” I said. The newcomers and Nicholas all looked at me. “So, do you have coffee and doughnuts or something, or do you all contemplate the glories of the Revolution in sullen silence?”
Not that I could have kept a doughnut down. I had solved my food problem for now by drinking a lot of vegetable smoothies with protein powder. But I doubted Nicholas would bring me a spinach and banana smoothie if I asked for one. 
“We are soldiers,” said Swathe, glaring at me. “Soldiers prefer austerity.”
“I am a helicopter pilot,” said the dark-skinned man, his voice deep and smooth. “Coffee and some doughnuts would not go amiss.” 
I decided to test them a bit. “You look like you’ve had one or three doughnuts too many.”
Swathe kept scowling, but the dark-skinned man laughed and patted his paunch. “It is more cushion for the pushing, as my third ex-wife was fond of saying. I should be more than happy to give a demonstration, my dear.”
“Oh, God,” I said. “Where do you find these people, Nicky? I…”
“What the hell?” 
I stiffened. I knew that voice.
A man in a suit stepped into the conference room, glaring at me. 
When I had met Martin Corbisher in Minneapolis, he had been blond and handsome. He had survived an enraged elder bloodrat in Venomhold, but the experience had left its marks on him. Deep scars crossed his face, and he was missing most of his hair because the scars continued across his scalp. He walked with a limp to his right leg because the bloodrat must have taken a bite out of his thigh. 
I had been wearing a mask the entire time I had spoken with him. How had he recognized me?
“That’s her,” Corbisher snarled. “That’s her! I would recognize that smug bitch’s voice anywhere.” 
Oh yeah. We had talked to each other when Corbisher thought he had the upper hand in Venomhold.
“Hey, Marty,” I said. “I’m curious. How did you keep the bloodrat from eating you? Because I really thought it was going to eat you.”
“Bitch!” said Corbisher. He took a step towards me.
“Martin,” said Nicholas in a firm voice.
“You’ll regret that,” said Corbisher, and he started to cast a spell, purple fire snarling around his fingers.
“Martin!” said Nicholas. “That is enough.”
Corbisher subsided, but he kept glaring at me. “She cost me millions of dollars, Nicholas. Millions of dollars, and the entire infrastructure we had built up in Minneapolis. She’s an Inquisition agent, and you should shoot her right now.”
“No, I’m not,” I said in a sing-song voice, “and no, you’re not.” 
“I am entirely certain,” said Nicholas, “that Miss Stoker is not an Inquisition agent.”
“Miss Stoker?” said Corbisher, turning to look at Nicholas. “Wait. She’s one of your women, isn’t she?” 
I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. The dark-skinned man laughed and grinned at me.
“Rogomil told me about her,” said Corbisher. “She ruined the Los Angeles operation. I told you that your womanizing was going to get us into trouble, and now she’s going to ruin this operation. She…”
“Martin,” said Nicholas. “Sit down.”
Corbisher muttered a few more words and then sat next to Swathe. “I can just imagine what your latest woman will say.”
The dark-skinned man laughed again. “That is going to be entertaining.”  
“That’s enough,” said Nicholas.
His voice was mild, but the others fell silent. 
“Introductions are in order,” said Nicholas. “You’ve already met Martin Corbisher, it seems, and you met Mr. Swathe on your way in.”
Corbisher and Swathe both glared at me. I gave them a cheery wave.
“This is Enzo Morelli,” said Nicholas, gesturing to the Italian man, who inclined his head, “a former member of the European Union Security Directorate who has joined the Revolution.” He next gestured to the dark-skinned man. “This is Roger Vass, a former helicopter pilot with Homeland Security.”
“I was the best pilot with Homeland Security,” said Vass. 
“And this,” said Nicholas, indicating the gray-haired woman, “is Dr. Andrea Tocci.”
I was a little surprised at her presence. From what I had learned, the Rebels often kept female captives drugged and gave them to their soldiers as rewards. Maybe she had joined the Rebels of her own will.
“Hello,” said Dr. Tocci. She sounded tired, and her voice was faint and scratchy. 
“This,” said Nicholas, waving a hand in my direction, “is Katrina Stoker. As you all know, to proceed to the next phase of the operation, we need a thief of certain abilities. Miss Stoker is in possession of these abilities.” 
“This little girl?” said Vass. “Where did she learn to use a Cloak spell?”
“I’m way older than I look,” I said. I supposed that was technically true. “The trick is to moisturize regularly.” 
“I maintain that this woman is an Inquisition agent,” said Corbisher. His glare hadn’t wavered. “She is the author of all the troubles we suffered in Minneapolis. The city was almost under our control. Years of work, undone by her…”
“Actually, Marty,” I said, “that was all your fault. I told you should have followed your father’s example and kept things quiet. Guess the apple really fell far from the brains tree in this instance.”
Corbisher scowled. “The hour of the Revolution has come, and not even the Inquisition will be able to stop us…”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said. “Want to know something funny? I’m not even an Inquisition agent. I’m a freelance thief. If you hadn’t forced someone else to steal an object that I had been hired to steal, then none of this would have happened. You’d still be lording it up in Corbisher Tower. Which, by the way, is the gaudiest building I’ve ever seen. Did you decorate it, or did your father? If…”
“You miserable bitch,” said Corbisher. “I’m going to…”
“Oh, come on,” I said. “Bitch? Is that the best you can do? So unimaginative. No wonder you lost all your money and…”
Corbisher surged to his feet again, starting to cast a spell.
“That is quite enough!” said Nicholas, his voice cracking like a whip. The note of command in his voice was strong enough that even I shut up. I’ve mentioned before that he was charismatic, and something in his voice, his presence, his eyes made you want to obey him. “Miss Stoker is here, and we shall determine very shortly if she is an Inquisition agent or not…ah, Hailey, come in.”
I blinked.
A woman had come into the conference room.
She was tall and blond and leggy and busty. She was wearing a tight tank top and white shorts, and she had the kind of body where she could wear a tight tank top and skin-tight white shorts without a hint of self-consciousness. The woman had bright blue eyes, piercings glittering in her ears and nose and lip, and she draped herself over Nicholas, one arm going around his shoulders.
I had never before in my life noticed how attractive another woman was, and I had only noticed because she was draped over my former lover. 
God, but that was irrational. I hated Nicholas, and I didn’t want to be here, but some part of my mind had noticed that he had replaced me with a woman who was taller, blonder, and rather, er, bustier. 
“Nicholas,” said the woman, rubbing his shoulders as she looked at me. “Is this the one the Forerunner promised us?”
“She is,” said Nicholas. “This is Katrina Stoker, and she has the skills we need for the operation to succeed.”
“She is also our esteemed leader’s ex-girlfriend,” said Corbisher with no small amount of spite. I got the impression he didn’t like the blond woman.
The woman looked me up and down with contempt, and her pierced lip curled. A storm of emotion went over her face, a mixture of hate and anger, and then a flicker of fear as she looked at Nicholas. 
“What, her?” said the woman. “Why did you have to bring her here?” Her voice rose half an octave with accusation. 
“She is the one the Forerunner brought to us,” said Nicholas. “Would you question the Forerunner?”
“Of course not,” said the woman. Her blue eyes flashed thunderbolts at me. “But…is she the one you told me about? The one who betrayed you at Los Angeles?”
“Yup,” I said before Nicholas could answer. “So, Nicky, who is your friend? Do you pay her by the hour, or is it a lump sum at the end of every week?”
Her glare intensified, and I saw a flicker of black-purple fire around her fingers. She could use magic. Great. When Mr. Cane had been trying to kill me, I had wondered if Nicholas had found a new girlfriend with magical ability to send a banehound after me. I had been wrong about Mr. Cane’s master, but it looked like my speculation had been accurate. 
“What did you say?” said the woman, her voice hard. 
“This is Hailey Adams,” said Nicholas, unruffled by her anger. If anything, he looked amused. I bet he enjoyed watching his current girlfriend and his ex-girlfriend glaring at each other. “Despite your insinuation, Miss Adams is not a prostitute, but a valuable part of this operation.”
“Operation?” I said. “Is that what you call it now?” 
“She does have a smart mouth, doesn’t she?” said Hailey. She straightened up with sinuous grace and stepped away from Nicholas’s chair. I noticed that Hailey was wearing sandals with four-inch spiked heels. As if she wasn’t tall enough already. 
“You have no idea,” muttered Corbisher. 
Hailey walked towards me, her heels falling against the carpeted floor with muffled taps. 
“Dare I ask,” I said, watching both Hailey and Nicholas, “what…services Hailey provides for you?”
“She is quite skilled in a variety of magic,” said Nicholas, “particularly certain aspects of mind magic.” Hailey stopped a few feet from me, flexing her fingers, purple-black flames twisting around her hands. “Which is why she is now going to read your mind.”
“What?” I said. 
“Because Corbisher is right,” said Nicholas. “It is possible that you are an Inquisition agent. Or that you are planning to betray us at the earliest opportunity. Hailey’s magic will read your mind and determine if you are lying.”
“And if you are lying,” said Corbisher, “we will punish you accordingly.” 
Morelli reached into his coat, produced a pistol, and leveled the weapon at me. His face remained a calm mask. Vass had also produced a pistol, though his grin remained in place, and as I looked Corbisher produced a gun of his own. 
“I very strongly suggest,” said Nicholas, “that you cooperate.” 
I considered my options. I really didn’t want Nicholas’s girlfriend digging around inside my head. I also didn’t see any way around it. I couldn’t kill them all before they shot me, and since I was sitting, Cloaking would be useless, and I couldn’t conjure a wall of ice before they shot me. 
On the other hand…
There were a lot of spooky things in my head. 
Maybe Hailey was going to have a nasty surprise. 
“All right,” I said. I stood up, the guns shifting to follow me. Hailey was still a lot taller than me. I grinned at her. “I’m an open book. Start reading.”
Hailey smiled, her blue eyes glinting as the fire around her hands darkened. “This is really going to hurt.”
She put her left hand to my temple. As I did, I noticed she was wearing a chain bracelet with a golden disk in the center. It was adorned with a symbol that looked a bit like a stylized squid-thing with nine tentacles. It was the symbol of the Dark Ones, which meant that Hailey was a Dark Ones cultist, and that was where she had learned her magic. 
That was bad.
Then her cold fingers touched my temple, and the dark fire flashed.
I felt her presence in my head. 
It was a lot like what Morvilind had done earlier. I felt Hailey’s mind inside of my head, felt her will digging through my thoughts. She was trying to sort through my memories, trying to learn the truth about my identity and my intentions. Hailey wielded the spell with a great deal of skill, and I suspected that she had spent a lot of time using this spell on various people at Nicholas’s behest.
“That’s right.”
Her lips didn’t move, but I heard her voice in my head nonetheless. 
“You can’t fight me,” said Hailey’s thought. “You can’t resist me. Give me what I want, and this will hurt less.” 
She was skilled…but she wasn’t strong. Well, I suppose she was strong for a human wizard, but she hadn’t spent a century and a half in an Eternity Crucible, had she? I had been able to push back against Morvilind’s mental touch a few days ago, and he had been exponentially stronger than Hailey. 
I concentrated and projected a thought back at her.
“Give me what I want, and this will hurt less?” I thought at her. “Is that what Nicholas said on your first date?” 
Hailey blinked. She wasn’t used to people talking back through the spell.
I gave her that humorless grin that I seemed to do a lot lately…and I seized her will in the grip of my own mind. She let out a startled gasp, and I felt her mind thrashing in my grip. I held it fast, even as she sent pain at me. It hurt a lot, but I had endured worse.
“Pain?” I thought. “Do you want to know about pain? I’ll show you pain.” 
And I plunged her mind into some of my memories from the Eternity Crucible.
Hailey’s eyes bulged wide, her mouth falling open in a silent scream. I forced the memory of some of my more brutal deaths through the mental link and into her head, which meant she got to experience them firsthand. She wasn’t at all prepared for that, and I felt her mind crumple from the weight of the pain.
Which meant it was my turn. I pushed my way into her mind and started rummaging through her memories. 
The first thing I took was knowledge of the spell she had used to invade my thoughts. It was called the mindtouch spell, and I added it to my own collection of spells. Her memories flashed before my eyes – a father who beat her, a mother who drank, a kindly older man who had introduced her to the cult of the Dark Ones…
Something huge and dark rose at the back of her mind, reaching for me. 
A Dark One. There was a Dark One in her mind, fueling her magic. 
I ripped free of her thoughts, shattering the mindtouch spell between us.
It felt like an eternity had passed, but I don’t think the contact lasted more than four or five seconds. 
Hailey staggered back from me with a shriek of agony, her eyes wide with horror and fear. Her right ankle twisted in those ridiculous heels, and she lost her balance, hit her head against the wall, slid to the floor, and started screaming. Dr. Tocci surged out of her seat and ran to her, while Corbisher, Morelli, Vass, and Swathe all jumped to their feet, pistols leveled at me.
Nicholas did not move. He didn’t even look at Hailey, his eyes narrowed as he stared at me.
“You died!” shrieked Hailey as Dr. Tocci knelt next to her. “You died and died and died! I saw it! How can you be here? How?” 
She broke down and started to sob uncontrollably, burying her face in her hands. 
“It’s okay,” said Dr. Tocci. “It’s okay, Hailey. Come on. We’ll go to the infirmary and get you something to calm you down. Okay?”
Hailey managed a miserable nod, and Dr. Tocci helped her to stand. Both women shot one last fearful look in my direction, and then they left. I heard the clatter of Hailey’s heels against the hall.
For a moment, no one spoke. 
“What did you do to her?” said Nicholas at last.
“Nothing,” I said. “Nothing at all. I let her look around inside my head, just like you said, Nicky.” I dropped back into my chair and looked down the barrels of all the guns pointed at me. “Guess she didn’t like what she found in there. See, that’s the trouble with being a voyeur. You might see something that you don’t like.” 
“Plainly,” said Nicholas.
“Look,” I said. “You want to play more games, or do you want to get down to business? The Forerunner sent me here for a reason. Either we get to work, or I leave. I don’t care about you, your stupid Revolution, or your precious security. I just want to get the job done and go home.”
Morelli snorted. “Direct, isn’t she?”
“Feisty,” said Vass with a rumbling laugh. 
“Dangerous and untrustworthy,” said Swathe, and Corbisher nodded agreement. 
“Like you guys aren’t,” I said. 
“Miss Stoker has a point,” said Nicholas, waving his hand. The other men holstered their guns and sat back down. “She is, in fact, untrustworthy and dangerous, but clearly skilled. Those skills give us a unique opportunity. It is time to proceed with the operation.” He smiled. “Though Miss Stoker will know as little about it as possible, of course.”
I rolled my eyes. “I can’t steal things for you unless you tell me what to steal.”
“True.” Nicholas smiled. “Let’s begin, then. What can you tell me about the city of Chicago?” 
I almost said that I had driven past it on my way here, but I stopped myself before the words got to my lips. Driving past Chicago would let them figure out that I had come from Wisconsin, and the less Nicholas and his Rebel gang knew about my movements, the better. 
“Not much,” I said. “Used to be a big city back in the old days before the Conquest. Then they rebelled, and the High Queen burned the place. Anyone who goes inside gets killed and raised as an undead. The ruins are still standing as a warning.” I looked them over. “Guess the message was lost on you guys.”
“The message was not lost on us,” said Corbisher. “We fight to free humanity from such oppression.” 
I almost pointed out that the Dark Ones were not interested in freeing anyone, but I didn’t. I was sick of arguing with these morons, and Nicholas did have a point. It was time to get to work. 
“That is the widely accepted story about Chicago,” said Nicholas. “While broadly correct, it is missing several key details.”
“Which you happen to know,” I said.
“Yes,” said Nicholas. “I…”
He fell silent as the door opened and Dr. Tocci returned.
“I’ve got her sedated,” said Dr. Tocci, her eyes downcast as she sat down. “She should feel better once she wakes up. Given how…emotionally unstable she is, maybe you shouldn’t have her use the mindtouch spell.”
“It is a necessary risk,” said Nicholas. “We all must make sacrifices for the Revolution.”
“Romantic as ever,” I said, not bothering to hide my scorn. Through the mindtouch spell I had seen that Hailey was madly, wildly in love with Nicholas. She would do anything for him. 
I doubted he cared anywhere as much about her.
“What did you do to her?” said Dr. Tocci. For the first time, she met my eyes, and she looked angry. “I’ve never seen her react to a contact like that.”
I didn’t blink. “She wanted to look into my memories. I let her.”
Dr. Tocci looked away first, shaking her head.
“Thank you, Doctor,” said Nicholas. “But back to the matter at hand. I have spent a great deal of time studying the history of the early days of the Conquest because I am convinced that the key to overthrowing the High Queen and defeating the Elves lies in that history.”
“Why?” I said.
“Because,” said Nicholas, “the official account has been highly edited.” He waved a hand around the table. “All of us spent time in public schools, and on the first day of school we watched the video of the High Queen using her magic to make the last pre-Conquest President and Congress kill themselves.”
“In Italy, it was the parliament and the prime minister,” said Morelli. 
“Precisely,” said Nicholas. “We are taught as children that the Elves arrived from their homeworld, overthrew the corrupt governments that had oppressed mankind for generations, and installed the benevolent rule of the High Queen. The truth is far more complicated.”
“Duh,” I said. 
Nicholas gave me a thin smile. “Obviously, but right now I am speaking about the Conquest. Based on what the textbooks and the official history websites say, you would think the Conquest took a weekend to complete. In fact, it took the High Queen nearly thirty years to completely consolidate control over Earth, and twice she was almost killed by Archon attacks and once by insurgent groups. During the peak of the insurgency, Chicago, St. Louis, and Baltimore all revolted against the High Queen simultaneously.” 
“Which is when she destroyed them,” I said.
“It was an object lesson, and it did a great deal to prevent further uprisings,” said Nicholas. “Unfortunately for her, the High Queen outsmarted herself. She used a weapon called the Reaping to destroy Chicago, St. Louis and Baltimore, but from what I have discovered the Elves didn’t completely understand how the Reaping worked. The weapon successfully destroyed the cities…but in the process, it also created a permanent gate to the Shadowlands within each of those cities.”
“What?” I said 
“In the center of each of the ruined cities, in the exact spot where the Reaping was activated,” said Nicholas, “is a permanent gate to the Shadowlands.”
“Then why haven’t the Archons or the frost giants swarmed through the gate to conquer Earth?” I said. 
“Because even if the gates are stable,” said Nicholas, “they are still gates to the Shadowlands, and all the usual dangers and difficulties of getting an army across the Shadowlands still apply. Additionally, what happens if you enter Chicago?”
“You get attacked by the undead and rise as an undead yourself,” I said.
I had a sudden sinking feeling that I knew where this conversation was going. 
“And what happens if you enter the ruins of Baltimore?” said Nicholas.
“You burn alive if you cross the boundary,” I said.
“And St. Louis?”
“You choke to death.”
Nicholas nodded. “None of those are effects of the Reaping weapon. The High Queen arranged guardians to defend each of the ruined cities and claimed those guardians were a result of her lingering wrath against her rebellious subjects. The guardians of Baltimore and St. Louis are of no concern to us. The guardian of Chicago is of far more relevance.”
“Oh, hell,” I said, rubbing my temples. 
Nicholas smirked. “Figured it out, did you?”
“There’s something in the ruins of Chicago,” I said. “Something left over from before the Conquest, and you want me to get it for you.”
“More or less,” said Nicholas.
“Oh, hell,” I said again. “All right. So, what do you want from the undead-infested ruins of Chicago?” 
“Think back, Miss Stoker,” said Nicholas. He leaned forward a few inches, his blue eyes lit with intensity. “That video you saw in school where the High Queen forced the President and Congress to kill themselves on national television.”
“Kind of a hard thing to forget,” I said. 
“What was missing from the video?” said Nicholas.
“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” I said. “I’m not going to guess, and you like making speeches. So why don’t you make a speech and tell me?”
Corbisher chuckled at that, and then a sour look went over his face as he realized he had laughed at a joke I made.
“Every member of Congress killed themselves,” said Nicholas. “The President killed himself. The Supreme Court justices killed themselves. Everyone in the President’s Cabinet killed themselves…except for one member. The Secretary of Defense wasn’t there.”
“Who was the Secretary of Defense?” I said. 
“A man named Jeremy Shane,” said Nicholas.
“No, I mean, what was a Secretary of Defense?” I said. 
“The United States used to maintain its own military,” said Nicholas, “as did all the nation-states of the pre-Conquest era. Nowadays all we have is the Department of Homeland Security, and that is just a tool of oppression employed by the High Queen. But before the Conquest, the Pentagon controlled the United States military.”
“Pentagon?” I said. “What’s a pentagon got to do with anything?” 
“That was the name of the building that housed the Department of Defense,” said Nicholas, “which was overseen by the Secretary of Defense. But we digress. The Secretary of Defense at the time of the Conquest was a former Army general named Jeremy Shane. The pre-Conquest Presidents fought several wars against the insurgencies that eventually created the modern Caliphate in the Middle East, and Shane was a veteran of those wars.” 
“Okay,” I said. “What’s the point?”
“The point is that the wars in the Middle East made Shane into an expert in insurgency warfare…and he was not in Washington DC when the High Queen killed the American government,” said Nicholas. “Based on what I have discovered during my research, Shane went underground and led an effective insurgency against the High Queen and the Elves. He was essentially the ruler of Chicago for several years.”
“But he failed, obviously,” I said.
Nicholas only smiled. Something about that expression unsettled me. He had smiled the exact same smile when he had been plotting the stadium bombing with Rogomil and his goons. 
“Chicago’s been ruined for three hundred years,” I said. “The High Queen has been ruling Earth that entire time. Clearly, Shane failed.”
“In point of fact,” said Nicholas, “Shane was assassinated before he could bring his last plan to fruition. Political strife within the organization that he founded. Something I have taken great pains to avoid in the structure of the Revolution.”
He smiled at Corbisher as he said this, who looked back with a flat stare. No doubt Corbisher thought he should have been in charge. He had been the top dog of the Rebels and the Dark One cultists in Minneapolis, but then he had screwed up. 
“All right,” I said. “This Shane guy had a plan for defeating the High Queen, but he got killed first, and the High Queen used the Reaping on Chicago. Why does this matter to you now?”
“Secretary Shane was something of a hero in Chicago when he was killed,” said Nicholas, “and he was buried within the city. He was also buried with a specific item, and the idiots who assassinated him failed to recognize the value of that item, and then the Reaping killed them all. It has been forgotten until now.”
I sighed. “And you want me to Cloak, go into Chicago, and get this item for you.”
“Exactly,” said Nicholas. “Of the three items you will steal for me, this is the first.” 
“Well, great,” I said, thinking hard. There were dozens of different things I needed to find out. Would the Cloak spell work on the undead things? Where was Shane buried in the ruins? What controlled the undead in the ruins?
I said the first question that popped into my head. 
“What is Shane buried with that you want so much?” I said.
“A briefcase,” said Nicholas.
“A briefcase?” I said, incredulous. “A briefcase would have rotted or rusted away centuries ago.”
“This particular briefcase,” said Nicholas, “was made of titanium and reinforced ceramic. It could quite possibly outlast human civilization. The Department of Defense built the briefcase to very exacting specifications since they expected it would have to survive the most extreme battlefield conditions in the event of global war. Remaining undisturbed for three hundred years in a tomb would be no challenge at all.”
“Right,” I said. Obviously, Nicholas didn’t want the briefcase. He wanted whatever was inside it. “Okay. Do you know where this tomb is, or am I going to have to search the city for it?”
“Fortunately, no,” said Nicholas. “I know exactly where Shane was buried. His tomb is in the basement of the tallest skyscraper in the ruins, a building named the Willis Tower. Evidently, the insurgents planned to build him a proper tomb once the war was won, but the city was destroyed first. I was unable to locate a floor plan of the building, but Shane is buried somewhere within the basement levels.”
“All right,” I said. “Now, the most important question. Tell me about the guardian of the city. You said the High Queen put a guardian there. I assume the undead aren’t an effect of the Reaping device?” 
“They are not,” said Nicholas. “They are created and controlled by the myothar.”
I frowned. “What’s a myothar?” 
Swathe spoke first. “Nasty squid thing. Hated them when I was still a man-at-arms.” His perpetual grimace sharpened, and then he smirked at me. “You’re about to find that out the hard way, little girl.” 
“Swathe, be quiet. The grownups are talking,” I said. Swathe glared, and Vass snickered, but I ignored them. “Nicholas, explain. What is a myothar?” 
“The myothars,” said Nicholas, “are a race from another world, much like the orcs and the dwarves and the frost giants and the Elves themselves. The Elves are our oppressors, but we do have much in common with them as a race – five fingers, five toes, bipedal locomotion, and so forth. The same thing applies to the dwarves and the orcs and several others. The myothars, however, are completely alien. They look vaguely like humanoid squids.”
“Damned things,” muttered Swathe, scowling at the table.
“The Elves warred against them repeatedly in the millennia before the Conquest,” said Nicholas, “and the myothars almost conquered the Elves on several occasions. Individually, they are all powerful wizards, and they have a strong talent for necromancy. When they conquer a world, their usual practice is to enslave the population for use as food and slaves, and they raise the dead as undead shells.” 
“Charming,” I said. “So, what is a myothar doing in Chicago?” 
“This particular myothar,” said Nicholas, “had a falling-out with its government and was sentenced to death. It fled to Earth, and the High Queen struck a bargain with the creature. She granted it sanctuary in the ruins of Chicago, and permission to kill anyone, human, Elf, or otherwise, that entered the city. In exchange, the myothar kills and eats anything emerging from the Shadowlands gate.”  
“Ugh,” I said. 
“Damned squids,” muttered Swathe.
“Yes,” said Nicholas. He smiled. “You see why we required the services of a wizard capable of casting the Cloak spell?” 
Yeah. That was just great. 
“You have a hard deadline for this?” I said.
“Not as such,” said Nicholas. “However, we shouldn’t drag our feet. History waits for no man.” 
“I thought you were going to change history,” I said.
Nicholas smiled again. “Which is why I’m not going to wait for it.”
I laughed and then was immediately annoyed with myself for laughing at his joke. “Fine. Let’s get started. If you want to change history, I’m going to need a map.”



Chapter 8: The Riddling Dead
 
The next morning, I returned to Nicholas’s compound, got into a van with Morelli, Vass, and Swathe, and we set off for Interstate 90.
It was only six in the morning, but it was already oppressively hot and humid, and it was going to get worse. Both Morelli and Swathe wore khaki pants and polo shirts, and they were sweating through the armpits. Vass wore hiking sandals, cargo shorts, and a bright blue shirt adorned with designs of palm trees. 
They were hot, but I was cold, so I dressed as I had yesterday, with a gray sweater, black jeans, running shoes, and my long black navy coat. All three men gave me odd looks as I arrived with the coat wrapped tight around me, but they didn’t ask questions. Maybe they were worried I would do to them what I had done to Hailey. 
“We ready?” I said. 
“Yup,” said Morelli, calm as ever. 
All three men wore shoulder holsters with semiautomatics. I wondered why they bothered. If the Elves went after us, the bullets wouldn’t do any good, and normal bullets also wouldn’t work on the undead. Maybe Nicholas had given them instructions to shoot me if this went bad. 
Well, if they tried, they would regret it. 
“All right,” I said. “Let’s go to Chicago.” 
Vass got into the driver’s seat, and Swathe took shotgun. He was also holding an actual shotgun, so I suppose that was appropriate. Morelli put himself in the middle seat, and I took the back so I could keep an eye on all of them at once. From the pockets of my coat I produced a pair of sunglasses and a baseball cap, and once I had them on, I flipped up the broad collar of my coat to hide my face. 
The fewer people who saw me here, the better. 
Probably because of all the firepower we were carrying, Vass made sure to stay well below the speed limit on the freeway. 
It didn’t take us long to leave Indiana and return to Illinois, and the ruined towers of Chicago appeared on the horizon, stark beneath the burning clouds that covered the dead city. After my time with Nicholas’s books and maps yesterday, I could recognize the crumbling shapes of the ancient towers – the John Hancock Center, the Aon Tower, the Franklin Center, the Prudential Plaza building, and the others.
The tallest was the blocky, dark shape of Willis Tower. According to Nicholas’s old books, it had been one of the tallest buildings in the world. Nicholas had said that it was still the second-tallest building in the United States after One World Trade Center in New York, which was used by the High Queen when she came to North America. Looking at the ragged shell of the tower, I could believe it, and I wondered what the skyscraper had looked like in its glory days. Nicholas’s books had pictures, but they couldn’t compare to the reality of the building. 
I couldn’t identify the emotion that went through me. Regret, maybe? Loss? I was a city girl. I had grown up in Milwaukee, and I was comfortable in large cities. I wondered what Chicago must have been like at its height, and I regretted that it had died so long ago. Riordan and I had been talking about going to New York when we could find the time, and…
I swallowed, grateful that none of the Rebels were looking at me. 
Just as I would never see Chicago at its height, I would never walk down the streets of Manhattan with Riordan. 
Then Vass took us off the freeway at the last exit before the roadblock, and my mind turned cold and focused.
It was time to go to work. 
At the end of the exit, the road went in two directions. A right-hand turn would have taken us back to Gary eventually. The left turn went to Chicago, and there was a roadblock there. It was unmanned, and a weather-beaten sign warned that anyone entering Chicago was in danger, and that entry into the city was strictly forbidden by the High Queen and Duke Maurwyn of Springfield. 
Whistling to himself, Vass steered the van around the roadblock and eased down the street. The street beyond the roadblock was in bad repair, lined by brick buildings that were collapsing into ruin. We weren’t yet within the official boundaries of the Reaping, but we were close enough that no one wanted to live here. I couldn’t blame them. Who would want to live with that burning sky and the dead skyscrapers rising over the horizon?
I had spent a hundred and fifty years staring at a burning sky. I didn’t particularly want to repeat the experience even for five minutes. 
“Vass,” said Swathe. “There’s the boundary up ahead.”
“I’m not blind, old man,” said Vass with good cheer. Swathe scowled at him but said nothing.
That was something I had noticed about Nicholas’s team – they all seemed to hate each other. They were personally loyal to Nicholas, but they all detested one another. Corbisher and Swathe got on well but disliked Vass and Morelli. Vass disliked everyone but hid it under his jovial demeanor. Morelli kept his thoughts to himself, but I had been around enough assassins to tell that he was constantly working out ways to kill everyone else in the room. I gathered that Nicholas liked his lieutenants to compete for his favor, and he had certainly trained them well.
All of them, though, were united in their dislike for Hailey Adams.
Oddly, none of them disliked Dr. Tocci. I suspected that Tocci was enough of a doormat that she didn’t pose a threat to anyone else in Nicholas’s organization. 
Anyway, I observed as much about all of them as I could. If I survived the Forerunner’s three jobs for Nicholas, then Nicholas and his crew would do their best to kill me. I would have to be ready for that. 
Right now, I had to first survive Chicago. 
Swathe was right. We had indeed reached the boundary. 
I could tell because I saw the undead shuffling along the street. 
It was, in fact, the first time I had ever seen an undead creature.
I didn’t know much about necromancy. The High Queen banned it, and the Elves, in general, refused to use it. Even the Archons and the Dark Ones cultists, comfortable as they were with dark magic, rarely used necromancy. The few times that Morvilind had ever mentioned the topic to me, he had expressed the opinion that necromancers were “contemptible necrophiliacs” who ought to be killed for their own good. 
So, I didn’t know what to expect, though I thought the undead would be rotting corpses, or maybe skeletons, or perhaps spectral wraiths. 
I did not expect them to look so…normal.
A dozen undead wandered through the street, and they looked like normal men and women. Evidently, the necromantic magic preserved both their flesh and their clothing, which was reasonable since a rotting corpse wouldn’t be very useful to a necromancer. From a distance, they looked like a bunch of people milling around. 
As the van drew closer, I noticed the two main differences. 
First, they were pale. Not just pale, but grayish, like all the blood had been drained from their flesh. Even the undead with darker skin colors had that grayish, corpse-like look. 
Second, their eyes glowed with a pale green light. It made the skin near their eyes look even more sickly, and it was a disturbing sight. 
“Better stop here,” said Morelli.
No one argued with him. The van came to a halt, and we got out. This close to Chicago and its burning sky, the air had a dry, dusty smell. I realized that the dusty smell was coming from the undead wandering in front of the van. This close, I could almost see a faint haze in the air about six yards ahead of the van’s front bumper. That was the boundary. So long as we stayed on this side, the undead wouldn’t attack us. 
But if we crossed it…
One of the undead looked at me, the glowing green eyes slicing through me. In life, it had been a man wearing a business suit of archaic cut and design. Now it was a grayish corpse in a dusty suit. 
And then it started to speak.
“Behold,” it said. “The thread of destiny unravels. Many threads converge upon the path of one. Which path shall you take? The path of blades? The path of blood? Or the path of screams unending?” 
With that, the undead turned and wandered away. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Good thing that’s not creepy.”
“Damned things do that,” said Swathe. “No one knows why.” 
No one did. The undead, if you came right up to the boundary, spoke in disturbing riddles. Sometimes the riddles seemed to be nonsense, and other times they appeared to be a form of prophetic foretelling. Nicholas’s research had discovered a documented case of a man who had come up to the boundary, listened to the riddles, and somehow managed to predict a rise in the price of grain that he exploited to become wealthy, though later the man had gone insane and murdered his family. After that, the High Queen had forbidden anyone from approaching the city.
It was an easy law to enforce because if you took one step over the boundary, the undead killed you and you became one of them. 
“I’m going to try something,” I said.
I gestured, calling magic to me, and a fireball spun into existence above my right palm. I admit I gestured a bit more dramatically than necessary since the Rebels were watching me. It worked, since Swathe’s hand dropped to the butt of his gun, and Morelli took a cautious step back. I poured power into the fireball, focused my will, and threw out my arm. 
The fireball soared over the heads of the milling undead and landed against a crumbling brick wall. It exploded in a flare of roiling flame and winked out, leaving a cloud of smoke and a few flames dancing on the cracked sidewalk.
As one, the undead whirled and raced towards the spot where the fireball had exploded. 
“Hell,” I said. “Nick was right. They do see heat.” No one knew how the undead could see, but Nicholas had a theory that they used infrared and not visible light. It looked like that theory was correct. 
“You won’t be able to burn them all,” said Swathe.
“Since you don’t have anything better to do than to point out the obvious,” I said, “why don’t you make yourself useful and get my bike?”
Swathe glared at me, but Nicholas had told them to listen to me, so he turned and opened the back of the van. He lifted out a ten-speed bicycle and a helmet and carried them over to me. I donned the helmet, which probably looked stupid, but I hadn’t survived the Eternity Crucible to crack my head open on the pavement.
Vass chuckled. “An elegant look, madam.”
“Said the man with the eye-bleeding taste in shirts,” I said. Vass laughed. “All right. I’m going to have a look around and see if I can find Shane’s tomb. Once I locate it, I’ll return, and we can head back to Nicholas and plan for getting into it. If I’m not back by this time tomorrow, you can assume I’m dead, and you can tell Nicholas to find someone else to do this.”
“Don’t worry,” said Swathe with a cold smile. “Hopefully the next thief will be more cooperative.”
I saluted him with my middle finger and climbed onto the bicycle. I braced myself against the ground with one foot, my left hand gripping the handlebars, and my right hand came up as I cast the spell.
A second later, I had Cloaked myself, and then I was pedaling forward and past the undead, who were still standing near the hot spot left from my fireball.
I don’t know if I could have chewed gum and ridden a bicycle at the same time, but as it turned out, I could Cloak and ride a bicycle at the same time. 
It had been the best of the available choices. From this point, it was about six and a half miles to Willis Tower, and that was in a straight line. I would have to cross the Chicago River and depending on the state of the bridges, I might have to double back for two or three miles. At most, I could maintain a Cloak while moving for nine or ten minutes, and even if I ran flat-out, I could manage a mile in no more than seven or eight minutes. 
That meant I needed transport. I would have preferred a motorcycle, but the heat of the engine would draw the attention of the undead. The same thing applied to an electric scooter. 
So, that left a bicycle. Thanks to the Cloak spell, I suppose it looked as if an unattended bicycle was pedaling its way down the street, but it worked. The bicycle didn’t give off any heat, and my own body heat was hidden by the Cloak spell. 
I pedaled into the ruins of Chicago. 
I’ve had a lot of weird experiences in my life, but this was one of the eerier ones, let me tell you.
First, the burning sky reminded me a great deal of the Eternity Crucible, which just made my skin crawl. Fortunately, it was only a superficial comparison. Black clouds filled the sky over the ruins of Chicago, and they seemed to burn and writhe with harsh firelight. I wondered if that was an aftereffect of the Reaping weapon or if it was something that the exiled myothar had done. 
The buildings were silent tombstones. Nothing living grew within Chicago, so weeds hadn’t torn the roads apart, and rain and snow never fell, so the buildings had weathered the centuries better than I expected. Yet many of them had collapsed into rubble, or their roofs had fallen in, leaving them empty shells. Ruined cars squatted on the streets, lining the curbs or left discarded on the sidewalks. The centuries had scoured away the rubber and the paint, leaving only rusted metal shells behind.
The undead were the worst of all. 
They were everywhere, tens of thousands of them, shuffling endlessly through the streets, standing motionless on the corners, or walking at random. I had to take care not to hit any of them. All of them still had the clothes they had worn on the day they had died, preserved by the myothar’s necromancy, and I saw T-shirts with slogans for businesses and political candidates that had been dead for centuries. It was exactly like riding through a graveyard, only the dead were up and about. 
And talking to each other.
“Five is the number of our fate,” said a dead woman in a tank-top and jeans. “Birth. Hope. Pain. Despair. Death. What is the sixth number of our fate beyond death?” 
“Death descends,” said a man in an archaic blue police uniform adorned with the letters CPD. “Time unravels. What is the destiny beyond the void?” 
“Flesh is dust,” said an undead child that couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven when he died. “Steel is dust. The mind is dust. What is stronger than entropy?”
Most of them repeated grim, cryptic-sounding riddles like that. A few of them just spoke nonsense. An old woman on the corner shouted over and over to buy chicken nuggets, eleven for the price of ten. A pair of men in business suits repeated what I thought was a marketing jingle for a cell phone company. A middle-aged man who looked Japanese walked in a circle, repeating “death” over and over. 
It was creepy and very annoying, but it was harmless. I wondered why the myothar had its undead creatures do that. Maybe the myothar found it amusing. Maybe the myothar was insane. From what Nicholas had said, the myothars were extremely dangerous and universally feared, and if a myothar was so dangerous that its own kind banished it…
Yeah, I didn’t want to run into it. 
After about seven minutes of pedaling, I felt my control of the Cloak spell start to waver. I found a deserted alley and rode into it, climbed off the bike, and dropped the Cloak spell.
I cast the ice wall spell, once in front of me, and once behind me. I sealed off the alley with walls of magical ice, and I suspected it was cold enough that the undead wouldn’t be able to detect my body heat through it. I waited, catching my breath, but I didn’t hear any undead approach.
As my breathing slowed, I brushed my fingers across my forehead. To my annoyance, my forehead was dry without a trace of sweat. I had been holding a Cloak spell while riding a bicycle and wearing a heavy coat, and I had been doing all of that in the torrid summer heat. I ought to have been drenched with sweat. Instead, I still felt a little chilly. 
Just what was wrong with me? Well, besides the obvious. Why was I cold all the time? 
I could worry about it later. I dug the map of Chicago out of my pocket, considered my route for a moment, and then nodded to myself. Once I had caught my breath, I dismissed the walls of ice, Cloaked, and rode off.
I found an intact onramp that led to the old Interstate 90 causeway, and I rode down the freeway on the bicycle. The road wasn’t in good shape. The asphalt had crumbled to the consistency of gravel, and here and there it had collapsed entirely through the rebar, with jagged holes leading to the streets below. Still, there were hardly any undead up here, and I made good time. Twice I created a cylinder of ice for myself, hiding while I caught my breath, and resumed travel when I Cloaked. 
It wasn’t difficult, just a lot of work. It was kind of like magical strength training. Sort of like what I had done in the Eternity Crucible for a hundred and fifty years. 
After about an hour, I got off the freeway and reached downtown Chicago. The dead skyscrapers rose around me, and navigating through the streets was a bit like riding through the bottom of a giant concrete canyon. Crowds of undead wandered up and down the streets, speaking their cryptic riddles to each other, and again I wondered what this place must have been like in its prime.
The Willis Tower rose on the other side of the Chicago River, broken windows dotting its sides like hundreds of jagged mouths. It took me a bit to find a way over the river. The Harrison Street bridge had collapsed, the broken concrete and rusted steel still jutting from the water. The Van Buren bridge still stood, but a lot of the concrete and asphalt had crumbled away, and it looked like a strong wind would send it into the water. But the Jackson Boulevard bridge was mostly intact, and I rode down it without any troubles. Once I was over the bridge, I turned left onto Wacker Drive, weaving my way around the undead.
At last, I found myself at the base of Willis Tower. 
I took a moment to gape. Good Lord, but it was tall. If I craned my neck and arched my back, I still couldn’t see the top of it. I had seen skyscrapers before in Los Angeles and Cincinnati and New York and other cities I had visited, but those cities had been bustling and full of life. Not silent tombs like this one. 
Speaking of tombs, I had to get to work. I propped the bicycle against the wall for a quick escape and headed for the entrance to the tower. 
“Beware the herald!” announced one of the passing undead, eyes glowing green in her face. “Beware the herald. The watcher of the gate stands between worlds. What is the fate of those who enter the portal?”
I gave the undead a sharp glance. The High Queen had let the exiled myothar settle here to guard the Shadowlands gate. Nicholas thought the Reaping weapon had been used in Garfield Park, which was a couple of miles west of here, which meant the gate would be there. It sounded as if the undead had been talking about the gate.
Had it been talking about me?
I watched the undead woman, but she paid me no heed as she wandered down the street. 
I walked to the entrance to the skyscraper. Once it must have been a splendid construction of glass and steel, but the glass lay in broken shards across the ground like jagged snow, and the steel framework stood like a skeleton. I picked my way through the broken glass and made my way into the lobby. It looked like a fancy mall, with a lot of polished marble and brass. Hundreds of tattered flags hung from the far wall, threadbare and fading and crumbling. I supposed it was supposed to represent all the nations of the world united in harmony, which was a grim joke because the High Queen had united the nations of the world and destroyed this city in the process. 
I found an escalator descending into the depths of the building. It had stopped working long ago, but the treads were still intact. At the base of the escalator, I stopped and looked around. It seemed like this area had once been a shopping concourse, with various shops and restaurants, though everything was now covered in dust. Except I couldn’t be sure, because the lights weren’t working, and the sunlight from the wrecked entrance only extended so far into the basement. 
Which meant I had a decision to make. 
I needed light, and I couldn’t use magic to make light while Cloaked. Annoyingly, I couldn’t use a flashlight while Cloaked. The spell was so effective that it hid the light from the flashlight. The light would extend maybe an inch from the end of the flashlight, and then it would vanish. 
That meant I needed to drop my Cloak spell. I didn’t like that thought. So far, I hadn’t seen any undead inside Willis Tower, but it was a big place, and there was room for thousands of them. If one of the undead saw me, I wasn’t sure what would happen. Could it alert the others? Or, worse, would it alert the myothar? 
I didn’t want to find out.
I took a deep breath, released my Cloak spell, and drew a flashlight from my pocket. I clicked the beam on and swept it back and forth, but nothing stirred in the darkness. 
So far so good.
From another pocket, I drew out an earpiece with a camera attachment, clipped it to my left ear, and synced it to the burner phone in my pocket. It would record everything the camera saw and save it to the phone’s storage. It had occurred to me that Nicholas might decide to kill me and claim the phone’s video, so I made sure to encrypt the phone and set it to erase the device if the incorrect password was entered more than three times in a row. 
With that, there were no other preparations I could make. 
I took a deep breath, the air stale and dusty, and started exploring the lower levels of Willis Tower. 
The first basement level seemed to have been open to the public and tourists. I went through shops and restaurants, the merchandise rusty or long crumbled to dust, the stoves coated with rust and cobwebs. I found my way to the second and third levels, which seemed to have all been parking. The shells of ancient cars sat rusting in their stalls. The fourth level was a vast maze of long-dead HVAC equipment. I remembered leading Russell and Lydia Valborg to safety through the Ducal Mall’s HVAC room, and hiding in the air handler for days atop Lord Castomyr’s mansion in La Crosse.
It felt like it had been so long ago.
On the fifth basement level, I found what I had been looking for. 
I suspected that this level hadn’t been advertised to the general public. It resembled the back room of a security-conscious bank. There were dozens of niches in the walls, sealed off with metal bars, and inside the bars were rows of safe deposit boxes. I made a mental note to examine those if I had time. Setting up in Gary had taken a lot of money, and I wasn’t exactly swimming in cash since Lord Morvilind never bothered to pay me. I suppose I could have sent Arvalaeon a bill, but I doubted he would pay wages for one hundred and fifty-eight years’ worth of billable hours. 
At the end of a long corridor lined with sealed niches of safe deposit boxes, I found the tomb of Secretary of Defense Jeremy Shane. A little plaque marked his burial place, complete with dates of birth and death and a short paragraph about his life. 
Naturally, they had buried him in a freaking bank vault.
Like, an actual bank vault, with a steel door that probably weighed more than the Marneys’ house. The surrounding concrete was reinforced and had been poured in place over a steel cage. Once the door had been guarded by electronic alarms, but those had failed long ago. 
I pried open some of the access panels on the door and cursed. 
Unfortunately, the corrosion from the alarms’ long-dead batteries had gotten into the mechanism for the locks.
The vault door was rusted shut. 
I had no way of getting through that much steel. I suppose I could cast alternating fire and ice spells at the door or the wall until something shattered, but that would take hours, and I didn’t think I could maintain that kind of effort for that long, not if I wanted to have the strength left to Cloak and escape. When I had fought Rogomil in the food court of the Ducal Mall, he had used dark magic that rusted through any metal it had touched. I was willing to wager that either Nicholas or Hailey knew the spell. 
I had found the damned tomb for them. They could get it open. 
I took a moment to read the plaque bolted next to the vault door. It said that Jeremy Douglas Shane, Sec. of Defense and Lieutenant General, US Army (retired) had been born in 1958 and died in 2015, which would have been two years after the Conquest. The plaque further noted that it had been purchased by friends of the late Secretary and that he had died as a true patriot and defender of freedom. 
There were two more lines at the end of the plaque, lines that looked as if they had been added after it had been installed.
OPERATION SKY HAMMER said the first line.
THE KEYS TO HUMANITY’S FREEDOM LIE WITHIN read the second line.
I blinked. Operation Sky Hammer? That sounded trite. Like one of those spy movies that Russell and James liked to watch, movies where the evil business owner who closed the local factory and put the protagonist’s family out of work actually turned out to be an evil elfophobic Rebel terrorist. 
But that second line…
THE KEYS TO HUMANITY’S FREEDOM.
What the hell did that mean? 
A disturbing thought occurred to me. Shane had been buried with that briefcase. Presumably, the people who had buried him in a bank vault had known what the briefcase contained. And whatever that briefcase contained was so dangerous that they had buried Shane in a freaking bank vault. 
A wave of misgiving went through me. What was I doing here? If I gave something that dangerous to Nicholas, he would use it to kill a lot of people. Nicholas could talk about freedom and the Revolution all he wanted, but I had seen his true face, and the true face of the Rebels left pregnant women and little children lying dead in the Ducal Mall.
All his pretty words couldn’t change that.  
I shoved the doubt aside. The only way out of this mess was forward. And I didn’t dare linger down here. I hadn’t seen any undead inside Willis Tower, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t wander into the basement sooner or later. It would take a lot of energy to get out of Chicago alive, but once I did, maybe I wouldn’t have to come back again. Maybe I could get Nicholas and his thugs to deal with opening the vault, and I wouldn’t have to work with them again until the next time Nicholas wanted something stolen.
And maybe, if I was very lucky, the myothar and its pet corpses would kill Nicholas and the Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind would be broken. 
A darker thought occurred to me. Maybe I could arrange for them to be killed. Make it look like an accident. If Nicholas got killed in an “accident” and broke the Forerunner’s deal, that could hardly be my fault, could it? 
And if Nicholas wasn’t stopped he was going to hurt and kill a lot of people.
I discarded the thought as I climbed the dusty stairs back to the lobby. It was too much of a risk. If I found a way to get Nicholas killed before the end of our deal, Morvilind would blame me for the loss of whatever information he wanted from the Forerunner. I would have to play this through to the end. Once I had stolen the three items for Nicholas, then I could turn him over the Inquisition. 
First, though, I had to get out of Chicago alive. 
I reached the lobby, flipped off my flashlight, and cast the Cloak spell again. Several dozen undead milled about on the street outside, reciting their cryptic riddles to each other, but I doubted any of them would steal my bicycle. I would follow the same pattern I had used to get here to escape – Cloak, ice walls, rest, and repeat until I was out. 
I took one step out of the lobby, and the undead froze.
All of them went motionless at once. 
It was uncanny. They didn’t need to breathe, and every single one of them went as still as a statue. I took an alarmed step back, but the undead weren’t looking at me.
They had just…stopped. 
I shrugged and took one step towards my bicycle.
As I did, a rippling distortion exploded from the midst of the undead, a wall of blue light and writhing mist. I flinched as it hit me. It didn’t do anything to me, but I had seen that kind of light before. The Nihlus Stone I had stolen from Rosalyn Madero produced a similar effect. This was some sort of spell to dispel magic.
Which meant my Cloak spell collapsed around me, rendering me visible. 
All the undead turned to face me at once.
That was bad.
What was worse was the dark shape behind them.
The myothar had found me.



Chapter 9: Tentacles
 
My first choice of word to describe the myothar would be “ugly.” 
No, “hideous” would be better. 
But that would be understating it. That would be like calling the sun “bright” or the ocean “damp.” Both descriptions would be true but inadequate. 
The myothar…how to adequately describe the myothar?
First, imagine a man standing about ten feet tall. Also, instead of skin, he has a glistening gray hide like leather dipped in translucent slime. 
Next, imagine that this man is morbidly obese, so fat he shouldn’t be able to move without a motorized wheelchair, but that he is nonetheless able to move with remarkable speed. 
Instead of a head, he has a massive squid-thing bulging from his neck, a squid thing with long twitching tentacles. Instead of hands, dozens of smaller tentacles sweep back and forth from his wrists, some of them lined with glistening suckers. 
Drape the entire thing in a heavy black robe the size of a tent, and that would be a myothar. 
And the smell…God, I don’t even want to talk about the smell. I had always thought the breath of an anthrophage was the worst smell in this world or any other. The myothar gave off a smell like dead fish left in the summer sun for three days, a horrible mixture of a fishy odor and rotting flesh. 
I called all my magic to me, preparing to strike, and the myothar walked towards me. Or it sort of flowed towards me. I saw thick, fleshy tentacles lashing out from beneath the hem of its black robe, pulling it along the crumbled asphalt. The tentacles left a trail of translucent slime behind it. 
The creature stopped about twenty yards away, the tentacles around its head waving. Behind the tentacles, I saw two huge black, red-glazed eyes watching me, weighing me. The thing had absolutely no expression that I could interpret, but I somehow had the impression that the creature was surprised to see me. 
Then it started to speak.
Its voice was just as unpleasant as its appearance and smell, a bubbling rasp that sounded like exactly the voice that a horrible squid monster from another world would use.
It spoke the Elven tongue. Quite well, actually. 
“You are not an Elf,” rumbled the myothar. 
“I am not,” I said, using the Elven tongue. It took me a bit to get my brain around it. Morvilind always talked to me in English. The last time I had used the Elven tongue had been six months past or a hundred and fifty-eight years ago, depending on how you counted. 
“You are one of the apes that inhabit this world,” said the myothar. 
“We usually call ourselves humans,” I said.
“Apes.” There was no mistaking the disdain in the gurgling voice. “The Elves are apes. The humans are apes. Both are apes. The humans are simply dumber apes.” 
“Yeah,” I said, “but at least we’re not giant dripping squids.” 
I don’t think the myothar cared about or even noticed the insult.
“You appear human,” said the myothar, “but you wield aetheric force beyond the capability of humans. And you can cast the Cloaking spell. That is beyond the ability of human apes.”
“I’m super special,” I said.
The myothar oozed forward another yard. Watching the huge creature move was a nauseating sight. The undead remained motionless, but hundreds of pair of glowing green eyes were fixed on me. Further down Wacker Drive in either direction, I saw more undead moving into position. 
“This is an anomaly,” said the myothar. “I do not care for anomalies.” It raked its hands through the air, the tentacles lashing, and I got the feeling that it used those tentacles as a sensory organ. “You also have been marked by the Dark Ones.” 
“Like I said,” I repeated, “I’m just really super special.” Was that why the anthrophages could follow me wherever I went if I didn’t cast the spell to mask my psychic spoor? 
“You will explain,” said the myothar, sliding a little closer. 
I racked my brain, trying to think of a way to get out of this mess. I could try Cloaking and running for it, but if the myothar could guess my general location, it could cast a dispelling spell and let its pet undead tear me to pieces. Could I strike at the creature itself? I got the impression it was a much more powerful than me, but if I hit it hard enough and fast enough, maybe I could stun it and get away.
But the myothar was hiding, wasn’t it? It was afraid of its own people and had been lurking in Chicago for centuries in fear of their wrath. The creature had to be fearful that sooner or later trouble would catch up to it. 
People who were frightened sometimes did stupid things. Did the same principle apply to something like the myothar? 
Guess it was a time to find out.
“I am an agent of the Inquisition of the High Queen Tarlia,” I announced, “and I have come to investigate reports that you have been violating the terms of your agreement with our High Queen.”
The myothar went motionless for a moment, its tentacles freezing.
“Lies,” said the creature at last, but there was an edge in its voice that hadn’t been there before. “The Inquisition does not recruit human agents.”
“And you would know that how?” I said, spreading my hands. “When was the last time you left Chicago? When was the last time you spoke with a Knight of the Inquisition?”
The myothar didn’t say anything. 
“How else do you think a human of my age acquired magical power of this level?” I said. “My masters in the Inquisition taught it to me.”
The irritating thing was that it wasn’t technically a lie. I had been an agent of the Inquisition, in the sense that the Lord Inquisitor had arranged for me to kill Baron Castomyr. And Arvalaeon had made sure I received a great deal of magical power.
All it had cost was my sanity and my relationships with everyone I loved. 
“But I have done nothing wrong!” protested the myothar.
“I wouldn’t say that,” looking at the glowing eyes of the undead things that surrounded me.
At that moment, I discovered something about this particular myothar. It might have been a wizard of tremendous power. It might have been a necromancer of great skill, and it might have possessed magic far greater than my own.
Nevertheless, it was kind of a whiner.
“But I have not violated any of the terms of my agreement with the High Queen of the Elves!” said the myothar. “I have not left the boundaries of the human city destroyed by the Reaping. I have not killed any of the human apes, save those that come into the city, and I only kill those. I have guarded the gate faithfully and slain any Archons and other creatures that have attempted to enter. These aspersions upon my conduct are unfair.”
“Archons tried to pass through the gate?” I said. “Do you raise them as undead?”
“Many times,” the myothar assured me. “I do not raise them as slaves. Instead, I eat them, for the flesh of Elves is delicious and digests well.” The myothar paused as if worried that it had said too much. “But I would not consume the Elves sworn to the High Queen. Only the traitors to her that come through the gate. I have been faithful to my given word! I have not betrayed the High Queen, and I have guarded the gate against her enemies.” 
“Then where have all those anthrophages been coming from?” I said, bluffing. I suspected that Nicholas might have some hidden away in his container yard. 
“That is not my doing,” said myothar. “They have not come through my gate. And it is not my fault that the High Queen is losing control of her human apes. Many anthrophages have been summoned in the port city filled with smoke. The rebellious humans have opened gates to the Shadowlands and made alliances with the Knight of Venomhold. I have not summoned anything from the Shadowlands. I only devour anything foolish enough to come through the gate.”
“I bet,” I said. “Well, you’ve convinced me. I don’t know why the High Queen was suspicious of you. I’ll go back to the Inquisition and tell them that you have kept the terms of your agreement with her.”
I started to take a step back.
“Wait.”
The myothar’s horrid voice boomed over the street, the whining note gone from it. 
“Why did you enter the ruined tower?” said the myothar.
I shrugged, wondering if the creature understood the gesture. “I was looking for you. You’re a hard man to find.” Though I didn’t know if the myothar was male. Come to think of it, I didn’t know if the myothars were male and female. Maybe if you chopped off a tentacle, it would grow into a new myothar after a few weeks. 
“You went into the cellars of the tower,” said myothar.
“So what?” I said. 
“I remember,” said the myothar, a hiss in its voice. “I remember from long ago, soon after the High Queen used the Reaping upon the city. The dead carpeted the streets, and I raised them as my slaves. But living humans still came here in secret, thinking to sneak past me. The human apes still thought they could overthrow the High Queen, so they came to seek the tomb below the tower.” 
“Did they?” I said. “I’ve never heard of it. Whose tomb is that?”
“The tomb of a human warlord who fought the High Queen,” said the myothar. “He was buried with a weapon, a weapon the humans thought they could use to defeat the High Queen. Dozens of them came, and I slew them all and made them my slaves. None have come seeking the weapon for a long time. The secret was lost…but it seems that more have come seeking it.”
“That’s a very interesting story,” I assured the creature. “I shall definitely include that in my report to the Inquisition.”
The myothar let out a wet, bubbling laugh. “You are not an agent of the Inquisition. You are a servant of the Rebel apes! I can smell the mark of the Dark Ones upon you. I shall slay you and make you my slave, and perhaps the High Queen will reward me when I tell her of the plot.”
“Sure,” I said. “Bye!”
I took another step backward and cast the Cloaking spell, vanishing from sight. I turned and ran towards my bicycle, intending to get to it and to get the hell out of here. 
The myothar lashed its tentacles through the air and screamed something, ghostly blue-white fire playing around its tentacles. Suddenly a huge, complex symbol of the same ghostly blue-white fire filled the street, wide enough that it covered everything from where I was standing to the ruined bridge. The glowing symbol didn’t hurt me, didn’t touch me, but I felt the power surging from it and flowing around me.
My Cloak spell collapsed, and the hundreds of undead turned towards me.
I recognized the glowing symbol for what it was. It was a Seal spell, a kind of focused ward, and it caused a specific effect within its boundaries. A Seal of Shadows blocked access to the Shadowlands, for instance, and I knew there were other kinds of Seals. 
This Seal seemed to be a Seal against illusions, and I confirmed it a second later when I tried to cast the Cloak spell again. The power gathered and then unraveled in the magic pulsing from the Seal beneath my shoes. So long as I stood within the massive Seal, I couldn’t use any illusion spells. 
Which mean that I couldn’t Cloak.
“Take the human female!” said the myothar, beginning to cast another spell. “Take her and bring her to me!”
This time green fire played around its waving tentacles as it started to gather power, and in perfect unison, hundreds of undead turned towards me. 
I had only a half-second to decide. I had a revolver under my coat, but I doubted the puny weapon would do much against a creature the size of the myothar. For that matter, the myothar was from another world, and bullets forged from the ores of Earth often had trouble wounding powerful creatures. That meant I had to strike it with magic. But which spell? The myothar looked like a nightmare from the bottom of the sea, which meant I didn’t think my ice spells would bother it. My fire spells probably wouldn’t hurt it either.
My lightning globes, though…I thought the translucent slime that coated the creature looked as if it could conduct electricity. 
It was time to find out.
I called power, and three lightning globes spun into existence over my hand. I flung out my arm, and the globes soared forward and slammed into the myothar’s head. 
As it turned out, the translucent slime coating the creature’s body made an excellent conductor of electricity.
The myothar howled in rage, its head thrown back, its tentacles lashing like wind-tossed hair. As it did, I saw its mouth, a pit lined with spikes, topped with a cruel beak the length of my leg. The undead rippled as the myothar howled, its furious cry echoing off the ruined buildings, and I realized that causing the myothar pain disrupted its control over the undead. 
I hit the myothar with another volley of lightning globes, and the creature staggered back, its arms and tentacles coming up to protect its head from the volleys. I readied another attack, and by then some of the undead drew close enough to attack. I cast another spell, calling a sphere of flame into existence above my fingers, and flung it out. The sphere hurtled forward and blasted through the head of the first undead, turning its skull to embers and sending the headless corpse to the street. 
The sphere kept going, directed by my will, and zipped left and right, blasting through the head of undead creature after undead creature. It was easier to drive the sphere through the skulls of the undead than the heads of living anthrophages. I supposed the undead were all dried out, and the magic of elemental fire burned through necromancy like a flame through dried leaves. 
The sphere had taken a dozen of the undead before its power drained away.
That only left a few hundred of them on the street, and tens of thousands more in the city.
The myothar let out a gurgling howl again and flung out its tentacles towards me. I recognized the type of spell and started another spell of my own, and I did it just in time. A bolt of blue-white lightning screamed down from the burning sky and thundered towards me, but I cast the spell to resist elemental forces that the Knight of Grayhold had taught me. The lightning blast hit me with a thunderclap and a blinding flare, but it rebounded from my spell and blasted a smoking crater on the side of the building facing the Willis Tower. My spell kept the lightning from incinerating me or making my heart explode in my chest, but the raw power knocked me back several steps, and my head swam with the effort of it. The myothar didn’t have the raw power of someone like Morvilind or Arvalaeon or a lord of the Shadowlands, but that didn’t matter. The creature had the power to maintain that huge Seal and throw massive bolts of lightning at the same time. 
It didn’t need to bother with the lightning. It could just let its undead pets take me apart. 
Dozens of the corpses rushed towards me, and I cast another spell. White mist swirled, and a curved wall of ice rose before me, six feet high and eighteen feet long. The undead smashed into it, and they kept coming. Chips of ice flew as they hammered into it, and with their inhuman strength, they would punch through the wall in a few seconds. They might not be able to see my body heat through the ice, but with the myothar guiding them, they didn’t need to rely on their own senses.
I had to be gone by then.
I focused on the building across the street as I cast a spell of telekinetic force. I hadn’t seen the name of this building on Nicholas’s old maps, but it had been a tall office tower of some kind. Most of the windows had been shattered over the centuries, and now it looked like some a massive rectangular honeycomb of brick and rusting steel. But the structure of the building was still sound, and my telekinetic grip settled around the steel beams of a window three floors off the ground.
And with that telekinetic grip, I pulled myself forward, shooting from the ground and into the air. 
My mind screamed with the strain of it, but I held on. Morvilind had taught me a basic telekinesis spell, and Arvalaeon had taught me several massively improved ones, and I had honed my skill with them during the decades in the Eternity Crucible. With the spell, I could move many times my own body weight, but it was still difficult to do over a long period. Lifting your own body weight over your head in a military press is difficult, but with sufficient training, you can do it. Carrying that same barbell over your head as you walk across the room is much harder, and that was what I was attempting to do. 

Nonetheless, I did it. 
I shot over the heads of the charging undead, and I saw the myothar’s squid-shaped head snap around to follow my ascent. I also saw it start to cast another spell, more blue-white light burning around its tentacles, and I hurtled towards the face of the building. I caught the edge of the frame with my hands and twisted around it, and I found myself in what must have once been an open-plan office of some kind. The ancient carpet crumbled beneath my shoes as I stumbled to a halt, and I saw rusted metal desks standing in rows. 
All that metal would conduct electricity quite well. 
I cast the spell to resist elemental forces just in time to save my life. The myothar’s next lightning bolt slammed into the metal skeleton of the building and erupted in a spray of sparks, fingers of lightning shooting through the walls and the ceiling. My spell protected me from the lightning, and I kept running. 
I needed a plan. I wasn’t getting back to my bicycle, and I needed to reach the Jackson bridge or one of the other intact bridges. First, though, I had to get out of range of the Seal spell. Once I did, I could Cloak in short bursts, run from building to building, and get out of Chicago. The myothar was powerful, but once I was far enough away, I doubted it could find me. Then it was just a matter of evading the undead, and I could get free of the city…
Dozens of gray blurs shot past the windows, and the undead landed in the ruined office, the arc of their leaps carrying them into the building.
“Damn,” I said. “I didn’t know they could do that.”
The undead charged, and I cast a spell, calling a sphere of fire into existence over my hands. I hurled the sphere, and it struck the floor in front of the undead and exploded. There hadn’t been time to gather much power, and the flames did little to the undead.
They did, however, cause the desiccated carpet to start burning. 
The fire spread quickly, slowing the undead as they shied away from the flames. In fact, it burst into flames far faster than I would have liked because the whole office started to burn. Having been burned to death at various times over the last century and a half, I had no wish to repeat the experience. I ran faster, heading for what looked like emergency stairs on the far side of the office area. 
I ripped open the heavy door, the hinges screaming, and saw concrete stairs descending into the gloom of the stairwell. I also saw the glow of green eyes ascending the stairs as undead rushed up towards me.
Not that way, then.
I shoved away from the door, coughing a little in the smoke that was starting to fill the air, and ran to another row of broken windows. I was facing to the west, towards the river, and below me I saw…Wacker Drive, that was it. I also saw another tall building on the other side of Wacker Drive, between me and the river, and that building looked solid. Certainly, it looked solid enough for a telekinetic grip. 
I sprinted for the window and leaped into the open air, Wacker Drive and the sidewalk forty feet below me, and caught the building in a telekinetic grip. 
As I did, I used the grip to swing over the street, using the building and my spell as a pivot. Jumping from a high place and using the spell as a pivot was much easier than pulling myself up, and I covered a good distance as I hurtled towards the ground. I hit the sidewalk on the far side of the street, and I dashed south at a full sprint towards the Jackson Boulevard bridge. As I ran, I tried casting the Cloak spell. Nothing happened, but I could still see the glowing lines of the Seal on the ground. I doubted the reach of the Seal would extend to the other side of the river, and if I could get there, I could Cloak and escape. 
I just had to get away from the undead. 
The damned things were fast, and dozens of them converged on me. For an instant, I thought about trying to block them with a wall of ice, but the street was too wide. 
That meant it was time to run for my life.
I sprinted for the bridge, my shoes slapping against the pavement. I tried to avoid the worst of the cracks as best I could. If I fell and hit the ground, I was finished. 
I tore around the corner and raced down the middle of the Jackson Boulevard bridge. Halfway across I whirled, calling power to myself, and cast a spell. A mob of undead poured after me, running at full speed, and I flung the most powerful fireball I could manage. It landed amid the charging undead and exploded with enough force that the bridge vibrated beneath my feet. For an instant, I was afraid that the force of the explosion would send the bridge crashing into the river, but it held. A miniature firestorm snarled across the bridge, holding back the undead.
I ran to the far side of the river and tried to Cloak again. It didn’t work, but the suppression effect felt patchier. I had almost reached the edge of the myothar’s Seal. Just a little further and I could Cloak again. A pity Morvilind hadn’t let me take the Nihlus Stone with me when he had sent me off on this miserable little errand. I could have used it to blast my way free of the Seal and then to Cloak.
I turned south as soon as I could once I crossed the river, heading towards the old freeway. That would be the fastest way out of the ruined city. If that was blocked off, I could use my telekinesis spells to jump from building to building. That might be faster, but I also wanted to preserve at least some of my magical strength for when I rejoined Swathe and Vass and Morelli. Showing any sort of weakness in front of men like that would be a bad idea. 
I ran alongside a tall brick building that had the look of a warehouse, and then things got worse.
Five of the undead leaped from the rooftop and hurtled towards me. The myothar must have sent them to lay an ambush for me, or it had summoned undead from the other parts of Chicago to lay a trap. Whatever had happened, they had surprised me, and I had barely a second to react.
I didn’t react fast enough.
I got four of the five. I cast the fire sphere spell, blasting one of them in midair as I threw myself backward. I stumbled and rolled across the uneven ground, and I sent the sphere drilling through the skull of the second undead as I regained my feet. The three remaining undead lunged at me. I sent the sphere hurtling through the heads of two more in a straight line, the elemental fire turning their skulls to embers and smoking coals.
I missed the fifth one, and it lunged at me. I dodged, starting another spell, and the thing seized my left forearm. I was casting my spell for telekinetic gauntlets, and I intended to hit the creature and send it flying backward. I expected it to reach for my head or throat.
Instead, it yanked my left hand up to its mouth and bit me.
The damned thing bit me. 
It really hurt. I mean, I was used to getting bitten to death, but I hadn’t expected the undead to bite me, and the pain took me off guard. I snarled in fury and finished my spell, my right fist hurtling forward to hit the undead in the forehead. The power of the telekinetic gauntlet ripped the undead free, taking a chunk of my left palm with it, and hurled the creature into the brick wall. It hit with enough force that the creature just sort of…fell apart in a dusty cloud of yellow bone and crumbling flesh. 
I stumbled back a step and looked at my left hand. It was a nasty bite, oozing blood, though it didn’t look like the undead creature had gotten any major blood vessels. It still hurt, though, and come to think of it, it was hurting more than it should have. The wound felt like it was burning. Had the creature injected some sort of venom with its bite?
Even as I looked, the skin at the edges of the wound started to turn gray.
Uh-oh.
I had thought the myothar would raise the undead itself. It hadn’t occurred to me that the myothar would make its undead contagious. 
The gray skin expanded a little as I looked at it, and the burning feeling in my hand got worse. The regeneration spell that Arvalaeon had taught me would probably heal both the wound and burn out whatever necromantic magic the myothar had pumped into my bloodstream. The problem was that while the regeneration spell would heal my wounds, it absolutely exhausted me, and I would fall unconscious for several hours afterward. 
Maybe several days, depending on how powerful the necromantic poison was.
That meant I had to get out of Chicago now. Right now. 
I turned and started running as fast as I could, calling magic as I did.
This time I could Cloak, and I Cloaked and kept running.
My memory of the next hour is a bit hazy.
I kept running, and for the first time since I escaped from the Eternity Crucible, I started to feel warm. Unfortunately, I felt warm because I was getting feverish. My blood felt like it was on fire. The gray patch on my hand was getting bigger, and it was getting bigger faster. 
Which meant I had to run faster. 
When I didn’t Cloak, I went to the rooftops, using my telekinesis spells to pull myself forward. Many of the roofs were intact, but some of them had collapsed, and I leaped from building to building, my coat flying out behind me as I jumped. Magical exhaustion started to set in, my head spinning. I was a lot stronger than I had once been, but everyone has limits, and I was hurtling towards mine at full speed. 
But I had plenty of motivation to keep pushing myself because thousands of undead chased me through the streets. If they caught me, the bite on my hand wouldn’t matter. 
I kept running, jumping, and Cloaking, my limbs trembling with magical and physical fatigue. The fever got worse. A couple of jumps I didn’t time things quite right, and the undead rushed me. I had to fight them, calling fire and ice and lightning to blast them down, driving the undead back long enough to Cloak and escape once more. 
I kept to the line of the freeway, sometimes running along the top of the causeway, sometimes dodging through the rubble beneath it. Soon it was all I could do to keep running, but I kept moving. I couldn’t give up. Russell needed me. I had failed him and everyone else I cared about, but I could do this, at least.
I had to get out.
Then suddenly I saw three men with guns standing in front of me, a van behind them. All three men looked alarmed, likely from the explosions and thunderclaps that I had been spreading through the city. It took a moment for my increasingly feverish brain to recognize Swathe, Vass, and Morelli. 
I staggered forward a few steps and looked back.
Hundreds of undead filled the street behind me, staring at me. The nearest one was only three yards away, but they did not pursue.
I had gotten out of the city.
“Behold,” said the nearest undead. “Three is the number of the trials that await you. And once you survive the trials three, the hammer of fire will fall from the sky and burn you to ash. What is the secret to withstand its wrath?”
The undead turned away, resuming their random milling about. 
I swallowed and turned back at the Rebels. I was having a hard time standing upright.
“You’re wounded,” said Swathe, pointing his pistol at me.
“Stay back,” I said. “And don’t panic. This is going to look a little weird.”
I wanted to lie down and sleep, but if I did that, I was going to get up again as one of the myothar’s pet undead. Instead, I called all my magical strength, forcing it through the channels of my exhausted mind, and I cast the regeneration spell.
That really hurt.
I screamed as my muscles went rigid, and golden light played up and down my skin. I felt the magic howl through me like a wave of fire, scouring the poison from my blood. The light blazed brighter around the wound in my hand, and the pain screwed up to a higher and higher level, until it felt like my body was going to explode.
Then the light winked out, and I fell to one knee, breathing hard, a deep chill rolling through me.
I lifted my shaking hands and looked at them.
The bite wound was gone, the gray skin had been restored to its normal color, and the feverish heat in my blood had vanished.
Darkness started close around me.
“I know where the tomb is,” I rasped, “but you three had better make sure I live long enough to tell Nicholas.”
And then I passed out on the street.
The last thing I saw was Swathe smirking at me.



Chapter 10: Reasons to Rebel
 
The regeneration spell that Arvalaeon had taught me could heal nearly anything, but it had side effects.
For one, there was the exhaustion. Whenever I used the spell, I experienced exhaustion proportional to the severity of the injury, and I could remain unconscious for days. That made it risky to use, and if there had been any other choice, I wouldn’t have used it in from of Swathe, Morelli, and Vass. 
And then there were the dreams. 
They were like fever dreams, but worse. They were nearly like vivid hallucinations, where dreams and reality and delusion twisted together and turned into a waking nightmare. 
In this dream, I walked through the ruins of Chicago, the sky burning overhead. Except it was the sky inside the Eternity Crucible, flame-colored and marked with ribbons of twisting energy. I strode through the artificial canyons of the city, but they were miles wide, and the ground was filled with tall stones.
Specifically, tombstones.
Every tombstone had been carved with the name NADIA MORAN, and I walked past thousands of my own gravestones. Well, that made sense, didn’t it? I had died thousands and thousands of times, and so in the fevered logic of the dream, it only seemed proper that I ought to have thousands upon thousands of tombstones to mark my many, many deaths. 
I stopped to gaze at one of the tombstones.
NADIA MORAN, the inscription read. SHE DIED AGAIN AND AGAIN. SHE DIED AND WENT TO HELL AND CAME BACK. SHE DIED AND IT BROKE HER.
A grave yawned before me, and I looked into it.
I saw myself lying in the grave, eyes closed, dressed exactly as I was now with black jeans, gray sweater, and black pea coat. My face was sallow and gaunt, my eyes closed. I stared down at my dead self. I knew what death felt like. Staying dead…I wasn’t sure how that felt. 
Maybe I had been wrong about the regeneration spell. 
Or maybe this was what staying dead was like. 
I turned and saw that my dead selves had risen from their graves, thousands of them, all their eyes shining green with necromantic magic. Terror flooded through me, and I turned and fled, and Chicago vanished.
Then I was in the foyer of a mansion, marble gleaming beneath my shoes, chandeliers glittering overhead, quiet music playing in the corners. A strong hand grabbed me and spun me around, and I found myself looking into the handsome face of Nicholas Connor.
He yanked me close and kissed me hard on the lips.
Revulsion flooded through me, and I ripped away with a snarl of fury. As I did, the flesh melted away from his smiling face, revealing the grinning skull that lay beneath it. The skull’s jaws yawned wide, and the blazing fire within it seemed to swallow me and the rest of the world. 
Then I was in the hallway of a burning building, and I saw Riordan at the other end of the hallway, looking at me. A surge of regret and guilt went through me, and I started to step towards him. I wanted to tell him that I was sorry, that I was so sorry, that I shouldn’t have broken up with him, that I hadn’t meant the horrible things I had said to him. That I had only been trying to protect him from the broken wreck of a person that I had become because I loved him.
I almost reached him, but tentacles of shadow exploded from the floor and wrapped around him, yanking him from sight. I screamed in rage as I called my power, flinging spheres of lightning in all directions, and the burning hallway vanished around me.
I was back in the ruins of downtown Chicago again.
“You are stronger than I thought.”
The myothar’s voice boomed out of the sky. 
“You resisted the gift of my blessing.”
“Blessing?” I shouted up at the sky, looking for the creature. “Is that what you call getting bitten by an animated corpse? What would you call getting punched in the face? A pleasant hello?” 
“You would have known peace,” said myothar, “and joy once your will was in my keeping.”
“Yeah, come out where I can see you,” I said, sweeping my eyes over the ruins, “and I’m going find out what fried squid smells like.” 
“You will fight to the bitter end,” said the myothar, “and your end shall be bitter indeed, wizard female. Behold! The Dark Ones have marked you. The end comes for you. Lift your eyes and perceive the form of your destruction.”
I looked at the sky, and I saw it. 
A hammer.
A massive hammer of flame hung suspended over the city, bigger than the skyscrapers, bigger than Willis Tower. 
The hammer fell, its head striking the earth, and the ruins of Chicago shattered, a wall of flame rushing through the city, its touch turning steel and concrete to ashes. My vision blurred, and I saw the fireball rushing to consume all of northern Illinois, leaving nothing but destruction in its wake. 
Then I knew nothing more.
 
###
 
Cold. 
That was the first thing I noticed. 
I was really cold. I was wearing my sweater and coat, but I was still chilly, even though the room felt hot. Bit by bit my brain started to flicker into something that resembled life, and I realized that I was lying in a bed.  I heard the rasp of my breath through my nostrils and dry mouth, and I felt the thrum of my pulse in my ears. 
That was good. If I was breathing and had a heartbeat, I hadn’t become one of the myothar’s pet undead. 
After a while, I managed to get my eyes open, and I turned my head to see where I was. I was in some sort of hospital room or infirmary. There was one other bed, currently unoccupied, and a long counter with a bunch of medical supplies. Next to the door was a chair, and in the chair sat Hailey Adams. She was wearing a red tank top and black shorts, and she had one long, toned leg folded over the other. A high-heeled sandal dangled from her foot, and her face was blank with concentration. I wondered if she was casting a spell, but then I saw that she had a book of word puzzles. Sudoku, it looked like. 
Then she saw me staring, and she couldn’t hide the fear before her cold mask dropped into place. 
“Well,” she said. “Looks like you’re not dead yet.” 
“Looks that way,” I said. I sat up. I didn’t fall over, and my head didn’t spin, though my joints ached and I felt tired and hungry. “Where are we?” 
“The infirmary at the warehouse,” said Hailey, watching me with icy wariness. “Sometimes the soldiers of the Revolution get injured or wounded, and Nicholas has Dr. Tocci or one of the other doctors treat them here.” 
“Yeah, I bet he does,” I said, looking at my hand. There was no sign of the bite, and the skin and flesh looked healthy. The regeneration spell had burned away the poison of the undead creature’s bite. I patted myself down, checking for other injuries, but other than the fatigue and the joint pain, I was fine. That was a relief. I had been afraid I would wake up to find myself drugged and chained to the wall in one of the brothels the Rebels kept for their soldiers. 
I guess Nicholas really, really wanted to know whatever I had learned in Chicago. 
“You sound surprised,” said Hailey. “Don’t you think Nicholas would take care of his wounded soldiers?” 
“I thought he would just feed them to his pet anthrophages.”
“Whatever,” said Hailey, disdain filling her tone. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Nicholas is a great man. He would never betray his people.”
“Uh-huh,” I said. I had better give it a minute before I tried to stand up. “Yeah, he’s all about the loyalty, Nicky is.”
“Like you would know,” snapped Hailey. “You betrayed him. He would have killed Duke Wraithmyr for his crimes, but you betrayed Nicholas and the other members of the Revolution to the Inquisition.” 
“That’s one way of looking at it,” I said. “How long was I out?”
Hailey said nothing for a minute, glaring at me. “Three days.” 
“Three?” I said. “Good Lord.”
Hailey smirked. “I’ll say this for you. You really upset that asshole Swathe. He thought Nicholas would blame him if you died.” 
“So, what are you doing here?” I said. “Were you going to smother me with a pillow?”
“I thought about it,” said Hailey. 
“Inefficient,” I said. “If you want to smother someone in their sleep, use a wet washcloth. It’s way less work.”
Hailey blinked and then shook her head. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“Oh, lots and lots and lots of things,” I said. I got to my feet and didn’t fall over. “You still didn’t say why you were here.”
“Nicholas wanted you watched 24/7 until
 you woke up,” said Hailey. “Dr. Tocci needed a break, so I volunteered.” 
“That was nice of you,” I said. 
“Dr. Tocci’s the nicest one here,” said Hailey. “She’s the one who recruited me into the Revolution. Nicholas’s other lieutenants are just dumb thugs, and that jerk Corbisher is the worst of them.” Her mouth twisted with distaste. “I know Nicholas needs them now, but he won’t for much longer.”
“Good for them,” I said. “Where’s Nicholas? I should probably talk to him.”
Hailey scowled. “Are you even human?” 
“That doesn’t answer my question,” I said.
Hailey sneered, tossed her puzzle book onto the table next to her chair, and stood up. She was taller than I was. Why did everyone have to be taller than I was? 
“Are you even human?” she said. 
“Last time I checked,” I said. 
“You’re way stronger with magic than someone our age should be,” said Hailey. “And I saw inside your mind.” That flicker of fear returned to her face before she got it under control again. “You died. You died a bunch of times. I know what a fake memory looks like, and I know how to implant them with the mindtouch spell. All of your memories were real. You died. So. What are you?"
“Impatient for this conversation to end,” I said.
Hailey’s scowl deepened as she folded her arms over her chest. “Were you really with Nicholas?” 
A wave of irritation and irrational jealousy went over me. I mean, I didn’t want Nicholas back, and if I could find a way to do it, I was going to kill him. I shouldn’t have cared what he did. But it did bother me a little that he had replaced me with someone prettier, curvier, blonder, and (worst of all) taller than me. It annoyed me to no end that I felt that way, especially after what I had just endured in the Eternity Crucible, but emotions aren’t rational.
“Yes,” I said. “I was young and stupid back then.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You’re two or three years younger than I am, I think.”
“No, I’m not.”
“So how old are you?” said Hailey. 
“One hundred and seventy-nine,” I said. 
“Fine,” said Hailey. “Don’t answer me. But I’m watching you. I know you betrayed Nicholas once before. I know he needs you now. But the minute I think you’re going to betray him again, I’m going to kill you.”
“Tell you what.” I grinned at her. “Why don’t you look inside my head right now and tell me what I’m thinking? Go on. I won’t stop you. Look inside my head again and see what happens.” 
“Don’t threaten me,” said Hailey. “Once I convince Nicholas that we don’t need you any more, you’re dead. You’ll be dead like that.” She snapped her fingers. 
“Yeah, because he loves you so much,” I said.
“What would you know about it?” said Hailey. “You betrayed him, and now you can’t have him.”
“I don’t…” I gave a shake of my head. “For God’s sake. You can have him. He’s a murdering liar who doesn’t care about anything but his own legacy, and you are welcome to every single inch of him.”
Hailey was spared the need to think up a rejoinder when the door opened. Dr. Andrea Tocci stepped into the infirmary and looked at us, blinking. 
“Ah,” she said. “Miss Stoker. You’re awake. How are you feeling?”
“Just wonderful,” I said.
“Nicholas will want to know right away,” said Dr. Tocci.
“I’ll tell him,” said Hailey.
Without another word, she disappeared into the hallway, the heels of her sandals slapping against the carpet. 
“I don’t think she likes me,” I said. 
“No,” said Dr. Tocci. “She does not.” She peered at me, blinking her dark eyes. She was wearing a loose white shirt and tan jeans and seemed surprised to see me. “I think you should have a seat.”
“Nope,” I said. “I’m going to see Nicholas.”
“You are probably not in very good shape at the moment,” said Dr. Tocci. 
She was right.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Three days of sleep and I’m right as rain.” 
“You were unconscious when they carried you in here,” said Dr. Tocci. “Your body temperature was eighty degrees Fahrenheit. Your pulse was about thirty beats a minute, sometimes a little less. By rights, you should be dead. At the minimum, you should be brain-dead, or in a coma. Instead, you’re on your feet and shooting off your mouth.” 
“Magic,” I said. 
“You didn’t need a nutrient drip,” said Dr. Tocci, “and you didn’t even need a bed pan.”
“Just as well. I didn’t bring a spare pair of pants. That would have been embarrassing. Thanks for looking out for me, but I do need to get to work.” 
“At least let me examine you,” said Dr. Tocci. “There could be side effects you don’t know about.”
She had a point, but there was no way that was happening. “Thanks, but no.”
“Then just have some water,” said Dr. Tocci. She stepped past me, reached into the cabinet, and drew out a bottle of water. “If you haven’t eaten anything or drank any water for the last there days, you should rehydrate.”
I laughed. “Seriously? You think I’m that stupid?”
Tocci blinked. “I don’t understand.”
“I know how the Rebels operate,” I said. “That water’s probably drugged. Either with something addictive so Nicholas can control me, or a sedative so I won’t put up much of a fight. I know how the Rebels keep women locked up and hand them out as rewards for their soldiers. So, no, I’m not going to let you treat me, and I’m not going to drink or eat anything you give to me. We clear on that, Dr. Tocci?”
She surprised me then.
She got angry. 
“How dare you judge me,” she said. “You don’t have the slightest idea of what you’re talking about. You don’t know anything about me.”
“I know the kind of company you keep,” I said. “Nicholas Connor and Martin Corbisher…”
“Nicholas Connor is a great man,” said Tocci.
“For God’s sake,” I said. “Does Hailey know you feel that way? If she does, maybe she can fret about you stealing away her psychotic boyfriend instead of me.”
“Nicholas freed me,” said Tocci.
“From what?” I said.
“Slavery,” spat Tocci, a fire in her dark eyes.
“You’re a doctor,” I said. “How does a doctor end up as a slave?”
“I made a mistake,” said Tocci. “I drank too much and hurt some people in a car accident. They were all right in the end, but…the laws about such things are strict. Forty lashes on Punishment Day. So, they stripped me naked in front of the crowd, tied me to the post, and gave me forty lashes. After that, my reputation was ruined, and I lost my license. I didn’t have money to pay my fine, and so to pay the fine, I was sold into slavery to Duke Rhanatar of Denver.” Her face twisted with anger and pain. “I was younger and prettier then, and if one of his men-at-arms pleased him, the Duke gave me to them as a reward. He let them do whatever they wanted to me, and I wasn’t the only one. I lived like that for years, little more than an animal. Then Nicholas rescued me, and I’ve followed him ever since.” Her nostrils flared. “You were the one who ruined the operation against Duke Wraithmyr, weren’t you?”
“Yes,” I said. 
“Don’t you dare treat me with contempt,” said Tocci. “Not when you’re a collaborator. Nicholas would have killed Wraithmyr in front of the crowd, and the people would have seen that the Elves aren’t invincible, that they can be beaten.” 
“Oh, really,” I said. “Did Nicholas happen to mention how he was going to assassinate the Duke?”
“A small bomb.”
“A small bomb?” I said, incredulous. “I saw his plans. I saw his bombs. The explosion would have leveled the stadium. There were a hundred thousand people there to watch the soccer match. Nicholas would have killed them all.”
“You’re a liar,” said Tocci. “Or dumb enough that you didn’t understand what kind of explosives you saw. Nicholas is a great man, and he’s going to defeat the Elves and free humanity.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “And what about the people the ‘small bomb’ would have killed?” 
“Collaborators,” said Tocci. “They would have deserved it.” 
“All the children there, too?” I said, and I saw Tocci flinch at that. “Were they collaborators? And what about the Dark Ones? Have you been to Venomhold? Have you seen the kinds of things that are allied to Nicholas?”
Tocci took an unsteady breath. “I admit the Dark Ones and their cultists are…unpleasant. And dangerous. But this is war. We have to do unpleasant and dangerous things to achieve victory in war.” 
“That’s always the excuse, isn’t it?” I said.
“You’re in no position to judge me,” said Tocci. “You’re a collaborator.”
“I am not,” I said. 
“Yes, you are,” said Tocci. “Nicholas told Hailey, and Hailey told me. You’re the shadow agent of some Elven lord or another. You work for the Elves willingly.”
“Not willingly,” I said. “What, do you think I went to a jobs site on the Internet and applied for the position of shadow agent? I was recruited, and I didn’t have much choice in the matter.” 
“But you could work for the Revolution,” said Tocci. “You could help us so much. We don’t have anyone with skills like yours. Nicholas and some of the other wizards are powerful, but not like you. They can’t do the things that you can. Just think of all the things you could do to help free humanity.” 
“The Elves are terrible, and the High Queen is a tyrant,” I said. I pointed at her. “The Rebels are worse.”
“How dare you say that,” said Tocci. “After what they did to me…”
“Yeah, well, that sucks,” I said. I suppose I should have been more sympathetic, but one of the nasty side effects of surviving the Eternity Crucible was that it had burned all the empathy out of me. “The Elves and Duke Rhanatar did a terrible thing to you, but maybe you shouldn’t have drunk so much. But I’ve seen the Rebels set off bombs that killed children and pregnant women.”
“Nicholas didn’t do that,” said Tocci. “You stopped his plan, and…”
“It was one of his lieutenants, and one of his plans,” I said. “I saw an Archon attack. The Rebels opened the gates. The Rebels invited the Archons here, and they killed hundreds of people, and they carried off more as captives. I’ve seen Venomhold, I’ve fought a Dark One, and I’ve seen the kind of allies Nicholas has made. The Elves are tyrants. The Rebels are mass murdering terrorists. At least the Elves leave most people alone if they follow the laws and pay their taxes.”
“You are a collaborator,” said Tocci.
“I’m not on the Elves’ side,” I said. “I’m not on your side. I’m…” I started to say that I was on Russell’s side, but that would have been stupid. “I’m on my side.”
“Your side,” said Tocci with scorn. “Then you’re looking out for yourself and no one else.”
“Well, no one else is going to look out for me, so I might as well do it.” 
“Then you are beneath contempt,” said Tocci. 
“Hey,” I said. “Tell you what. The next time you talk to Nicholas, ask him how many people this big plan of his is going to kill. Go on, ask him. He’ll spin some grand lie about how he doesn’t want to kill anyone. But he doesn’t care about that. He doesn’t care about anything but Nicholas Connor and the legend he intends to carve across history. That’s all.”
Tocci scoffed. “Hailey is right. He did leave you, and you’re bitter about it. That’s all it is.”
“And you think I’m blind to the truth,” I said. “Believe whatever you want, Dr. Tocci.”
“You could do such good for the Revolution,” said Tocci in a quiet voice. “You…”
The door opened again, and Hailey stuck her head through the door.
“Having a nice talk?” she said with a hard-edged smile. “I could hear you down the hall.”
“Yeah, loads of fun,” I said. “What?” 
“Nicholas wants you,” said Hailey.
I couldn’t resist. “Obviously.”
Hailey’s expression turned cold and hard. “Very funny. He wants to talk to you about Chicago.” She smirked at me. “I hope you had fun the first time because you’re going back very, very soon.” 



Chapter 11: Planning Phases
 
I followed Hailey to the stairs.
“What, no elevator?” I said. 
She gave me a baleful look as she opened the door. “The stairs burn calories. Some of us are concerned about staying in shape.” 
I resisted the urge to laugh as we started up the stairs. This was ridiculous. Hailey thought I was competing with her for Nicholas, no matter what I said. We were in the middle of a life-and-death struggle, and Hailey still wanted to play stupid interpersonal games with me…and I was annoyed enough that I played them right back.
I couldn’t stop myself. I did laugh that time. 
“What?” snapped Hailey, glaring at me.
“We’re all idiots, you know that?” I said. 
“You’re insane,” said Hailey. 
“Well,” I said. “You’re not wrong.” 
“What did Nicholas ever see in you?” said Hailey as we climbed to the top floor. “Were you like this when he met you?”
“No,” I said. “I was a bit less crazy back then.”
“Then what happened to you?” said Hailey.
I grinned at her. “I died a whole lot.”
That shut her up, thankfully.
We entered Nicholas’s office. Nicholas sat at his desk, its surface covered with books and papers, his computer monitor displaying what looked like a terrain map of somewhere in the western United States. Colorado, I thought, or maybe Wyoming. Nicholas shut off the display as we approached and regarded us with a cool gaze. No doubt he enjoyed the sight of watching his current girlfriend and his ex-girlfriend walking up to him at the same time. 
Hailey transformed around him. 
Her eyes went wide, and a white smile spread over her face. She stood up straighter, her shoulders thrown back to emphasize her chest. She all but swayed across the room and settled into Nicholas’s lap, giving him a kiss as she did. Nicholas did not respond. At least, he didn’t respond very much. He gave her a faint smile, but otherwise did not lean into her or put his arm around her. He had to know what she was doing as much as I did. 
“I brought you the Inquisition collaborator, Nicholas,” said Hailey. 
I rolled my eyes and waited. 
“I see that, Hailey,” said Nicholas. “I need to talk with her alone.”
Hailey flinched. “Alone?”
“Yes, alone,” said Nicholas. “You know the rules of the Revolution. Each one of us only knows as much as necessary, lest we fall into the hands of the Inquisition. I’ll see you at dinner.”
Hailey’s expression turned thunderous, and she heaved to her feet and stalked away without another word.
She slammed the door with more force than necessary.
Nicholas and I stared at each other for a moment.
“I bet you’re sleeping alone tonight,” I said.
Nicholas raised an eyebrow. “Do you think so? Volunteering to fill the lack?” 
“You’re appalling,” I said. “She’s obviously in love with you, and you’re flirting with me behind her back.” Of course, I already knew he was willing to murder thousands of people to achieve his goals. Compared to that, what was cheating on a girlfriend? 
And Riordan had been in love with me, and I had forsaken him.
No. That had been for his own good. His own protection from me. 
“As it happens, Hailey has always craved a strong male presence in her life,” said Nicholas. “Before dinner, she will return to me and apologize. I’ll tell her that all is forgiven…and then I won’t need your services tonight at all.”
“Then she’ll suddenly learn how to Cloak?” I said. “Neat trick.” 
Nicholas leaned back in his seat. “You don’t like her, do you? I didn’t think you were the jealous type, Kat, but…”
“It’s been three years, Nicky,” I said, putting stress on the nickname. “I told you, I’m married with a child. I’ve moved on. So have you. In fact, I bet you’ve moved on multiple times. Is she, what, the third or fourth woman you’ve been with in the last three years?”
“Only four?” said Nicholas. “Kat, I’m wounded. You underestimate me so.” 
“You have no idea,” I said. “So. Do you want to get to work, or shall we trade insults some more?” 
“Please,” said Nicholas. “Be seated.” 
I grabbed one of the loose chairs and dragged it over to the front of his desk. As I sat down, I noticed that the chairs all had slightly shortened legs so Nicholas would seem to tower over any guests from the other side of his desk. To compensate, I leaned back in the chair and rested my shoes on the edge of his desk. Nicholas’s lips thinned a little but he said nothing.
It irritated me that we knew each other well enough that we could insult each other even without speaking. 
“I am surprised,” said Nicholas, no trace of annoyance in his voice, “that you’re still alive.”
“Honestly,” I said, “so am I.”
“Swathe and Corbisher said that you had hundreds of undead chasing you as you fled the city,” said Nicholas. “After you passed out, Dr. Tocci was sure that you were going to die. Evidently, your body temperature, blood pressure, and heart rate were low enough that you should have died.”
“What can I say?” I said. “I made a miraculous recovery.”
“A recovery induced by magic,” said Nicholas. “That healing spell of yours seems to be most effective. Perhaps you could teach it to me.”
“Maybe if you ask nicely,” I said, “Natalya Karst will teach it to you. Since you and she are friends now.”
Nicholas’s smile was thin. “The Knight’s friendship carries a price, and I know better than to bother her with trivial requests. How did the undead wind up chasing you to the boundary of the city? I thought you could Cloak.”
“I can,” I said, “but the myothar was waiting for me. Or it was waiting for someone to visit Willis Tower again.” 
“Explain,” said Nicholas.
I recounted to him my various misadventures in the ruins of Chicago. Nicholas listened without interrupting, without questions. Halfway through I realized that sitting with my feet on his desk was a strain on my ankles, so I got up and started pacing as I talked. Nicholas leaned back in his chair and listened, doing that thing with his hands where he made a little tent in front of his chest. It should have looked pompous, but it only made him look thoughtful. 
Of course, he really was thoughtful. The problem was that his brilliant mind was unhindered by anything resembling a conscience.
“Interesting,” said Nicholas when I had finished. “Interesting indeed. How did the myothar even guess that you were there? It must have suspected a Cloaked wizard, else it would not have cast the dispelling spell in the first place.” 
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I can think of a few possibilities. Maybe it could smell me. It couldn’t smell me through the Cloak, but the Cloak wouldn’t extend to any scent trail I left behind. Maybe it realized I was there from the reaction of its undead. They sensed my presence a few times before I Cloaked or hid behind the ice wall. The myothar can probably see through their eyes when it wants to.” I snapped my fingers. “Or maybe it just saw the bicycle. I left it propped against the wall outside Willis Tower. Maybe the myothar happened to be walking by and saw a bicycle there, realized that someone had snuck into the city, and sat outside to wait.” 
“It may well be a combination of all of those things,” said Nicholas. “Certainly, the myothar are more intelligent than either humans or Elves. Nevertheless, you did find Jeremy Shane’s tomb?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Lowest basement of the tower. It’s in a bank vault. I would have opened the tomb and taken that briefcase you wanted, but there was no way I could get inside.”
And I would have looked inside that briefcase to see what Nicholas wanted so badly.
“A bank vault,” muttered Nicholas, staring into the distance. “Of course it had to be in a bank vault. Then again, if it had been stored in anything less secure, it would have disappeared centuries ago.” His cold eyes snapped back to me. “The plaque you saw next to the door. What else did it say?”
I shrugged. “His dates of birth and death, a thumbnail biography…and it also said ‘Operation Sky Hammer’ and that the keys to humanity’s freedom lay within. I’m going to guess that’s thing you want…”
My voice trailed off. Nicholas had sat up straighter, his eyes blazing. The last time I had seen him look so keen had been when he had been planning to bomb that stadium with Sergei Rogomil. 
“Operation Sky Hammer?” said Nicholas. “It said that? You’re absolutely positive?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I took a video if you don’t believe me. I suppose we’ll need that to plan the next steps.”
“Yes,” said Nicholas. “Yes, we will.” He let out a breath. “I was right. At long last, I was right.”
“Operation Sky Hammer,” I said. “What is it?”
“Just what it said on the plaque,” said Nicholas. “The key to humanity’s freedom.”
“Great,” I said. “What is it? A weapon? A bomb? What?”
“It was,” said Nicholas, “the plan Secretary Shane was preparing when he was assassinated. Unfortunately for mankind, the idiots who assassinated Shane and took over his insurgency lacked both his vision and foresight, which was why they failed. They didn’t know what he was planning.”
“But you do,” I said. 
Nicholas only smiled. 
“Fine, don’t tell me,” I said. “But unless we figure out a way to get that bank vault open without the myothar killing us in the process, then whatever they buried Shane with is going to stay down there.” 
“Yes, I am aware of the difficulty, thank you,” said Nicholas. He tapped his fingers together again, thinking. “Which is why I asked the Forerunner to procure a thief with your particular talents. I had hoped you could simply stroll into the tomb and walk off with the briefcase. Unfortunately, it seems that it is impossible. Well, this won’t be the first complication we’ve faced. You said you videoed your excursion into Chicago?”
I nodded. 
“Perhaps it is time to share that video,” said Nicholas.
I didn’t let him touch my phone. It was a burner phone, true, but there was no way I was going to let him handle any electronic device I used, for much the same reason I wouldn’t have eaten anything Dr. Tocci gave me. Nicholas closed the shades and dimmed the lights, and I plugged my phone into his projector and turned it to face a blank section of wall. A memory flashed through my mind as he did that. He had closed the shades and dimmed the lights in the same way in his apartment in Los Angeles as I had lain naked on his bed, smiling at him and waiting for him to undress and join me. 
What a fool I had been. 
I grimaced at the memory and turned my attention to my phone.
We watched the video three times. I fast-forwarded through most of it. Around halfway through the second viewing, I started to get a little queasy. I had no idea my head moved so much while I was walking. Nicholas had me rewind and pause several times during my walk through the basement levels of Willis Tower, and he produced a notebook and began scribbling notes. I knew that expression. He was planning something. 
“You’ve got an idea,” I said. 
“Several,” he said once the video stopped for the final time. “However, they need some refinement.” He crossed to his desk and picked up his phone. “Swathe? Call the others together in the conference room. Everyone is to be there in twenty minutes. We have a robbery to plan.”
“A robbery,” I said. 
“That is exactly what we are doing, Kat,” said Nicholas. “We are planning a robbery. We’re going to steal from a myothar and its undead army.” 
“Super,” I said.
 
###
 
We returned to our usual places in the conference room on the first floor.
Nicholas sat at one end of the table, and I sat at the other. Swathe, Vass, and Corbisher resumed their usual spots. Morelli settled in the corner and ignored everyone. Swathe and Corbisher commenced glaring at me at once, which I ignored. Vass sat down with a sigh and offered me a jovial grin. 
“Miss Stoker,” said Vass. “You are looking remarkably healthy.”
“Thanks,” I said. In fact, I had a headache, and I was thirsty and hungry and wanted to sleep, but I had already displayed enough weakness to this gang of murderers. 
“Actually, you look like you’re on the verge of death,” said Corbisher. He wasn’t wrong. I had stopped by the bathroom to splash some water on my face, and I was pale and drawn, with dark circles under my eyes. I looked sick and exhausted, which was better than looking like an undead corpse with glowing green eyes.
“True,” I said. I twirled a lock of hair around my fingers. “But I’ve still got all my hair.”
Corbisher, who had lost most of his hair to the bloodrat, glared at me. Vass guffawed. 
Hailey and Dr. Tocci arrived after that. Tocci sat down without saying anything, staring at the table. Hailey scowled at me and sat with her arms folded. 
“Thank you all for coming,” said Nicholas. “As you have no doubt realized, Miss Stoker returned from her scouting expedition to Chicago, and the time has come to plan the next phase of our operation. Miss Stoker?”
I gave them a thumbnail sketch of my discovery of Shane’s tomb and my encounter with the myothar. 
“Then you screwed it up,” said Corbisher. “You weren’t supposed to be discovered.”
“Corbisher’s right,” said Hailey. Corbisher blinked in surprise. “The myothar and its pets will be ready for you a second time.” 
“If either of you can do better,” I said, “then you’re welcome to do so.”
“Enough,” said Nicholas. “Setbacks are challenges to be overcome, and nothing is accomplished by wallowing in them. The fact that Miss Stoker escaped alive with valuable information is victory enough for now. Admittedly, it would have been convenient if she could have looted Secretary Shane’s tomb, but we all knew that was a long shot at best. Now the question is how to proceed.” 
“There are thousands of undead in Chicago,” said Corbisher, “and the myothar is a powerful wizard. How can we possibly proceed against it?” 
“In the same way we would proceed against any superior force,” said Nicholas. “With planning, discipline, and timing. I appreciate your concerns, Martin, but you know I will not tolerate defeatism.” 
“I am not indulging in any defeatism,” said Corbisher. “I am pointing out the difficulties that we face.”
“Agreed,” said Nicholas. “Let us find ways to overcome those difficulties.”
“Miss Stoker,” said Morelli. I glanced at him in surprise. It was the first time he had addressed me. “You seem certain that these creatures can sense body heat?” 
“I am,” I said. “Fireballs distracted them, and when I hid behind walls of magical ice, they couldn’t find me.”
“She’s right,” said Swathe. “I saw her use a fireball at the edge of the ruins. Dozens of them rushed to look at the hot spot left over from the explosion.”
“That may be part of the solution,” said Morelli, looking at Nicholas. “Thermobaric weapons and incendiary bullets.”
“Where are you going to get thermobaric weapons?” I said. I knew the basics of how thermobaric weapons worked. It was like a fancy firebomb that sucked the oxygen out of the surrounding air to create a hotter explosion than a conventional bomb. If the undead could see heat, using thermobaric weaponry on them would be like shining spotlights into the eyes of living soldiers. 
“We have a stockpile on hand,” said Nicholas. He smiled at me. “They’re occasionally useful for dealing with collaborators.” 
I glanced at Tocci, but she didn’t seem to be listening. 
“If we can hide a ring of thermobaric bombs around the base of Willis Tower,” said Morelli, “we can conceal our movements from the undead when we set them off. That should give us time to get into the basement, open the vault, and get out again.”
“You can open the vault door?” said Nicholas.
Morelli nodded. “Easily. It only requires shaped charges to take the door off the hinges. Granted, that does not make it easy to rob a vault undetected, but if we are successful, I doubt the myothar will complain to the High Queen. I will need to review any images or video taken of the vault.”
“Miss Stoker will provide you with the video,” said Nicholas. “Now, we also need to consider the method of reaching Willis Tower and retreating again. Miss Stoker can Cloak. None of the rest of us can share that ability.”
“Perhaps she can teach those of us with magical ability the spell,” said Corbisher.
Yeah. Like I was going to teach him the Cloak spell.
Before I could tell him off, Nicholas spoke. “That would be a waste of time. The Cloaking spell is exceedingly difficult to master, and it takes decades of practice to learn to walk while Cloaked.”
“One wonders where Miss Stoker learned,” said Corbisher.
“Well,” I said, grinning at him and thinking of the Eternity Crucible. “I’d be more than happy to take you to the place where I learned it.” 
Corbisher harrumphed but said nothing more.
“Maybe a rift way?” said Hailey. “I can cast the rift way spell. The Knight taught me on our last trip to Venomhold.”
Nicholas smiled. “Ordinarily, that would be a good idea, but it would be too risky for this operation. Any rift way opened within Chicago would be influenced by the stable gate in the center of the city. I don’t know where that gate leads in the Shadowlands, but I do know it’s somewhere outside of the influence of the Knight of Venomhold. We might open a rift way and end up facing something more dangerous and powerful than the myothar.”
Hailey’s face fell, but she nodded. 
“Also,” I said, “the myothar can cast Seal spells. Almost certainly it knows the Seal of Shadows spell. If it finds us and casts the Seal of Shadows over us, we can’t open a rift way.”
“Motorized transport will be necessary,” said Morelli.
Corbisher snorted. “What, a car or a truck? There’s no way they could get through that many undead. I suppose we could rent a bulldozer, but even that would get stuck after a few hundred undead.”
“A helicopter is the answer,” said Vass with a broad smile.
“Just because you’re a helicopter pilot doesn’t mean that the answer to every single problem is a helicopter,” said Corbisher. 
“In this case, I’m afraid it is,” said Vass, folding his hands over his belly. “Helicopters, planes, and even zeppelins overfly Chicago on a regular basis. The undead might be able to jump, but they cannot fly, and the myothar will obey its promise to the High Queen. It might try to kill any human that sets foot in the city, but it doesn’t attack aircraft.”
“If the helicopter lands,” I said, “the undead will attack.”
“That is what the thermobaric weapons and the incendiary bullets are for,” said Vass. 
“Then we have the skeleton of a plan,” said Nicholas. “We will place thermobaric bombs, wired to burner phones, around the perimeter of Willis Tower. Once the time is right, we shall detonate the bombs, distracting the undead and the myothar, and we will take a helicopter to Chicago. While the undead are distracted, we will rush into the tower, breach the tomb, and escape with the briefcase before the myothar can react.”
“Okay,” I said. “How are you going to get that many thermobaric bombs hidden around Chicago?”
They all looked at me.
I sighed. “Great.”
 
###
 
We spent the next two hours planning. 
As much as it annoyed me to admit it, Nicholas was a good leader. He assigned tasks, set clear areas of responsibility, and laid out expectations. Of course, that had its dark side. All his lieutenants were competing for his favor and approval, even Hailey, and they would happily stab each other in the back. If Corbisher had been able to get away with it, I had absolutely no doubt he would have killed both Vass and Hailey, and Hailey and Vass would have killed him right back before they killed each other. 
If the Rebels spent this much time bickering, no wonder they hadn’t managed to overthrow the High Queen and the Elves in the last three hundred years. 
Yet Nicholas had forged them into an effective team. I felt a flicker of misgiving as we laid out our plans. With my abilities, Nicholas could achieve far more than he could otherwise.
Just what was I helping him to do? 
Three jobs. I just had to survive three jobs, and then I was done with him. I could bring the Inquisition down onto his head, and whatever he had planned would die with him. 
Once the meeting was done, Nicholas dismissed his lieutenants for the day. They would return tomorrow to begin their tasks, and I would have to help Vass and Morelli hide thermobaric bombs in the ruins of Chicago. I really didn’t want to go back to Chicago, but I didn’t have any choice. 
I was almost the last one out of the conference room, but Hailey lingered to talk to Nicholas. 
I stopped just around the doorframe, out of sight, listening to their conversation. 
“Yes?” said Nicholas, his voice calm.
“Nicholas,” said Hailey. “I…I just wanted to apologize.”
My blood went cold, remembering how he had predicted that she would apologize. He could control her as easily as he said. Had Nicholas manipulated me that effectively when we had been together?
Was he manipulating me even now? 
I detested Nicholas as much as I had once loved him, and perhaps that cunning mind of his could exploit my loathing for him just as easily he used Hailey’s love and desire for him. 
“It’s all right,” said Nicholas. “I forgive you. I know how much Miss Stoker upsets you, but we’re working with her for the greater good of the Revolution.” 
“I just can’t stand that woman,” said Hailey. “Bad enough she’s such a jerk, but…Nicholas, she’s insane. I looked into her mind, and she’s insane. Worse, she hates all of us, but she especially hates you. Katrina Stoker is powerful, crazy as a syphilitic rat, and she hates you personally. I’m afraid of what she’s going to do to us. I’m afraid of what she might do to the Revolution and to all your work.”
“I understand,” said Nicholas. “And I’ve taken precautions. Katrina is dangerous, but we need her help for now. And once we’re done, I’ll deal with her. I promise you that.”
“Thank you,” said Hailey, her voice quavering a little.
“Come here,” said Nicholas.
I shook my head and stepped past the doorway. 
Hailey didn’t see me. Her head was buried against Nicholas’s chest, her back to me. She didn’t see me. 
Nicholas was looking right at me. 
Likely he had known I had been there the entire time, and this little conversation had been as much for my benefit as for Hailey’s. 
He smirked at me, but his eyes were cold, cold, cold. 
I flipped him the bird to cover my misgivings and kept walking. Tonight, I was going to eat a smoothie and drink maybe a gallon of water.
Tomorrow, we would prepare to steal something from beneath the tentacles of a myothar and its undead army.



Chapter 12: Bombers
 
As it turned out, Morelli had access to a freaking lot of thermobaric weapons. 
When he and Nicholas had been discussing them, I had been thinking of something like rack-mounted missiles designed for helicopter use. Instead, Morelli had a whole bunch of rocket-propelled grenades. They were metal cylinders about three times the length of a standard hand grenade, their sides covered with warning messages written in Russian. The thermobaric grenades looked extremely dangerous, and I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near one when it went off. Getting burned to death is a nasty, nasty way to die.
Believe me, I knew that firsthand.
Morelli had ideas to make them even nastier. 
He found a whole lot of plastic five-gallon jerry cans and burner cell phones. Since I had experience with improvised explosives thanks to my adventures in the Eternity Crucible, I wound up helping him prepare the bombs. We filled up each of the cans with gasoline and secured the grenades to their sides with zip ties. Once that was done, we activated the burner phones, noted the numbers, and wired the phones to the grenades’ detonators. All Morelli needed to do then was to dial the burner phone’s number, wait a few seconds, and boom. The thermobaric weapon would explode in a burning shock wave, and it would also spray ignited gasoline in all directions. 
It would be a brutal weapon, but it would generate a lot of heat, and hopefully that would distract the undead. Maybe we would even get lucky and injure the myothar itself.
Morelli and I worked on the bombs in an empty warehouse, and at Morelli’s insistence, we stored the finished bombs well away from each other. Otherwise, one mistake might set off all the bombs at once, and that would be bad. An explosion of that size would draw the attention of Homeland Security, and not even Nicholas and Corbisher would be able to bribe their way out of a disaster on that scale.
And that would be…maybe that wouldn’t be bad. 
Doubt gnawed at me as I wired another cell phone to a grenade. I had done a lot of bad things in my life. I knew that, and I admitted it, at least to myself. But I always had the excuse that I was doing it because Morvilind was forcing me to do it, that Russell would die if I did not cooperate. 
That was also true now, I supposed. 
But was I going too far? 
Stealing relics from Elven lords and frost giant ambassadors was one thing. Actively assisting the Rebels was something else entirely. Nicholas and Dr. Tocci might talk a big game about the Revolution and freedom, but I knew Nicholas was an evil man. I knew Corbisher was an evil man. I had seen the kind of things they had done with my own eyes, seen the victims of their schemes with my own eyes. 
And I was helping them. 
Riordan had told me a couple of times that he thought I used Russell’s frostfever as an excuse, that I used his need for a cure to justify doing things that I knew were wrong. At the time, I had gotten a little annoyed with him. Now, as I helped wanted terrorists build improvised explosive devices, I saw that he had a point.
I knew that the Eternity Crucible had broken me. 
Had it also made me into a monster? 
Russell would be horrified if he knew what I was doing now. 
Hailey had looked into my mind and called me dangerous and insane.
I brooded on all of this, using the complicated work of preparing the bombs to hold back the dark feelings. It was a great way to take my mind off my troubles because one mistake would get me killed. 
I finished another bomb and straightened up, brushing the dust from my knees, and saw Morelli approach. 
“What?” I said. “Did I screw something up?” 
“No,” said Morelli, his expression bland as ever. “You did not. In fact, your work is excellent. When Nicholas said that you were going to help me, I was disturbed. One mistake and we might die a fiery death. But you are quite good at this.”
“Thanks so much,” I said. 
Morelli shrugged. “I don’t give compliments. I state facts. It is frankly baffling that a pretty young woman would know how to wire a bomb properly while possessing unusual magical skill, but here you are.”
“Pretty young woman?” I said. “If you’re trying to flirt with me, I should warn you that it is really a bad idea.”
Morelli snorted. “No, Nicholas is the one who seduces damaged women. I would prefer to shoot you in the head and get it over with.”
“I can’t believe I’m about to say this,” I said, “but I think I preferred the flirting.” 
Morelli shrugged again. “It’s not personal. It’s just business. You’re obviously an Inquisition agent, and you’re just as obviously going to try and turn us in once your deal with the Forerunner is done. Better to shoot you now. I don’t like loose ends. I like everything neat and tidy.”
He said it with an utter lack of rancor. Like an accountant stating his preference for a certain brand of tax software over another. 
“Right,” I said. “So how does a member of the European Union Security Directorate end up with the Rebels in America?”
“Classified,” said Morelli. 
“Let me guess,” I said. “The Elves killed your wife, or your girlfriend, or killed your dog or stole your car or something, and now you want revenge.” 
Morelli actually laughed. “Do you take me for Dr. Tocci or Hailey with their sad stories? No, I was part of the Directorate, but my heart belonged to the Men of Honor.”
“Men of Honor?” I said, and then an old detail I had learned from one of Morvilind’s retainers popped into my head. “Wait. You were in the mafia?” 
“A vulgar word,” said Morelli. “Our proper title is the Men of Honor.” 
“But I thought the High Queen exterminated all the organized crime groups,” I said. Even as I said it, I knew that it wasn’t true. I used to fence stolen merchandise with a gentleman named Mr. Rojo in Los Angeles, and his organization possessed influence on both sides of the US-Mexican border. 
“Just as the High Queen has ended prostitution, theft, murder, crime, and the evil within the hearts of men?” said Morelli.
“Point taken.”
“The Men of Honor, in fact, support the High Queen and the nobles fervently,” said Morelli. “There are always rich men who need things done quietly, even when those rich men are Elves, and the Men of Honor are there to do them. Such things are governed by unwritten rules, and so long as we stayed within the rules, the Men of Honor were allowed to go about their business.” 
“And you broke those rules,” I said. 
“Spectacularly,” said Morelli. “The head of my family abandoned me, and they would have handed me over to the Directorate. I had no wish to end up on a Punishment Day video, so I fled. In time, I met Nicholas, went to Venomhold with him, and joined the Rebels.” His dark eyes glinted. “When the Rebels are victorious and the High Queen overthrown, I shall return to Italy. I shall walk into the family’s house in Naples. And I shall make the Men of Honor regret their abandonment of me.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Bet that will be loads of fun.” So, Nicholas’s crew consisted of a disgraced corporate executive turned Rebel, a girl from an abusive home who had become a Dark Ones cultist, a doctor with a drinking problem who had been enslaved, and an exiled mafia assassin who wanted vengeance against his former associates. 
And then there was me. Honestly, where did Nicholas find people like us?
“It will,” said Morelli. “But before we enjoy our fun, we must suffer through the work. If we are diligent, we can finish another thirty bombs before the end of the day.”
We went back to work. We actually finished another thirty-two bombs. 
While we did this, Nicholas busied himself with other preparations. Frequently he consulted me with a question on some point or another, and he adjusted his plans depending on my answer. 
I overheard several arguments between Corbisher and Nicholas. Because Vass's helicopter would be flying over the ruins of Chicago, it would show up on the radar of local airports stretching from Milwaukee to Detroit. Corbisher wanted to file fraudulent flight plans with those airports, but Nicholas said it would be simpler to bribe the flight controllers, and Nicholas got his way. Corbisher insisted the bribes would be noticed in time, but I thought Nicholas was right. Flight plans would be scrutinized more closely than simple radar records because a troublemaker could cause a lot more trouble with a hijacked plane or zeppelin. 
Corbisher didn’t like spending the money. But if he didn’t want to worry about money, he shouldn’t have let me steal Armand Boccand out from under his nose in Minneapolis. 
Nicholas also decreed that Hailey and Corbisher would accompany us to Chicago when we went to break into the tomb. Both Hailey and Corbisher were wizards, could draw upon their Dark Ones for augmented power, and more to the point, they both knew the lightning globe spell, which as far as I knew, was the only spell that could harm the myothar. 
They demonstrated their skills for me one morning after Morelli and I had finished working on the bombs. I didn’t want to do it, but Nicholas thought I might be able to show Corbisher and Hailey a few pointers on focusing and improving their spells. At first, I refused, but Nicholas pointed out that someone distracting the myothar at a critical moment might save my life, so I relented. 
We stood behind the central warehouse, out of sight from the street. Corbisher was wearing his usual suit, and Hailey a halter top that left most of her toned stomach bare, tight shorts, and high-heeled sandals. I was wearing my usual coat and sweater. I suppose we looked like an extremely weird trio. 
Especially after we started shooting lightning globes. 
“I say again,” said Corbisher, “that this is a waste of time, and I doubt you can show us anything useful.”
“Yes,” I said. “I heard you when you said that to Nicholas. The first twelve times.” Hailey snickered. “But let’s get this over with. Show me what you can do.”
Corbisher went first, drawing himself up. Blue-white sparks snarled around his fingers, knitting together into a lightning globe. He thrust out his hand, and the globe soared from his palm to explode against the side of the building. He had cast the spell with more wasted movement than was necessary, no doubt to make it look more dramatic. Hailey went next, the muscles in her arms and legs visibly clenching as she drew the magic together. She wasn’t as strong as Corbisher, but she managed a good lightning globe, one that would probably kill anyone it struck. 
Their magic would annoy the myothar, surely, in the few seconds before the creature struck back and killed them both. 
“I fail to see how you can improve on that,” said Corbisher.
He looked so smug that I decided to prove him wrong. 
“Watch,” I said, and I lifted my hand, casting the spell. Five lightning globes spun into existence above my fingers, and Corbisher took a hasty step back, his eyes wide as he stared at the spheres. I pushed out my hand, and the spheres shot out in a dazzling volley to strike against the concrete wall in a spray of sparks. 
The echoes from the thunderclap died away. The spell had rattled Hailey, but she was trying not to show it. Corbisher only looked annoyed that I had shown him up.
“How did you do that?” he snapped. “You used less power than either of us and yet you created a greater effect.”
I shrugged. “I learned how to do it a while back.”
“How?” he demanded. 
I grinned, remember all those thousands of anthrophages I had killed. 
“How does anyone learn anything?” I said. “The hard way.” 
That shut them up long enough for me to show them a few things. I taught them how to better focus the power so they could create a stronger lightning globe while using less magical force. Granted, they wouldn’t be able to cast multiple globes at once – I think I had been inside the Eternity Crucible for thirty or forty years before I managed that – but they would be able to hit harder. 
I still didn’t think they would be able to do more than annoy the myothar, but maybe if Corbisher annoyed the myothar it would kill him, and that wouldn’t bother me at all. 
Then it came time to place the bombs.
 
###
 
The last time I had ridden in a helicopter had been with Arvalaeon and his personal squad of Inquisition soldiers, flying to La Crosse to stop Baron Castomyr from summoning a Great Dark One. 
I wasn’t sure that flying with Vass, Morelli, and fifty thermobaric weapons in a surplus Homeland Security attack chopper was an improvement. 
It had taken some negotiations to get me into the helicopter. While Morelli had a lot of thermobaric weapons, the Rebels didn’t have access to many incendiary rounds. We would need incendiary rounds if there was any close-quarters fighting, and Nicholas had sent me to steal some from the local branch of Homeland Security. I had cheerfully agreed, pointing out that this would use up another of the three things that the Forerunner’s deal compelled me to steal for him. Nicholas promptly reversed himself, ordered Corbisher and Swathe to obtain the ammunition, and had instead sent me to help place the bombs. 
Most likely I would have wound helping to place the bombs anyway. I was the only one who could Cloak, after all.
Vass flew the chopper, and Morelli and I waited in the cargo area with the bombs. The helicopter had started out painted Homeland Security blue, but some of Swathe’s people had repainted it with “urban camo,” a mixture of gray and black that would hopefully blend in with the ruins of Chicago. 
I watched with growing trepidation as we approached the ruined skyscrapers, Lake Michigan spreading like a giant blue sheet to our right. Planes and zeppelins flew over Chicago on a regular basis, but they usually flew a lot higher. We would be lower, only a few hundred feet above the ground, and the undead might climb up the walls to attack us, or the myothar might decide to blast us out of the sky. 
If they attacked the helicopter, I would jump out, use my levitation spell to cushion my landing, Cloak myself, and then run like hell.
Vass and Morelli would just be out of luck. 
But the undead filling the streets did not respond to the helicopter. They could see heat, and maybe the cold metal skin of the helicopter sufficiently masked the heat from the engine. Or maybe they simply didn’t realize they should look up. The myothar didn’t show itself, either. Perhaps it didn’t care about helicopters. Or perhaps it simply didn’t notice. Chicago was a big place, and not even a powerful squid-creature from another world could keep an eye on everything at once.
“We have reached alpha point!” said Vass, his voice crackling over the speakers in my headset. We were hovering about a hundred feet off the ground over Wacker Drive, not far from my confrontation the myothar. I saw no sign of the creature, and to my mild surprise, my bicycle was exactly where I had left it. “Let’s start placing the bombs! We are burning fuel.”
“Obviously,” said Morelli. “Miss Stoker?”
I sighed, nodded, and checked the line clipped to the harness I wore over my coat. The line connected to a spool of cable and a powerful winch. Since there might be planes overflying us and I didn’t want anyone to see my face, I donned a pair of tinted goggles and a ski mask. Once that was done, I picked up one of the explosive jerry cans, gripping it with both hands. 
“Remember!” I said, shouting over the roar of the rotors. “Three tugs and I want to come back up.”
Morelli nodded and moved to the winch controls, and I jumped out the side door of the helicopter. I only fell about three feet or so, swinging at the end of the line, and I cast the Cloak spell. As I vanished from sight, Morelli started the winch, and it began unspooling, lowering me towards the ground. 
A few moments later, I was back on the streets of downtown Chicago, the undead milling around me. 
They didn’t see me. One of the undead walked into me, and I almost dropped the bomb, but the undead creature didn’t seem to notice the impact. Unless the myothar was actively controlling them and directing their movements, the undead were not all that bright. I watched the creature for a moment, but it kept wandering through the street, reciting cryptic riddles to itself. 
I hid the bomb under the rusted shell of an ancient car and gave the steel cable three sharp tugs. A few seconds later it jerked, and Morelli started winching me back into the helicopter. I had learned something else interesting about the Cloaking spell – it could completely block radio signals. Which meant my cell phone didn’t work, and I couldn’t radio Morelli over my headset to tell him to winch me back up. 
I suppose that could be useful. If I figured out how to Cloak a car, I could drive undetected through speed traps. Though driving an invisible car was an excellent way to get into an accident.
I pushed aside the idle speculation and dropped my Cloak spell as I swung back into the helicopter. 
“The bomb’s in place!” I shouted, tapping my headset.
“Proceeding to beta point,” said Vass, and the helicopter moved forward. 
“Did they notice the bomb?” said Morelli.
“They didn’t,” I said, looking at the street. “I hid it under a wrecked car. The myothar might notice the bomb if it happens to go past, but I think we should be set.”
“Approaching beta point,” said Vass. 
“Ready for another?” said Morelli. 
“Oh, sure, why not?” I said. 
In the end, we placed twenty-seven bombs before Morelli said we had to return to Gary to refuel. It was just as well, since I needed a rest from casting the Cloak spell over and over. Going up and down the line so many times was making me giddy as well. After decades jumping from rooftop to rooftop in the Eternity Crucible, I had a robust inner ear and a strong stomach, but there were limits. 
And I still had trouble with solid food. So maybe my stomach wasn’t all that strong after all.
The next day, we went back and placed the rest of the bombs. Morelli set up an application on his phone that let him dial the bombs’ phones one at a time, in groups, or all at once for one massive fireball. He didn’t let me have access to the application, and I didn’t ask. 
Instead, I set up my own bomb. 
I helped myself to one of his thermobaric grenades, wired it to a phone and a jerry can of gas, and hid it in the cargo compartment of the helicopter. That was insurance. As much as I didn’t want to be here, I was just as sure that Nicholas didn’t want me to be here, no matter how much he needed my skills. Depending on what he found in Secretary Shane’s briefcase, he might decide to dispense with my services for future endeavors. And what better way to get rid of me than to leave me behind in the ruins of Chicago after we looted the tomb? 
The extra bomb was a bargaining chip. In case Nicholas decided that, alas, he had been forced to leave me behind in his scramble to escape from Chicago.
Or if he decided to have Morelli shoot me with the machine gun. Because Corbisher had found a machine gun for the helicopter, a massive .50 caliber Gatling gun that could spray out a dozen incendiary rounds a second. He had found incendiary rounds that fit the weapon, along with bullets for .45 handguns and the M-99 carbines that Homeland Security used. 
“That,” I said, looking at the pallets of ammunition in the warehouse, “is a lot of bullets.”
Corbisher looked smug. “It is indeed, Miss Stoker. Money can solve all manner of problems.”
I almost pointed out that money couldn’t buy him new hair, but I exercised self-restraint. It was late, and after a day of planting bombs, I was tired, and I didn’t feel like yet another argument with Corbisher. 
“They won’t work on the myothar, though,” said Vass. “Not even incendiary bullets will work on Elves, and we must assume the same of the myothar.”
Corbisher started to bark a disgruntled answer, but Nicholas smoothed over the argument before it could escalate. “They will, however, prove effective against the undead. Hopefully, if all goes well, we should not need to use too many of them, but it is better by far to prepare too much than to prepare too little.”
“Yeah,” I said. It annoyed me how good Nicholas was at this kind of thing. It also annoyed me how much I enjoyed this kind of thing. Morvilind might have made me into a master thief, but there was no denying the fact that I enjoyed it, that I enjoyed pushing my wits and abilities to the maximum. If you’ve ever been good at something, anything, you’ll understand the feeling. You don’t even have to be the best as it because there is always someone better. But the feeling of pushing your abilities to the limit, of exerting yourself, is a good one.
Except I was doing that in the service of a bad cause.
Nicholas and I shared a glance, and I saw the amusement on his face. He knew I was enjoying this, and that I didn’t want to. And it annoyed me to no end that we knew each other well enough to have these silent communications. 
I turned my head and saw Hailey giving me a death glare.
I think, in the end, she hated me not because I detested the Rebels and the Dark Ones and not because I hated Nicholas, but because I had the skills and self-control to be Nicholas’s equal in a way that she never could. How was that for messed up? I hated Nicholas and wanted to kill him. Hailey adored him and wanted to be the center of his universe. 
I suppose falling in love with someone like Nicholas Connor was its own punishment. 
“You’ve all performed excellently,” said Nicholas. “Be ready to leave tomorrow at seven AM. Because tomorrow we are going to take the first step on a course of action that will change the world and free humanity from the High Queen and the Elves.” His smile turned in my direction. “No matter how many collaborators try to stop us.”
I smirked back at him. “Sounds like fun.”



Chapter 13: Tomb Howl
 
I woke up from a nightmare at 5 AM, showered off, and left my dingy little apartment wrapped in the Masking spell of Travis McHale. As usual, I altered my appearance a half-dozen times as I approached Nicholas’s compound, finally Cloaking for the last few blocks before the gate. 
That, of course, meant I appeared out of nowhere before the gate, which always annoyed the guards and Swathe to no end. Once they let me inside, I proceeded to the warehouse where Nicholas housed the supplies for this operation, and I equipped myself at his expense.
He was paying for all of it, so I didn’t hold back. 
I buttoned up my coat, and I pulled on a flak jacket on top of it. None of the undead would shoot at me, and neither would the myothar, but Nicholas and his goons might. Around my waist, I wound a gun belt, and on either hip, I put a .45 Royal Arms semiautomatic, each one loaded with an extended seventeen-shot magazine of incendiary bullets. I also took an M-99 modified to fire incendiary rounds. The bullets would be bad for the guns, but they weren’t my guns, so I didn’t care. I took a pair of bandoleers and slung them over my flak jacket, stuffing their loops with additional magazines for the guns and as many grenades as I could carry. When I was done, all that stuff was heavy, but that was why I exercised on a regular basis. 
It was just as well that I was so cold all the time, else all this equipment would have been excruciating in the August humidity. 
My burner phone rested in the right hip pocket of my coat, and the number for the phone wired to the helicopter bomb was the first contact. 
“What, are you going to overthrow the High Queen all by yourself?” 
I turned as Hailey approached. For once, her wardrobe was sensible. She wore cargo trousers, heavy boots, and a T-shirt. Her face was scrubbed of any makeup, her earrings and piercings had been removed, and her blond hair had been tied back in a tight bun to keep it out of her face. I had half-expected her to totter into battle on her high heels. 
“Probably not,” I said. “Bullets don’t work on the Elves, remember? Maybe I’ll hold up a liquor store instead.” 
“You’re insane,” said Hailey, and she began arming herself, though she didn’t take nearly as many guns as I had. 
“I’m about to fly into a ruined city filled with undead, so I’m not going to argue,” I said. “But you’re going with me.”
“Don’t remind me,” said Hailey, adjusting her gun belt. “But I’m doing this for the glory of the Revolution and to free humanity. You’re just a mercenary.”
I wanted to point out that she was doing this because she wanted Nicholas to be nice to her, but I refrained. Even I knew better than to provoke a woman loading an M-99 with incendiary rounds. 
One by one the others arrived. Vass and Swathe and Morelli began arming and equipping themselves with the ease of men long-accustomed to violence. Corbisher showed up a few minutes later. I noted with amusement that while he was wearing fatigues and body armor, everything he wore was slightly more expensive than what the others had. I wondered how much money he had squirreled away before the Inquisition had seized his assets after that mess in Minneapolis. 
There was no sign of Dr. Tocci. I suppose she wouldn’t be much use at this kind of thing. Even the Rebels needed someone to do the unglamorous work of patching up their wounded fighters. 
Nicholas arrived at exactly five minutes before seven AM, already dressed and armed, a spring in his step and a smile on his face. 
“Gentlemen,” he said. “And ladies.” He inclined his head toward Hailey, who smiled at him, but he decided to ignore me. “Are we ready for action?” 
“The chopper is fueled and ready to go,” said Vass. 
“The bombs are ready,” said Morelli. He had his phone, and a backup phone with an identical configuration in case something happened to his main phone.
“All the armaments have been loaded on the helicopter,” said Corbisher. 
“I am ready to man the machine gun,” said Swathe. 
“My spells are ready,” said Hailey. 
“Splendid,” said Nicholas. “Miss Stoker?”
“Let’s get this over with,” I said. 
“Optimistic as ever,” said Nicholas, and Hailey laughed. “Vass, depart when ready.”
We clambered into the helicopter. Vass took the pilot’s seat, and Morelli joined him in the copilot’s seat. I wondered if he knew how to fly a helicopter, and then I realized that he probably need to see which bombs to detonate when the time was right. Nicholas, Hailey, Swathe, and Corbisher climbed into passenger area, and I joined them. It was more crowded than my last trip with Morelli and Vass, partly because there were more of us, and partly because the machine gun took up so much space. It was a big gun, mounted on a swivel stand, and it pointed out the cabin door. The ammunition was belt-fed, and Corbisher had somehow come up with a belt of incendiary .50 caliber rounds. In the narrow streets of Chicago, Swathe could mow the undead down with ease. 
“Admiring Swathe’s gun?” said Nicholas.
“He’s not my type,” I said. Swathe sneered at me. “If we use that thing, it’s going to draw the attention of the myothar.”
“If we are forced to use that weapon,” said Nicholas, “I’m afraid the myothar will already have noticed us. Headsets, people.”
We all donned our radio headsets and did a microphone check. Vass finished his preflight checklist, and the helicopter’s engines powered up with a whine. The chopper took to the air, the roar of the rotors filling my ears. 
I waited in silence as we flew over Lake Michigan, and then turned northwest about a mile or so from the shore. Corbisher might have been able to bribe the radar operators at nearby airports, but we couldn’t do anything about someone who might see us from the freeway or the state highways. Approaching Chicago from the lake seemed like the best bet.
Speaking of secrecy, I reached into my pocket and drew out my ski goggles and my mask. After a moment’s fiddling, I got the goggles and the mask on, with my hair streaming out through the top above the goggles. The nice thing about the mask was that it kept my hair out of my face, but I didn’t have to bother with tying it. I suppose the wind made it look really dramatic.
“Why did you do that?” said Hailey.
“My face gets cold,” I said. 
She sneered at me but didn’t respond, probably because it wasn’t worth the effort of shouting over the roar of the rotors.
In a few moments, the ruins of Chicago came into sight, the broken skyscrapers rising against the burning sky like jagged teeth.Willis Tower rose higher than them all, the eerie light of the twisted sky glinting off the remaining intact windows. Vass headed towards it, gaining altitude, and soon we were flying about two thousand feet above the surface of the lake. The city scrolled beneath us as we flew west, and then the top of Willis Tower with its two ruined antennae passed beneath the helicopter. 
From this height, it seemed as if tiny gray ants filled the street. 
Yeah, ants. Dangerous, undead ants with superhuman strength. 
“All right, boss,” said Vass. “We are approaching Willis Tower. Orders?”
“Fly over Adams Street,” said Nicholas, checking his harness and his gear one last time. Morelli donned a heavy backpack carrying the explosives he would need to get through the bank vault door. “Morelli, get ready to detonate,” Nicholas squinted out the side of the chopper, “bombs nine through twelve, fourteen, and twenty-three through twenty-seven.”
“Sequentially or simultaneously?” said Morelli, tapping on his phone. 
“Simultaneously,” said Nicholas. “That ought to clear a space in front of the tower’s main entrance. Swathe, get ready on the machine gun to clear any undead the explosions don’t destroy. Miss Stoker, since you’re so fond of fireballs, if you can hold your power ready to burn a few undead that would be helpful.”
I didn’t say anything, but I gathered my magic, preparing to strike. The chopper veered around Willis Tower, flying over Wacker Drive and then Adams Street, near the entrance I had used to enter the skyscraper earlier. The undead below paid us no heed. They might be able to see heat, but they couldn’t hear. Else they would have heard the chopper hovering over them and blowing clouds of dust up from the street. 
“Morelli,” said Nicholas. “Now.”
Morelli nodded and tapped a command into his phone.
Nothing happened, and I wondered if we had made a mistake wiring up the bombs or if the myothar had a cell phone jammer or something.
Then the bombs went off. 
It was just as well that I was wearing tinted goggles because those explosions were bright. Brilliant flares filled Adams Street, followed an instant later by a hot shockwave that buffeted the chopper. Vass barked a curse and swung the helicopter hard to the side, and managed to keep us from crashing into Willis Tower. I saw pools of flame blazing across Adams Street. They would be hot enough to keep any undead from getting through them for a few minutes, and their position sealed off the street in front of the entrance. That much heat would effectively blind the undead, making it impossible to see our own body heat against the radiant energy of the flames. 
“Put us down!” said Nicholas. “Stoker, Morelli, get ready to move.”
I nodded and braced myself.
Vass dropped the helicopter faster than I would have liked, but the chopper landed on its skids without crashing. I let Nicholas and Morelli go first and then followed them. A dozen undead rushed towards us, though most of the remaining creatures had their attention on the infernos our bombs had created. Nicholas snatched the .45 from his gun belt and started shooting, and Morelli followed suit. An incendiary bullet through the forehead seemed enough to destroy the undead, but Nicholas and Morelli could only shoot so fast. I called my magic and cast a spell, a sphere of fire leaping from my hand and slamming through the skull of the nearest undead. It fell to the ground, a smoking crater where its head had been, and the sphere kept going, zipping through the heads of six more undead before the power unraveled. 
The last undead collapsed motionless to the ground, and behind us the chopper leaped back into the air, hovering above the street. Vass and the others would stay up there until we returned with the briefcase. 
“Go!” said Nicholas. “Miss Stoker, lead the way.”
I didn’t like turning my back to Nicholas and Morelli, but I didn’t have much choice. I ran through the ruined entrance and headed for the escalator, Nicholas and Morelli a few steps behind me. I didn’t see any undead in the lobby, but the undead seemed to avoid the buildings unless the myothar ordered them inside. 
We hurried down the dead escalator and through the levels of the subbasement, one after another. The lights still didn’t work, so we produced flashlights. Nicholas and Morelli held their guns in their right hands and their flashlights in their left. I held my flashlight in the right, my left hand ready to cast spells since my magic was more destructive than a gunshot. 
Nothing challenged us as we descended. We passed through the parking levels without interruption, and then the massive HVAC rooms. At last, we reached the level with the bank vaults, and we hurried through the corridor lined with the doors of steel bars. 
We stopped before the massive vault door, and Nicholas shone his flashlight on the plaque with Jeremy Shane’s name. 
“Yes,” said Nicholas, his voice tight with satisfaction. “Yes, this is it. Operation Sky Hammer at last. Morelli, hurry.”
Morelli went to one knee before the door, dropping his backpack in front of him and rummaging through it. “I’ll need someone to hold the flashlight for me.”
“Miss Stoker,” said Nicholas. 
“No, you do it,” I said, sweeping my flashlight back and forth over the corridor. Nothing moved in the gloom. “I can hit harder with my spells.”
“Very well,” said Nicholas without rancor. He stepped to Morelli’s side, holding the flashlight as the older man went to work. I took a few steps forward, watching the gloom. “Kat, try to raise Vass and the others.”
I tapped my headset but only got static. “Can’t. We’re too far underground.”
“As expected,” said Nicholas. 
“Shine the light there, please,” said Morelli. 
I waited, my heart racing, and watched the corridor for any signs of enemies. Nothing moved in the gloom, and I didn’t hear anything but Morelli working. I wondered how the others were faring in the helicopter. The flames, the bombs, and the machine gun could deal with the undead readily enough, but I didn’t think they would slow down the myothar. Lightning would stun it, and the incendiary bullets would annoy it, but I didn’t think we had any way of killing the creature. Our best hope was to distract it long enough to escape, but I suspected the myothar had any number of spells that could bring down a helicopter. 
No, that was wrong. Our best hope was to get in and out before the myothar roused itself to action, and to do that, Morelli needed to get that damned door open. I wanted to tell him to hurry up, but shouting at a man while he’s handling explosives is a bad idea, so I kept quiet and watched for attackers.
“Almost done,” grunted Morelli. 
“Kat,” said Nicholas, and he pointed at one of the niches lining the corridor wall. “We’re going to need shelter from debris. Get that door open.”
I crossed to the door. Like all the others, it was made of thick steel bars, and the niche beyond was lined with safe-deposit boxes. The door was held shut with a massive lock, and the centuries had rusted the mechanism. Fortunately, it wasn’t nearly as robust as the vault. I hit the lock with a fire spell, and then a blast of ice. I repeated that several times and then struck it with a burst of telekinetic force. The strained metal shattered with an echoing crack, and I gripped the bars and pulled the door open.
“Ready,” I said. 
“Get in the niche,” said Morelli, straightening up. He had applied plastic explosive and some shaped charges in various spots around the vault’s entrance and backed away holding a roll of wire. I ducked into the niche, followed by Nicholas, and Morelli joined us a second later. 
“We’re ready?” said Nicholas.
“Yes,” said Morelli. With one hand, he held the spool of wire. With the other, he shoved heavy-duty earplugs into his ears. “Cover your ears. This is going to get loud.” 
Nicholas holstered his pistol and covered his ears, and I followed suit. 
“Detonation in three, two, one!” said Morelli, and he pressed a button on his wire spool. 
For a second, nothing happened. 
There was a flash of blinding white light in the corridor.
 Then there was a noise.
Morelli hadn’t been kidding. The explosion was loud, and the confined space magnified it further. If I hadn’t been covering my ears, I might have gone deaf, and even with my ears blocked, it still was loud enough to hurt. The echoes rolled on and on, and then I heard a metallic grinding noise.
The vault door was falling forward.
I pressed my hands harder against my ears.
The sound of the vault door hitting the concrete floor was colossal. The floor vibrated beneath my shoes, and for an awful instant, I was afraid the explosion would bring the entire basement crashing down in ruin. But the echoes faded away, and I lowered my hands and pulled out my flashlight again.
“Good God, man,” I said.
Morelli peered out of the niche and grinned.
“Detonation successful,” he said with no small amount of smugness. 
We left the niche, and I looked at the vault door. 
Morelli’s detonation had indeed worked with surgical precision. The blast had ripped the vault door free of its hinges, and it had fallen flat on the corridor, piles of concrete chips scattered around it. Beyond the door yawned a black room, and Nicholas hurried forward, sweeping his flashlight beam back and forth. 
“Well done, Enzo,” said Nicholas. “Well done, indeed.”
We climbed over the vault door and into the tomb of Secretary Jeremy Shane. 
The room was about the size of a grade school classroom, and it looked like a big bank vault. Likely it really was a bank vault and had been repurposed into a tomb in the final weeks before the High Queen had unleashed the Reaping on Chicago. Safe-deposit boxes of varying sizes lined the walls, and I saw that Morelli’s blast had jarred open some of the boxes. 
In the center of the vault lay a single coffin. 
“Yes,” said Nicholas. “Morelli, help me get this open. Kat, watch our back.”
I nodded and stepped to the side of the door as Nicholas and Morelli headed to the coffin. As I did, a glitter caught my eye, and I looked to the side. One of the safe deposit boxes had fallen open, and inside I saw…
Jewels. A lot of jewels. Diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and emeralds. Some of them cut, some uncut. I glanced at the men, but they were busy prying the coffin open. In one smooth motion, I emptied the safe deposit box of its gems and pocketed them. I didn’t care what Nicholas thought of my actions, but I didn’t want to force a confrontation with him over it. For that matter, setting up in Gary had been expensive, and I was going to need some money soon. 
As for the original owners and their heirs…well, I supposed their corpses were wandering around outside.
There was a shrieking noise, and the coffin wrenched open as Nicholas and Morelli forced the lid to swing back on its hinges. Curiosity overcame me, and I took several steps towards the coffin, peering inside as Nicholas rummaged through it.
The coffin looked like a normal casket – big and heavy, designed to keep the decomposing occupant from leaking into the soil. The quilted interior had crumbled into rags, and a skeleton lay in the coffin, clad in the dusty remains of an archaic business suit. I looked into the empty eye sockets of Secretary Jeremy Shane and wondered what he would have thought of the modern world under the High Queen’s rule. 
Then Nicholas lifted a briefcase from the coffin, brushing the dust from it.
It looked more like a fireproof strongbox than an actual briefcase, though it did have a carrying handle, and I saw that Nicholas had to strain a little to lift it. He set it on the floor and started fiddling with the lock. 
“You should check that later,” I said, “once we’re out of here.”
“The crazy wizard girl is right,” said Morelli. “We must go at once.”
“I have to see,” hissed Nicholas, his face tight with concentration. “I have to make sure…”
The lock clicked, and he opened the briefcase. 
It was full of papers. The pages had been laminated, so they had survived the centuries intact. Nicholas began flipping through the documents. Some of the pages were maps, and a few of them looked like diagrams or blueprints for some kind of complicated machine. The rest were…well, they looked like gibberish. They must have been in code, but Nicholas could read the code because his eyes scanned the lines. All the documents bore the official seal of the President of the United States and what I later found out was the seal of the Department of Defense.
“Nick,” I said. 
“Yes,” said Nicholas, but he wasn’t talking to me. His face had lit up with exultation. “Yes, this is it. After so long, this is it.” 
He put the papers away and slammed the briefcase shut, but before he did, I caught the heading at the top of one of the blueprints.
It read OPERATION SKY HAMMER. 
“We have what we came for,” said Nicholas, standing up and hefting the briefcase. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
“First sensible idea I’ve ever heard from you,” I said. 
We left the vault, climbed over the door, and all three of us came to a halt in unison.
The myothar was waiting for us. 
It should have been too large to fit into the corridor, but it squeezed itself forward, the tentacles of its head and hands lashing at the ceiling and walls. The smell of fish and rotting meat washed over my nostrils, so strong that I almost gagged, and both Nicholas and Morelli leveled their weapons at the creature. I got out of the way, calling my magic to me, and prepared to strike. 
Right away I noticed a problem. 
The myothar’s bulk filled the corridor. There was no way to get past it. I wondered how it compressed itself to fit down here, but I supposed the myothar didn’t have an actual skeleton and didn’t need to worry about things like breaking bones. 
“The human wizard female returns,” hissed the myothar in its horrible gurgling voice. It was speaking English this time. “You were marked by the Dark Ones, and you are the puppet of the Dark Ones. Fool! You have brought a Dark One here.”
“You’re very perceptive,” said Nicholas. Somehow, he remained calm as the creature squelched and oozed closer. 
“You are possessed by one of the Dark Ones, ape,” stated the myothar, coming to a halt about twenty yards further down the corridor.
“I prefer to think of it as a partnership to mutual advantage,” said Nicholas. 
The myothar let out the horrible gurgling sound that served as its laugh. “The Dark One lets you think that, but you are its meat puppet, its flesh suit, and you know it not. Foolish ape! You meddle with powers that you do not understand. It will be a mercy for me to slay you and devour your flesh, for you shall be spared the fate that awaits you otherwise.”
“I suggest,” said Nicholas, still perfectly calm, “that you get out of our way. We have no quarrel with you, but if you try to stop us, we will fight you.”
The myothar oozed forward another few yards.
“If it attacks,” murmured Nicholas, “wait until I strike. I will dissipate its wards, and your spells will have a greater impact.”
I nodded, flexing my fingers as I gathered power to cast a spell. 
“You have entered the tomb,” said the myothar, shuddering forward a little further. “You have entered the tomb and taken the documents of the human warlord.”
“I have,” said Nicholas. “They are mine by right. Secretary Jeremy Shane led humanity in its fight against the High Queen’s tyranny, and I continue his noble struggle. We needn’t fight, but if you try to stop me, then I will force you from my path.” 
The myothar went motionless, though its tentacles kept groping along the walls and the ceiling. 
“You have taken the documents,” said the myothar. “Then you seek the great weapon.”
“Obviously,” said Nicholas.
The myothar screamed in fury, the sound deafening in the enclosed space, its tentacles lashing with such violence that I saw the sharp beak of its mouth.
“Fool!” said the myothar. “Blind, foolish ape! Do you not see? You are a puppet of the Dark Ones! If you use the weapon, you shall overthrow the High Queen, and the Dark Ones shall devour this world…”
“The Dark Ones are a tool and nothing more,” said Nicholas, “and…”
“Brainless monkey!” said the myothar. “You do not understand. You are a child playing with flames you do not think will burn. My people would have handed me over to the Dark Ones, so I fled here instead. You will destroy my haven and surrender it to the Dark Ones. I shall not permit it! You will perish here, and the knowledge of the weapon will die with you.”
The myothar began shuddering forward again, and I didn’t want to know what it would do if it got close enough to wrap those tentacles around us. It also began casting a spell, its tentacles glowing with ghostly blue light.
“Nick!” I snapped.
“Be ready to attack!” said Nicholas, purple fire blazing around his fingers as he gestured. 
I felt the surge of power from him, and it made my skin crawl. He was using dark magic, magic siphoned from the Dark Ones and the Void beyond the Shadowlands. Just feeling that dark power unsettled me. Attempting to use it…God, I didn’t want to know how that would feel. 
Nicholas shouted and thrust his hand, and a torrent of shadows erupted from his fingers. 
Sergei Rogomil had done something similar during our final battle in the food court of the Ducal Mall. That had been a massive explosion of shadows, sucking away the energy from anything that it touched, and it had taken the full strength of Riordan’s Shadowmorph to hold back the dark power. This was far more powerful and focused, and slashed across the myothar’s bulk like a scalpel. The myothar didn’t slow, but I felt the cold power of Nicholas’s spell draining away the power of its defensive wards.
“Kat!” Nicholas’s voice cracked like a whip. “Now!”
I threw as much power into the spell as I could manage, and I flung a volley of lightning globes at the myothar. Fear and urgency lent my spell power, and I surpassed myself. I hurled six lightning globes, the most I had ever cast at once, and they slammed into the myothar with a thunderous explosion. Blue-white fingers of lightning crawled up and down the myothar, and it screamed in fury, flames and sparks shooting from its robe. 
I had hurt it, but not seriously, and now it was even more pissed off.
The myothar’s tentacles lashed the air, and it hurled a fireball at us. 
I snarled a curse and cast another spell. A wall of ice shimmered into existence in front of us, sealing off the corridor, and the myothar’s fireball struck the ice. I could cast a powerful fireball, but the myothar hit much, much harder than I could, even after a century and a half of practice. The wall of ice had been a foot thick, but the myothar’s fireball shattered it like glass and turned the shards to steam in a half second. Fortunately, the ice had been thick enough to soak up the fire, so while a gust of hot air hit us, nothing else did.
Already the myothar was casting again. 
“Nicholas!” I said. 
He hurled another lance of draining shadow at the myothar, and the creature let out a furious screech, its tentacles lashing like whips. I followed a half-second later with another volley of lightning globes, fingers of electricity ripping across its rubbery bulk. I saw scorch marks appear on the gray hide, and Morelli raised his pistol and started shooting, aiming for its head. The bullets left trails of smoke as they passed, burning with flashes of white light as they hit the myothar. They didn’t do any damage, but the incendiary shots did leave scorch marks. We were hurting the myothar, but we weren’t hurting it very much, and it was going to tear us apart before we took it down.
“Is there another way out of here?” said Nicholas, shadows and purple fire playing around his fingers. 
“No,” I said. “Stairs or nothing. It…”
The myothar cast another spell, and it flung a dozen snarling lightning globes at us.
I cast my own spell, working the spell to resist elemental forces that Jacob Temple had taught me. A dome of ghostly gray light appeared in front of us, shimmering and translucent, and the lightning globes struck it. I screamed in pain and concentration as I tried to hold my will against the volleys of electrical power. The spell wavered, but I held the defense long enough to cancel out the attack. 
The myothar was only ten yards away now. Another few feet and we would be within reach of those tentacles. We would have to retreat into the tomb vault, and the myothar could bombard us with spells at will. 
“All right,” said Nicholas, stepping forward and dropping the briefcase. “We’ll have to do this the hard way, won’t we?” 
The shadows burst from his fingers and his eyes, mingling with purple fire. I had seen this kind of thing before, during the first time I had encountered the Dark Ones and their cultists. Paul McCade had been possessed by a Dark One, and during his confrontation with Riordan and me, he had drawn on his Dark One, using it to twist his form into a hideous creature with inhuman speed and strength. 
Nicholas was doing the same thing. 
He took a step forward, and he changed, his body rippling and flowing and reshaping itself. I expected him to become an inhuman, twisted thing. McCade’s other form had been some ghastly mixture of squid and insect and armored turtle. 
Instead, Nicholas became a creature that looked like a giant panther, his form covered from snout to tail in black armor that resembled a beetle’s carapace. His tail was like a scorpion’s with a barbed stinger, and his eyes burned with purple fire. His claws and fangs were like daggers, and I felt the dark magic surging through him.
Dark magic might have surged through him, but a wave of revulsion surged right through me. 
I mean, I had slept with the man, and he had just turned into something out of a nightmare. 
The panther-creature shot forward in a blur and slammed into the myothar. The myothar let out an infuriated screech. Nicholas’s claws and fangs raked at the myothar’s rubbery hide, and the myothar struck back with its tentacles and beak. They moved so fast that I could barely tell them apart, and I didn’t dare attack for fear of hitting Nicholas. Which, come to think of it, might not be that bad. If the myothar and Nicholas killed each other, that would release me from my obligation to steal things for him. 
On the other hand, if the myothar killed Nicholas, it would then kill me.
I glanced at Morelli and saw my own shock mirrored on his usually impassive expression. 
“He ever done this before?” I said. 
“No,” said Morelli. “I’ve heard him talk about those Dark Ones of his, but I never thought this…”
The myothar screamed in fury, and it retreated down the corridor, squeezing itself up the stairwell and vanishing from the sight. The panther-thing that Nicholas had become started forward, went motionless, and then turned to face us. The purple eyes glared at me, the tail twitching behind the armored body, and for a moment I was certain that the creature was going to attack me.
I gathered power for a spell.
Then the panther-thing blurred back into the shape of Nicholas Connor. He was breathing hard, his face damp with sweat. His clothes and armor had survived the transformation intact. When Paul McCade had transformed, he had destroyed his clothes in the process. Either Nicholas was more powerful, more skilled, or both.
“Nice trick,” I said. “You always been able to turn into a giant cat with scorpion parts, or is this a new development?”
“Giant cat,” said Nicholas, his voice a rasp. He barked a harsh laugh and shook his head, seeming to pull himself together. “That’s one way to describe it. Let’s move.” He snatched up the briefcase from where he had dropped it. “I’ve hurt the myothar, but even with the Dark One’s power, I can’t kill it. It will be back as soon as it catches its breath.” 
He started running for the stairs, and Morelli and I followed him. We raced up the stairs, rushing through the parking levels and the HVAC rooms. In places, I saw patches of glistening slime the myothar had left during its passage, but no sign of the creature itself. I hoped Nicholas’s transformation had frightened the myothar enough that it wouldn’t show itself, but I doubted we would be that lucky.
My headset crackled as we reached the first basement level. 
“Nicholas, you there?” said Corbisher, his voice thick with strain.
“I am,” said Nicholas. “I’ve retrieved the briefcase, and we’re returning to the surface with the myothar in pursuit. Status report.”
“We’re ninety feet above Adams Street, waiting for you,” said Corbisher. 
“Morelli,” said Nicholas. “Get ready to set off more bombs.” The dead escalator to the lobby loomed out of the gloom, the sunlight glinting from above shockingly bright after the darkness of the basements. “Seal off Adams Street.”
Morelli nodded, and we stopped as he produced his phone and started tapping commands into it. An instant later I heard a distant whooshing sound as the bombs went off and the fires started, followed by a flicker of fiery light from above.
“All right,” said Corbisher. “Looks like you’ve closed off the street. But there are still a lot of undead down there.”
“Make a landing,” said Nicholas. “Good thing you found that Gatling gun. Swathe, clear us a path. Miss Stoker and I will use our magic to help.” 
“You have any magic that will be useful against the undead?” I said.
In answer, Nicholas only smiled, black flames curling around the fingers of his free hand. He started up the stairs, and Morelli and I followed him. The smell of smoke filled the lobby of Willis Tower, and through the ruined doors I saw flames, more smoke, and lots of undead creatures milling around.
As we stepped onto the sidewalk, dozens of them rushed us.
I reacted first, throwing a fireball into their midst. The explosion caught a dozen of the creatures, throwing them to the ground as the elemental fire chewed into their undead flesh. Nicholas threw a shaft of shadowy fire and swept it across the street. I didn’t recognize the spell, but it seemed to suck away the necromantic energy that powered the corpses, and they collapsed to the ground. Morelli drew his carbine and started spraying short bursts of automatic fire, aiming for the heads of the undead. 
But there were a lot of undead, and our onslaught only slowed them only a little. I sent a fiery sphere zipping back and forth, turning undead skulls to ash, but there were too many of them. Nicholas’s shadow fire took down more creatures, and Morelli gunned them down with a volley of incendiary bullets, but dozens of undead rushed towards our position.
Then wind tugged at my coat and hair, a thumping sound filled my ears, and Vass lowered the helicopter, spinning the craft as he descended. As he did, the passenger door came into sight, and I saw Swathe crouched behind the ominous steel barrel of the machine gun.
A half-second later Swathe opened fire. 
I had never seen a .50 caliber machine gun fired before, and certainly not one loaded with incendiary bullets. A column of fire and smoke erupted from the end of the weapon, and Swathe swept it back and forth across the street. In about two seconds, he mowed down fifty of the undead, clearing a path to the helicopter.
“Move it, people!” said Vass as the chopper landed. “We need to get out of here!” 
“Go!” said Nicholas, and he sprinted for the chopper, Morelli a half-step behind him. I started to follow, and then a pack of undead charged towards me. I had no choice but to turn and fight. A fiery sphere took out three of them, and then they were on me. I cast the spell for telekinetic gauntlets of force, and I started punching, smashing their heads with my blows. I took out five more that way, and then I was clear.
I turned towards the helicopter, intending to board it, only to see that it was already thirty feet off the ground and rising fast. 
So that was how Nicholas intended to play it. 
“Nicholas!” I shouted into my microphone. “You had better land and pick me up!”
His voice came over my headset. “Sorry, Kat. You were just too slow. Maybe you’ll be able to escape from Chicago again on your own.” I heard Hailey laugh. 
I shot a look to the left and to the right. The walls of flame that Morelli’s bombs had unleashed were fading, and any second tides of undead would pour down the street to kill me. 
“Throw me a line,” I said, yanking my phone from my pocket. 
“Goodbye, Kat,” said Nicholas. “Consider this payback for all your betrayals of the Revolution.”
“Fine,” I said. “You want to play hardball, we’ll play hardball. I’ve got a bomb on the helicopter. If you don’t throw down a line, I’ll set it off in five seconds. Five…”
“She’s bluffing,” said Hailey. “The bitch is bluffing.”
“Four,” I said.
“Hailey’s right,” said Corbisher. “Don’t listen to her.”
"She helped prepare the bombs," said Morelli, his voice urgent. "She had plenty of time to make one extra." 
“Three,” I said.
“She never bluffs,” said Nicholas. “Not unless she’s prepared to back it up.” 
“Two,” I said, my thumb tensing on the call button.
“She bluffed in Venomhold and look how much it cost us,” said Corbisher. “Look how…”
“Quiet,” said Nicholas. “Throw her a line. Morelli.”
The helicopter stopped, and a cable fell from the passenger door. I sprinted for the cable and grabbed it, wrapping it around my left arm and leg while I kept my phone ready in my right hand. If Nicholas wanted to kill me here, he could do it, but by God, I would take all of them with me. 
I heard the whine of the winch, and I rose from the street as the helicopter ascended. A few feet from the door, I shoved my phone into my pocket and held power ready for a spell if Swathe or Corbisher decided to shoot me. 
The winch stopped, and I swung into the interior of the helicopter. Swathe, Corbisher, and Hailey were all glaring at me and holding their guns in my direction. Both Morelli and Nicholas seemed amused. 
“Hey, guys,” I said. “Don’t leave without me.”
“She threatened us,” said Corbisher. “We…”
“Enough,” said Nicholas. “We’ve done what we came here to do. Vass, get us out of here before the myothar brings us down.”
“You’ve got it,” said Vass, and the helicopter rose higher in the air, the flames and the undead receding beneath us. There was a crackle, and suddenly music began playing from the speakers overhead, a mixture of strings and trumpets with a lot of bombast. I frowned in confusion, and then I recognized “Ride of the Valkyries” by Richard Wagner.
“For God’s sake!” said Swathe. “What is with helicopter pilots and that damned song?” 
Vass chuckled as he swept the helicopter around the apex of Willis Tower, taking us in the direction of Lake Michigan. “It’s because we’ve got style.” 
I looked down just in time to see the myothar emerge from Willis Tower. I tensed, fearing that it would cast a spell to crash the helicopter, but the creature only stared at us.
I felt the focus of its alien will, and suddenly its voice whispered in my mind.
“Beware, wizard female,” said the myothar. “The Dark Ones will destroy you.”
Then the myothar vanished from sight as the helicopter hurtled towards Lake Michigan.
I looked at Nicholas and saw him smirking, his hand gripping the briefcase he had taken from the coffin.
The Dark Ones will destroy you.
Yeah. Tell me something I don’t already know.



Chapter 14: The Beginning
 
It was a short flight back to the container yard in Gary, and when we landed, the others disembarked off the helicopter and went into the warehouse. Swathe and Corbisher lingered with Nicholas, perhaps fearful that I might shoot him out of spite for trying to leave me behind. I wasn’t going to, at least not yet. I wasn’t even that angry at Nicholas. I was entirely unsurprised that he had tried to kill me in such a way that none of the blame could fall on him.
Vass began searching the helicopter. I wondered what he was doing, and then I realized he was looking for my bomb.
“It’s in the rear cargo compartment,” I said. Vass blinked at me. “Taped to the top, just out of sight. Be careful not to hit any of the buttons on the phone or you’ll blow us all up.”
Vass blinked, grinned his cold white grin at me, and went to work. I pulled off my mask and goggles and blinked. The damned things always made my face feel stretched when I pulled them off. 
I looked back at Nicholas, and he smiled.
“It wasn’t personal, you realize,” said Nicholas. “It was a tactical decision. If we stayed even a few seconds longer, it would have risked the lives of everyone. It was your life weighed against the lives of…”
“Yeah, yeah, shut up,” I said. Corbisher and Swathe bristled. “Don’t bother trying to explain. You saw your chance to kill me and you took it, but you didn’t realize that I would be ready for you. You lost this round.”
“Well,” said Nicholas. “That’s what people don’t understand about failure.”
“Which is?” I said.
The cold blue eyes glittered. “It’s simply an opportunity to learn from your mistakes and do better the next time.” 
“That’s the most upbeat death threat I’ve ever received,” I said. 
“Do you have a point,” said Nicholas, “or do you simply want to rant some more?”
“Here’s the point, Nicky,” I said, and I pointed at the briefcase in his hand. “I’m done. The deal was I would steal three things for you, and that’s item number one. Two to go. Until you decide what the second thing is, I’m leaving.” 
“That is a reasonable request,” said Nicholas. “So long as you leave me a means of contacting you. I will be leaving this facility for a time, since our actions in Chicago might have drawn attention.”
“Fine,” I said. I pointed at Corbisher. “Pen and paper, please.” His glare didn’t waver, but he handed me a pen and a notepad, and I scribbled down the number of my burner phone and passed it to Nicholas. “I’ll keep that phone with me. When you need me to steal a second thing for you, give me a call.” 
I ripped the page out and handed it to him, and Nicholas took it with a faint smile. 
“Until then, Kat,” said Nicholas. “Do look after yourself. Great things are coming, and I hope you’ll be alive to see them.” 
I started to say something, but all at once I didn’t care. I was tired of him, tired of Corbisher and Swathe and the other Rebels, tired of the nightmares in my head, tired of…well, everything. Why did I have to be the one to fight Nicholas? Why did I have to be the one to save the world? I had already done that at La Crosse. I was sick of Nicholas, the Elves, the Rebels, Morvilind, the Inquisition, all of it. 
I walked away without another word. 
I was tired, but I didn’t let my guard down. I wouldn’t put it past Nicholas to have me killed leaving his container yard. I decided to spend another few days in Gary disguised as Travis McHale, since if “Mr. McHale” disappeared at the same time I did, Nicholas would notice. Then I could leave Gary without drawing suspicion. 
And once I departed I would go…
Where, exactly? Do what? I would have to wait until Nicholas called me for the second job. I still had those gems I had taken from Chicago, and if I turned those into cash I would be set on money for a while. 
I just wanted to be alone, away from anyone, away from the endless struggle around me and away from anyone I could hurt.
Brooding on that thought, I stepped into the office corridor, intending to walk through it and out the front door. Maybe I would go to Arizona for a while. It was hot there, and I was tired of being cold all the time. Hardly any people lived in some parts of the state, and the isolation seemed nice. Perhaps I could go out there for a while, get my head together, and…
I froze.
A faint, foul smell came to my nostrils, the unmistakable acidic scent of human vomit. There was also the metallic edge of blood in the smell. 
It was coming from the conference room.
I went through the door and froze in surprise. 
Someone had thrown up on the table and the floor near the wall, and there was quite a lot of blood mixed with the vomit. Dr. Andrea Tocci sat against the wall, her chest heaving as she tried to breathe, her face waxy and damp with sweat, her eyes glittering. Blood leaked from her nostrils and mouth, and her eyes had turned red with burst blood vessels. 
“Stoker,” she rasped.
“What the hell?” I said, stepping closer and kneeling next to her. “We’ve got to get you to a doctor.” She was a doctor. Where did you take a sick doctor? “The emergency room. The hospital’s only five miles from here. I’ll…”
“No,” said Tocci. Her head grabbed my forearm. “No. Too late. Poisoned. I know the symptoms. Too late now. Should have died ten minutes ago.” 
“Poisoned?” I said. “Who?”
“Nicholas,” she whispered. 
My heart turned to ice in my chest. 
“What?” I said.
“After you yelled at me, I went to talk to him,” said Tocci, her voice unsteady. “I…he wasn’t in his office. He had stepped out to use the bathroom. I looked as his desk, and I saw his papers and his computer screen. I…I shouldn’t have looked, but I did. I saw what he’s going to do. Oh, God, oh, God, please forgive me…”
I started to say she didn’t need to forgive me for anything, but then I realized that she was talking to God because she thought she was about to die. 
“What?” I said. “What is Nicholas going to do?”
Her blood-filled eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there. 
“He’s going to kill so many people,” she whispered. “You were right, Stoker. You were always right. Oh, God, I was such a fool. You were right about him.”
“Tell me,” I said. “Tell me what he’s going to do.”
“All those people,” said Tocci. “Stop him. Promise me that you’ll stop him from killing all those people.”
“Yes,” I said, my voice like iron. “I promise.” 
Something like relief went over her tortured face.
Then she died. It wasn’t pretty. She tried to throw up once more, but nothing came out but blood. She slumped against the wall, her last breath leaving her lips, her eyes open and empty, and her grip relaxed on my arm. 
I started at her corpse, and rage exploded through me. 
She hadn’t deserved that. Whatever she had done, whatever she had suffered, Andrea Tocci hadn’t deserved to die in a puddle of her own sick, betrayed by a man she idolized. 
I stalked from the conference room and headed to the warehouse door. It had locked behind me, but that was all right, because I was angry enough that I used telekinetic force to blast it right off its hinges. It landed in a pallet of ammunition with a ringing crash, sending bullets spilling across the concrete floor. Nicholas, Corbisher, and Swathe were still standing by the helicopter, and both Swathe and Corbisher whirled. Swathe brought up his pistol to point at me, while Corbisher started a spell, black fire dancing around his fingers.
Nicholas remained calmer. 
“Kat,” he called as I stalked towards him. “Is there problem?”
“You killed her,” I said.
“Do be more specific.”
“Andrea Tocci,” I said. “You poisoned her. She just died in the conference room.”
“Really,” said Nicholas. “She was supposed to have died in her sleep.”
Corbisher scowled at Swathe. “I told you to use a larger dose.” 
“You’re not even going to deny it?” I said. 
“Of course not,” said Nicholas. “Did she live long enough to spin a sob story for you? She was a sworn member of the Revolution, and she decided to betray her oaths. She would not support our plan, and I knew she would go to the Inquisition because she had suddenly become squeamish about a little collateral damage.” 
“Collateral damage?” I said. “Just how many people are you planning to kill?”
Nicholas shrugged. “As many as necessary. But that isn’t really the point.”
“No,” I said. “The point is that you just murdered Tocci.” 
“Does that upset you, Kat?” said Nicholas. “Have I finally pushed you a little bit too far? Are we going to have it out, right here and now?”
He stepped closer, towering over me, and both Corbisher and Swathe took a few judicious steps back. 
I glared up at him, not backing away. He was a lot bigger and stronger than I was, but I had magic to be back me up. Of course, he had magic as well, and he could turn into a giant panther-thing that had gone claw-to-claw with a myothar and survived.
“Because we are going to have it out,” said Nicholas in a soft voice, “if not right now, then after you steal those last two items for me. But if you want to push me, Kat, if you want to settle our differences right here, then I am more than willing.”
I almost did it. 
I was angry enough that I didn’t care, but the last shred of caution stopped me. If I fought him now, I might win, might kill him, but it was just as likely that he would win. For that matter, he had a lot of well-armed allies, some of them wizards, and if I tried to fight all of them at once, I would lose.
If I got killed, Russell would die.
Even if I won, it would break Morvilind’s pact with the Forerunner, and Russell would die. 
Suddenly Morvilind’s words played through my head.
“Explain to me,” Morvilind had said to me, “how storming off in a sulk and refusing to work with your enemies will ultimately defeat them. No doubt it will make you feel righteous, but what will it do to defeat your foes?”
And as much as it appalled me to realize it, about this Kaethran Morvilind was right. 
Getting myself killed in a blaze of righteous anger wouldn’t accomplish anything. Even killing Nicholas would not be enough. I needed more.
I couldn’t just kill him. I had to defeat him. 
And confronting him like this would not defeat him.
“All right, Nicky,” I said, stepping back. He blinked in surprise, and I grinned at him. “You’re going to need my help again, because none of your pet idiots here know how to Cloak. And when you do need my help, give me a call. We can continue this conversation then.” 
“This isn’t over,” said Nicholas.
“Of course it isn’t,” I said. “You can have the last word if you want. Bye.”
I Cloaked and took three quick steps to the side in silence. Nicholas and Corbisher and Swathe turned, seeking me, but I exited the warehouse through the truck door and jogged out of the container yard, vaulting over the yellow arm that blocked the gate. 
Cold anger burned through me, but my mind felt clear and focused.
I was broken. Arvalaeon had sent me to hell and it had broken me. I was a ruined, dangerous, unstable person, and I had wrecked my relationship with my brother and the man I loved. I was a danger to everyone around me…and for the first time, I thought that was a good thing.
Because for the moment, I was surrounded by Rebels.
I thought of all the people who had died at Madison and Milwaukee, of all the people who would have died in Los Angeles, of Andrea Tocci lying in her own blood. 
I had no choice but to play Morvilind’s game, but once the game was done, I was going to find a way to defeat Nicholas Connor.



Epilogue
 
“That woman is insane,” said Martin Corbisher, pacing back and forth before Nicholas’s desk. “She hates you personally, she’s unstable, and she is far too powerful to control.” 
“I know,” said Nicholas Connor, letting Corbisher fume. He refrained from pointing out that Katrina Stoker also hated Martin personally. That would have only provoked another rant. Martin Corbisher was a brilliant financier and a superb organizer, and Nicholas had come to rely on him as a valuable lieutenant.
But good God, the man loved the sound of his own voice, and he was still bitter about losing so many of his holdings in Minneapolis. 
“And I knew that your womanizing would get us in trouble sooner or later,” said Corbisher. “If you had handled the bitch better in Los Angeles, maybe we…”
“That’s enough,” said Nicholas, and Corbisher shut up. 
Nicholas fought down the flicker of anger. The truth was that Katrina Stoker had caused him a great deal of trouble. It still galled him how he had underestimated her in Los Angeles. And something had changed in her in the three years since. She was angrier and wilder, somehow, but far more powerful and confident. 
His eyes strayed to the briefcase on the desk.
Without her help, he would not have been able to retrieve the papers, and the secrets of Operation Sky Hammer would not lie open before him. 
Nicholas respected Katrina even as he hated her, and that annoyed him. Many of the great revolutionaries of the pre-Conquest era had regarded women as liabilities, as too weak and emotional for true devotion to the Revolutionary cause, and Nicholas had come to agree with them. He had very little use for women beyond using them as instruments of physical pleasure, and he had seduced Hailey (and his other girlfriends that she didn’t know about) because he had liked the way she looked. Any other traits she possessed were superfluous. That was why he had seduced Katrina in Los Angeles, after all, because he had liked the way her body looked and he wanted to sleep with her. 
But Katrina had a will to match his own, and she was dangerously clever. She was closer to his equal than any woman he had met. 
A pity she couldn’t have been made to swear to the Revolution. What a companion she would have made! Together they could have destroyed the High Queen and ruled mankind. 
But perhaps it was just as well. He, Nicholas Connor, was going to save humanity. He would be remembered as the greatest figure in human history, as the savior of mankind…and he would suffer no rivals. 
And he certainly would not permit a cast-off ex-girlfriend to threaten his plans. 
“Milwaukee,” said Nicholas.
“Sorry?” said Corbisher. 
“When Katrina was talking to the late Dr. Tocci, she mentioned the Archon attack in Milwaukee,” said Nicholas. “That means she witnessed it. It is probable that Katrina has family in the Milwaukee area. Perhaps this husband and child she mentioned, or if they are fabrications, maybe parents or siblings. If we find them, we have all the leverage we need to make Miss Stoker more compliant.” 
Corbisher frowned, rubbing his scarred face. “Stoker won’t be her real name.”
“Of course not,” said Nicholas. “Not all our assets in Milwaukee were killed with Rogomil. Send Miss Stoker’s description to them, and promise a reward of a hundred thousand dollars for the location of any of her family members.”
Nicholas hoped that Katrina hadn’t invented a fake husband to fool him. If the man existed, Nicholas would take great pleasure in sending pieces of him to Katrina.
That would wipe the smirk off her face. 
“I will do it immediately,” said Corbisher.
“Meanwhile,” said Nicholas, lifting one of the coded documents describing Operation Sky Hammer, “we must prepare for the next phase of our plan to destroy the High Queen.”
And anyone else who got in his way. 
But a little collateral damage was acceptable. 
After all, what did a few million deaths matter here and there?
 
###
 
“Then,” said the High Queen, holding out the heavy bracelet, “do you accept this task?”
“Yes, your Majesty,” said Riordan MacCormac, taking the bracelet from her hand. 
He stood in the New York penthouse of the Firstborn, the oldest of the Elders of the Family of the Shadow Hunters. The Firstborn himself stood a few yards away, clad in a simple and inexpensive suit, his hands behind his back. He looked about sixty and was as thin and tough as an old tree, but Riordan knew that he was far older.
Save for the Forerunner himself, the Firstborn was probably the oldest living human being on Earth. 
Seven Elves stood in the penthouse, outlined in the glow coming from the illuminated nighttime skyline of Manhattan. Four of them were men of the Royal Guard, clad in white armor of a metal stronger than steel, each Elf an experienced warrior and a powerful wizard. Riordan thought he might have been able to overcome one of the Royal Guard in combat, but not two, and certainly not four of them at once.
The fifth Elf wore black armor, his face marked with old, faint scars, his hair the color of iron. He was Lord Mythrender, the Duke of New York, the commander of the Wizard’s Legion, the High Queen’s Lord Marshall and iron right hand. 
If Lord Mythrender was the High Queen’s right hand, the sixth Elf was her subtle left hand. The Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon wore the long black coat of an Elven archmage over the uniform of a Knight of the Inquisiton, and he looked tired. His eyes seemed heavy as he stared at Riordan, as if he knew some secret that Riordan did not, but right now Riordan could spare him no attention.
The High Queen of the Elves held his focus.
She was beautiful, unearthly beautiful, tall and strong, with hair like a banner of flame and eyes like discs of ghostly blue fire. When among humans, she wore silvery armor that gave off a faint gleam, and she looked tall and terrible and beautiful, perhaps the way the ancient pre-Conquest pagans had imagined their goddesses of war. After a century of life, Riordan had become jaded about the Elves. He did not think the Rebels could do any better and would probably be much worse, but he no longer held the Elves in the unthinking reverence that was trained into humanity.
But standing before Tarlia, he saw how she had inspired the Elves to follow her to Earth, how she had held the exiles together and ruled humanity for the three centuries of war against the Archons. 
“Very good, Mr. MacCormac,” said Tarlia. “The arrangements have been made, and your own Firstborn and Elders have issued a writ of execution for Nicholas Connor. Kill him, and ten million dollars will be yours.” She considered him for a moment with those eerie blue eyes. “But I can see that money matters little to you. Consider this, then. Connor is possibly the most dangerous man now living. He hates me, yes, but to strike at me, he will inflict appalling causalities upon your own race, many times the number I have executed during my reign here.” 
“Yes, your Majesty,” said Riordan. He offered a bow. “I shall find Connor and execute him.”
“Riordan MacCormac,” said the Firstborn, “is the most experienced member of the Family, save for the Elders and myself. He will not fail.” 
“I hope not, Master Firstborn,” said Tarlia, glancing at him. She considered Riordan for a while. “You are troubled.”
Riordan did not want to tell her the truth, but neither did he dare lie when the Lord Inquisitor stood next to her.
“You are perceptive, your Majesty,” said Riordan. “I fear it is a personal matter. I was courting a woman, and she decided to end the relationship. I cannot blame her. I am a difficult man to know, and perhaps the decision is the best for her. I regret that I have had to waste your Majesty’s time by discussing it with you.”
She glanced at Arvalaeon, and the Lord Inquisitor nodded. He had detected no lie in Riordan’s words.
Riordan hadn’t told the entire truth, but he hadn’t lied. Perhaps Nadia would be better off without him in her life. 
“Loss and regret,” said Tarlia in a soft voice. “You did not waste my time, Mr. MacCormac. I understand these things very well.” A faint smile went over the features of alien beauty. “They are something Elves and humans share in common. Go, Mr. MacCormac, and find and kill Nicholas Connor. For you do not, both Elves and humans shall suffer far, far more loss and regret.”
Riordan bowed to the High Queen once more, and then turned and shook the Firstborn’s hand.
“Good luck, Riordan,” said the Firstborn. His eyes flickered black for a moment as his Shadowmorph reacted to Riordan’s own. “Go with my blessing. If you have need of any aid, simply contact us.”
“Thank you, sir,” said Riordan, and without another word, he walked from the Firstborn’s office and headed for his own rooms in the Haven of the Family, the Family’s headquarters in Manhattan. He slipped the High Queen’s heavy bracelet into his jacket pocket as he walked, thinking through the next steps. 
Nicholas Connor. The most dangerous Rebel now alive, and the Family’s most likely link to the Forerunner.
And, somehow, Nadia had gotten entangled with him. 
Riordan’s hand tightened against the heavy bracelet, remembering the last time she had talked to him. 
He had not been entirely surprised that Nadia had wanted to end things. He loved her, and he had been pretty sure that she had loved him. But she was right. Riordan had failed Miranda, and he had failed Sasha, and both women had gotten killed. Granted, they had both tried to murder him, but he still blamed himself. Nadia was right that he had a pattern, that he was a dangerous man to know. If she wanted nothing more to do with him, that was that. 
Riordan could accept that, and he would let her go.
Though it was surprising. A hundred and ten years old and he had known so much loss, but he could still be so heartbroken.
Then, three days later, Russell Moran had called him.
“You’ve got to help her, Riordan,” said Russell. “She’s disappeared, and we can’t find her anywhere. Lord Morvilind’s people won’t tell us where she went, and I don’t think they even know. She’s not in her right mind at all. James thinks something horrible happened to her, and I think he’s right. You might be the only one who can find her, and you might be the only one she’ll listen to.”
Russell had talked for some more after that. That boy did like to talk. Riordan had argued that Nadia had left him, that he had no right to interfere in her affairs, but in the end, he had agreed to find and help Nadia. Her little brother was damned persuasive when he wanted to be. 
Though Russell had persuaded Riordan to do what he really wanted to do anyway.
Then had come the word that the High Queen wanted the Family to find and execute Nicholas Connor after a disturbance and a string of explosions in the ruins of Chicago. A passing Homeland Security plane had captured some of the incident on video, and Riordan had watched the video, curious. Nadia had told him, with great embarrassment and regret, that Nicholas Connor had been her first lover until she had found out the truth about him. Had Connor done something to her?
In the video, he had seen what the Homeland Security analysts had identified as a man in a black coat, face concealed by a ski mask and goggles. 
Riordan knew better. After seeing that video, he had insisted upon receiving the writ of execution for Connor, and the Firstborn had given it to him at once. 
That was Nadia in the video. He would recognize her anywhere, and more to the point, he recognized that ski mask and those goggles. She had used them before to conceal her features while on jobs for Lord Morvilind. 
Which meant that Nadia Moran was working with Nicholas Connor and the Rebels. 
Riordan couldn’t imagine why. Nadia hated the Rebels, a hatred that had only intensified after the events of Madison and Milwaukee. Maybe Connor had found out her real name, and threatened Russell to force her compliance. She would do anything to save her brother. 
Or maybe Morvilind had forced her to help Connor, though that seemed unlikely. 
Or maybe…
Maybe Nadia had finally snapped. She had feared that she would become someone like Rosalyn Madero, driven mad by her hatred of Morvilind. Madero had allied herself with the dark power of the Knight of Venomhold. Could Nadia have allied herself with Nicholas Connor?
Riordan didn’t know. 
All he knew was that he was going to kill Nicholas Connor and save Nadia.
If he could.
 
THE END
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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And all it will cost is his soul.
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By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…
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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… 
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