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  I was done with Lord Morvilind.


  But the war with the Archon Elves was finished with neither of us.



  Morvilind has one last job for me. One final heist to decide the fate of humans and Elves both. 



  And if I screw this one up, the Void will devour both humanity and the Elves... 
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  Chapter 1: You’re Just Mad Because I Nuked You


  



  I’ve already told you how this story began.


  It started as I stood in a hospital room as a little girl, watching my brother Russell die of frostfever. Lord Kaethran Morvilind found me, and we made a pact. I would steal things for him as his shadow agent, and he would cast the yearly cure spells Russell needed to survive frostfever.



  That was a very, very long time ago.


  Today, I’m going to tell you about the day the story ended.


  It started out as a really good day. 


  I had gotten engaged to Riordan MacCormac, and I’d slept with my new fiancée for the first time. (And then twice more, just for good measure.) We’d gotten dressed and come down to eat something, partly because we had worn each other out, and partly because Russell and the Marneys would be home at any minute and I wanted to tell them the good news. 


  And then I heard the car crash outside.


  We threw open the front door to see a Milwaukee city bus impacted against a tree across the street. An Elven woman I had never seen before ran towards us, clad in a knee-length leather coat a painful shade of pink, her dark hair streaming behind her. 


  Lord Kaethran Morvilind, the greatest archmage of the Elves, staggered towards me. 


  He was tall and gaunt, with cold blue eyes and close-cropped white hair. The Elves live a long time without aging much, but Morvilind looked ancient, even frail. His appearance was deceptive, though. I had seen him fight in Times Square on the day of Nicholas Connor’s attack, seen his full wrath unleashed, and it had been terrifying. It had been like watching a natural disaster go to war. By the standards of human wizards and even Elven wizards I was strong, but I was still nothing compared to Morvilind’s magical power. 


  Yet something had hurt him. 


  He wore the gold-trimmed black robe of an Elven archmage, and the robe had been scorched and burned in places, and I saw patches of half-dried blood. There was more blood on his face from a cut just below his hairline. 


  I was as stunned by that as anything I had ever seen, and I had seen a lot of strange and terrible things. What could possibly have hurt Kaethran Morvilind?


  “Nadia Moran,” croaked Morvilind. “They are coming. You will need to fight.”


  With that, his eyes rolled up, and he collapsed on the front walk.


  “My lord!” said the Elven woman, rushing to his side and dropping to one knee next to him. “My lord!”


  “What the hell?” I said.


  The Elven woman looked up at me, her eyes a brilliant silver and full of alarm. It was hard to estimate the age of an Elf unless they’re very old or very young, but something about her seemed young. I would have guessed she was about a century old. Which would make her younger than me.


  “Help me,” she said, her voice shaking. “Please, help me get him inside.”


  My first impulse was to tell her to go to hell. I didn’t work for Kaethran Morvilind anymore. I worked for the High Queen, which was a terrifying thought, but Lord Kaethran Morvilind was no longer my master. He had cast the cure spells on Russell, but he had used that as a cudgel to force me to obey. That had led to the near-disaster in New York with the Sky Hammer. 


  And all that time, Morvilind had known that it would be possible to cure frostfever with a bloodcaster and a dragon pearl. He hadn’t bothered to mention that to me. 


  “Nadia,” said my fiancée. 


  I looked at Riordan MacCormac. Looked up at him, rather, since he was quite a bit taller than I was. And more muscular, in a way that both my eyes and my endocrine system found quite pleasing. He had close-cropped brown hair that rose in sweaty spikes from our previous exertions, and brown eyes the color of expensive wood.


  Right now, his eyes were narrowed, the way they were when he expected trouble.


  Then my brain worked through my hatred of Morvilind and started thinking again. 


  Someone or something had hurt Morvilind. Someone had hurt him so badly that he had been forced to flee. And whoever had hurt Morvilind had probably followed him here. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, we had better get him inside.”


  “Oh, thank you,” said the Elven woman. “I can take under his arms…”


  “No need,” said Riordan. He stooped and picked up Morvilind with ease. I knew firsthand that he was strong enough that he could do it without drawing on his Shadowmorph. “We’ll put him on the couch. Nadia, grab some towels we can put under him.”


  “Right,” I said. Riordan carried Morvilind into the living room. The Elven woman stepped after him, sweeping a wary eye over the lawn and the wrecked bus. Like she expected an attack at any moment. I turned, ran upstairs to the linen closet, and grabbed a handful of towels. Given all the damage I had caused to the Marneys’ house, the last thing I wanted to do was to ruin their couch with the blood of Kaethran Morvilind.


  I returned with an armful of towels, and the Elven woman and I spread them out on the couch. Riordan put Morvilind on them, and the archmage let out a sound that was either a groan or a sigh. His eyelids fluttered once, but he didn’t wake up. 


  The Elven woman stared at him, her face stricken.


  “Look,” I said. “He’s hurt. It looks like he’s been hit with a hammer a few times and slashed with a knife. He needs to see a doctor.”


  The Elven woman shook her head. “He’s already healing himself. I thought he was mortally wounded at first. I don’t even know how he stayed conscious.” Her silver eyes met mine, and I saw fear there. Not for herself, but for Morvilind. “Thank you for helping him. I…I thought you would tell us to go away.”


  She spoke English with a pronounced California accent. Like, you know the stereotypical Valley Girl accent? She sounded just like that. She talked very fast, except for her vowels, which she tended to draw out. 


  “Right,” I said at last. She wasn’t wrong. “Who the hell are you?”


  The woman flushed a little. “Oh! Well, my name is Tythrilandria. But you can just call me Tyth. My full name is way too long to say all the time, especially in a battle. And to guess your next question…why I’m here, right?”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “I guess you could say we have the same job,” said Tyth. “Well, we used to have the same job. Except you work for the High Queen now, which must be a great honor. I’m Lord Morvilind’s shadow agent.” 


  “Shadow agent?” I said, baffled. “No. I was his shadow agent…”


  Except that wasn’t entirely true, was it? I hadn’t been Kaethran Morvilind’s only shadow agent, not by a long shot. I had merely been the latest in a long line of them. Riordan’s brother Aidan had been one, and he had died carrying out Morvilind’s missions. I had met Rosalyn Madero, another of Morvilind’s previous shadow agents, and she had been an insane artificer living in the citadel of Venomhold under the protection of Natalya Karst.


  She was dead now, killed with the rest of the Rebels and Karst’s court when the Sky Hammer detonated in Venomhold. 


  And just because I had been Morvilind’s latest shadow agent…that didn’t mean he couldn’t have more than one shadow agent at a time. 


  “You are his Elven shadow agent, aren’t you?” said Riordan, and the answer clicked in my head. “Nadia was his human one. But Morvilind sent you to carry out missions in the cities of the Elven commoners, places where humans can’t go unless they’re slaves.” 


  There were dozens of cities of Elven commoners throughout the world, and humans were strictly prohibited from visiting them. Even the Elven commoners preferred to live in their own cities and only visited human cities when necessary for their jobs, like the security guards I had seen at the Grand Warrior Casino and the Royal Bank in Washington DC. 


  Tyth beamed as if Riordan had given her a compliment. “Yes, that’s right, Shadow Hunter. I have the very great honor of serving as his lordship’s shadow agent among the Elven commoners.”


  “Honor?” I said. I had felt many things during my years as Morvilind’s shadow agent but honored definitely had not been one of them.


  Tyth bobbed her head. “Oh, yes. Lord Morvilind is one of the greatest heroes of the Elves. If not for him, we would never have found our way to Earth. The Archons would have exterminated the royalist Elves. And he must be a hero to humans, too. Before the High Queen came, humans slaughtered each other constantly in wars and genocides. Now the High Queen doesn’t let you do that anymore. That must be better, right?”


  I blinked, unsure of what to say. Morvilind, a hero? No. But since I had stopped Nicholas Connor from murdering fifteen million people with the Sky Hammer, I could hardly counter her argument about wars and genocides.


  “Tyth,” said Riordan, “I think we should talk about what is happening and why you are here, not history.”


  Tyth blinked her silver eyes, and then beamed at him. “Yes. Yes, you are right. It seems the human Shadow Hunters are mighty warriors just as the Elven Shadow Hunters were on Kalvarion.”


  “Who is trying to kill Morvilind?” I said. I suspected Tyth might wander off on another tangent if I did not direct the conversation. For a shadow agent, she liked to talk. “Maybe you should start at the beginning.”


  She took a deep breath. “Okay. I live in the city of Risdor…that’s in Oklahoma. On July 11th, Lord Morvilind called me and told me to come to Milwaukee at once.”


  July 11th. That would be the day I had confronted Morvilind at Battery Park in Manhattan, the day the High Queen had decided to punish Morvilind by poaching my service from him. 


  “What happened then?” I said.


  “I went to Milwaukee and came to his mansion,” said Tyth. “Lord Morvilind said to Mask myself as a human for the journey, so I did. I arrived at his mansion as soon as I could, and when he arrived, he commanded me to prepare. He said he was going on a long journey, and that I would have to accompany him to make sure that the journey was successful.”


  “Did he say where you were going?” I said.


  Tyth shook her head. “Only that he had the final key to ending the war with the Archons.”


  I frowned. “Did he mention anything called a Trinity Gate?” That had been the question he had asked the Forerunner, the question that had nearly nuked New York and destroyed both human and Elven civilization. In hindsight, I think Morvilind had planned to take me from New York and go after this Trinity Gate as soon as I recovered from my injuries. 


  “No, I’ve never heard of it before,” said Tyth. She blinked a few times. “It sounds like a craft beer, to be honest.” 


  I almost laughed. “So what happened today? Why did you come here?”


  “His lordship and I went alone to downtown Milwaukee,” said Tyth. “Uh…we went to the train station. West St. Paul Street and 6th Street.”


  “I know it,” I said. Not that I had ridden on trains all that much. You had to show ID to use trains, and when doing Morvilind’s work, I had preferred to travel anonymously around the US. 


  “The Archons were waiting for us,” said Tyth. She pushed some of the dark hair away from her face. “At least a dozen of them. Scores of Shadowlands creatures as well, anthrophages and wraithwolves. And a slayer golem as well. I thought they had all been destroyed.”


  “Slayer golem?” I said. That didn’t sound good. I had fought steel golems and a mercury golem, and I had barely escaped with my life both times. 


  “Back on Kalvarion, the Inquisition used them to deal with dangerous criminals who had powerful magic,” said Tyth. “They’re really fast, and they’re immune to magic. His lordship could have defeated the Archons and their gross little pets, but he had to focus on the slayer golem. And there was something wrong with the Archons. They were all deformed and twisted, and so were the Shadowlands creatures. We had to retreat.” She waved a vague hand towards the door, her eyes on Morvilind. “That was why I stole the bus. I was able to hotwire it, and his lordship and I escaped. He told me to bring him here…and then I crashed the bus into the tree because I had never driven one before.” Tyth shrugged. “And now we’re here.”


  Riordan and I shared a look. 


  “Okay,” I said. “I think we should contact the High Queen.”


  “No!” said Tyth. “His lordship said that you shouldn’t contact her under any circumstances.”


  My lips thinned. “Lord Morvilind isn’t the boss of me.”


  Tyth blinked. “Oh. That’s kind of funny.”


  “What’s funny?” I said.


  “He said you would say that,” said Tyth. “Those exact words.”


  I sighed. It was a disturbing thought that Morvilind probably knew me better than anyone else in the world. “Fine. What else did he say?”


  “He said that we couldn’t go to the High Queen because it would put her at unacceptable risk,” said Tyth. 


  “All right,” I said. “Then we should take Morvilind to his mansion in Shorewood. He has that place covered in warding spells, and those should keep the Archons out.”


  Riordan shook his head. “Then why didn’t Morvilind go there in the first place?”


  That was a good point. 


  “Perhaps we should wait until his lordship awakens and gives us instructions,” said Tyth. “He’ll know what to do.” 


  I sighed and squeezed the bridge of my nose. “No, we can’t. Because we can’t wait here.”


  “Why not?” said Tyth, blinking.


  “One,” I said. “Those Archons are chasing you. Two, you stole a bus. Not exactly the most inconspicuous escape vehicle. Three, sooner or later Homeland Security is going to show up and investigate the wrecked bus. Four, the Archons are smart enough to listen in on Homeland Security transmissions and follow the bus. Five, they might not need to bother with that because buses are easy to follow. Six, if Lord Morvilind couldn’t beat those Archons, then the three of us aren’t going to do it. We need to get him someplace safe, and we need help.”



  “Then what should we do?” said Tyth. I was struck again by how young she looked.


  I looked at Riordan, hoping he had a good idea.


  He started to open his mouth, and then his gaze snapped to the living room window.


  I heard the rasp of tires against the curb. 


  Several vehicles had just pulled up outside.


  Tyth hurried around Morvilind’s couch to the window and tugged the curtain aside a few inches. 


  “Oh, no,” she breathed. “Oh, no. They’re here.”


  I looked out the window. Three SUVs had pulled up to the curb, and their doors opened. Men in dark uniforms emerged, and I glimpsed the familiar three-headed dragon sigil on their chests.


  “Archons,” I said.


  “We’re going to have to fight,” said Riordan. 


  I looked at Tyth. “Can you fight them?”


  In answer, she reached into her pink coat and produced a shotgun. 


  It was a Royal Arms pump-action shotgun that held twelve shells. It was a big, powerful firearm, absolutely brutal in close-quarters combat. That wasn’t what surprised me, though. Tythrilandria was a slim woman, and that long pink coat was close-fitting. I had been certain that she hadn’t been carrying a pistol beneath that coat, let alone a giant freaking shotgun. 


  “You have ammo that can hurt Elves?” I said aloud.


  “Yes,” said Tyth. The distress and anxiety had vanished from her features, and her eyes glittered like silver knives. “I am ready to fight to defend my lord.”


  “Great,” I said. “Let’s go see what the Archons want.”


  I glanced at Riordan, and he nodded. The three of us walked out the front door and into the yard, Tyth with her shotgun on my left, and Riordan on my right. Ten Archon Elves had emerged from the SUVs and stood on the sidewalk, and their glowing eyes fell on me.


  Wait. Glowing? 


  Tyth had said that the Archons were deformed, and I saw what she had meant. Their heads were totally hairless, not even eyebrows, and I had never seen a bald Elf. Their eyes glowed with purple fire, and cracks in their faces and hands shone with the same harsh violet light. The Archons were all possessed by Dark Ones, and their eyes glowed with purple fire while drawing upon the immaterial creatures of the Void, but I had never seen a constant glow like that or those strange cracks.


  And the Archons were…twisted, somehow. Their skin had taken a grayish, corpselike tinge, and tumorous growths covered their hands and faces. The Elves had an alien, aloof beauty, but there was nothing beautiful about these Archons. They looked poisoned, even mutated.


  I wonder what had happened to them.


  Tyth pointed her shotgun at them. Riordan rolled his right hand, and his Shadowmorph blade extended from his fingers, a shaft of darkness that looked as if it had been cut from the air. 



  “Hey, guys!” I called, grinning my rictus of a grin at the Archons. “Looks like you’re lost. You can probably find a dermatologist at the medical college. It’s a couple of miles west that way.”


  Tyth gave me an incredulous look. 


  The Archons stared at me, and one of them snarled, his lips pulled back from his teeth. His teeth had turned black. Like, not rotting black, but the black of cold iron. They also looked sharper than they should have been.


  “It is her,” rasped the Archon. Glowing purple blood leaked from his lips as his sharp teeth cut into his flesh. Ew.


  Another Archon stepped forward. “The Worldburner.” 


  “Worldburner?” I said. “What the hell is that?”


  “You,” hissed the Archon who had stepped forward. I think this one was in charge. He had some sort of badge of rank on his shoulder like he was an officer or something. The Archons were all about equality, but some people are always more equal than others. “You who slaughtered hundreds of thousands of our brothers. You who set the endless fire to burn in Venomhold…”


  “Oh, you’re butthurt because I nuked you?” I said. “I hope you’re not trying to make me feel guilty because I’m proud of it.” The memory of those school buses filled with crying children flashed through my mind. “You tried to murder fifteen million people, but I dropped your own stupid bomb onto your lap first, so suck it up and stop whining.”


  Tyth gaped at me.


  “Whoever digs a pit will fall into it,” said Riordan, “and he who rolls a stone will have it roll back on him.”


  It sounded like he was quoting some long-dead author or the Bible or something. He did that a lot.


  The Archon officer’s eyes narrowed. 


  But as I taunted the Archons, my mind was racing, and I think I figured out what had happened to them.


  I had done it.


  See, the Archons were all possessed by Dark Ones, and powerful Dark Ones could heal the wounds of their hosts. I had seen Nicholas Connor get shot through the head by a .50 bullet, a wound that had made the top of his head explode like a melon, and he had gotten up unscathed a few minutes later. It seemed that the powerful Dark Ones also could heal their hosts of radiation damage and nuclear fire.


  Except…a nuke was way more serious than a minigun bullet, wasn’t it? A Dark One couldn’t heal its host if the host got vaporized. I bet these Archons had been at the borders of Venomhold, far enough from the Sky Hammer that they wouldn’t have died in the explosion, instead perishing from radiation poisoning a few hours later. 


  But their Dark Ones had healed them.


  Sort of. 


  The damage must have been severe enough that the healing had mutated the Archons into whatever they were now. 


  “We shall exterminate your degenerate race and make Earth into a colony of the Elves,” said the Archon officer. “But we are not here for you today, Worldburner. The Magebreaker is sheltering in the structure behind you. Hand him to us, and we shall depart in peace.”


  Tyth bared her teeth as she snarled. “You will not touch him, Archon scum!” 


  The Archon officer laughed, more slime dripping from his twisted mouth. “The bitch puppy clings so fiercely to her master’s ankles!”


  “Splinter, then strike?” I murmured to Riordan.


  He nodded, his Shadowmorph blade raised.


  “Your last chance, Worldburner!” said the Archon officer. “Stand aside, or you and the Shadow Hunter will die with the Magebreaker. I am Montrysar, a Commander of the Revolution of the Archons! In the name of the First Citizen of Kalvarion, I command you to surrender Kaethran Morvilind to us!” 


  “First Citizen?” I said. “Wow, he sounds like a jerk. But that’s a really generous offer, so I’ll give you a generous offer of my own. Turn around and run back to the Shadowlands, or I’m going to rearrange your ugly faces.”


  Tyth gaped at me again, and then to my surprise, she grinned.


  “I like you!” she declared. 


  Montrysar snarled, and the other mutant Elves started casting spells.


  “Then perish!” shouted Montrysar, and he threw an ice spike at me.


  He was good, I’ll give him that. White mist swirled around his hand and hardened into a glittering shaft of ice as long as Riordan was tall and as thick as my leg. It hurtled from his fingers, and if it had hit me, it would have pinned me to the Marneys’ house like a bug on a display board.


  But I had already cast the Shield spell, and a dome of flickering yellow-orange light appeared in front of me. I had charged the Shield with elemental fire, and the ice spike hammered into the Shield. Both spells canceled each other out in a burst of sparks.


  “Take them!” screamed Montrysar, and the Archons continued their spells.


  But we were already moving. 


  Riordan surged forward, so fast he was a blur. The Archons started to focus on him, and I cast the Splinter Mask spell. Nine perfect illusionary duplicates of me appeared, and I sent them running towards the Archons, some of the duplicates casting spells, others brandishing blades of elemental fire. The Archons had to realize that the doubles were illusionary, but the Splinter Mask distracted them long enough for Riordan to close and take off a head with a slash of his dark blade.


  Next to me, Tyth cast a spell and disappeared in a silver flash.


  Huh. She could cast the Cloak spell. 


  I cast another spell of my own, elemental fire snarling around my fingers even as I maintained the Splinter Mask spell. I ran towards the street, joining the mob of illusionary copies of myself that ran around the Archons. The Archons attacked in all directions, bursts of lightning and ice shattering the illusionary doubles, but not before I cast my own spell. A sphere of fire whirled from my fingers, shot forward, and drilled through the skull of the nearest Archon. The mutated Elf shuddered and collapsed to the Marneys’ lawn. I sent the sphere hurtling towards Montrysar, but he was ready for me, and a Shield spell of his own unraveled the force of my attack.


  He struck back at once, a telekinetic grip wrapping around me like iron bands and lifting me into the air. I had endured attacks like this from Archons before, and I reacted with a spell, my own telekinetic grip closing around his throat like a garrote. His glowing eyes went wide, and he threw up another Shield spell, this one of hazy white light. I lost my telekinetic grip on his throat, but he also disrupted his own telekinesis spell, and I hit the ground, rolled, came to one knee, and started another spell.


  As I did, Tyth appeared out of nothingness behind the mutant Elves, her shotgun leveled. Her face was twisted in a snarl, and her weapon boomed and spat fire as she shot one of the Archons in the back. The Archon’s chest exploded in a spray of purple-glowing blood and ragged meat, and the Elf dropped dead to the grass. Tyth whirled and Cloaked again as the surviving Archons turned towards her, and I wondered why she hadn’t stayed Cloaked to fire.


  It didn’t matter. Montrysar attacked again, flinging a shaft of howling flame at me, and I got my Shield up in time. The flames shattered against my will, and Riordan dodged around the stab of an elemental blade and cut down another Archon. That left only two of them still on their feet, and Montrysar’s eyes narrowed with sudden calculation. He took several quick steps backward, reaching into his uniform coat and pulling out a rod of bronze metal about a foot long. 


  Riordan stalked after the remaining two Archons, and Tyth reappeared in a flash of silver light. Her shotgun boomed again, and another Archon collapsed, smoke rising from the hole she had blasted into his chest. Montrysar ran into the street, holding the bronze rod before him.


  “Take them!” he screamed.


  I drew together power to strike him, and then the back of one of the SUVs exploded. 


  Something big and bronze burst from the back of the vehicle and landed in the street with a ringing clang. My gaze snapped in that direction for a moment, and as it did, Montrysar cast a spell. I whirled to face him, but it was too late. The Archon commander had opened a rift way, and he leaped through it, the rift snapping shut behind him. 


  Well, that was that.


  “Oh, God,” said Tyth. “Oh, God. It’s the slayer golem.”


  I looked at the bronze thing that had exploded out of the back of the SUV, and despite Tyth’s obvious fear, I wasn’t impressed at first.


  It was a big sphere of bronze-colored metal, maybe about five feet across. The thing was quivering like a tense animal, and it was some sort of clockwork mechanism, sections of the sphere sliding around each other like a giant gyroscope or something. I glimpsed whirling gears and pumping cogs in its interior.



  “Slayer golem?” I said. “It looks like a clockwork pool ball…”


  The slayer golem exploded. 


  At least, that was my first reaction, and I took an alarmed step back. I realized the machine hadn’t exploded but had, in fact, unfolded itself with incredible speed. Its various parts whirled and blurred around each other and shifted into a new configuration, and the metal sphere became a giant mechanical scorpion about the size of a big dog. The thing shivered once, and then shot forward, its metal legs stabbing up and down and carving craters into the lawn.


  I summoned power and threw a volley of lightning globes at the golem. That usually worked against the steel golems I had fought before. I hadn’t yet figured out a way to destroy golems, but the lightning spell usually slowed them down. Seven lightning globes leaped from my fingers and hurtled into the slayer golem, and nothing happened. The spheres exploded into bursts of sparks and smoke, and the golem didn’t slow in the slightest.


  Another second and the thing was going to run me down. 


  Riordan attacked first, his Shadowmorph blade a dark blur in his right hand. He lopped off the scorpion’s pincers, dodged the strike of its thick metal tail, and slashed again, taking off two of its legs. The creature collapsed to the ground with a clang, and then it exploded again as Riordan scrambled backward. The severed limbs leaped off the ground and rejoined the whirling mechanical mass, and the golem took a new shape, one that didn’t resemble an animal at all. This time it had three legs that ended in massive metal wheels, and two arms that terminated in spinning circular saw blades. 


  “Tyth!” I said as the golem rotated towards us. “How the hell do we fight this thing?”


  “I don’t know!” said Tyth, the fear returning to her eyes. “Even Lord Morvilind’s magic couldn’t hurt it. We…”


  The golem shot forward, a buzzing whine coming from the saw blades on its arms. I cursed and cast the telekinesis spell, hitting the golem with everything I could. It had resisted the lightning globe spell, but maybe telekinetic force would work better. I flipped the golem into the air, and it landed on the sidewalk with enough force to crack the concrete. That barely slowed it down. The creature reconfigured itself, the arms and legs rotating, and whirled back to face us.


  “We need to get out of here,” said Riordan. I had a sudden vision of the slayer golem pursuing us down the freeway, and I had no doubt the creature could move as fast as a car.


  “We must take Lord Morvilind with us!” said Tyth. “Else the slayer golem will kill him!”


  “Fine!” I said, pulling together power for another telekinetic spell. “Riordan, get him into the truck. I’ll keep hitting the golem until…”


  “Nadia Moran!” 


  I stiffened. I knew that voice. I knew that voice so well that sometimes my own thoughts spoke in it. 


  I risked a glance to the side and saw Morvilind standing in the doorway to the Marneys’ house.


  Well. I say standing. 


  He was upright, mostly, but if he hadn’t been leaning on the doorframe, I think he would have been on the floor. His gaze met mine, and despite his obvious exhaustion and pain, I was struck by the power and the relentless will in those cold blue eyes.


  Just as I had always been. 


  There was something in his right hand, something spherical and blue that gave off a flickering white light. 


  “Take it!” thundered Morvilind. “It is locked to you!”


  With that, he threw the blue thing overhand as the slayer golem rolled towards me. I reacted on instinct and caught the sphere Morvilind had thrown at me. It was a blue stone about the exact size and shape of a baseball. Dozens of rows of Elven hieroglyphics marked its surface, and each one of the symbols gave off a pale white light. The sphere was much heavier than it looked, and it was icy cold to the touch, far colder than it should have been in the hot July day. 


  And I recognized it at once, though I hadn’t seen it for nearly a hundred and sixty years.


  It was a Nihlus Stone, an artifact capable of breaking any spell. Specifically, it was the Nihlus Stone that Morvilind had sent me to steal from his former shadow agent Rosalyn Madero in Venomhold. I had used it several times during our escape from Venomhold, and…


  The golem surged towards me, and I didn’t hesitate. 


  I thrust the Nihlus Stone towards the creature, pouring all my will and magic into the sphere. It shivered in my grasp, and then a ring of hazy blue-white light erupted from the Stone and rushed outward in all directions. The hazy light poured through the golem, and it froze.


  Then it collapsed back into the shape of a sphere, though it still shivered. 


  I looked at the vibrating sphere, and then at Riordan. He shrugged and gave the spherical golem a tap with the toe of his boot. The metal creature gave no response.


  “Huh,” I said, looking at the Nihlus Stone in my hand. “Guess that’s how you fight golems.”


  “Guess so,” said Riordan. 


  I looked at Morvilind, intending to demand to know what the hell was going on.


  He drew breath to say something, but his eyes rolled up into his head, and he collapsed onto the doorstep again.




  Chapter 2: Casual Fraud


  



  “My lord!” said Tyth, and she ran towards Morvilind.


  Two things caught my attention.


  First, Tyth’s expression. The woman knew how to fight, as the dead Archons proved, but she didn’t have a good poker face. Her expression had changed from terror to rage to hate during the fight, but now concern flooded her features. She was genuinely devoted to Morvilind.



  Second, she shoved the shotgun into her pink coat, and it disappeared.


  Like, it completely disappeared. The coat was well-cut and fit close to Tyth’s body. There was absolutely no way she could have concealed the shotgun in that coat, not without a huge and obvious bulge.


  Yet it had just vanished into her coat.


  I pushed the thought aside. There were way more serious things to worry about.


  Tyth dropped to one knee next to Morvilind, put her ear on his chest for a moment. “He’s alive. But he needs to rest. Oh, he shouldn’t have gotten up.”


  “If he hadn’t,” said Riordan, glancing at the quivering metal ball, “that slayer golem would have killed us all.”


  “True,” said Tyth. “Can you help me get him back on the couch?”


  “Should we move him?” I said. “If he has internal injuries…”


  “We can’t leave him on the front step,” said Riordan. He stepped past Tyth and picked up Morvilind again. “And if the Archons keep coming to kill him, we need to get away from here. Someplace more defensible. Or someplace where we can find allies.” He stepped into the living room and put Morvilind back on the couch, straightening back up with a grunt. “Because I’m sure that Montrysar is going to be back with friends.”


  “Yeah,” I said, looking at the dead Archons, the row of SUVs, and the wrecked bus across the street. My gaze focused on the quivering metal sphere of the slayer golem. “If that thing wakes up again, we’re going to have trouble.”


  “I don’t think we have to worry about that,” said Tyth. “I think the Nihlus Stone broke Montrysar’s control over the golem. It’s on standby.”


  I frowned. “Don’t suppose you know how to take control of a golem? A pet murder robot would be useful.”


  Tyth blinked. “Uh…no. I was never very good with artificing.” She made a vague gesture in my direction. “Or with all the…the explode-y magic.”


  “Explode-y?” I said.


  “I think she means fire and ice and lightning,” said Riordan in a dry voice. 


  “Right,” I said. “But you can Cloak, yeah? And move around while Cloaked?” Tyth bobbed her head. “Why didn’t you stay Cloaked when you shot the Archons? That would have been useful.”


  Tyth swallowed and looked away. “I’m sorry. Lord Morvilind said the same thing. I just…I hate the Archons so much that I lose my grip on the spell when I kill one of them.”


  “Oh.” I didn’t know what to say to that.


  “I…we need to do something,” said Tyth. “But…but I don’t know what to do next.” She swallowed again. “Uh…do you have any suggestions?”


  Riordan and I looked at each other. 


  “Okay,” I said. “First thing, we need to do something about those dead Archons on the front lawn. Homeland Security’s going to show up any second, and when they do, I’d really prefer that they not find nine dead Elves on the Marneys’ front lawn.”


  “Oh!” said Tyth. “I can help with that.” She suddenly looked like a schoolchild hoping that the teacher would call on her. “I know the rift way spell. I can hold the rift way open while the Shadow Hunter throws the bodies through it. Then the Shadowlands creatures will eventually eat them.”


  “Huh,” I said. “That’s…actually really a good idea.” I felt like an idiot. There had been a couple of times in my life when I had needed to dispose of evidence (not bodies, mind you), and I had gone to great lengths to do so. It had never occurred to me to simply dump the evidence in the Shadowlands. Morvilind had drummed it into me that the Shadowlands were dangerous and that I should only open a rift way spell when the benefits outweighed the risks. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


  “Didn’t you drop a nuclear bomb into the Shadowlands?” said Tyth. 


  “It was the best idea I could think up at the time,” I said. I looked back at Riordan. “Okay. Can you help Tyth get rid of the corpses?” 


  “What will we do if Homeland Security shows up?” said Tyth.


  I glanced at Morvilind. “Simple. I’ll Mask myself as Morvilind and tell them to go away.”


  Tyth’s eyes went wide. “You can’t impersonate Lord Morvilind!” 


  “If someone crashes a bus outside my house and asks for my help, I have the right to impersonate that person with a Mask spell,” I said. I was aware this logic was insane, so I pressed right on. “Unless you want a bunch of Homeland Security officers sniffing around and making trouble for Morvilind?”


  Tyth hesitated. “That…is a good point.”



  “Come on,” said Riordan. “The sooner we get rid of those dead Archons, the less trouble we’ll have when Homeland Security shows up.” Tyth sighed and nodded, and Riordan looked back at me. “Do you think we should try to throw the slayer golem through a rift way?”


  “No!” I said at once. “If that thing’s on standby, we don’t want to wake it up. I don’t know about you, but if I got thrown through a rift way, that would wake me up real quick.” 


  “What are you going to do?” said Tyth. 


  “Make a phone call so my brother doesn’t walk into this mess,” I said. “I assume you and Lord Morvilind don’t want any additional witnesses?”


  “That is a good point,” said Tyth, and then she beamed at me. “You’re really good at this.”


  My initial reaction was to bristle, but then I realized she wasn’t being sarcastic. She genuinely meant it. In fact, she was looking at me with stark admiration, which unsettled me a little. I wasn’t used to people giving me compliments, and I definitely wasn’t used to getting compliments from an Elf.


  “Uh,” I said. Eloquent. “Thanks. I’ll meet you outside.”


  I dashed up the stairs, still holding the Nihlus Stone, and Riordan and Tyth went outside. I hurried down the upstairs hallway to my room. The blankets and sheets on my bed were still a rumpled, sweaty mess, and the air smelled a little of what Riordan and I had been doing all morning. I grinned like an idiot, reminded myself to spray some air freshener in here and the upstairs hallway before Russell and the Marneys got home and then grabbed my phone from the nightstand. 


  It was a new phone, since my old one had caught fire in the Shadowlands, and I jabbed at the screen, unlocked it, and called Russell.


  He picked up on the third ring. “Nadia?”


  I was always surprised by how deep his voice had gotten. 


  “Hey, Russell,” I said. “I know we said we shouldn’t lie to each other, so I’m just going to tell you this…”


  “That doesn’t sound good,” said Russell.


  “Lord Morvilind showed up at the house,” I said. “He was badly hurt, and a dozen Archons were chasing him. We drove them off, but we’re going to need some time to clean up. Until I get Morvilind away from here, I think you guys had better stay away.”


  There was silence.


  “Are you hurt?” said Russell.


  “What?” I said. “No, no. I’m fine.” I crossed to the window, peered through the blinds, and looked down just in time to see Riordan toss a dead Archon through the rift way that Tyth had opened. “But if the Archons came for Morvilind once, they might come for him again. Until he wakes up, you and the Marneys better stay away.” 


  Russell hesitated. “Morvilind’s hurt, yeah?”


  “Yup,” I said. 


  “Well, he might need a doctor. James is a doctor.”


  I gritted my teeth. This conversation, I suspected, was starting to get away from me. 


  “He can probably heal himself,” I said. 


  “If James gets him patched up, it will be easier for you to move him,” said Russell. “And are you there alone? You need help.”


  “No, no,” I said. “Riordan’s here. He showed up this morning…”


  “He knew that Morvilind was coming?” said Russell.


  “No, that surprised us both,” I said. “He came here to, uh, well, to ask me…” I was going to have to tell Russell eventually, wasn’t I? “We’re getting married.”


  “No way,” said Russell.


  “Yes way,” I said. 


  “That’s really great!” said Russell. “Must have been a busy day.” Wait, had he guessed what Riordan and I had been doing all morning? But he kept talking. “Riordan asking you to marry him and then the Archons chasing Lord Morvilind. But I’m going to go get James and Lucy right now, and we’ll be there as soon as we can.”


  “Wait,” I said. “That’s not…” 


  “Nadia, if there’s trouble you need help,” said Russell. “And it’s James’s and Lucy’s house. Besides, you just got engaged, and we need to congratulate you, right? See you soon!”


  He hung up before I could try to argue back.


  I glared at my phone. 


  “Why do these conversations never go the way I plan?” I muttered. 


  Still, Russell had a point. James was a doctor. I didn’t know if James knew how to treat Elves, but presumably, he would have learned at least the basics during his time as one of Lord Morvilind’s men-at-arms. 


  But that might mean putting Russell and the Marneys in danger.


  Again.


  I shivered a little. Come to think of it, I was really cold. I had gotten better at dealing with the magic-induced chill, but it still came at moments of stress. And I suspected there were quite a few moments of stress heading towards me at full speed. Which meant I needed a coat in July. I stepped to the closet, opened the door, and reached for a coat.


  I froze halfway.


  The only coat was my motorcycle jacket, black with orange stripes on the sleeves. I hadn’t worn that jacket in over a year. Before that, I had worn it every day for a hundred and fifty-eight years in the Eternity Crucible. A rush of bad memories went through me, and then I shook my head, grimaced, and tugged on the jacket. 


  Memories or not, I did like that coat. Besides, if the Archons sent wraithwolves or anthrophages after Morvilind next, the jacket was thick enough to provide some protection from fangs and claws.


  I shoved the Nihlus Stone into the front left pocket of my coat. I thought about giving it to Tyth but rejected the idea. I might need the thing later. 


  When Morvilind woke up, he could ask for it back himself. 


  I hurried downstairs, saw that Morvilind was still unconscious on the couch. I came onto the front lawn just as Riordan finished dumping the last dead Archon through the rift way. Tyth released the rift way spell with a sigh, wiping sweat from her eyes. 


  “Oh!” she said. “I like your jacket.”


  “Um,” I said. I started to say that at least it wasn’t pink, but I stopped myself. “Thanks.” I looked at Riordan. “I told my brother to stay away. Naturally, he and the Marneys are on their way to help.”


  Riordan frowned. “I thought you were going to tell him to stay away to keep him safe.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “and I also disappeared for a year to keep you and Russell safe from me and look how that turned out. I suck at getting people to do what I want.” Riordan snorted, and I turned to Tyth. “Okay. But we can’t keep Morvilind here. We have to find someplace we can take him until he wakes up, someplace defensible. When Montrysar comes back with more friends or maybe some more slayer golems, we had better not be here.” 


  Tyth gave the quivering metal sphere an anxious glance. “I…I don’t know. I haven’t spent much time in human cities. Lord Morvilind sends me to do jobs in the Elven cities. I hoped you would know a place.”


  “I have a few ideas,” said Riordan. “It will have to be a location unconnected to Morvilind in any way, or else the Archons might track it down. We…” He broke off and glanced down the street. “We have a more immediate problem. Homeland Security is about to show up.” 


  I turned my head and saw flashing red and white lights approaching. 


  “All right,” I said, flexing my right hand as I gathered magical power. “Looks like I’m going to pretend to be Lord Morvilind. Um, Tyth. Can you pull out that shotgun again? Follow me around like you’re my bodyguard. It will look more impressive that way.” 


  “I still don’t think this is a good idea,” said Tyth, but she reached into her pink coat and drew out her shotgun. I wondered again how the hell she fit it inside her coat, but I could worry about it later. 


  “Yeah, well, I can’t think of anything better,” I said. I took a deep breath. “Showtime.”


  I concentrated, drew on magical power, and cast the Mask spell. 


  Silver light flashed around my hands, and I concentrated on the image and appearance of Morvilind. The spell wrapped around me, and to any unaided eye, I would look exactly like Lord Kaethran Morvilind. Any wizard would sense the power of the spell, but Homeland Security didn’t have any wizards. 


  “How do I look?” I said. The spell even modified my voice to Morvilind’s deep rasp.


  “Arrogant. Also, taller,” said Riordan.


  Tyth scowled at that. 


  “Splendid,” I said, and I strode towards the curb as three Homeland Security SUVs came to a stop in the street. Officers in full riot gear emerged, M-99 carbines in hand. They must have responded to the reports of a gunfight.



  One of the officers saw me and froze.


  “Men of Homeland Security!” I roared. 


  The officers gaped at me and then dropped to one knee with gratifying speed. Morvilind had executed a Homeland Security colonel for insubordination during the Archon attack on Milwaukee, and evidently, the lesson had been taken to heart.


  “Lord Morvilind,” said one of the officers. “We were not expecting you…”


  “I have a task for you,” I said. “Remove this wrecked bus and these three damaged SUVs. They were used in an Archon scouting excursion. I destroyed the Archons, but these vehicles may hold useful information. Investigate them thoroughly. You will report the results of your investigations to me when once they are finished.”


  “Yes, my lord,” said the officer at once. He turned and barked instructions to his men, telling them to call up additional crews from headquarters. “Ah…a question, my lord, if I may?”


  “What is it?” I said, using my Mask to imitate Morvilind’s air of irritable, strained patience. 


  “That quivering sphere…thing,” said the officer, pointing at the slayer golem. “What do you want done with it?”


  Now that was a good question. 


  “Leave it to me,” I said. “Under no circumstances touch it. It is an extraordinarily dangerous device, and I will need time to neutralize it.” I caught sight of another car approaching down the street. “One other thing. That approaching vehicle contains the owners of this house. Let them through. I must speak with them.” 


  “Yes, my lord,” said the officer, and he jogged off to give instructions to his men. 


  I walked to the edge of the driveway. “Mr. MacCormac, Miss Tythrilandria, let us await the owners here.” 


  Riordan almost looked amused, but he kept a straight face. Tyth just looked solemn. Guess she was used to following Morvilind’s orders.


  A moment later the Homeland Security officers waved the car through, and it turned into the driveway and came to a stop. I saw James and Lucy in the front seat, Russell in the back, and Lucy’s eyes went wide when she saw me. Or when she saw my Mask of Lord Morvilind. 


  James got out of the car first. He was in late middle age, with bony features and a crew cut that was going gray, a cane in his right hand. “My lord Morvilind. We did not expect to see you again so soon after…”


  “No, do not kneel,” I said. With his bad leg, I didn’t want to make him kneel. Lucy and Russell got out of the car. Lucy was a trim woman a few years younger than James with the brisk air of a veteran nurse. Russell had finally gotten that black dye out of his hair. Mr. Vander had cured his frostfever, but he would have white hair for the rest of his life. “We must move with celerity.”


  “My lord, a question, if I may,” said Russell. “Where is Nadia?” 



  I was touched.


  “She is unharmed. You will follow me,” I said. 


  I gestured and strode towards the door, and Riordan, Tyth, the Marneys, and Russell all followed me inside. They filed into the living room, and Riordan made sure to close the door behind them. James, Lucy, and Russell stared at Morvilind on the couch, and then looked at me.


  “What?” said James.


  I released my Mask spell. “Sorry about the illusion, guys.” James and Lucy gaped at me, but Russell only nodded. After our adventures over the last month, he had a pretty good idea of my magical capabilities. “I had to make sure the Homeland Security goons didn’t arrest us all, and that seemed like the quickest way to do it.”


  “Nadia?” said James. “You’re all right?”


  “So far,” I said. “It’s been a busy day.”



  He frowned at the couch. “Is…that Lord Morvilind? Really Lord Morvilind? Not an illusion?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Long story short, Morvilind crashed a city bus across the street, staggered to the front door, and demanded help. Then some Archons showed up in those SUVs and tried to kill him and us. Riordan and I fought them off with Tyth’s help. Oh, this is Tyth. She works for Lord Morvilind.”



  “Hi!” she said with a cheery smile. “You have a lovely home. I really like the paint.”


  They blinked at her, and then bowed, as humans were supposed to do when meeting an unknown Elf for the first time.


  “Anyway,” I said, “we heard Homeland Security coming, and I didn’t want all of us to get arrested, so I Masked myself as Lord Morvilind. Then you guys showed up, and here we are.” 


  “Impersonating an Elf seems elfophobic somehow,” said James, “but no matter. Lucy, can you get the first aid kit? I need to look at his lordship’s wounds.” Lucy nodded and hurried towards the office. James limped around the couch and dropped to his knees with a wince. 


  “Did Riordan come to stop the Archons?” said James.


  “No,” I said. “It was just a lucky coincidence.”


  “I was here to see Nadia,” said Riordan. Russell grinned at me since he already knew why Riordan had been here. Lucy returned and dropped to one knee by the couch, passing the first aid kit to James. She needed both hands to do it. James was a doctor and Lucy was a nurse, and so their home first aid kit was more impressive than the stock model. 


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Hey, Nadia, you’re wearing a ring. You never wear jewelry.” 


  “Um,” I said, scowling at him. He was trying to get the news out of me, the clever little sneak. I had thought that telling the Marneys about Riordan would go differently than this. “Yes. I am. Uh…it is an engagement ring. I am wearing this engagement ring because Riordan and I are engaged.”


  James and Lucy stared at me, mouths hanging open. Tyth grinned and made a happy little sound. Seriously, she looked like she had just seen a basket of cute puppies or something.


  The second after that, Lucy was hugging me, and Russell was shaking Riordan’s hand. 


  “Oh, that’s so exciting,” said Lucy. “I’m so excited for you.” 


  “Thanks,” I said. 


  “Oh, we have like a million things to decide,” said Lucy.


  “Um,” I said. I was probably the closest thing Lucy Marney would ever have to a daughter, and I suppose all sorts of latent mother-of-the-bride impulses had just woken up and started sniffing the air. “Well, we want something small, and…” I blinked and looked at Russell. “You didn’t know about this in advance, did you?”


  “Me? No, not this time,” said Russell. “Well, I figured he would ask you the next time he visited. I’m not blind, Nadia.” He frowned. “Though I didn’t think Lord Morvilind would be here for it. Or unconscious.” 


  Riordan clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll have to be the best man, of course.”


  “Really?” said Russell, and he grinned. “That’s an honor. We’ll…”


  “Guys!” I said. “We can plan the wedding after we figure out what to do about the fact that Lord Morvilind is unconscious on your couch and the Archons are coming to kill him.”


  “That’s a good point,” said Russell. “That would put a damper on the festivities.”


  I glared at him. He just grinned back.


  “Can we move him?” I said to James. “Get him someplace safer?” I would settle for “anywhere but here,” but “safer” seemed a good place to start. Plus, Tyth wanted to get Morvilind to safety, and Tyth apparently had a coat full of shotguns, so I didn’t want to argue with her.


  “It should be safe to move him,” said James. He had opened the collar of Morvilind’s robes and rolled up the sleeves, and was cleaning out the wounds. Morvilind had taken several deep gashes across the ribs and one on his right arm. The slayer golem had clearly taken him off guard, and I wonder how close it had come to killing him.  


  The thought was staggering. I had seen Morvilind fight, and he was all but invincible when he brought the full strength of his magic to bear. But while Elves lived a long time, they weren’t immortal, and underneath all his magical strength, Morvilind was still flesh and blood. He could be killed. He wasn’t infallible, either – I had successfully lied to him a few times, and the entire battle at New York had resulted from a serious miscalculation on his part.


  “But where are we going to move him?” said Tyth.


  “I’m hoping Riordan knows a place,” I said.


  Riordan took a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking about it, and…”


  Morvilind’s eyes popped open.


  He sat up with a snarl, magical fire starting to burn around his fingers.




  Chapter 3: One Last Job


  



  For a moment, we all froze, and I feared that Morvilind would lash out and start killing us before he realized where he was.


  James broke the silence.


  “My lord,” he said, voice respectful but firm. I had seen him with patients enough to know when he was using his doctor voice. “You’ve suffered several severe lacerations, and I also suspect you have cracked some ribs and have a hairline fracture in your right radius. I very strongly advise that you at least allow me to clean and suture these wounds to reduce the risk of infection.”


  Morvilind blinked at him several times. “Dr. Marney.” His voice was thick. “Prudent as ever. Proceed, but only clean the wounds. Do not suture them. Which ones have you cleaned already?”


  “The one on your right forearm,” said James.


  Morvilind nodded, grimaced, and cast a spell. Golden light flared and flickered around his right arm, and a shout of alarm rose in my throat. He was casting the regeneration spell that Arvalaeon had taught me. I had used it several times to recover from serious wounds, and it had several dangerous side effects. One of them was a release of waste energy powerful enough to set the living room on fire. 


  Except it didn’t.


  The glow remained focused around Morvilind’s forearm, the gash shrinking, and I realized what he was doing.


  You know how computer operating systems have system restore points, right? The idea is that if your computer gets screwed up, like you delete a system file or whatever, you can use the restore point to reset it back to the last time that it worked. The regeneration spell sort of works like that. Except you have to be awake and conscious to use it, and you can feel it rewriting your body cell by cell. It hurts. It really, really hurts. You can feel the nerves screaming in pain when they’re rebuilt. 


  Except Morvilind was doing it slowly, not in a massive burst of energy the way I did. There was no way I could have managed that without losing control of the spell. I was much stronger and more skilled than I had been before the Eternity Crucible, but Morvilind was far stronger and more skillful.


  “Tythrilandria,” said Morvilind. 


  “My lord,” said Tyth. She hurried around to stand in front of the couch and drew herself up. “I am here.”


  “Report,” said Morvilind. The gash on his right forearm had vanished, and he flexed his bony fingers a few times. 


  “Nine of the ten Archons were killed,” said Tyth. “Unfortunately, Montrysar escaped into the Shadowlands. We brought you inside and discussed what to do next.” She hesitated and gave me an apologetic look. “Homeland Security then arrived, and Miss Moran…er, Masked herself as you, and then ordered the officers to take care of the crashed bus and the SUVs that the Archons had stolen.” 


  “Prudent,” said Morvilind. “The slayer golem?”


  “I think it is on standby, my lord,” said Tyth. “It is sitting on the lawn and sort of…quivering.” 


  “Okay, question,” I said. Tyth looked frightened that I would interrupt, but Morvilind only turned cold eyes in my direction. “You had the Nihlus Stone with you. Why didn’t you use it to disable that slayer golem before it tore you up?”


  “I did,” said Morvilind. “Unfortunately, I made a miscalculation.” I blinked. He didn’t often admit mistakes. Such as the time when, to pick an example at random, his deal with the Forerunner almost got New York nuked. “I failed to realize that when you used the Nihlus Stone in the Shadowlands, it locked the device to you.”


  “Locked?” I said.


  “Yes,” said Morvilind. “At the moment, you are the only one capable of using that particular Nihlus Stone. Had there been more time to investigate, I would have realized it sooner, but hindsight is always clear. Thus, a tactical retreat became necessary.”


  “Such as the tactical theft on a bus and the tactical crashing it in front of the house,” I said.


  Tyth looked apologetic, and I felt bad. “I’ve never driven a bus before.”


  “Setbacks are to be overcome,” said Morvilind. “As soon as Dr. Marney has finished, Tythrilandria and I will depart and resume our task. And you, Nadia Moran, will accompany us.”


  A wave of fear went through me, followed by blazing anger.


  “Oh, I am, am I?” I said.


  “You shall,” said Morvilind.


  “Hey, when that slayer golem hit you over the head, did it inflict some short-term memory loss?” I said. Morvilind’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t work for you anymore. The High Queen was rather emphatic on that point if I remember right.” 


  “Nevertheless, you will accompany me,” said Morvilind. “The consequences to you and your family will be dire if you do not.”


  I looked him in the eye and folded my arms over my chest.


  “You’re bluffing,” I said. 


  “Nadia,” said Russell, but Morvilind spoke over him.


  “You presume to think so?” said Morvilind. “Do you think you can stop me from executing my will, or even hinder me in the slightest?”


  “Yeah, I do,” I said. “Because I work for the High Queen now, and I bet she’ll get massively pissed off if you start messing with her shadow agents.” 


  “I have known the High Queen her entire life,” said Morvilind.


  “And I’ve known you my entire life, my lord,” I said. “Remember how angry you got when Arvalaeon used me for one of his jobs? Well, the High Queen let me look inside her head when she cast the mindtouch spell on me. She has a lot in common with me, and that’s because we were both trained by you. And since we both have a lot in common with you, I am entirely certain she will be furious if she finds out you were coercing her shadow agents. And I also bet you’re on thin ice after you almost got her nuked at New York.”  


  “Threats, Nadia Moran?” said Morvilind.


  I snorted. “I’m not threatening. I’m stating the obvious. You’re the one making threats. And threats that are in really poor taste, too. After you’ve turned up at the home of your former man-at-arms, torn up his lawn, left a slayer golem on standby in his front yard, and are currently bleeding on his couch.” 


  “You will assist me,” said Morvilind, “or…”


  “Or what?” I snapped, my patience starting to shred. Russell, Lucy, and Tyth were all looking anxiously at us now. James focused on cleaning Morvilind’s wounds. Even in the middle of this argument, Morvilind was still regenerating them one by one. “You’ll let Russell die of frostfever? Too late for that. Or you’ll blow up the house? Kill everyone else here? How is that going to get my cooperation? What possible threat can you make that won’t have me rushing to the High Queen to tattle on you as soon you turn your back for half a second?


  “This is your entire problem,” said Riordan.


  I glared at him, but then I realized Riordan was talking to Morvilind.


  “At last, the wisdom of the Shadow Hunter,” said Morvilind. “Please, do enlighten us with your wisdom. Everyone be silent, the tedious Malcolm Lock is about to lecture us.”


  “His books are not tedious!” I said.


  Morvilind raised an eyebrow. “Have you read them?”


  Er. I had read one. And Russell had kind of made me. Though I hadn’t known that Malcolm Lock had been Riordan’s pen name at the time.


  “Wait,” said James, looking up from the cut on Morvilind’s ribs. “You’re Malcolm Lock?”


  Riordan sighed. “Yes.”


  “No way,” said James. “I really liked the last book. Especially the ending, when Sir Lothair rallied the bandits to retake his family castle after…”


  “How is this in any way relevant?” said Morvilind.


  “It’s not,” said Riordan. “But you brought it up, and that’s my point. This is your problem. You are incapable of asking for anything without bullying. You force your agents and retainers to be loyal to you, and then you abuse that loyalty. How many of your household retainers have criminal records in the Russian Imperium, and you threaten to inform the Okhrana of their location if they annoy you? You were exactly the same way with Aidan…” 


  “Do not lecture me about your brother,” said Morvilind with asperity. The final wound regenerated closed, and James got to his feet with a grunt. “Thank you, Dr. Marney. But you will recall, Mr. MacCormac, that I kept my bargain with your brother. I healed your sister. It is not my fault that Aidan MacCormac got himself killed while…”


  “Maybe it isn’t,” said Riordan. “But you’re the most powerful Elven wizard on Earth, and you’re running to a human to help you. I would wager that’s because all the other Elven nobles fear and hate you so much that they will only help you under duress. You came here because you think you can bully Nadia into helping you.”


  “Coercion is the most effective tool for ensuring compliance,” said Morvilind.


  “No, it’s not,” said Riordan. “And you don’t understand Nadia.”


  Morvilind snorted. “I have known her far longer than you, Shadow Hunter. I molded and shaped her from childhood. She is simply the latest woman to capture your fleeting interest, and no doubt you will get her killed in…”


  “Don’t,” I said, my temper starting to slip from my grasp. “Just don’t.”


  Morvilind offered a cold smile. “The truth about your lover is too unpleasant to bear?”


  “Fiancée,” I said. Morvilind snorted. “And here’s the truth, my lord. If you insult him again, I’m going to call Arvalaeon and complain. I’m sure he’d love to hear about all this.”


  Morvilind’s eyes narrow. “You presume to threaten…”


  “For God’s sake,” said Riordan with exasperation. “You’re a brilliant wizard, but how can you be so dense as to not see this? You and Tyth came here for help, and in five minutes you’ve threatened Nadia so much that she’s ready to call a man she hates to deal with you. The High Queen talked to Nadia for five minutes, and she understands Nadia better than you ever did. She arranged for Russell to be healed, and because of that, she knows Nadia will come when she calls.”


  Morvilind’s breath hissed out. “Tarlia was always better at understanding people, yes. But she values loyalty more than competence. I have warned her about that again and again, but she persists in this error. She has been betrayed many times. Even her own son betrayed her. No. Coercion is a better tool.”


  “My lord, I have an idea,” said Russell.


  Morvilind glared at him. Russell remained calm. Not even the grim attention of the Magebreaker could make Russell’s poise waver.


  “Well, we have heard from the Shadow Hunter,” said Morvilind. “So why not hear from the youth? Please, Mr. Moran, regale us with your opinion.”


  “I think results matter to you more than methods,” said Russell. “I get that, I really do. People can be unreliable. But, if I can make an observation to you, my lord, your methods have left you stuck on Earth for three hundred years, and it almost got us all nuked by the Rebels in New York. So, if one method isn’t working, perhaps it’s time to try another. The result is more important than the intention anyway.” 


  “How fitting,” said Morvilind, though his tone was less harsh than before. “The fate of Kalvarion and Earth hangs in the balance, and I must stop my work to explain matters to my inferiors.”



  “If the fate of Earth and Kalvarion are really in the balance,” said Russell, voice quiet, “and you have the chance to save them, I doubt you would flinch from any method. Including explaining your work to your inferiors.” 


  Morvilind gazed at him without expression for a moment.


  “Strange that you are wiser than your sister,” he said.


  Russell shrugged. “Is it? You would tell me every year when you cast the cure spell that without it I would die. A good way to remember one’s mortality.”


  “Very well,” said Morvilind, and he rose at once. “If you…”


  He blinked, wavered on his feet, and sat back down.


  “My lord,” said James. “You lost a lot of blood. I think you need to rest for a while. And possibly drink something.”


  Morvilind grimaced, shook his head, and then sighed. “Who I am to refuse the battlefield surgeon?” 


  “I was medic when I was in your service, my lord,” said James. Lucy disappeared into the kitchen, and I heard the faucet run. “The doctorate came after I was invalided out. You paid for it as part of my pension.”


  “Did I?” said Morvilind. Lucy returned with a glass of water, and Morvilind drained it in three swallows. She took it back and went to the kitchen for a refill. “Yes, I remember now. Little I knew it would prove useful later.” Morvilind took the glass of water. “Thank you, Mrs. Marney. So, Nadia Moran. You wish me to explain myself to you. Very well. You are a magus now, and an agent of the High Queen. Let us see if you are strong enough to endure the burden of knowledge.” 


  “Maybe we should go,” said Lucy.


  “It is too late for that, Mrs. Marney,” said Morvilind. “You will need to keep the secrets I speak to your grave. The knowledge is dangerous.” 


  “And what knowledge is that?” I said.


  Those cold, ancient eyes met mine. “The utter destruction of the Archons, and the deliverance of both human and Elven civilization from the blight of the Dark Ones.” 


  Silence answered him.


  “You’re going to do that all by yourself, or do you need some help?” I said.


  “You’re talking about the Day of Return,” said Riordan. “The reconquest of Kalvarion by the royalist Elves.” 


  “In a way,” said Morvilind. “The idea of the Day of Return is something the High Queen has spread among the human population for centuries as a goal, a day to work towards. The day when the Elven homeworld is reconquered, and mankind and Elves prosper together under the benevolent hand of the High Queen.” There was a cynical note in his voice. “Of course, it will be more complicated than that. The reconstruction of Kalvarion will take centuries. But people, both human and Elven, need to believe in myths.”


  “But you’re talking about defeating the Archons,” I said.


  “Not defeating them,” said Morvilind. “Annihilating them.” 


  “All by yourself?” I said again. 


  He took another drink of water and swallowed. “What do you think I have been working towards over the last three hundred years? Why do you think I sent you to steal all those relics and artifacts?”


  “Honestly?” I said. “I assumed you were just greedy.”


  But I knew better than that. I knew Morvilind had been up to something. He had played a game of insanely high stakes with the Forerunner, and no one took risks like that without reason more substantial than mere greed. Morvilind hadn’t known that his deal with the Forerunner would almost cause New York to be nuked and the High Queen killed, but he had to have known that it might blow up in his face. Hell, it had almost literally blown up in his face in a nuclear fireball. 


  “Do you truly think so?” said Morvilind.


  “Then you had me steal all that ancient artwork from museums to defeat the Archons?” I said.


  Morvilind smirked. “As it happens, I appreciate the aesthetic styles of some of Earth’s ancient civilizations.” He shrugged. “My training molded you into a uniquely skilled thief. There was no reason not to utilize your skills on less serious matters from time to time.” 


  Russell blinked. “You robbed museums?” 


  “The High Queen gave me a royal pardon for that,” I said. “You were there. And you impersonated a municipal official and helped me rob a casino.” 


  “No, it’s just that it sounds like something out of a spy movie,” said Russell. “Like, did you have to disguise yourself as a cocktail waitress and infiltrate a swanky party or something?”



  “I usually disguised myself as a janitor,” I said. “No one pays attention to janitors, and…”


  “We stray from the point, children,” said Morvilind with some exasperation.


  “True,” I said. “Okay, you had me steal artwork. But you also had me steal magical relics. I bet you had all your other shadow agents do the same thing. What were you working on with those relics?” 


  “Victory,” said Morvilind. “A weapon to destroy the Archons. You are about to be privileged, Nadia Moran. You and your brother and Mr. MacCormac and the Marneys. You are about to learn more of the history of the Elves than few other humans have ever known. You see, the recorded history of humanity goes back about five and a half thousand years, more or less, to ancient Sumer and Shang China and the early civilizations of the Indus Valley. The written history of the Elves goes back much farther.” 


  “Makes sense,” I said. “You guys live much longer. Humans live about seventy or eighty years.” I glanced at Riordan. “Barring exceptions. Elves live about a thousand years.”


  “Barring exceptions,” said Morvilind. His voice had slipped into the familiar lecturing tone I remembered from our lessons in magic. “A question. Who do you think created the Warded Ways?”


  I blinked. I knew what the Warded Ways were. They were roads of white stone that wound their way through the Shadowlands, leading to the demesnes of the various lords and the umbras of different worlds. There weren’t any truly safe paths through the Shadowlands, of course, but the Warded Ways were the closest thing to a safe path. The warding spells upon the roads kept the lesser creatures of the Shadowlands from using them, and the stronger ones would only step upon the Ways when they had a good reason. The Inquisition monitored the Ways constantly, since they were the only feasible way a large force could move from another world and invade Earth.


  The Inquisition ought to know. That was how the High Queen had invaded Earth during the Conquest. 


  But I had never actually thought about who had made the Warded Ways.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “The guardian Knights of Earth?”


  “No,” said Morvilind. “Sargon of Akkad created the guardian Knights forty-five centuries ago. Of them, only the Knight of Grayhold remains and was faithful to his charge. No, the ancient Elves created the Warded Ways as part of their empire.”



  “Empire?” I said.


  Riordan leaned forward. “Then Kalvarion was not the Elven homeworld?”


  “It was not,” said Morvilind.


  Both Riordan and Russell looked fascinated. Well, they both loved history, which was one of the reasons they got on so well. Which was a good thing for me, since a woman wants her husband-to-be and her only brother to get along. But while they looked fascinated, I felt only dread. 


  I suspected that I was not going to like what Morvilind was about to tell us.


  “Kalvarion was once the outermost colony of the First Empire of the Elves,” said Morvilind. “Long ago, so long ago that even our written history does not extend back that far, the ancient Elves discovered the use of magic and the secret of making the Warded Ways for secure travel through the Shadowlands. We spread from world to world, colonizing some and conquering others. The Warded Ways knit our empire together. We faced many enemies – the dwarves, the myothar, the azatothi, the orcs, but we beat them all back.”


  I guessed where this was going. “And then the Dark Ones found you.” 


  “Yes.” Morvilind shifted, finished his water, and held out the glass. “Mrs. Marney, if you could?” She nodded and went to get him another refill. “Thanks to your work for me, Miss Moran, you understand the nature of the Dark Ones as well as any human can. They are like locusts, venturing from the Void to devour all the life from a world, though unlike locusts, they are wise enough not to destroy a world entirely, but to keep its inhabitants enslaved to raise future generations to feed upon.”



  “Like what the Archons did to Kalvarion,” I said, “and what Nicholas Connor would have wound up doing to Earth.” 


  “Precisely,” said Morvilind. “The First Empire’s war with the Dark Ones lasted for longer than human civilization has existed. The Dark Ones employed all their usual tactics against us. Sometimes they attacked in overwhelming force. On other Elven worlds, they created subversive groups intended to destabilize the world and open the way for them, like the Archons on Kalvarion or the various Marxist groups that coalesced into the Rebels here. One by one, the Dark Ones destroyed our worlds, and the First Empire shattered. The governor of Kalvarion declared himself the High King, and his descendants ruled the planet for generations until the Archons were founded. But all the other Elven worlds of the First Empire were destroyed or conquered.”


  Lucy returned with more water, and Morvilind murmured his thanks and drank again. 


  “All our other worlds,” he said, his eyes glittering, “save for one.” 


  “What happened there?” I said.


  “It was a world called Tarsidhar,” said Morvilind, “one of the oldest Elven worlds of the First Empire. The planet had been nearly conquered, and the defenders unleashed a weapon that destroyed every single Dark One and Dark One-possessed Elf on Tarsidhar.”


  I felt a flicker of uneasiness. This reminded me of Nicholas discussing the Sky Hammer. 


  “What was this weapon?” said Riordan. “Some kind of nuclear bomb?”


  “Nothing so crude and imprecise,” said Morvilind. “The weapon was called a Quantum Nihlus Stone. It was the absolute pinnacle of the First Empire’s artificing and magical skill. And with it, I can destroy the Archons utterly. Five hundred years of civil war between the royalist Elves and the Archons, and I can end it in a single moment.”


  Silence answered this pronouncement. It was a shocking thought. All of us had grown up hearing about the Day of Return, how one day the High Queen would return to Kalvarion and lead humanity and the Elves into a new golden age. 


  “Okay,” I said. “Let’s say this Quantum Nihlus Stone can really destroy the Archons. Why haven’t you used it already?” 


  “Because I have spent every day since the Conquest working towards finding the device and understanding it well enough to employ it as a weapon,” said Morvilind. “The Quantum Nihlus Stone is a magical relic of immense power and complexity, a product of skill even greater than my own. And before I could use it, I had to find it.”


  I shrugged. “What’s so hard about that? You must have a map of the First Empire and the Warded Ways.”


  “I do not,” said Morvilind. “Many of the ancient records were destroyed in the fall of the First Empire, and large sections of the Warded Ways were destroyed as well. The Shadowlands, as you no doubt recall, are infinite, and contain the umbras of an infinite number of worlds. Wandering the Shadowlands in hopes of finding the umbra of Tarsidhar would be akin to trying to find a needle in a haystack the size of this solar system.” 


  Though most haystacks didn’t feature anthrophages and wraithwolves. 


  Then something clicked.


  “Wait,” I said. “Wait. Your question to the Forerunner. That’s what you wanted to ask him. The location of Tarsidhar.”


  Morvilind snorted. “I am not so idiotic. The Forerunner would not be so foolish to enter a pact with me that might result in his destruction.”


  “Yes, entering a pact that might result in catastrophic destruction would be just dumb, wouldn’t it?” I said.


  Morvilind either missed or deigned not to notice my sarcasm. “But the Forerunner is human. He has all the knowledge of the Dark Ones, but he does not fully understand parts of it. Consequently, he did not comprehend the significance of my question.”


  “And this Trinity Gate place,” I said. “That’s where Tarsidhar is?”


  “No, the Trinity Gate is the means by which I shall reach Tarsidhar,” said Morvilind. “It is a relic of the azatothi.”


  “One of the races the ancient Elves fought,” I said.


  “The azatothi were both alien and malevolent,” said Morvilind, “but quite capable with magic. A Trinity Gate was one of their relics. It creates a focused tunnel through the Shadowlands, allowing passage from world to world at far greater speeds than simply crossing the Shadowlands on foot. Most of the Trinity Gates were destroyed during the ancient Elves’ war against the azatothi, but a few remain.”


  “And the Forerunner told you where to find the nearest one,” I said. “Where is it?”


  “Mars,” said Morvilind.


  I blinked. “Like…Mars? The planet Mars?” I waved a hand at the ceiling. “A couple hundred million miles that way?” 


  “Correct,” said Morvilind. “The azatothi had several outposts on Mars which were destroyed during their wars. Within one of them is a functioning Trinity Gate. I planned to cross the Shadowlands to Mars, open the Trinity Gate, and used it to travel to Tarsidhar. There I would activate the Quantum Nihlus Stone and employ it to destroy the Archons. With the Archons dead, their government on Kalvarion would collapse, and the High Queen and the nobles would swiftly reconquer our homeworld.”


  “Great plan,” I said. “What went wrong?”


  “The Forerunner did not know the value of the information he gave me,” said Morvilind. “Unfortunately, Prince Valcander was wiser.”


  “Prince Valcander?” I said.


  “The First Citizen of the Archons,” said Tyth in a quiet voice. She had been silent during the conversation so far, but now she spoke, her silver eyes flashing with hate. “That’s what the High Queen’s son likes to call himself now.”


  “Wait,” I said. “Wait. The High Queen’s son is the leader of the Archons?”


  “He renounced his titles and joined the Archons,” said Morvilind. “Though he shares his mother's charisma and intellect, so naturally he took command of the Archons in short order.” 


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” I said, rubbing my face. The others all stared at me. “Are you telling me that the Conquest and the Archons and the Rebels and everything else has been a domestic dispute? Three hundred years of a domestic dispute?”


  “That is incorrect,” said Morvilind. “It has been close to four hundred and twenty years. We only came to Earth three hundred years ago because we needed a refuge and human political leaders had contacted me multiple times asking for my assistance in their petty squabbles.” 


  “Guess they shouldn’t have done that,” I said.


  “Indeed not,” said Morvilind. “But we stray from the point. Prince Valcander realized the danger of the information, and so prepared to stop me. I intended for Tythrilandria and myself to secretly travel to Tarsidhar and obtain the Quantum Nihlus Stone. Unfortunately, the First Citizen anticipated us and sent a termination squad to ambush us at the train station. I was unprepared to fight a slayer golem, and it nearly killed me. I thought to use the Nihlus Stone to reboot the golem, but I failed to realize that the Stone had been locked to you since you had used it in the Shadowlands. A nearly fatal error, I am afraid.” 


  “And then you came here,” I said. 


  “Yes,” said Morvilind. “Mrs. Marney, if you have any foodstuffs containing a high quantity of protein, that would be helpful.”


  “All my protein bars are in the cabinet over the sink,” I said. “Give him some of those.”


  Lucy nodded and went back to the kitchen, and I stared at Morvilind. 


  “And you came here because you want my help,” I said.


  “That is correct,” said Morvilind. 


  I started to snarl out something harsh and glib but looked at Russell and stopped myself. He gave me a shallow nod. I remembered how he had negotiated with Nicholas in Reno. I could do the same. 


  I shook my head. “I don’t work for you anymore.”


  “Irrelevant,” said Morvilind. “You are a shadow agent of the High Queen, and the High Queen has been fighting this war since long before any of you were born. And I have presented you with a way of winning the war for your new master.”


  “I should contact her and ask for instructions,” I said. 


  “No,” said Morvilind.


  I scowled. “Afraid that the High Queen will know you’re sneaking behind her back again? That worked so well in New York.” 


  “Do you wonder why she didn’t execute me for that?” said Morvilind.


  I opened my mouth, closed it, and then spoke. “I assumed you were too powerful for her to execute. I once heard one of the frost giants call you an over-mighty subject. Guess that means you’re too important for her to execute.”


  Morvilind snorted. “If she thought that way, she would not have kept the rule of Earth for the last three hundred years. No, she didn’t execute me because I didn’t betray her. I disobeyed her while acting in what I knew to be in her best interest. She will forgive anything but disloyalty. Consequently, she expects you to think for yourself.” He snorted once more. “The High Queen and I disagree on that point. My servants are to carry out my will, not to think for themselves.”


  “Suppose that’s why you’ve burned through dozens of shadow agents in the last three hundred years,” I said. 



  “I burned through them in pursuit of greater goals,” said Morvilind. “But since you care for nothing but yourself…”


  “No, my lord,” said Russell, voice quiet. “That is incorrect.” 


  Morvilind looked at him, half-annoyed, half-surprised that he would presume to interrupt.


  “She doesn’t care about just herself,” said Russell. “She cared about me so much she spent years trying to save me. She bent over backward to keep the Marneys safe. She cares about Riordan so much that she tore herself apart trying to protect him. And a woman who cares only about herself doesn’t throw herself atop a nuclear bomb to save a city full of people she’s never met.” 


  I stared at him, touched. He made me sound so much better than I really was. Was that how Russell thought of me? 


  “Very well, then,” said Morvilind. “I misspoke. But you care about your family and friends. The rest of the world is of little interest to you.” He leaned forward, his cold eyes glittering. “But consider. Let us say you refuse to help me, and I fail. The war with the Archons continues for generations. What will that mean for your family? No doubt Russell will soon marry and start fathering children.” His lip twisted. “Normally, the social stigma from Russell’s inability to serve as a man-at-arms would mean he will die alone, but if he is confident enough to challenge me to my face, then no doubt he will be confident enough to attract a mate. Perhaps when his sons one day die fighting in the Shadowlands, maybe then you will regret that you failed to end the war when the opportunity came. Tens of millions of young human men have died fighting in the Shadowlands over the last three hundred years. How many more shall die before the war ends?”


  I didn’t say anything. 


  “Or consider your betrothed,” said Morvilind, waving an idle hand in Riordan’s direction. “Every time the Archons launch one of their attacks on Earth, countless creatures from the Shadowlands slip through the rift ways and prey upon humans. The Shadow Hunters are dispatched to hunt them down, and some of them die in the process. Will your betrothed be one of them? Perhaps you will be like one of the heroines in Mr. MacCormac’s tawdry novels, pining over your slain lover and lamenting your mistakes…”


  My temper flared, and I started to snarl out an answer.


  “Ah,” said Riordan in a dry voice. “Then you have read the books, my lord. I had no idea you had so much free time to fill.”


  Morvilind scoffed. “I surmised. But you threw yourself and that bomb into the Shadowlands, Miss Moran. Do you have any idea how close Earth has come to conquest and destruction over the last three hundred years? Several times only the thinnest edge of a razor kept humanity from conquest at the hands of the Archons. Perhaps if you fail to help me now, Nadia Moran, you will live to see the enslavement of humanity. You thought me a harsh master?”


  “You were a harsh master,” I said. Tyth stirred. I could tell that she didn’t like that I spoke so bluntly to her lord. Her loyalty wasn’t from fear, though. Nor was it from love, at least I didn’t think so. It was like a soldier looking with reverence at a beloved king. 


  “Perhaps,” said Morvilind. “But compared to the Archons, I was the gentlest of men. The High Queen rules humanity and thinks of you as her subjects, deserving of her protection and justice. The Archons think that humans are overly clever apes and will either wipe you out or feed you to the Dark Ones.” 


  “I know all this already,” I said.


  “Do you?” said Morvilind. “Then perhaps you need reminding. The opportunity to avert all these evils lies within our grasp, here and now, and yet you refuse to assist because of your personal dislike for me.”


  “No,” I said. “I’m going to call the High Queen, and…”


  “Nadia,” said Riordan. “I think we should talk alone for a moment.” 


  I looked at him, scowled, and nodded. “Fine.” I looked at the others. “Be right back.”


  I stalked through the dining room, into the kitchen, and out the back door. Riordan followed me, and I took a few steps into the backyard, the grass rustling beneath my shoes. Sometimes I came out here for a cigarette with James, usually when I was upset about something. 


  “Okay,” I said, looking up at Riordan as he closed the back door behind him. “Okay. You think we should help him?”


  “Yes,” said Riordan. 


  I scowled. “That asshole? He almost got us all killed in New York, along with a whole hell of a lot of other people. He terrorized me for my entire life. Why the hell should we help him?”


  “Because as much as I dislike him, I’m afraid he’s right,” said Riordan. “I hate him as much as you do…”


  “No, you don’t,” I snapped, folding my arms across my chest. “You couldn’t possibly hate him as much as I do…”


  Riordan’s face remained calm, but his eyes darkened. “Is that right? He got my brother killed, you’ll remember.” 


  I felt a wave of guilty chagrin. Of course – his brother Aidan had been Morvilind’s shadow agent nearly a century ago. Riordan had tried to find a way to save him, just as I had tried to find a way to save Russell, a path that had taken Riordan to the Wizard’s Legion and then the Shadow Hunters. 


  It hadn’t saved Aidan.


  “Goddamn it,” I muttered. I paced in a circle, shook my head, stopped. “I’m sorry. That was…ah, damn it! We’ve been engaged for like six hours, and we’re already having a fight, and it’s a fight about stupid Morvilind…”


  Riordan laughed. 


  “What?” I said. “It’s not funny.”


  “No,” he said. “But husbands and wives fight, Nadia. No two people ever completely agree about anything. A husband and wife either learn to fight constructively or badly. So, we should learn to fight constructively.”


  “I don’t like that word,” I said. “Fight. When I fight, I do it to win. I don’t want to do that to you. No, we’re having a…a…” I remembered his word. “A constructive disagreement. Constructively.” 


  “That’s a good way to put it,” said Riordan. “And if I’m disagreeing constructively, it’s because I love you and I don’t want you hurt.” A pulse of warmth went through my chest at the words. “But…as much as I hate to say it, I think Morvilind’s right and we should help him.”


  “Okay,” I said, my voice quiet. “Why?” 


  “Because I’ve seen the battles in the Shadowlands,” said Riordan. “The men-at-arms of the High Queen and the Elven nobles fighting against the Archons. Dr. Marney has, too. You haven’t. For all your experience of violence, you haven’t, and I’m glad of that. You’ve never been eighteen years old, standing in a battle line with a sword and a shield and watching hundreds of anthrophages charging towards you at once.”


  “No,” I said. “I’d start throwing fireballs at the anthrophages.”



  “But most of the High Queen’s men-at-arms don’t have that power,” said Riordan. “You’re practically unique, Nadia. The men-at-arms have to stand and fight in the Shadowlands with nothing but courage and skill and discipline, and they die. A lot of them die. Or they come back crippled and maimed like Dr. Marney. And this has been happening every year for centuries. There are memorials to the war dead in every town and city in the United States.” I knew that. I had seen many of them. “And every town and city in the United States, in the world, are going to keep adding names to those memorials until the Day of Return or until the Archons conquer Earth.”


  “And how am I supposed to do anything about that?” I said. “I mean, you and Russell like to quote the Bible at me. Isn’t there a verse about how there are going to be wars and rumors of wars until the end of time?” Yet the words felt hollow on my lips. 


  How was I going to do anything about it?


  Morvilind had just offered me a way, hadn’t he?


  “Talking about Russell’s future children was a low blow,” said Riordan, “but he was right. As much as I hate to admit it.”


  I frowned. “Can Russell even have children? The frostfever might have screwed that up.”


  “The frostfever that Mr. Vander cured.”


  Good point. 


  “Damn it,” I said in sudden frustration. I started to pace, realized that I was about to trample one of Lucy’s flowerbeds, and made myself stop. “All right. What do you think? What do you honestly think? Don’t spare my feelings. Give it to me straight.”


  He smiled a little. “I don’t think either one of us is good at sparing feelings.”


  “Well, that’s good. When we have constructive discussions, we can get all that emotional shit out in the open, so it doesn’t fester.” 


  “I think that Morvilind is a brutal and dangerous man,” said Riordan. “I think he will do absolutely anything in pursuit of his goals. But I think that goal has been to save the Elves and defeat the Archons. He doesn’t care all that much about humans…but if he destroys the Archons, that will save humanity as well.” He sighed. “And that’s the thing about wars, Nadia. The Archons don’t care about any of that. They’ll kill us alongside Morvilind if they can.”


  “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” I said. “No. The enemy of my enemy is my reluctant, teeth-gritted ally.”


  “That’s probably right,” said Riordan. “But I think you’ve made up your mind.”


  I pushed back my left sleeve and looked at my wrist. Jeremy Shane’s dog tags rested there. Elves and humans had to learn to work together, he had said. Because if we didn’t, the Dark Ones would devour us both.


  He had learned that the hard way.


  And so had I. 


  “Yes. Yes, damn it,” I said. I let out a long breath. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want anything more to do with Morvilind. What I want is to stay here with you.” I felt myself smile. “Or go back upstairs and see if you have the energy for a fourth time.”


  He laughed. “I want that, too. But…I do think we should help him, Nadia. Sooner or later the High Queen is going to have jobs for you. And if the Archons are destroyed, those jobs will probably be safer.”



  “Probably,” I said. I sighed and rolled my shoulders like I was getting ready for a fight. “Well. If we’re going to do this, let’s get it over with.”


  We walked back through the kitchen and into the living room. Lucy’s instincts as a hostess had taken over, and she had produced a plate of cookies. The sight of Kaethran Morvilind sitting on the Marneys’ couch and eating a chocolate chip cookie was so incongruous that my brain refused to accept it for a moment.


  “These are really good, Mrs. Marney,” said Tyth, beaming.


  “Thank you, Lady Elf,” said Lucy.


  “We didn’t have chocolate on Kalvarion,” said Tyth. “I hope we can bring it back with us after the Day of Return.”


  “Maybe you could set up an import business,” said Russell. “You…


  He trailed off as we entered. 


  I met Morvilind’s cold eyes.


  “All right,” I said. “Let’s go win the war.”




  Chapter 4: An Engagement Present


  



  “Then we shall leave at once,” said Morvilind.


  “Not yet,” said Riordan.


  Morvilind turned an irritated look toward him.


  “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it properly,” said Riordan. “We need ammunition, armor, and weapons.”


  “Firearms do not function in the Shadowlands,” said Morvilind.


  “Do they work on Mars? Or Tarsidhar?” said Riordan. Morvilind hesitated. “You don’t actually know. Better to have them in case they do work. Also, we need some kind of life support equipment for Mars. Humans can’t breathe the atmosphere there, and neither can Elves.”


  “That will not be a problem,” said Morvilind. “The location of the Trinity Gate is in one of the underground azatothi cities. The azatothi were alien to humans and Elves, but their biological requirements were similar, and the spells they used to maintain breathable air and sufficient warmth are still functioning.”


  “Good,” said Riordan. “We’ll also need rations and a supply of water, depending on how long this journey takes…”


  “We shall either be victorious or dead within a day,” said Morvilind.


  “But you don’t know that for certain,” said Riordan. “If we are delayed, we will need the rations and water. I’ll be blunt, my lord. If you’ve spent three hundred years trying to find the Quantum Nihlus Stone, it would be a grim irony if you died within reach of your goal because you were in too much of a hurry to pack a canteen.” 


  “You presume to speak so directly to me?” said Morvilind.


  “You asked for my help, so you’re going to get it whether you like it or not,” said Riordan. “That includes giving you good advice that you don’t want to hear.”


  “Very well,” said Morvilind.


  “Also,” I said, “we need to do something about that slayer golem.” Morvilind looked at me. “For God’s sake, we can’t leave the thing on the Marneys’ front lawn. What if it wakes up and decides to go on a murder spree?” 


  “A good point,” said Morvilind. “Perhaps we can turn a potential liability into an advantage.” He rose, all traces of weariness gone, though his robes were still torn and bloodstained. “Nadia Moran, Tythrilandria, accompany me.” 


  “I’ll start rounding up supplies,” said Riordan.


  “I’ve got a lot of stuff in the garage,” I said. The High Queen hadn’t called me for a mission yet, but I knew she inevitably would, so I had started stockpiling useful supplies in the garage – rations, ammo, guns, knives, that kind of thing. It helped that I was three and a half million dollars richer than I had been the last time I had stayed at the Marneys.


  “And I have some things in the truck,” said Riordan. “Russell, give me a hand?” 


  Russell nodded and headed with Riordan towards the back door, while Tyth and I followed Morvilind to the front. He walked with no trace of exhaustion or pain. I wondered how the hell he did that. Whenever I used the regeneration spell, it knocked me out and left me in a hallucinatory coma for days. 


  James and Lucy followed us.


  “It’s our yard,” said James with a shrug when I glanced back at him.


  I didn’t have a good answer for that, and Morvilind had already told them both a ton of secrets, so I didn’t protest as they followed us outside. 


  Homeland Security had done a good job of cleaning up while we had been talking. They had towed away the wrecked bus, and most of the Archons’ SUVs had been driven away. Only one of the SUVs remained, and a Homeland Security officer marched over and bowed deeply to Morvilind.


  “My lord Morvilind,” he said. “We have removed the corpses, and are just finishing the removal of their vehicles, per your instructions.”


  “Very good,” said Morvilind. “Once you have finished removing the vehicles, in your report you are to classify this incident as a minor Archon incursion. Say that my retainers and I repulsed the attack.”


  The officer hesitated. “Of course, my lord. But any Archon incursion is automatically flagged for…” 


  “For automatic follow-up by the Inquisition, I know,” said Morvilind. “In your report, you will direct the Inquisition to speak with me about the matter. Am I understood?” 


  The officer bowed again. “Yes, my lord. Ah…about that metal sphere device…”


  “I shall deal with that,” said Morvilind. “Carry out your duties.”


  The officer marched off to give instructions to his men. 


  “So,” murmured Morvilind, “Tythrilandria would not have been so impertinent as to impersonate me and give instructions in my name.”


  “If you didn’t want to me to impersonate you, then you shouldn’t have taught me the Mask spell,” I shot back. Tyth shifted, an uneasy look on her face. I could tell she really didn’t like it when I talked back at Morvilind. “Besides, would you rather the actual Inquisition have shown up to investigate?” 


  “Indeed not,” said Morvilind, and he walked towards the slayer golem. Guess that meant the discussion was over. I looked at Tyth, shrugged, and we followed Morvilind towards the shivering metal sphere. I made a quick gesture as I cast the spell to sense magic, and I flinched from the results. I felt the powerful magic radiating from the Nihlus Stone in my coat pocket, and the wards that Morvilind had raised around himself. Tyth herself also had a magical aura that centered around that pink coat of hers. Maybe that explained how she managed to conceal a shotgun inside the thing.


  But the strongest aura radiated from the metal sphere of the slayer golem. 


  The thing was powerful enough that I felt uneasy standing around it. In fact, as we got closer, I felt its magical aura without benefit of the detection spell. Little wonder it had been able to wound Morvilind and shrug off his spells. 


  “So,” I said. “How are we going to destroy it?”


  “We will not,” said Morvilind. “Instead, we shall employ it ourselves. One of the Archons probably had the command rod…”


  “Montrysar, my lord,” said Tyth. “Unfortunately, he escaped.”


  “But that will not be an insurmountable difficulty,” said Morvilind. “The Nihlus Stone has broken the link between the golem and the command rod.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Important question. If Montrysar shows up again, won’t he just point his magic stick at the slayer golem and tell it to kill us all?”


  Morvilind gave me a withering look. “Magic stick.”


  I folded my arms over my chest. “It’s shaped like a stick, and it’s magic. So how do we keep Montrysar from killing us?”


  “As it happens, a command rod has to be attuned to a specific golem,” said Morvilind, “a process that takes several hours and requires total concentration. Fortunately, it is easier to establish a more limited form of control over the golem. Since you shattered the link to the command rod with the Nihlus Stone, it will be easy to give you control over the golem.”


  “Me?” I said. Morvilind started casting a spell. “Wait a minute. Don’t…”


  It was too late. He cast the spell, and white light flared around his fingers. Some of the white light sank into me, and some of it sank into the bronze sphere. The slayer golem gave a violent shudder, and I felt the presence of a link in my mind, a bond I could use to reach for the golem.


  The bronze sphere unfolded into a humanoid form, looking like a man made out of bronze plates and clockwork mechanisms.


  “Creepy thing,” muttered James.


  I took an alarmed step back. 


  “Jesus,” I said. “That thing’s going to…”


  “Awaiting instructions.”


  The golem’s voice was metallic and clanging. 


  “Uh,” I said. “From me?” 


  “Correct. Awaiting instructions.”


  I felt the presence of the device through the mental link. It wasn’t alive. But it was a fantastically complex machine built out of magic, in the same way that a computer is a complex device built out of circuits and chips and electricity. 


  “Turn back into a globe shape and wait here,” I said.


  At once the golem collapsed back into its quivering sphere shape. 


  “Excellent,” said Morvilind. “You should be able to give the slayer golem commands, albeit with one limitation. It will not be able to harm any Elves. Only the holder of a properly attuned command rod can override that built-in failsafe and instruct the golem to attack Elves.”


  “That won’t do us much good against the Archons,” I said.


  “The Archons will command wraithwolves and anthrophages,” said Morvilind.


  I opened my mouth, closed it. That was a good point. 


  “Okay,” I said. “That might be useful. We…”


  The front door opened, and Riordan strode out. He looked at us, saw that the slayer golem had changed position, and his Shadowmorph blade sprang into existence.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “Lord Morvilind in his infinite wisdom has decided to give me control of the slayer golem. Watch this.” I looked at the sphere. “Golem, say hello to my fiancée.”


  “Hello to my fiancée,” said the metallic voice.


  I looked back at Riordan. “It’s very literal-minded.”


  “Clearly,” said Riordan, frowning at the golem, and then at Morvilind. “Why did you give control of the golem to Nadia instead of Tythrilandria? The easiest way for the Archons to break her control over the golem is to kill her.”


  “Miss Moran is a magus and has the necessary skill and power to control the golem,” said Morvilind. “Tythrilandria, while skilled with illusion magic, lacks the necessary power and control.” 


  “Don’t worry, Mr. MacCormac,” said Tyth. “I will try very hard to make sure nothing happens to Nadia Moran.” 


  She said it so earnestly. Like she was trying to sell cookies for a school trip or something. 


  “Speaking of that,” said Riordan to me, “I have something for you.” He hesitated. “An engagement present.”


  “Really?” I said, the danger of our situation briefly forgotten in a flush of warmth. “You already got me the ring.”


  “That’s so sweet,” said Tyth, beaming. I had a sudden vision of her reading romance novels and weeping at the endings, and pushed the odd thought out of my head. 


  “Yes,” said Riordan, walking to his truck and opening the tailgate. He had a nice truck, only a year old, which made sense as his last truck had been hit by a rocket-propelled grenade. While we were in it. I’m really sick of people shooting rockets at me. (I was glad his new truck had gotten unscathed through the battle with Montrysar.) Anyway, he had also put a weather awning over the bed of his truck, and inside were several metal cases. “It seemed suitable for you.”


  “This is not the time,” said Morvilind. “Our mission is an urgent one, and…”


  “It’s relevant to the mission,” said Riordan, lifting one of the metal cases and setting it on the grass, “and even if it wasn’t, my lord, it’s none of your business.” 


  Morvilind’s lips thinned at that. 


  “What is it?” I said, curious now. 


  “There wasn’t time to wrap it,” said Riordan. 


  I went to one knee and opened the metal case. Inside was a ballistic armor vest, the sort that men-at-arms of Elven lords wear on campaign to the Shadowlands. It had black ballistic plates over a backing of metal mesh. The plates would deflect bullets, and the metal mesh was kind of like old-fashioned chain mail, but much stronger and lighter. It would do a good job of blocking claws and fangs. Having been attacked by wraithwolves numerous times, that would have come in handy. Though come to think of it, the armor vest looked a lot smaller than the ones I had seen before…


  My brain caught up with my eyes.


  “Wait,” I said. “This is for me?”


  “Yeah,” said Riordan. “Sized for you. It should fit.” 


  “No way,” I said, grinning. I shrugged out of my motorcycle jacket, pulled out the vest, and slid it on over my T-shirt. Damned if it didn’t fit like a glove, and the weight was balanced, so it didn’t drag at my shoulders much. “How did you get the sizing right?” I mean, he had seen me naked, but that had been this morning, and we had been a little distracted.



  “Morelli’s measurements from that job in Las Vegas,” said Riordan. “I stole and copied them while he wasn’t looking. I had the idea that I would get you some proper armor before we had our final fight with Connor…well, things moved too fast for that. But you still have a dangerous job…”


  “Defensive armor?” said Morvilind with a snort. “You bought your betrothed defensive battle armor? Things were different on Kalvarion in my day, MacCormac.”


  I started to ask if in Morvilind’s day the Elves had given each other dinosaurs as gifts, but some modicum of self-control stopped me. 


  Plus, Tyth was weeping a little.


  “Tyth?” I said.


  “Sorry, sorry,” she said, waving a hand in front of her face. “Oh! That’s just…that’s just like really sweet.” 


  Morvilind gave her an incredulous look. 


  “She’s right,” I said. “That was a really sweet gift.” I leaned up and gave Riordan a kiss, Morvilind be damned. “Thank you.” Though now I had to figure out a present to get him. Something cultural and historical, probably. Russell would likely have an idea or two. 


  “You are welcome,” said Riordan. He picked up the metal case and slid it back into the bed of the truck and took out another pair of metal boxes. I looked at my motorcycle jacket, shrugged, and pulled it on over the armor. The jacket was just loose enough that I could fit it on, and I didn’t mind the extra layers despite the July heat. For one thing, it would keep the chill of magic use at bay. For another, an extra layer against the claws and fangs of wraithwolves and anthrophages couldn’t hurt. “Let’s go get our packs loaded, and then we can set out. Tyth, can you carry a survival pack? The more food and water we have, the better prepared we’ll be for anything that goes wrong.”


  Tyth smiled at him. “I can do that, Riordan MacCormac. I can also carry much more than a pack. Let me show you!” 


  We headed back inside. Russell and Riordan had carried in several of my boxes from the garage, and Lucy, James, and Russell got to work emptying them of ration bars and medical supplies and transferring them to backpacks. 


  “Hey,” said Russell. “Nice armor.”


  “Thanks,” I said. A mischievous impulse took me, and I did a little twirl. “Do you think it matches my eyes? Maybe I’ll wear it to the wedding.” 


  James snorted. “Maybe the reception.” 


  “Is that a box of ration bars?” said Tyth, peering at one.


  “Yep,” I said. “Load up, if you want.”


  She nodded, went to the box, and started stuffing bars into the pockets of her pink coat. Riordan opened his metal cases and removed weapons. I took a gun belt, wrapped it around my waist, and put .45 Royal Arms semiautomatic pistols in holsters on either hip. Riordan likewise took a pair of pistols, along with a M-99 carbine and a sword. 


  During this process, Tyth stuffed something like fifty ration bars into her coat, along with six fully loaded canteens of water. And as when she had put the shotgun into her coat, nothing disturbed its lines. I suppose it was within the realm of possibility that clever tailoring would have allowed her to conceal a shotgun within the form-fitting coat. But fifty ration bars and six canteens? There was just no way. 


  “Hey, Tyth?” I said.


  “Yes, Nadia Moran?” said Tyth. 


  “I don’t suppose you’ve got room in your coat for a lot of ammunition?” I said.


  “I do, but we don’t need it,” said Tyth. She reached into a pocket and grunted as she drew out a box of clips for .45 pistols. That box had to have weighed at least fifteen pounds. “I’ve already got a lot of ammo with me. A couple thousand rounds.”


  “Huh,” I said. “I guess you do.” 


  “All her ammunition has been forged from Shadowlands ore and is capable of wounding Elves,” said Morvilind. “I suggest you and Mr. MacCormac load your weapons with this ammunition since we will almost certainly face more Archon Elves. Tythrilandria?”


  “Yes, my lord,” said Tyth, and she began producing clips. 


  “You trust us not to shoot you in the back?” I said.


  Morvilind smirked. “It will take more than a bullet to deal with me.”


  He was probably right. He had trusted me with Shadowlands-forged bullets before, and no doubt he had a defense against that. Though he hadn’t possessed a defense against that slayer golem. 


  “All right,” I said, stuffing one final clip into my gun belt. “I think we’re ready.” I looked at Morvilind. “Where are we going?” 


  “The Milwaukee Rail Station,” said Morvilind. “From there we can access the Shadowlands at the most convenient point to proceed to Mars.” 


  “We’re not all fitting into my truck,” said Riordan. 


  “You can take my car,” said Russell. “I can always take the bus and pick it up later.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I promise to take good care of it. I know I’m hard on cars sometimes…”


  Russell snorted. “Try not to run over any anthrophages.” 


  “I’ll do my very best.”


  He hesitated. “I wish I was coming with you.”


  If I had asked, I knew, Russell would have come.


  “No, you don’t,” I said. “You did well in Nevada and Venomhold, but that was forced on us. This time we can prepare properly. You just keep an eye on things here until I get back, yeah?”


  He made a mocking salute. “Yes, big sister.” He hugged me. “Be careful. I’ll see you soon.”


  “You will,” I said. 


  I hoped it was true. 


  Russell passed me his car keys. 


  “Be careful,” said Lucy, and I hugged her.


  “I will,” I said. Now that was definitely a lie. “And I’ll be back. We’ve got a wedding to plan.”


  “I’ll have a pack of cigarettes for you when you get back,” said James.


  “James,” said Lucy with disapproval.


  He grinned at her. “A woman walks on another planet, she ought to have a cigarette when she gets back, don’t you think?” He shook Riordan’s hand. “Look after her, will you?”


  “Always,” said Riordan. 


  The way he said it warmed my heart. 


  “Miss Moran,” said Morvilind. “You must instruct the slayer golem to load itself into MacCormac’s truck. We may have need of it during our journey.” 


  “Great,” I said. I took a deep breath and looked at Russell and the Marneys. “Bye, guys. Be back soon.”


  I really, really hoped I wasn’t lying. 


  With that, I shouldered my pack, took a deep breath, and marched outside. Riordan, Morvilind, and Tyth followed me. 


  Homeland Security had finished its cleanup, and the SUVs and the wrecked bus were gone. The slayer golem still stood (sat?) where I had left it, quivering a little.


  “Hey! Golem!” I said.


  The sphere rotated towards me.


  “Commands?” it grated.


  “Get in the bed of that truck and stay there until I get you,” I said. “Don’t fall out or anything.”


  I started to wonder if we would need to use bungee cords to tie the golem down, but that proved unnecessary. It rolled to the truck and unfolded itself into a shape that looked like an enormous bronze centipede with hundreds of hooked legs. It flowed into the bed of the truck with fluid grace and then coiled up, those legs clamping against the metal. It was creepy to watch, but I suppose the thing wasn’t falling out of the back of the truck. 


  “Well, that works,” I said. I looked at Riordan. “Meet you at the rail station?”


  He nodded. “We’ll meet at the pay lot south of the station. We can keep the vehicles there for a couple of days.”


  “Very well,” said Morvilind. “Let us depart at once.”


  “Tyth?” I said, and she followed me up the driveway as Riordan and Morvilind got into the truck. The two of them in a truck cab was going to be awkward. I really hoped they didn’t kill each other. Or if they did, that Riordan killed Morvilind. 


  Russell’s car sat next to the Marneys’ little garage, an elderly Lone Star Motors sedan painted an unappealing beige with rust around the wheel wells. Still, it was a good first car for a teenager. I got into the driver’s seat, wincing a little at the residual smell of fast food. Tyth took the passenger’s seat, and I took a minute to get the seat adjusted so my feet could reach the pedals since Russell was a lot taller. 


  Then I started the car, backed out of the driveway, and followed Riordan’s truck.


  “Okay,” I said. “I have a bunch of questions.” 


  Tyth blinked. “Certainly. What would you like to know?”


  “How the hell does your coat work?” I said.


  She blinked again and looked a little dismayed. “My coat? You don’t like my coat? What’s wrong with my coat?”


  “What?” I said. “Nothing. It looks nice. But I want to know how you can hide a bunch of shotguns and ammunition and supplies inside it.” 


  “Oh,” said Tyth. She patted her sleeve. “It’s a kind of spell called spatial compression.”


  “Spatial compression?” I said. I had never heard of that.


  “I don’t really know how it works,” said Tyth, embarrassment going over her angular face. “It’s like way over my head. I’m not a magus like you are. All I’m really good at is illusion spells, and…”


  “And those are hard enough to do,” I said, stopping behind Riordan’s truck at a red light. I wondered what the hell he and Morvilind were talking about. Actually, knowing them, they would sit in stony silence until we arrived at the train station. “But the coat?”


  “There’s a way of using magic to fold space so you can put a larger space inside of a smaller one,” said Tyth. “I don’t know how it works, but it’s really useful.”


  “I can imagine,” I said. “You can never have too much ammunition.”


  “That’s very true!” said Tyth, smiling. “Anyway, Lord Morvilind gave me the coat as a gift when I entered his service. He said it would make me a more effective instrument of his will.”


  “That sounds like him,” I said. “He never gave me a magic coat.”


  I said it as a joke, mostly, but Tyth took it seriously.


  “He probably thought you didn’t need it,” said Tyth. “You’re much more powerful than I am.”


  “That’s a recent development,” I said. Well. Mostly. Unless you counted the century and a half in the Eternity Crucible. “When I started doing jobs for him, I could Cloak, but I couldn’t move while Cloaked, and I wasn’t nearly as strong as I am now. I could have used some help. But he didn’t give me anything like the coat, because he didn’t care what happened to me. If I got killed, any magical items on my body might lead to him.” I scoffed. “Besides, it would probably be easier just to train a new shadow agent than to bother helping me.” 


  We drove in silence for a while. 


  “He’s a great man,” said Tyth at last.


  “What?” I said.


  “Lord Morvilind,” said Tyth. “He’s a great man. I know you don’t think so, that…that you probably have good reason to think that. But he really is a great man. His work is going to save both Elves and humans. We should be honored to help him.” 


  I burst out laughing. Some part of my mind noted that I probably should shut up, but I was too annoyed to care. 


  “Honored?” I said. “Okay, did he tell you about New York? Did he tell you what happened there?”


  Tyth hesitated, uneasy. “I…wasn’t there for the battle. But I heard about some of what happened from my friends in the City Guard of Risdor…”


  “It was Lord Morvilind’s fault,” I said. “All of it. He forced me to steal three things for the Forerunner, and the Forerunner farmed that out to the Rebels. And because of that, the Rebel leader got his hands on a nuclear bomb the High Queen missed during the Conquest. If I hadn’t shot the Rebel leader, he would have nuked New York. Fifteen million humans and Elves dead in the blink of an eye, and a lot more when the EMP blast from the bomb knocked the Skythrone from the air. All because of the great work we’re so honored to help Morvilind with.” I leveled a finger at her. “And before you say that it was my fault, I know that. But he held a gun to my head and made me do it. My brother would have died of frostfever if I hadn’t done his jobs.”


  “Your brother seems like a nice boy,” said Tyth, voice quiet. “And I wasn’t going to say that.”


  That drained some of my ire, and I grumbled something incoherent and put my hand back on the steering wheel. 


  “I’m not a child,” said Tyth. “I know that his lordship is a hard man, that he’s done terrible things. He has to because our enemy is even worse. The Archons are awful. They’re even worse than your Rebels. And Lord Morvilind is the only one who can stop them.”


  “Maybe,” I said. If this plan of his worked. 


  “Lord Morvilind saved my life,” said Tyth. 


  “Did he?” I said.


  “I’m not a native of Earth,” said Tyth.


  “Yeah, I know that,” I said. “The Elves are from Kalvarion.”


  “Oh, I should explain,” said Tyth. “I’m young enough to be a native – I’m only a hundred and twelve – but I’m not. Among the Elves, we call those who were born on Kalvarion the exiles, and those of us who were born on Earth the natives. Entire generations of us have been born here now. Anyway, I was born on Kalvarion.”


  “You…used to be an Archon?” I said, carefully. Given how much she hated the Archons, that might be a sensitive topic. 


  “No,” said Tyth. Her face twisted with disgust. “The Archons rule Kalvarion, but not all the Elves are Archons. Oh, they go on and on about how they’re going to make everyone equal…but the Archons are more equal than everyone else, and most Elves on Kalvarion live in near-slavery. Not like here.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “The Rebels were the same way.” At least until I nuked them, anyway.


  “My family lived in the mountains, away from the cities,” said Tyth. “We were…I guess you could say we were hunter-gatherers. My father thought if we could stay away from the cities, we would be safe.” She sighed. “He was wrong. The Archons caught us one day. We…” Her voice grew dull, losing its usual perky animation. “They killed my brothers, all of them. Used them as sacrifices to summon Dark Ones and induct new Archons. Me…I thought they’d do the same to me, but instead they…they used me for what soldiers usually do with captive women.”


  “Just like the Rebels,” I said, voice quiet, my annoyance gone. 


  “Eventually, they got tired of me, and we went to the Shadowlands,” said Tyth. “They were going to kill me in a ritual to summon one of the great Dark Ones nobles, which is much easier in the wild places of the Shadowlands. Instead, Lord Morvilind found them.” She smiled, a hard, vicious smile at odds with her usual cheerful demeanor. “He killed them all, and they died screaming. I was so happy. I thought he was going to kill me, but I didn’t care, because he had killed the Archons first. I remember like it was yesterday. I…I looked up at him and asked if he was going to kill me. Instead, he looked back at me for a long time and asked if I wanted vengeance on the Archons. I said I wanted that more than anything.”


  She trailed off, gazing out the window, and we drove in silence for a while.


  “That’s why you can’t stay Cloaked when you shoot Archons,” I said. “You hate them too much.”


  Tyth nodded, still not looking at me. 


  “What did he say?” I said at last. “When Morvilind asked if you would like vengeance?” 


  Tyth blinked, wiped at her eyes, and smiled. “He said…he said that if I followed him, I would help him repay the Archons a thousand times over for my suffering. I’ve been his shadow agent ever since.” 


  “I’m sorry,” I said. 


  “No, don’t be,” said Tyth. “It’s a common story on Kalvarion, what happened to my family. And maybe you should be glad of how things worked out in New York. If your Rebels had taken over Earth, they would have been just like the Archons. Just as bad. Or worse.” She shrugged. “Or the Archons would have conquered Earth and killed you all.” 


  “Maybe,” I said. 


  “And I know I’m not a native, but I really like Earth,” said Tyth. “Well, the United States and Canada, anyway. Australia, too. The Middle East really isn’t very nice at all, but North America is good.” She smiled. “You have smoothies.” 



  I blinked. “Smoothies?”


  “You know, smoothies,” said Tyth, making a vague gesture that I guessed was supposed to somehow represent a smoothie. “You get a bunch of fruits and vegetables, maybe some protein powder, and blend them all together. It tastes really good. We never had smoothies on Kalvarion, even in the old days before the Archons took over.”


  “I know what a smoothie is,” I said, coming to a stop behind Riordan’s truck again. It looked like we were avoiding the freeway to head to downtown Milwaukee. Just as well – if the Archons found us on the freeway, the battle would be nastier and might kill more bystanders. “I eat them all the time. Most of the time, really. I have problems with nausea, so on some days they’re all I can eat.”


  “Oh!” said Tyth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. You must have an eating disorder.” 


  I blinked. “What?”


  “Human women all hate themselves, so they all have eating disorders,” said Tyth. “Everyone knows that.”


  I stared at her, realized the light had changed, and followed Riordan’s truck.


  “Uh,” I said. “That’s…not exactly accurate. It’s like saying that all Elves hate hats because they have pointed ears.”


  Tyth burst out in a giggle, an actual giggle. “That’s silly. Hats are often both warm and comfortable. But I see what you mean.” She shrugged. “I…guess I haven’t spent all that much time with humans. Most of Lord Morvilind’s jobs keep me in Risdor and the other Elven cities.” She hesitated. “I…I hope we can get along. You know? I know you don’t like his lordship, but you seem like a nice person, and…”


  I realized she was asking if we could be friends. 


  I guessed we could. There was something…needy about her, for lack of a better word, something broken. Something that wanted to be liked. Based on what she had told me, it wasn’t hard to see why. I didn’t really understand that since I didn’t like most people and only cared what a few people thought of me. But we had a lot in common, Tyth and I, for the same reason that the High Queen and I had a disturbing lot in common.


  Morvilind had trained all of us. 


  “Aw, hell,” I said. “Anyone who shoots Archons is a friend of mine.”


  Tyth beamed. “I am glad, Nadia Moran! Perhaps when this is finished, and Lord Morvilind is victorious, we can have smoothies and then go shopping for hats!”


  “Uh,” I said. “Sure. Why not?” I could think of worse ways to spend an afternoon. 


  Because I would have to live through this first. Compared to what we were about to do, shopping for hats with an eccentric Elven commoner would be a walk in the park. 


  “There it is,” said Tyth, pointing. “We’re almost there.”


  I saw that she was right. We had reached downtown Milwaukee, and ahead I saw the sprawling concrete and steel and glass building of the Milwaukee Rail Station, surrounded by parking lots and dozens of rail lines that led off to the north and the south.


  We had arrived.




  Chapter 5: Mutations


  



  I followed Riordan into the furthest parking lot from the station, and I pulled Russell’s car next to his truck. Riordan cut the engine, and I followed suit as he and Morvilind emerged from the truck. 


  “Ready?” I said to Tyth. 


  “Always,” she said.


  We got out of the car, and I took my backpack from the trunk. Just as well that I was wearing both my motorcycle jacket and my new armor. The pack was heavy, and the straps dug into my shoulders. I wondered if we could make Tyth and her coat carry all our supplies but realized that was a bad idea. If we were attacked and separated, or Tyth was killed or captured, we might lose all our supplies then and there. I could just imagine Riordan quoting some dead old general at me about the dangers of single points of failure. 


  I glanced at Jeremy Shane’s ID tags on my left wrist.


  Those dead old generals had been right about some things. 


  Riordan and Morvilind had walked to the payment kiosk, and Riordan was feeding money into the machine for his truck and Russell’s car. Morvilind was scowling. I wondered what he and Riordan had talked about, if anything, during the drive. Then again, Morvilind scowled most of the time. I realized that he was keeping watch. 


  Which was probably a good idea and I should follow suit. 


  “Think a week will be enough?” said Riordan.


  “In a week’s time, we shall either be victorious or dead,” said Morvilind.


  “Inspiring,” I said. 


  “Bring the golem,” said Morvilind, ignoring my barb. “We may have need of it.”


  I started to ask how we were going to bring a clockwork murder machine through a train station without drawing attention but figured that was Morvilind’s problem. “Hey! Golem!” I walked to the back of Riordan’s truck. “Get out here.”


  There was a series of clanging noises, and the bronze centipede crawled out of the bed of the truck. Despite the fact it was made of clockwork parts, it was still somehow a disturbing sight. The centipede hit the ground and folded back into the quivering metal sphere. 


  “That’s going to draw attention,” said Riordan. “Slayer golems usually don’t roll through train stations.” For that matter, the amount of firepower Riordan and I were carrying would draw attention.


  “They do not,” said Morvilind. “I will cast an Occlusion spell. So long as you remain within thirty feet of me, we shall remain unnoticed.”


  “Golem, follow me,” I said. The sphere rolled to my side. “Where exactly are we going?”


  “The industrial train lines on the other side of the station,” said Morvilind. “The most direct route is through the station proper.” He gestured and cast a spell, and I recognized the familiar power of an Occlusion spell. “Come.” 


  “And why are we going there?” I said.


  Morvilind began striding forward without a backward glance, but he did answer the question. “Because that location corresponds to a suitable point in the Shadowlands. We shall need to leave Earth’s umbra, cross the wild Shadowlands, and then travel to Mars’ umbra.”


  “Uh,” I said. “How far did you get the last time before the Archons and the golem showed up to stop you?” I glanced at the slayer golem. It was uncanny how it managed to roll over the asphalt in total silence while matching my pace. 


  “They were waiting for us by the rail lines,” said Tyth. She reached into her coat and produced a shotgun. It was a different weapon than the one she had used in the fight by the Marneys’ house.


  “Yes,” said Morvilind. “The Archons and Prince Valcander acted far quicker than I anticipated. I had hoped to reach Tarsidhar and the Quantum Nihlus Stone before they were even aware of the danger, but the Prince understood the nature of the Forerunner’s information even if the Forerunner himself did not. I suspect the force that Tythrilandria and I overcame…”


  “With our help,” I added.


  Morvilind ignored my interruption. “The force that Tythrilandria and I overcame was everything the Prince could scramble together at short notice. No doubt we will face stiffer opposition shortly.”


  “Great,” I said. 


  We walked towards the gleaming glass doors of the station, joining the crowds of pedestrians heading for the afternoon and early evening trains…and no one paid any attention to us whatsoever. Riordan and I wouldn’t have seemed out of place if we hadn’t been wearing guns and armor, but an Elven archmage, an Elven woman in a bright pink coat, and a rolling metal ball should have drawn stares. 


  But they didn’t.


  That was the power of the Occlusion spell. It didn’t make you invisible, like the Cloak spell did, or disguise you as someone else like the Mask spell. Instead, it made you…unobtrusive. Unremarkable. Unnoticeable. A few people happened to glance in our direction, and then looked away without interest. People even got out of our way without thinking about it or even noticing. It was a handy little spell. The downside was that it didn’t work in combat or if someone was angry enough to notice you. Like, if that golem accidentally ran over someone’s foot, the Occlusion spell would cease to work.


  We entered the lobby of the rail station, a cavernous yet pleasant-looking space with a glass ceiling and a polished floor of gray concrete. I looked around with interest, partly to keep watch for enemies, and partly out of curiosity. For all the time I had spent traveling around the United States on Morvilind’s jobs, I had always driven everywhere. I had rarely used trains, zeppelins, or planes because you needed to show ID to use them and that left a record on a computer somewhere. There were crowds of people everywhere, and a long ticket counter with dozens of agents working at computer stations. People stood in lines at the counter, which had been organized by destination – the Twin Cities, Cincinnati, Detroit, Springfield, and so on. Behind the ticket counter was a long, wide corridor lined by boarding lounges for the various train platforms. Between the lounges were small restaurants and convenience shops which no doubt sold food and travel items for a ridiculous markup. Here and there I saw pairs of Homeland Security officers on patrol, their eyes wary.


  I wasn’t sure what I thought about train travel. I’d driven for thirty hours straight at various times, and it would be nice to sit back and let someone else do all the work. But, God, all those crowds! 


  “If there’s a fight in here,” I said, “a lot of innocent people are going to get hurt.” But Morvilind’s previous skirmish with the Archons must have gone unnoticed. The Homeland Security officers looked wary, but not alarmed, and there was no sign of a lockdown. 


  “Then let us not linger here,” said Morvilind. “This way.”


  He strode down the long corridor of boarding lounges, and we followed him. I glanced in all directions, trying to keep everything in sight at once. The lounges were mostly full of people waiting for their trains, browsing their tablets and phones. They had the look of business travelers or families on vacation. I saw one woman of about thirty trying to keep three children under the age of six from crying and not quite succeeding. 


  We came to the end of the corridor after about a half mile of walking, and Morvilind went to a door marked AUTHORIZED MAINTENANCE PERSONNEL ONLY. He cast a spell, and it opened the door’s lock and disabled its alarm. 


  “Let me go first, my lord,” said Tyth.


  “No, I’ll go,” said Riordan. “I’m faster. You and Nadia can cover me.” 


  “Proceed,” said Morvilind.



  Riordan ignored him and pushed open the door with his left hand, his right low at his side to summon his Shadowmorph blade if he needed it. Beyond the door was a concrete platform, a half-dozen electric carts sitting idle to the left. Past that was an enormous hangar-like space, with dozens of rail lines and several cargo trains sitting idle on the tracks. 


  There was no one in sight, and we filed onto the platform, the golem rolling after me. 


  “Wait a moment,” said Morvilind, casting a spell. I recognized it as a variant of one that he had taught me. The difficulty of traveling through the Shadowlands is that the Shadowlands do not connect to Earth in a congruent or even logical way. Like, if I opened a rift way in the Marneys’ front yard, and another in their kitchen, the two rift ways might lead to locations a thousand miles apart within the Shadowlands. You could, in theory, use the Shadowlands to travel swiftly, covering the distance from New York to Los Angeles in a half hour’s walk, but few wizards, whether human or Elven, ever bothered. The Shadowlands were just too dangerous, and your rift way might drop you in the middle of a pack of wraithwolves. Even the High Queen never went to the Shadowlands without an army. 


  Oh, and another thing? Sometimes the correspondence points between Earth and the Shadowlands moved. Which was the spell Morvilind was casting, to check those connection points. 


  “Don’t tell me we’ve come here for nothing,” I said.


  Morvilind shook his head. “The entry point has moved, but only about ninety yards to the north or so.” He looked around and then nodded to himself. “This way.”


  We descended from the platform and made our way across the rail lines. The arc lights bolted to the ceiling far overhead threw harsh shadows in all directions. I wondered how the slayer golem would manage the tracks, but it changed shape from a sphere to a giant metallic spider the size of a big dog, and it climbed over the rails with perfect balance.


  Creepy damn thing. 


  We crossed a dozen rail lines and came to a train that blocked off the rest of the massive space. It wasn’t a passenger train, but a cargo one, with dozens of tanker cars festooned with warnings about chemicals. An old memory flashed through my mind. Rosalyn Madero had sent her banehound Mr. Cane to kill Riordan and me, and Mr. Cane had used a rocket launcher to blast Riordan’s truck off the expressway and onto the rail lines below the bridge. I had fled for my life as the banehound pursued me, and thrown him off the trail for a few moments by using bleach from a tanker train like this one. Not that it had worked – Mr. Cane had found me, and I had only been saved when Riordan had grabbed him and thrown him into the path of an oncoming train. 


  Of course, that had been before the Eternity Crucible, before the Sky Hammer. Unless I was ambushed, a banehound wouldn’t slow me down much. 


  We walked to the train, climbed between two of the cars, and came out on the other side. Past the train were a dozen empty rail lines. The arc lighting overhead through wild shadows across the ground, but this section of the station seemed utterly deserted.


  “How much farther?” said Riordan.


  “Perhaps forty yards that way,” said Morvilind, pointing. He produced an aetherometer, checked it, and nodded to himself. I really had to learn how to use one of those damned things. “The necessary congruence of Earth and the Shadowlands should be there.”


  We started forward, and a disturbing idea came to me.


  “Hey, wait, stop,” I said.



  The others stopped. The golem skittered to a halt. Morvilind turned a cold stare in my direction.


  “Question,” I said. “Where were you and Tyth when the Archons attacked you the first time?”


  “The sidewalk outside the station,” said Tyth.


  “Okay,” I said. “Were the Archons waiting for you, or did they pop out of a rift way?”


  “They emerged from the station,” said Morvilind. 


  “Which meant they were already here,” I said. “Which meant the Archons knew you would come here. Which means that they knew this was the path you would take. And that means…”


  I felt a surge of magical power, and the aetherometer buzzed in Morvilind’s hand. At the same instant, three curtains of gray mist rolled up from the tracks ahead, each one about five yards by five yards. 


  Those curtains of mist were opening rift ways.


  “Which means they are waiting in ambush for us,” said Riordan. He had a pistol in his left hand, and with a flicker of darkness, the black shaft of his Shadowmorph blade appeared in his right hand. 


  “Very well,” said Morvilind, and he gestured as he tucked his aetherometer away. I felt another surge of magical power, and suddenly a half-dozen rotating Shield spells appeared around him. When I used the Shield spell, I created a half-dome of translucent light. When Morvilind did it, his Shield spells were inscribed with dozens of interlocking Elven hieroglyphs, and they revolved around him like moons around a planet, each one keyed to block a different kind of attack. I had taken to the Shield spell quickly when Mr. Vander had taught it to me, but I was still a long way from possessing that kind of skill. “We shall have to fight our way through. Prepare yourselves.” 


  I looked at the size of the rift ways, and then back at Morvilind. I had seen him fight during Nicholas’s attack on New York, seen him slaughter Archons and Rebels both. Yet the slayer golem had hurt him badly, and I didn’t think that he was back to a hundred percent. And those were big rift ways. A lot of things could come through those. 


  Hell. I might not have been Morvilind’s shadow agent anymore, but he still hadn’t left me with any choice, had he? I didn’t care what happened to Morvilind, and I was only half-sold on his crazy plan with the Quantum Nihlus Stone…but Riordan was here. No way in hell was I going to let him fight a mob of Archons and Shadowlands creatures without my help. 


  Even as the thought crossed my mind, Riordan started giving orders.


  “Nadia, stay close to Morvilind,” said Riordan, planting himself between us and the rift way. “The two of you, blast anything that comes through the rift ways. Tyth, can you shoot while Cloaked?”


  “I can shoot while Cloaked, Riordan MacCormac,” said Tyth, holding her shotgun. “Unless it’s an Archon. Then…then I get so angry I can’t stay Cloaked.”


  “Focus on any anthrophages or orcs that come through the rift ways,” said Riordan. “The rest of us will deal with any Archons or creatures that are immune to bullets.”


  “You presume to give me instructions?” said Morvilind, fire and lightning crackling around his fingers. Even after everything I had seen and survived, I was a little unsettled by the amount of raw power he could call.


  Riordan didn’t look at him as the sheets of gray mist brightened. “You have a better idea?” 


  Morvilind let out an irritated hiss. “Then let us proceed.”


  The gray light in the curtains of mist brightened, and the rift ways opened.


  I caught a brief glimpse of the Shadowlands through the rift ways, with the usual plain of colorless grass and the empty sky. That was all familiar to me. 


  What was not familiar was the fire I saw in the distance. 


  Years ago, while driving through California, I had been close to a forest fire, and Homeland Security had closed the freeway and diverted traffic through the state and county highways (which had alarmed me, since I had a trunk full of stolen goods at the time). The forest fire on the horizon looked like the harsh glare of flame I saw through the rift way now. 


  I just had time to wonder what it was, and then anthrophages poured through all three of the rift ways at once. 


  Like the Archons we had fought in the Marneys’ front yard, these anthrophages looked mutated and twisted. I mean, anthrophages don’t look great when they’re healthy, with their gray skin, black claws, venomous yellow eyes, and the black pits of their noses. But they have sort of a deadly sleekness to them. The anthrophages that poured out of the three rift ways in front of us looked distorted, tumors bulging at random across their bodies. Some of them had grown tentacles or pincers or barbed, scorpion-like tails, and they all had the purple-glowing cracks on their skin that I had seen on Montrysar’s Archons. Like those Archons, they must have been caught at the edge of the Sky Hammer’s blast, and the combination of radiation and magic had mutated them into a new, twisted form.


  And there were hundreds of the damned things. 


  But I didn’t mind.


  Because I hated, hated anthrophages. 


  Just looking at the anthrophages brought back a storm of dark memories, a torrent of blood and death and pain. I had spent a lot of time getting killed by anthrophages in the Eternity Crucible, but I had spent just as much time killing them right back. 


  “Strike!” thundered Morvilind, but he needn’t have bothered. I was already casting my spell. Fire whirled to life between my hooked fingers, and I flung a spinning globe of flame at the gate on the right. It landed amid the charging anthrophages, and it exploded with a howl and a boom, throwing a dozen of the creatures to the ground, their bodies wreathed in flame. Tyth vanished as she cast the Cloak spell, and a heartbeat later an anthrophage collapsed as its chest exploded, no doubt from her shotgun blast. The anthrophages always bled black slime, but these mutated ones had an eerie purple glow in their blood, likely something to do with the glowing cracks that covered their skin. 


  Riordan emptied his pistol, his hand blurring as he shifted aim. His gun had an eighteen-round clip in it, and he hit with fourteen of his shots, the bullets drilling through the foreheads of anthrophages. Once the gun clicked empty, he shoved it back into a holster and attacked with his Shadowmorph blade. He was fast, faster than even a fit man of his size should have been. Probably his Shadowmorph helped with that. The dark blade in his hand flickered back and forth and sliced through the anthrophages, cutting them to pieces and draining their life force into the Shadowmorph. The thing fed on life force, and it drained some of it back to Riordan as increased strength, stamina, and speed. 


  Between my magic, Riordan’s skill, and Tyth’s invisible shotgun blasts, we started to tear through the anthrophages, slaughtering them by the dozens. 


  We still couldn’t keep up with Morvilind.


  He cast a spell so powerful that it made my teeth vibrate, and he conjured a whirling, sparking sphere of lightning the size of my torso. I thought it would explode like a fireball, but instead, Morvilind made a pushing gesture, and the sphere flattened into a glowing, snarling disk. One more gesture and he sent the disk spinning forward. 


  It started slicing through anthrophages.


  Like, it just shot through them as if the creatures had been made of paper. Riordan’s Shadowmorph blade could cut through nearly anything, and I could summon a sword of elemental fire that could saw through a steel bar, but there was still some resistance. Morvilind’s lightning disk ripped through the anthrophages without slowing, and the creatures fell in pieces to the ground. The wounds had been cauterized a smoking black. The disk veered back and forth, slicing through the anthrophages. I feared it might hit Riordan by accident, but Morvilind’s control was too good for that. 


  Between the four of us, I think we butchered about a hundred and fifty mutated anthrophages in the space of thirty seconds, with Morvilind killing half of the damned things. Yet more of the creatures kept coming out of the rift ways, and then a new shape emerged from the shimmering gates.


  Wraithwolves. 


  And like the anthrophages, the wraithwolves had been mutated by the radiation from the Sky Hammer weapon. 


  Normally, wraithwolves look like huge, sleek black wolves armored in bony plates. They’re fast and deadly and immune to normal bullets. You need magic or bullets forged from Shadowlands ore to kill the damn things. These wraithwolves were bigger than usual, like horse-sized, and random gleaming spikes of bone jutted from their bodies, making them look like wolves crossed with some sort of spiny deep sea fish.


  Oh, and fire burned behind their fangs and in their eyes. Did I mention that? 


  Dozens of mutant wraithwolves poured from the rift ways, and six of them rushed towards me. Their mouths opened wide, and they breathed a plume of fire in my direction. But I was already casting a spell, and I worked the spell to resist elemental forces, surrounding myself in a shell of gray light. The fire hit me and washed past me, and while I felt uncomfortably warm (a rarity for me), the fire didn’t touch me. 


  The mutant wraithwolves kept charging towards me, and both Morvilind and I unleashed our magic. I cast a spell of fire and called a tight, thumb-sized sphere of flame. My will sent it zipping forward, and it drilled through the armored skull of a wraithwolf, turned the creature’s brain to cinders, and sent it sprawling to the ground. I killed three more like that before the sphere lost its energy, but by then, Morvilind finished his spell. He called another one of those howling lightning disks, and he flung it at the wraithwolves. It sliced through the remaining two…and then through five more creatures that had just come through the rift ways.


  “You two focus on the wraithwolves!” shouted Riordan, cutting down another anthrophage. His eyes had gone flat, solid black as he drew on his Shadowmorph for speed and strength. “Tyth and I will handle the anthrophages!”


  “Nadia Moran!” thundered Morvilind. He cast another spell, throwing a volley of flaming spheres that sliced down both wraithwolves and anthrophages. “The slayer golem!” 


  In the heat of the moment, my combat instincts had taken over, and I had forgotten about the damn thing. It still stood in its spider-form a few paces away, quivering with tension. I had told it to follow me, and I guessed it would continue following that order until I told it to do something else.


  “Hey! Golem!” I said. “Kill some wraithwolves!”


  The golem quivered once more, and then it disappeared.


  Then I realized it hadn’t disappeared, it had moved so fast I couldn’t see it. 


  The golem had changed form, shifting from its spider-shape to a tripod that supported a barrel-shaped body. Four arms jutted from that body, and each one of those arms ended in a weapon that looked like a circular saw. The serrated blades were whirling, and even over the snarl and crackle of the spells and the roars of the wraithwolves I heard the whirring buzz of the blades. 


  The slayer golem skittered forward, and it started…well, slaying. Its central body revolved as it moved forward in a blur, and it sliced apart a half-dozen wraithwolves in the space of about three seconds. The wraithwolves turned to attack the golem, but that was useless. Their claws and fangs bounced off the metal, and the fire from their jaws didn’t affect the golem. One of the wraithwolves managed to rip off an arm, but the arm simply reattached itself to the golem’s body, and another whirling circular blade took off the wraithwolf’s head. 


  That made a mess. 


  The golem was so good at killing the wraithwolves that it let me and Morvilind turn our attention back to the anthrophages. We sent fire and lightning and ice ripping through the creatures, and soon we were killing them faster than they could come through the rift ways. If I could get a little closer to the rift ways, I could collapse them with a Seal of Shadows. Though I wondered what we would do then. There had to be Archons on the other side of the rift ways sending creatures through, and once Morvilind opened his own rift way and we went to the Shadowlands, we would have to fight. 


  Then something new burst from the rift ways and soared upward, tentacles writhing. 


  The creatures were called cytospawn, and there were four of them. Anthrophages and wraithwolves, at least, had vaguely terrestrial forms. Anthrophages were human-shaped, and wraithwolves bore a passing resemblance to real wolves. Even mutated, they still had recognizable shapes. The cytospawn looked wholly alien and unnatural. They were floating clusters of volleyball-sized eyes that glared in all directions, glistening and wet. Dozens of leathery, barbed tentacles hung from beneath their bodies. The barbs were poisoned, which seemed redundant since those tentacles were strong enough to snap a man’s head off his shoulders. That was how Leonid Rogomil had died in Last Judge Mountain, so quick that he probably hadn’t even realized what was happening.


  I had died that way in the Eternity Crucible many, many times. 


  I snarled and drew more power for a spell. There were a lot of ways to kill cytospawn, but the damned things could take a pounding. That said, they seemed to have a bladder of flammable gases in the center of their bodies, probably to make it easier for them to fly. The easiest way to kill them was to throw a fireball into that bladder, and boom, no more cytospawn. Of course, they knew that just as well as I did, and they tried to keep from letting an enemy get directly underneath them.


  So, I was surprised when one of the cytospawn froze in midair and flipped over, its tentacles thrashing. It was like the creature had gotten stuck in an invisible grip, and…



  I saw Morvilind gesturing at the floating creature and realized what had happened. I didn’t hesitate, but attacked at once, hurling a thumb-sized sphere of compressed flame at the cytospawn. The flame burned through the leathery flesh on the creature’s underside and drilled into the bladder.


  That made a big explosion, let me tell you. The shockwave from the fireball sent the other three cytospawn tumbling through the air, and the creatures thrashed, trying to regain control. One by one Morvilind seized the other cytospawn, and I blasted them out of the air. The entire process took about ten seconds. As the echoes from the explosions rolled and boomed through the vast space of the station, I wondered how long we had until Homeland Security and the Inquisition showed up. The explosions from the cytospawn would have been audible everywhere in the station, to say nothing of the other spells Morvilind and I had used. 


  But as I looked around for more enemies, I realized it didn’t matter. 


  Riordan had methodically chopped his way through the anthrophages while Tyth had gunned them down, invisible beneath her Cloak spell. The slayer golem had done its job with equal thoroughness, and pieces of wraithwolves lay scattered across the tracks for thirty yards in all directions, black slime leaking into the gravel. Even as I looked, the three rift ways snapped shut. Evidently, the Archons on the other side had thought better of their plan and decided to cut their losses.


  “Is that all of them?” I said.


  Riordan’s gaze met mine, and a pure wave of burning lust rolled through me, so intense that it made my nerves shiver. For a blazing instant, I suddenly wanted to do nothing more than rip off all my clothes and jump on him right then and there.


  A weird feeling right after a battle, let me tell you. 


  But I recognized it for what it was. Riordan’s Shadowmorph fed on life force, and it had just gotten revved up by all the life force from those anthrophages he had killed. He had it under strict control, but a Shadowmorph could feed on any life force – including mine. Of course, the feeling was all the stronger because I really was physically attracted to Riordan. The Shadowmorph just supercharged that attraction. 


  Riordan had it under control. Shadow Hunters who couldn’t control their Shadowmorphs tended to become insane serial killers, who were then hunted down by the rest of the Family. 


  His eyes were pitch black, but he closed them for a heartbeat, and when he opened them again, they had returned to their normal dark brown. The wave of lust faded from my mind.


  But not entirely. Because like I said, I really was attracted to Riordan, and the animal part of my brain found my fiancée’s raw physical prowess…stimulating.


  Yeah. That’s a good word. Stimulating. Let’s just leave it at that. 


  “Are you all right?” I said.


  “I am,” said Riordan. His Shadowmorph blade dissolved and seemed to disappear up his sleeve. “Easier fight than I expected.” He took a deep breath. “Helped that you and Morvilind and that golem tore them up so badly.”


  Speaking of that…


  “Hey, golem!” I said. The thing had been wandering in circles, looking for more wraithwolves to kill. “Get back here and follow me.”


  “Command acknowledged,” said the golem. It collapsed back into its dog-sized spider form and rattled towards me, its metal legs clinking against the rails. 


  Tyth reappeared, walking towards us and reloading her shotgun as she did. “The station is secure, my lord, but we won’t have long until they attack again.”



  “No,” said Morvilind. “We are going to attack them first.” He produced his aetherometer again, scrutinized its dials, and then nodded to himself. “I can still trace the pattern of their rift way. We can follow the enemy to their exact location in the Shadowlands.”


  “Uh,” I said. “That won’t do us much good if we land right in the middle of the Archons. We’ll be surrounded.”


  “We will have the advantage of surprise,” said Riordan, frowning, “but that won’t last for long.” 


  Morvilind’s eyes were cold, and he almost smiled at Riordan. “Are all the Shadow Hunters so deficient as tacticians? Obviously, we will not simply walk into their midst. I will open the rift way a few hundred yards from their position. That will give us ample time to turn the tables and ambush them.”



  “Ambush them?” I said, dubious. “It probably took a bunch of Archons to open three rift ways of that size. They could have a couple hundred anthrophages or more of those mutant wraithwolves with them. We will need more than just the four of us and a psycho murder golem to ambush that many Archons and their pets.”


  “As it happens, you are entirely correct,” said Morvilind. “We shall need more than the four of us. Fortunately, you helped me prepare for this contingency quite some time ago. You still have the Nihlus Stone ready?”


  “Yeah,” I said. The thing was in my pocket. No way I was going to drop it. Truth be told, I was sort of hoping I could steal it out from under Morvilind’s nose once this was done. “How did I help you prepare for this?” 


  “Excellent,” said Morvilind, which didn’t answer my question. “Tythrilandria. You have it ready?”


  “I do, my lord,” she said with a vigorous nod. 


  “Very well,” said Morvilind. “Then let us proceed. Be sure to instruct the golem to follow you, Miss Moran.”


  Before I could object or answer, he cast a spell. A curtain of gray mist rose up a few yards in front of us and then opened into a rift way. Through it, I glimpsed the same scene I had viewed through the Archons’ rift way, the bleak plain of colorless grass, the empty vault of the sky.


  And that same strange fire in the distance. 


  Tyth tucked her shotgun into her coat and instead drew out, I kid you not, a battle axe. An actual battle axe. Which made sense, as guns didn’t work in the Shadowlands. Tyth’s weapon looked like a high-tech version of an ancient battle axe, with a black handle made from carbon fiber with a rubberized grip, and a tempered head of gleaming steel. It looked sharp enough to use for shaving. 


  “Let us proceed,” said Morvilind.


  “Not until I hear a better tactical plan,” said Riordan. “Since we Shadow Hunters are so bad at tactical planning.”


  Morvilind sighed. “We shall pass through the rift way, assess the enemy position, take them by surprise, and then destroy them. Once that is accomplished, we shall take the Warded Way to the umbra of Mars. Is that clear enough?”


  “Crystal,” said Riordan, calling his Shadowmorph blade back to his hand. “Nadia?”


  “Yeah,” I said. 


  I took a deep breath and Riordan and I stepped side-by-side through the rift way, Morvilind, Tyth, and the skittering form of the slayer golem bringing up the back.




  Chapter 6: Worldburner


  



  Stepping through a rift way always feels weird. 


  It’s just a single step, but it feels much farther than that. In a rift way, a single step takes you from Earth to the Shadowlands, to the place that connects the worlds and is the source of magical power. You can feel the weight of that journey in that single step, which takes the form of a sense of uneasiness and vertigo and disorientation.


  But it’s over quickly. 


  It is, after all, a single step. 


  Riordan and I strode through the rift way and into the Shadowlands, the golem skittering after me. Tyth and Morvilind brought up the back, and the rift way snapped shut behind them. I had to stop and concentrate for a moment to control the rush of magical power that surged through me. The Shadowlands were the source of magic, which meant any magical power I drew would be much more potent here. With someone of my level of skill, that meant a lot of magical power, and I had to take a few seconds to force down the giddying rush. I wondered if Morvilind felt it, and as I glanced at him, I saw that he was grimacing, but that was his usual expression.


  “Whoa,” said Tyth, raising her axe. 


  I turned, expecting to see enemies, and started a spell.


  Then I blinked in surprise.


  “What the hell?” I said. 


  We had landed on a bleak-looking plain, colorless grasses rising from the earth around us. Here and there rocky hills jutted from the ground, looking like cairns of piled boulders. Hell, maybe they really were cairns. There were all kinds of weird things in the Shadowlands, and if the hills were cairns, I didn’t want to know what was buried inside them. Overhead, the sky was the usual empty black vault, and despite the lack of sun, moon, and stars, I had no trouble seeing anything.


  Well. The sky was mostly an empty black vault.


  Except a portion of it, and a big chunk of the horizon, looked like it was on fire. 


  A firestorm filled the horizon. 


  It looked like the flames should have been rushing towards us, and I took an alarmed, instinctive step back and almost stumbled over the slayer golem. Yet the fire stayed where it was. Was it frozen in place? No, it was roiling very slowly. Like I was watching a video of an explosion in slow motion. I saw billowing sheets of flame, seething fireballs, and towering plumes of black smoke, but it was all moving very slowly. It looked like the fire was only a few hundred yards away, and we should have felt the heat and smelled the smoke, but I didn’t smell anything, and I was chilly from using so much magic. 


  I looked at Riordan, but he was just as puzzled as I was.


  There didn’t seem to be any enemies nearby, whether Archons or Shadowlands creatures, so I figured I had a minute to ask a question.


  “Okay,” I said, looking at Morvilind. “My lord. What the hell is that?”


  “Venomhold,” murmured Morvilind, gazing at the firestorm. 


  “Venomhold?” I said, baffled. “No, Venomhold doesn’t look like that. Venomhold…” 


  “The Archons, Nadia,” said Tyth. “Remember how they called you Worldburner?”


  “Yeah?” 


  “Well, uh,” said Tyth, nodding towards the firestorm. “That’s why.” 


  I blinked at her, and then looked at Morvilind. “Is that…that’s the nuclear explosion, isn’t it? The detonation of the Sky Hammer weapon?”


  “Yes,” said Morvilind. “I am not entirely certain why it happened.” His lips twitched. “You made history, Nadia Moran. No one has ever detonated a nuclear weapon in the Shadowlands before.”


  “We shouldn’t be standing here,” said Riordan at once. “This close to Venomhold, the radiation will kill us.”


  “We are quite safe,” said Morvilind, gesturing. “Behold the clear demarcation of the fire.”


  “That’s the border of Venomhold, isn’t it?” I said. 


  “Correct,” said Morvilind. “While I am uncertain of the reason, it seems the explosion of the Sky Hammer has become…frozen within Venomhold. Stand one meter on this side of the border of Venomhold, and you will be perfectly safe. Cross one meter over the border, and you will die of radiation poisoning.” He paused. “Though the temperature is easily over two thousand degrees Fahrenheit within the border. You will burn to death long before the radiation kills you.”


  “Jesus,” I muttered. I had burned alive often in the Eternity Crucible, and it was a bad, bad way to go. But I had never died of radiation poisoning, which was just as well because it was probably worse. Took longer, anyway. 


  Morvilind snorted. “Regrets, Miss Moran?”


  “What?” I said. “That’s stupid.” His lips thinned. “It was either New York or Venomhold, and I chose Venomhold. If Natalya Karst didn’t want to get nuked, then she shouldn’t have helped Nicholas find the Sky Hammer.”


  “Or allied herself with the Archons,” said Tyth, her cheerful manner vanishing for a moment as she glared at the inferno that had been Venomhold. 


  “Yeah,” I said, turning back to Morvilind. “Okay, my lord, explain. You know everything. Why is the fire still stuck in Venomhold like that, and how did it wind up mutating those Archons and other creatures we saw?”


  “As I said, I do not know,” said Morvilind.



  “Sure,” I said. “But if…”


  His lips thinned in annoyance again. “I do not know everything, Miss Moran. Else I would not have been forced to turn to the Forerunner to find the location of Tarsidhar. And no one has ever detonated a nuclear weapon in the Shadowlands before. Partly because no one knows the consequences, and partly because it should be impossible to start a nuclear reaction here.” 


  “But the Sky Hammer had that delayed-catalyst technology,” said Riordan, gazing at the flames. “The nuclear reaction had already started and couldn’t be stopped when Nadia brought the bomb to Venomhold.”


  “Precisely,” said Morvilind. “While a nuclear reaction cannot start here, it seems that the Shadowlands cannot stop one already underway.” He gestured at the harsh light of Venomhold. “The proof lies before your eyes. As to why it happened, I can only hypothesize that the radiation of the explosion interacted with the aetheric emanations of the Shadowlands unpredictably.”


  “There’s an understatement,” I muttered, but not even my smart mouth could stop one of Morvilind’s lectures.


  “As for the Archons and the Shadowlands mutants,” said Morvilind, “the Dark Ones healed the Archons caught at the edges of the blast, but could not repair the damage entirely. Hence the mutations. The Shadowlands creatures partly draw on the aetheric field of this place for sustenance, and if it was poisoned with radiation, they would have been mutated as well. Unfortunately, it seems to have made them more dangerous. In normal biology, mutations cause birth defects and reduced lifespans, but when coupled with magical force, it seems to provide some advantages.”


  “What about the Knight of Venomhold?” said Riordan. “Could she have lived through the blast?”


  I didn’t like that thought. 


  I really didn’t like that thought. 


  “No,” said Morvilind.



  “I thought the Knights were invincible within their demesnes,” I said.


  “A lord of a Shadowlands demesne is very nearly invincible within his demesne,” said Morvilind. “The magic of his bond to the demesne will protect him from nearly anything.” He waved a hand. “A nuclear explosion, however, is not one of those things. Karst is dead, and Venomhold is currently without a lord. I doubt anyone is in a hurry to claim the demesne, however.”


  “Bit of a fixer-upper,” I said, and Tyth snorted.


  “More urgent matters confront us,” said Morvilind. “Tythrilandria.” She straightened up. “The Warded Way that departs the umbra of Earth and leads to that of Mars should be about three hundred yards in that direction.” He pointed. “Cloak yourself and scout. I expect the Archons await us there.”


  “My lord,” said Tyth, and she cast the Cloak spell, vanishing from sight. 


  Riordan, Morvilind and I waited in silence. The slayer golem quivered next to me. The thing had resumed its metal ball form.


  “How long can she stay Cloaked while moving?” I said at last.


  “About forty-seven minutes or so,” said Morvilind, watching the horizon.


  My eyebrows climbed halfway up my forehead. “Seriously?” I could manage ten or eleven.


  “The Elves have an affinity for magic that humans do not,” said Morvilind. “However, Tythrilandria happens to be extraordinarily gifted with the Cloak spell. Her aptitude in other areas of magic is less profound. Nevertheless, she is quite a skilled shadow agent. Her assistance has been invaluable in tracking down items located in the cities of the Elven commoners.”


  That was a polite way of saying that Morvilind sent her to steal things from the Elven cities where no humans were allowed to visit.


  “Surprised you haven’t gotten her killed yet,” I said.


  “She has been competent enough to avoid such a fate,” said Morvilind.


  Riordan gave Morvilind a hard look. “Unlike my brother?”


  “I totally agree with you,” I said to Riordan at once, “but maybe we should avoid the shouting match until we’re sure there aren’t a dozen Archons within earshot.”


  “Yes,” said Riordan. “I’m sure his lordship will wait to sacrifice us at a more convenient time.”


  Morvilind didn’t say anything. 


  He didn’t deny it, though.


  The air flickered, and Tyth reappeared, axe in hand. 


  “The enemy is indeed waiting for us, my lord,” said Tyth. “Nearly fifty Archons are waiting on the Warded Way, not far from the border to Venomhold. Montrysar leads them.”


  Morvilind nodded. “Do they have any more slayer golems?”


  “No,” said Tyth, “but they have several packs of wraithwolves and anthrophages. All of them are mutated. The wraithwolves are patrolling around the Warded Way. If we don’t move from this location soon, they’re going to find us.” 


  “Okay,” I said. “Fifty Archons. Why don’t you just wave your hand and make all their heads explode?”



  Morvilind gave me an annoyed look. “You know it is not that simple.”


  “I saw you do it,” I said. He blinked. “In Manhattan, on the day of the battle. You blew up those helicopters and threw the debris into a bunch of Archons and orcish mercenaries.”


  “Do you see any helicopters handy?” said Morvilind. He had a point. “That was an acceptable tactic for the time and place. We shall need a different strategy for these Archons.” He looked around and nodded to himself. “Come. The top of the cairn will offer an excellent vantage point, and we can plan our next move.”


  “Uh,” I said as we started towards the nearest cairn. “We’re not going to wake up whatever’s inside it, are we?”


  “Of course not,” said Morvilind. “We would have to deliberately open the cairn to release the horror inside.”


  Yeah. That didn’t sound good. 


  We reached the base of the cairn. It looked like a big rocky hill made by piled boulders, like the sort of thing you see at the edge of a quarry. I felt cold radiating from it, and not a physical chill. I had cast so many spells for so many years that I sometimes sense magical force without using the spell to detect magic, and I didn’t like the icy chill radiating from the cairn.


  “Just what the hell is inside this thing?” I said.


  “It is the tomb of an extinct ancient race that chose to bury their dead in the Shadowlands,” said Morvilind, looking up at the cairn. 


  “What were they called?” I said.


  “I am uncertain what they called themselves,” said Morvilind. “But the ancient Elves of the First Empire called them the naelgoths.”



  “Naelgoths?” I said. “That doesn’t sound ominous or anything.”


  “They were extremely powerful and malevolent,” said Morvilind. “Even the myothar and the Elder Giants of old were terrified of them, and the dragons would not cross them without good cause. The ancient Elves fought them to a standstill.”


  “My grandmother used to tell stories about the naelgoths,” said Tyth, her voice quiet. “She said if we were bad the naelgoths would come to get us.” She gazed at Venomhold’s pyre, her silver eyes narrowing. “But worse things found us first.”


  I cast the spell to sense magical forces and focused it on the cairn. I didn’t like what I felt radiating from the rocky hill. Dark magic and necromantic force shone from it like heat from a fire, and I had the sense of something huge and powerful and malicious sleeping beneath the boulders. I had sensed necromantic auras before from the myothar in the ruins of Chicago and the renegade necromancer Vastarion, but they had been candles compared to the blaze of dark power within the cairn.


  “Um,” I said. “Is the naelgoth inside actually dead? Because there’s something nasty in there.”


  “It is dead,” said Morvilind. “When naelgoths die, they become undead. Their undead are prone to solitude and introspection and build themselves cairns. So long as we do not disturb the creature, it will not care. Come. We should be able to see from the top.”


  Morvilind started climbing up the side of the cairn, moving with surprising agility for an elderly Elven man in a robe. Tyth followed him without hesitation, her axe in one hand. I shared a look with Riordan, shrugged, and climbed after Morvilind. Riordan came right behind me. I started to tell the slayer golem to wait, but it unfolded into a shape that sort of looked like a combination of a giant centipede and mountain goat, and it scrambled up in perfect silence.


  We reached the top of the cairn. Morvilind hesitated, and I wondered if he had seen something dangerous. Instead, he was breathing hard and had taken a minute to catch his breath. Maybe he wasn’t as strong as he seemed. Or perhaps the battle with Montrysar and the slayer golem had taken more out of him than he had thought.



  “Get down,” snapped Riordan, dropping to a crouch behind one of the boulders. “We’re too visible up here. If those Archons look in this direction, they’ll find us.”


  I followed suit, as did Tyth. Morvilind hesitated, and I could tell that he wanted to snap something at Riordan, but he was breathing too hard, so instead, he only nodded and crouched behind the boulder with the rest of us. 


  “There they are, Nadia Moran,” murmured Tyth, pointing around the boulder.


  I followed her finger. Ahead of us rose another dozen naelgoth cairns, and to the…north? South? Whatever. I suppose there weren’t any compass directions in the Shadowlands. Anyway, towards the fiery border of Venomhold, I spotted the white ribbon of the Warded Way running between the cairns and the inferno. Once we reached that road, we would be in a lot better shape. Most of the creatures of the Shadowlands would not cross a Warded Way unless under duress, and we could follow the road from Earth’s umbra to Mars.


  Unfortunately, I also saw the black-uniformed forms of dozens of Archon Elves waiting on the Warded Way, with packs of mutant anthrophages and wraithwolves prowling along the Warded Way in either direction. 


  “That is a lot of them,” I muttered.


  “It is,” agreed Riordan. “And there are too many. They’re spread out enough that Morvilind can’t take them all out with a single spell.” He looked at Morvilind. “Can we go around them?”


  Morvilind shook his head, his cold eyes narrowed as he considered the Archons. “No. We are close to the boundary of Earth’s umbra here, and to travel far enough around the Archons, we will have to cross into the deep Shadowlands.”


  I frowned. “Aren’t we going to have to do that anyway to get to Mars’s umbra?”


  “That is so,” said Morvilind, “but traversing the deep Shadowlands without using a Warded Way is suicidal. Even I could not survive for long. No, another way is required.”


  “And what is that?” said Riordan.


  “We kill all the Archons and their creatures,” said Morvilind.


  Silence answered him for a moment.


  “I like this plan, my lord,” said Tyth.


  “Easier said than done,” said Riordan. “How do you plan to kill all those Archons?”


  Morvilind pointed at the Warded Way. “Do you see that cairn?” Riordan nodded. “I’m going to open it.”


  “Uh,” I said. “You just said that was a bad idea. You just said that was an incredibly dangerous thing to do.”


  “It is. However, the Archons have made the mistake of waiting too close to the cairn. The naelgoth will see The Archons when I open the tomb,” said Morvilind. “It shall regard the intrusion as a personal affront and go on a rampage before it returns to rest.” 


  “Then the naelgoth kills the Archons?” said Riordan. “How do we keep it from killing us?”


  “I shall remain here and work the spell to open the cairn,” said Morvilind. “It will take several moments to prepare and will require all my concentration, but it shall be done. The naelgoth will burst from the cairn. It will assume that the Archons opened its tomb, and will act accordingly.”


  “Sounds good,” I said. “Well, get cracking. Go rob a grave. Or a cairn. Whatever.” 


  “The amount of magical power required to do so is immense,” said Morvilind. “They Archons will almost certainly notice it and realize what is happening.” 


  Riordan’s frown deepened. “Which means you need a distraction.”


  “That is correct,” said Morvilind. “Miss Moran and Tythrilandria will Cloak and attack the Archons. While they are dealing with the threat, I will work the spell to open the cairn.”


  “No,” said Riordan. “That is too much risk.”


  Morvilind made an irritated sound. “The risk is minimal. It will take me about ninety seconds to open the cairn, and once the creature emerges, Tythrilandria and Miss Moran can Cloak and escape. You will need to remain here and guard me. The spell will take the entirety of my power, and I cannot spare any concentration for attackers.”


  “I should go with them,” said Riordan.


  “Can’t,” I said, my voice quiet. “You can’t Cloak.”


  “Neither can Tyth,” said Riordan.


  Tyth frowned. “Yes, I can.”


  “Not when you’re killing Archons,” said Riordan. “You said so yourself. You hate them so much that you are unable to maintain the Cloak spell when you kill one.”


  Morvilind’s cold eyes turned to her. “Child. I am disappointed. I thought you would have overcome that weakness by now.”


  Tyth looked like she was going to cry for an instant, but she swallowed, nodded, and pulled herself together. I fought down the urge to smack Morvilind. 


  “I suggest instead that Nadia and I go,” said Riordan. “Tyth can stay here and watch over you. Nadia can Cloak us both as we approach, and she can do it again once you’ve opened the cairn.”


  I hesitated. That was a good plan, and it ought to work. Though a billion things could go wrong in the heat of combat. And ninety seconds…that would be a long time to last against that many Archons and their pets. Once the shock of combat wore off, they would pull themselves together and strike back, and every single one of them could use magic. 


  “We might as well leave the slayer golem here,” I said. “It won’t attack any Archons, and I can’t Cloak the damned thing anyway. The spell wouldn’t work.”


  “Instruct the golem to engage its stealth capabilities,” said Morvilind. “It will be able to draw very close to the Warded Way before the Archons notice its presence.”


  “Stealth capabilities?” I said, blinking. “What the hell. Hey, murder golem! Engage your stealth capabilities.”


  “Engaging,” said the metallic voice, and the bronze sphere vanished.


  I blinked. Had the thing Cloaked itself? No – as I looked, I realized I could still see it, sort of. Its bronze surface had become camouflaged, matching the color of the terrain, and it had done the matching so well that I could barely see it. The colors even changed as I walked around the golem, shifting to match my new vantage point.


  No wonder it had nearly killed Morvilind. It had probably rolled right up to him and started hacking away. 


  “Okay,” said Riordan. He scowled at Morvilind. “This plan is reckless, but we can do it. Give us five minutes to get into position, and then start your spell. Ninety seconds?”


  “Ninety seconds to open the cairn,” said Morvilind. 


  “As soon as five minutes have passed, we’ll start attacking,” said Riordan. “We’ll hold the attention of the Archons, and when you’ve opened the cairn, Nadia and I will Cloak and make our way back here.” His eyes darkened a little, and then returned to their normal color as he got himself back under control. “If you’re not here when we return, I’ll assume you’ve abandoned us, and we’ll return to Earth.”


  Morvilind scoffed. “I shall be here, Shadow Hunter. You are here for sentiment and emotion. I am here to save the Elves and humanity.”


  “Then be glad I have that emotion,” said Riordan. “Nadia, start counting…now.”


  I nodded and began counting backward in my head. Five minutes was three hundred seconds, and I started counting backward from three hundred. I could keep an accurate mental count in my head since it wasn’t all that different from concentrating to maintain a spell. Easier, in fact, since I didn’t have to hold any flows of magical power in place. 


  “Good fortune, Nadia Moran,” said Tyth. “May you kill many Archons.”


  “I’ll blow one up special just for you,” I said, and Tyth grinned. 


  “Let’s move,” said Riordan. 


  “Golem, follow,” I said, and the camouflaged blur rolled after me as I accompanied Riordan towards another one of the cairns. “God, that thing is creepy.”


  “Yeah,” agreed Riordan. “If there had been a slayer golem at the Royal Bank or Last Judge Mountain, I don’t think we’d have gotten out in one piece.” He shook his head. “And we’ll have to be careful of Morvilind.”


  I blinked. “You don’t think he’ll stab us in the back?”


  “I think he’s exactly the same as he’s always been,” said Riordan. “He’ll sacrifice people to achieve his goals and think nothing of it. And this is the biggest goal of his life. He’s been after the Quantum Nihlus Stone since before the Conquest. If he had to sacrifice you, me, and Tyth to get it, he’ll do it without hesitation.”


  “Then we’ll just have to make sure that he doesn’t sacrifice us,” I said. 


  “If the stakes weren’t so high, I would have told him to go to hell,” said Riordan. “But ending the war with the Archons is worth the risk.” He sighed. “I just wish you didn’t have to be caught up in this.”


  “Hey, I wish I wasn’t caught up in this, too,” I said. “And I wish you weren’t, either.” I shrugged. “But you and me, we’re not…”


  “Not what?” said Riordan.


  “The stay at home type,” I said. “We’re good at this kind of shit. But, yeah. I know what you mean.” I sighed. “I would rather be at home with you.” 


  “Me, too,” said Riordan. “Well, the sooner we get Morvilind to Tarsidhar, the sooner we can go home.” He hesitated. “We should probably be quiet now. Sound sometimes carries oddly in the Shadowlands.”


  I nodded, and we fell silent. 


  The slayer golem, of course, rolled after us in total silence.


  We reached the next cairn, circled around its base, and then jogged to another one. We made our way around the rocky hill and dropped to a crouch, and I saw the Warded Way. It was a broad road made of gleaming white stone, about twenty feet across, wide enough for an army to march along it. Every so often a small white obelisk stood alongside the road, its surface carved with alien symbols. Maybe that had been the alphabet of the Elves of the First Empire who had built the Warded Way. 


  Nearly fifty Archons in their black uniforms stood atop the Warded Way, some of them speaking to each other in low voices. About half of the Archons were mutated, the skin of their faces riddled with glowing purple cracks. I spotted Montrysar, and the Archon commander was pacing back and forth, a scowl on his distorted face. Several packs of anthrophages and wraithwolves, all of them mutated, prowled neared the Warded Way.


  It was a hell of a strong force. I wouldn’t have wanted to take it on by myself. I didn’t want to take it on with Riordan and the slayer golem. But we didn’t need to win. We only need to annoy them for a minute and a half. Because the Warded Way passed near the base of another of those hill-sized cairns, and once Morvilind opened the cairn, the horror inside would deal with the Archons. 


  Assuming Morvilind knew what he was talking about. 


  The man was powerful, but not infallible. The fact that we had nearly all been nuked in New York as a result of his plans had proved that.


  “Okay,” I whispered into Riordan’s ear. “I’m going to Cloak us and get us as close to the road as I can. We’ve got about a hundred seconds left. I’ll squeeze your hand three times before I drop the Cloak.”



  Riordan nodded, and I grasped his right hand with my left. Whenever I did that, I was struck by how much larger his hands were than mine. Then I cleared my mind and cast the Cloak spell. Since I was touching Riordan, we both vanished from sight. I led the way around the cairn and approached the Warded Way, holding the Cloak spell in place. A glance back showed the slayer golem rolling after us, though I had to strain to see it.


  I stopped a dozen paces from the edge of the Warded Way, still grasping Riordan’s hand. Holding the Cloaking spell around both of us was a strain, but it was a lot easier when we were standing still instead of walking. The Archons didn’t see us. They were focused on the Warded Way, and no doubt they assumed Morvilind would approach over the road rather than risking the Shadowlands proper. A pack of mutated wraithwolves loped past, but several of them stopped and looked in our direction. 


  Could they see us? Had the mutation given them the ability to see through the Cloak spell? No, the explanation was simpler. They couldn’t see us or smell us, but they might be able to smell the trail Riordan and I had left on our way here…


  No. 


  Wait.


  Shit. I hadn’t thought of the slayer golem. It wasn’t Cloaked, only camouflaged, and the wraithwolves would be able to smell it. Five of the mutant wraithwolves stopped and prowled closer, sniffing at the ground. The Cloak spell made us invisible, but it didn’t make us immaterial, and if one of the wraithwolves happened to bump into us…


  Twenty-seven seconds were left. 


  Riordan and I were going to have to distract the enemy for two minutes rather than ninety seconds. 


  I gave his hand three rapid squeezes and took a quick step to the right, letting the Cloak spell collapse. 


  In perfect unison, about forty wraithwolves and anthrophages turned to look in our direction. The Archons still hadn’t noticed us, but that wouldn’t last.


  “Golem!” I shouted. “Kill all the wraithwolves and anthrophages!”


  The five nearest wraithwolves leaped towards us, fires dancing behind their yawning fangs, but the slayer golem met them first. It had changed form to a thing that looked like a wheeled tripod with a half-dozen buzz saws jutting in all directions, and it tore through the wraithwolves in a blur, the blades revolving around it. In the blink of an eye, the golem had killed those five wraithwolves and shot forward, moving on to its next target.


  Riordan took a quick step forward, calling his Shadowmorph blade, and the dark shaft appeared in his right hand. By then the nearest Archons on the Warded Way had started to realize that something was wrong, but I was already casting my spell. A fireball whirled to life around my hooked fingers, and I thrust my hand and sent it flying towards them. The sphere of flame landed at the feet of the nearest Archon and exploded with a roar and a bloom of fire. That Archon died in an instant, and I set another five of them on fire.


  Before the Archons could respond, I Cloaked and ran towards the Warded Way. Riordan charged towards the Archons and leaped onto the road, and his Shadowmorph blade flickered right and left, cutting down two of the mutant Elves. I really hoped the mutated nature of the Archons wouldn’t hurt Riordan or his Shadowmorph, but the Shadowmorph seemed able to feed on anything. Kind of like how squirrels could eat just about anything and were extremely difficult to poison. 


  A superpowered, life-draining squirrel.


  I shoved that thought out of my mind, dropped my Cloak, and attacked. This time I cast the ice wall spell, white mist swirling around my fingers. I made a slashing gesture, and I raised a wall of ice ten feet high, one foot thick, and about forty feet long, cutting off one half of the Archons from the other. The effort of the spell made me a little light-headed, but I ignored it and cast another as several of the Archons turned to attack me. Eight lightning globes snarled and spat to life around my hands, and I sent them hurtling towards the Archons. The spell hit with enough force to kill five of them, the globes slamming into their chests and stopping their hearts. Three of the Archons cast Shield spells in time, and my lightning struck the Shields and shattered.


  The Archons began casting spells in my direction, and I summoned more power and cast the Splinter Mask spell. The air around me shivered with silver light, and nine perfect duplicates appeared around me. I sent the duplicates charging towards the Archons, all of them casting various spells. The Archons shattered the illusionary images with blasts of fire and lightning, but I ran towards the Warded Way and cast another fire spell. This time, the sphere of fire was the size of my thumb, and I sent it zipping towards the Archons attacking Riordan. It struck the temple of the nearest Archon and burned a tunnel through his skull, hurtling on to hit another. I killed four Archons that way, and Riordan cut down another two. 


  We were winning, but that wasn’t going to last. There were just too many Archons, and once they recovered from the shock and got organized, they were going to kill us. 


  Even as the thought crossed my mind, the wall of ice I had conjured exploded with a thunderclap, the shards of ice dissolving into mist as they tumbled through the air. One of the Archons, probably several of the Archons, had hit it with a powerful spell of elemental fire. I saw Montrysar leading the charge, a blade of elemental force snarling in his right hand. The Archons swarmed towards Riordan, and he had to retreat, moving with the inhuman speed of a Shadow Hunter to stay ahead of them. I threw a volley of lightning globes, killing several Archons and forcing the rest to cast Shield spells, but there were enough Elves that they could keep up the pressure on Riordan and attack me at the same time. A volley of fire and lightning howled towards me, and I cast the spell to resist elemental forces. That deflected the attack, and I Cloaked and ran towards the Warded Way. The attack broke off as the Archons lost track of my position, so I dropped the Cloak, cast the Splinter Mask spell, and sent another nine illusionary duplicates of myself running at the Archons.


  But that would only buy us a few seconds. Riordan and I were simply overwhelmed. There were too many Archons, and if the slayer golem hadn’t been butchering its way through the wraithwolves and the anthrophages, we would have been surrounded and overwhelmed. I decided to grab Riordan, Cloak, and get the hell out of there, leaving the slayer golem to cover our retreat. Morvilind could just think up another plan.


  And then, eleven seconds sooner than I expected, Morvilind cast his spell.


  He must have seen the flare of light from my fireball and figured the battle had started sooner than planned


  There was a thunderclap, so loud it drowned out the noise of the fighting. The Archons froze and looked towards the cairn looming over the road. Riordan knew what was coming, so he sprinted towards me. Hazy gray light glowed over the cairn, brighter and brighter, and then the side of the cairn exploded in a spray of boulders. 


  One of the Archons let out a curse, and the other Elves shied away from the cairn. I saw Montrysar whirl and sprint away down the Warded Way, running as fast as his legs could carry him. He must have realized what was about to happen.


  A heartbeat after that, the undead naelgoth burst from the damaged cairn with a hideous gurgling roar.


  The thing was nightmarish. I can’t quite find the words to describe it, because there’s nothing on Earth that looks like it. Even the weird fish that live at the bottom of deep sea trenches look saner than the creature that erupted from the cairn. The naelgoth was the size of the Marneys’ house, and it was a sort of glistening greenish-black in color. I could say that it looked like a giant slug, or an enormous squid, or a giant spider, and all of that would be accurate, but none of it would describe the totality of the horror that lumbered onto the Warded Way and started killing Archons.


  Riordan sprinted towards me, and I grabbed his hand.


  “Golem!” I snapped, focusing my will on the device. “Return to Lord Morvilind.”


  I cast the Cloak spell and both Riordan and I vanished as the golem rolled back towards the cairn where Morvilind and Tyth waited.


  Meanwhile, the naelgoth was butchering the Archons. They unleashed volleys of spells at it, but the naelgoth cast its own spells, deflecting the attacks. All the while, its pincers and tentacles lashed out, crushing the Archons or snipping them to pieces. After the naelgoth killed about half the Archons, the rest tried to flee. The naelgoth caught them in telekinetic grips, holding them immobile while they screamed, and it ripped them apart.


  The entire thing took about ten seconds.


  Silence fell over the Warded Way, broken only by the sound of the few remaining anthrophages and wraithwolves fleeing. The naelgoth went motionless the way that only a dead thing can, and I had the horrible feeling that the creature was looking for additional targets. Sweat started to drip down my face, and my heartbeat thundered in my ears. Could it see through a Cloak spell? Probably not. If it could, we would already be dead. But if it suspected that someone Cloaked was watching and cast a dispelling spell, then Riordan and I were going to die very quickly.


  The naelgoth let out a rumbling wet growl that sounded exasperated. The horror turned and lumbered (and oozed and crawled) back into its cairn. It cast a spell as it did so, and the boulders that Morvilind had disturbed floated into the air and drifted after it. The boulders fell back into place with a crashing noise, and the naelgoth sealed itself into its cairn.


  I dropped the Cloak and watched the cairn, but nothing happened, and Riordan and I looked at each other. 


  “Guess it didn’t like getting woken up,” he said, voice quiet. His face was grim as he looked at the carnage spattered across the Warded Way.


  “Naelgoths must be hell on alarm clocks,” I said. I took a shuddering breath and looked at him. “You’re okay?”


  Riordan nodded. “They hit me a few times, but the Shadowmorph healed it right away.” He grimaced. “Helps when there are so many handy sources of life energy right there.” 


  “Yeah, it’s like an all-you-can-eat buffet for Shadowmorphs,” I said. I make bad jokes when I’m scared or rattled and seeing that creature had rattled me. I took another deep breath and made myself calm down. “Okay. Let’s get back to Morvilind.”  


  “Looks like he was right,” said Riordan. “I thought that thing would kill us all.”


  “It would have if it had been able to see us,” I said. “Guess the naelgoths like to sleep in. Let’s get the hell out of here.”


  We jogged back towards the cairn where Morvilind and Tyth had been waiting, but they met us halfway. The slayer golem rolled after Morvilind, and I told the thing to follow me. It obediently spun its way to my side.


  “You were successful?” said Morvilind. 


  The sentence sent a flicker of memory through me. Morvilind had said the same thing to me many times over the years, after he had dispatched me to steal some damned thing or another. I had barely been a teenager the first time, and my driver’s license had been forged to let me drive since I had been too young. Anger surged through me. My whole life had been shaped and forged and manipulated by him to make me into a useful instrument of his will. 


  But the entire time he had been working towards this, to defeat the Archons and deliver both his own race and humanity from their threat.


  “Yeah,” I said, trying to ignore the emotions. “The naelgoth finished them all off in about ten seconds.”


  “Good,” said Tyth, a flicker of hatred going through her silver eyes.



  “I never want to see a naelgoth again,” I said.


  “A sensible attitude,” said Morvilind. “But so long as you ignore them, they will return the favor.”


  “I think Montrysar might have gotten away,” said Riordan. 


  Morvilind scoffed. My temper rose up again, but his derision was aimed at Montrysar. “Of course he did. A cockroach is ever desperate to save its worthless hide.”


  “You knew him?” I said.


  “Upon Kalvarion, he was a loyal supporter of the High Queen until the Archons’ victory appeared inevitable,” said Morvilind. “Then he switched sides to save his own skin. No doubt he tried to flee Venomhold the minute you arrived there with the Sky Hammer.” His smile, cold and terrible as a frozen knife blade, appeared for just a moment. “But even his cowardice will not be enough to save him from the Quantum Nihlus Stone. Come! We must proceed to the Warded Way and then to Mars before the enemy regroups.”


  Without another word, he strode forward, Tyth following him like a dutiful bodyguard. I looked at Riordan, shrugged, and we fell in behind the two Elves. The slayer golem rolled after me in silence. 


  A short walk returned us to the Warded Way. Morvilind surveyed the slaughtered Archons with indifference, while Tyth’s expression became a cold mask, her fingers tightening against the black haft of her axe. Then she took a deep breath and looked away, blinking several times. Maybe she was thinking about her family. 


  “Come,” said Morvilind, and he stepped onto the Warded Way several yards past the last dead Archon. The rest of us followed suit, and I let out a sigh of relief as we did. We still weren’t safe, but we were at least safer. Most of the creatures that roved through the Shadowlands would not cross a Warded Way, and those that were strong enough to ignore the defensive spells would think twice before challenging a wizard of Morvilind’s power.


  “Now what?” said Riordan. 


  “We follow this Warded Way,” said Morvilind. “In another mile, it will pass beyond the boundaries of Earth’s umbra, and ten miles or so beyond that, we shall enter the umbra of Mars. From there, it will be a short distance to find the necessary location to open a rift way.”


  Riordan shook his head. “An eleven-mile walk to Mars. NASA would have been so disappointed.”


  “Who’s NASA?” I said. I couldn’t recall hearing the name before. “Another Shadow Hunter?”


  “No,” said Riordan. “A pre-Conquest governmental agency responsible for space exploration.”


  “Ugh,” I said. My experiences in Last Judge Mountain had soured me on pre-Conquest governmental agencies. 


  Not that I was all that fond of contemporary government agencies, but still. 


  “They spent billions of dollars sending space probes to Mars,” said Riordan as we started walking, the fire of Venomhold drawing closer as the Warded Way followed the demesne’s border. “It would take over a year for the probes to reach Mars from Earth, and any number of things could go wrong.”


  “Seems like a waste of money,” I said.


  “You are quite ignorant of your race’s own history,” said Morvilind.


  “And whose fault is that?” I said, my temper flaring. “You’re the one who had me educated.”


  “A knowledge of pre-Conquest spaceflight would have served no purpose in the education of a shadow agent,” said Morvilind.


  I started to snarl something else, but I heard a loud clanging noise, like metal on metal. 


  And it had come from inside the flames of Venomhold.


  I looked towards the inferno just in time to see an armored figure erupt from the flames and sprint towards us with inhuman speed. 


  
 

  




  Chapter 7: Retribution


  



  I whirled to face the armored figure, calling magic for a spell.


  I had never seen anything quite like it. 


  The armor looked like a stylized version of medieval plate mail, and it had been made either out of gold or something that looked a lot like gold. Given how soft gold was, I was betting the latter. Elven hieroglyphics glowed crimson on the various plates of the armor, and the helmet concealed the features of whoever wore it. 


  Come to think of it, there wasn’t even an eye slit or breath holes in the helmet. 


  In its right hand, the armored figure carried a huge black sword. More Elven hieroglyphics glowed down the center of the sword’s blade, and the edges shone with a harsh crimson glow. Looking at the sword sent a pulse of unease down my spine, almost as if just looking at it caused pain. I somehow knew that sword would be very, very sharp. 


  “Ah,” said Morvilind, as if unsurprised.


  “Who the hell is that?” I said. The others had reacted with alarm. Riordan’s Shadowmorph blade had appeared, and Tyth held her axe in her right hand, her left crackling with elemental fire. It wasn’t much elemental fire. Morvilind hadn’t been wrong when he said her talents lay with illusion magic. 


  In answer, Morvilind pointed two fingers at the charging figure and cast a spell. A shaft of fire lanced from his hand, so hot and so narrow that it looked like a laser beam or maybe a line of molten metal. Even standing six paces away from him, the heat coming off the fire was so intense that I took a step to the side, my face stinging. 


  The shaft of fire hit the armored figure and did absolutely nothing. 


  For an instant, I was too astonished to act. The amount of power in that spell had been immense. It should have sliced the armored figure in half. Instead, the hieroglyphics carved into the armor flared brighter, and the beam of fire just sort of unraveled, almost like a spray of water aimed at a brick. The armored shape hurtled towards us, and Morvilind cast a Shield spell, but one far more powerful than I could manage. A half-dome of pale gray light the size of a house appeared before us, its surface spinning with Elven hieroglyphics, and I recognized a Shield to deflect kinetic force. It was so powerful that it could have deflected a fully loaded freight train at maximum speed.


  The armored figure simply ran right through it. It bounded onto the Warded Way, and I felt the flagstones vibrating beneath my shoes. The armored shape thundered towards Morvilind, the huge black sword drawn back to strike.


  And Morvilind threw himself out of the way, hit the ground, and rolled.


  Astonishment froze me again for a critical instant. I had seen Morvilind in combat several times before today, and in all that time, I had never seen him dodge. He had always used magic to defend himself, never anything physical. 


  Then my brain kicked into overdrive through the astonishment.


  If Morvilind had to dodge, that meant one of two things.


  Either the armored figure was Natalya Karst, or it was a golem. 


  Morvilind had said that Karst was dead, but he had been wrong before, hadn’t he? And I had seen Jacob Temple fight, and the Knight of Grayhold went to battle in a giant suit of magical armor that made him nearly invincible. Had Karst owned a similar suit of magical armor? Maybe the armor was strong enough to withstand the blast of a nuclear bomb, and she had come for vengeance against Morvilind.


  Though she ought to be seeking vengeance against me, not Morvilind.



  Or maybe the armored thing was a golem. It kind of moved and looked a little like the slayer golem. Perhaps it was a different kind of slayer golem, a less advanced version that couldn’t change form the way the one we had taken from Montrysar could. 


  Both Tyth and Riordan cast spells, Tyth hurling a globe of fire and Riordan flinging a pair of lightning spheres. The spells hit the golden armor and did nothing. Morvilind scrambled back to his feet, eyes narrowed, and just avoided the stab of the black sword.


  “Miss Moran!” shouted Morvilind. “The Nihlus Stone!”


  But I had already come to the same conclusion. 


  I yanked the cold sphere of the Stone from my pocket, held it out before me, and sent my magic into it. The Nihlus Stone shifted and shivered in my grasp, the Elven hieroglyphics shining with light. Then the now-familiar ring of hazy blue-white fire exploded out from me, washing out in all directions.


  It hit the armored figure, and the glow in the hieroglyphics flickered wildly. The figure took one staggering step towards me, and then another, as if struggling under a heavy weight.


  “Hey!” I shouted. “Murder golem! Kill him!”


  The slayer golem had been far enough away that it had avoided the blast from the Nihlus Stone, and it shot forward. It changed form, becoming something that looked like a metal octopus on wheels with razor-edged tentacles. It crashed into the armored shape, the tentacles lashing like whips. 


  But it was useless. The tentacles could not penetrate the golden armor, and the armored figure fought back, punching with its left hand and slashing with its black sword. The slayer golem kept changing shape, but nothing it did penetrated the armor. For that matter, the armored figure couldn’t damage the slayer golem.


  “Nadia Moran!” Morvilind was casting another spell. “Tell the golem to restrain our foe!” 


  “Golem!” I said. “Restrain it!”


  I had no idea how the slayer golem could do that, but maybe it had a specific mode for it or something. The golem shifted back to the wheeled-octopus form, and this time its tentacles coiled around the armored figure’s limbs. It fought back, but the tentacles locked around its legs and arms, and the armored shape dropped to its knees. I saw the tension in the golem’s tentacles as the armored figure struggled, and I wondered how long the golem could keep the armored shape trapped.


  Morvilind finished his spell, blue sparks flashing around his fingers, and he gestured. The armored figure shuddered, and the hieroglyphics on the golden armor flashed, their glow changing from crimson to blue. Had he just taken control of the armored figure?


  The red glow around the black sword did not change and remained harsh and unsettling.


  “Over a hundred years and you have not changed your patterns,” said Morvilind. “You might have been a gifted artificer, but still you neglect your core defenses.”


  The armored figure heaved against the tentacles, and it growled in fury.


  That was a woman’s voice, I was sure of it. 


  Artificer…


  “Who is that?” I said. “That’s a suit of magical armor, isn’t it? Who is inside it?”


  “Let us see for ourselves,” said Morvilind. He gestured. “Open.”


  The golden armor shuddered. The plates of the shoulders and neck slid back, and the helmet flipped back in a motion that reminded me of someone opening a fancy cigarette lighter. I found myself looking at the gaunt face of an old woman. She had iron-gray hair that hung down the sides of her head in ragged curtains. Deep lines scored her face, and her black eyes had an insane glitter. She looked sick, like she had been suffering from a long-term illness, or like she was addicted to hard drugs.


  Or, you know, like she had sustained her life for a century by stealing the life force and magic of captive wizards the Knight of Venomhold had given her.


  “Oh,” I said. “Oh, shit.”


  The woman glared at me, baring nicotine-stained teeth in a snarl.



  “You know her?” said Tyth, blinking in confusion. 


  “She’s one of us,” I said, my voice strange in my ears. “Her name’s Rosalyn Madero. She was Morvilind’s shadow agent before either of us were born. Except she turned against Morvilind and tried to kill him. She fled to Venomhold and took shelter with the Knight, became her court artificer.”


  A spasm went over Rosalyn’s gaunt face, and the rage melted away, becoming a dreamy, unfocused expression. 


  It was disturbing to see. 


  I had met Rosalyn two years ago (or a century and a half from my perspective) when Morvilind had sent me to steal the Nihlus Stone that was currently in my hand. Rosalyn had made the Nihlus Stone, and she had been powerful and dangerous and clever enough to send a banehound to kill me before I stole the Stone.


  But she hadn’t been sane, and she hadn’t been in complete control of herself. Her plan to kill me should have worked, but in one of her irrational moments, she had handed the Nihlus Stone to me to prove a point. I had used the Nihlus Stone to escape first her trap and then Venomhold. If her concentration hadn’t wavered, if in a moment of madness she hadn’t handed me the Stone, then Riordan and I would have died in Venomhold. 


  “Yes,” murmured Rosalyn. “Yes, I remember you. Nadia Moran.” She peered at me, and her eyes narrowed. “You’ve changed quite a bit, haven’t you, dear? I remember your aura from when you stole the Nihlus Stone from me…”


  “You handed it to me,” I interjected. I didn’t want her to get loose from the slayer golem and rip my head off. 


  Rosalyn continued as if I had not said anything. “You’re much stronger now, aren’t you? I can tell. But that is obvious, isn’t it?” She looked towards the inferno raging a few hundred yards from the Warded Way. “You did all that.”


  “How are you even still alive?” I said. “If you were in the citadel of Venomhold when the bomb went off, you should be dead.”


  “I was in Venomhold when the bomb went off, true,” said Rosalyn, still in that dreamy, unfocused tone. “Karst should have listened to me. If she had, she’d still be alive. I told her that smiling young fool was dangerous.”


  “Who?” I said.


  “Connor,” said Riordan, voice quiet. “I think she’s talking about Connor.”


  “Yes, that’s right, Shadow Hunter,” said Rosalyn. “Nicholas Connor. A smiling young man. Never trust a young man who smiles too much. He was full of such grand plans, how he was going to overthrow the Elves and remake human civilization into a new image.” She cackled, long and loud. “He was a fool. Do you know how many people have tried to control the future? No one can. Not even the High Queen. She just convinces people that she can. Mmm. I wondered what happened to Connor. Did you kill him, Nadia?”


  “I did,” I said. “I shot him in Manhattan.” I took a deep breath, wondering how she would react. “And I threw the Sky Hammer back into Venomhold.”


  Rosalyn seemed indifferent. “I told Karst that was going to happen. I told her that. But she didn’t listen, did she? No, she listened to the smiling young man, and she died for it. But me, I knew something could go wrong. So, I waited by my armor. When I saw the army burn, I got into my armor before the blast wave burned the citadel of Venomhold to rubble. My armor protected me, and I clawed my way out of the wreckage. Wasn’t that lucky?” Confusion went over her dreamy expression. “Wasn’t that…that lucky? But the armor. Why did I have the armor? I…”


  Rage exploded over her expression, and she screamed, trying to heave off the ground. Her armored gauntlets and boots rasped against the Warded Way with enough force that they dug stone ships from the flagstones, and the tentacles of the slayer golem shuddered like ropes instead of metal cords as thick as my thigh. For an instant, I thought Rosalyn would throw off the golem and stand, but the slayer golem proved stronger than even the magical strength of her armor.


  “You!” she screamed at Morvilind. “I forged the armor to kill you!”


  “Then you should have done a better job of it,” said Morvilind with some asperity.


  Rosalyn snarled at him. “Come closer and say that, my good and gracious lord. Yes, come closer.” She managed a gesture with her right hand, which still held that huge black sword. “Do you know what this is? You are so wise and powerful, surely you know.” 


  “What is it?” I said.


  “It is called a fateblade,” said Morvilind. Tyth gave him an alarmed look. 


  “That sounds ominous,” I said.


  “It is!” said Tyth. “A fateblade is a cursed sword, created by an artificer of exceptional skill and knowledge. It can kill anything, but it is specifically enspelled to kill a single person…”


  “You, my lord,” hissed Rosalyn. “For the murder of my husband, for vengeance for his death. It is enspelled to kill you.”


  “The sword creates a…a…oh, what is the word in English!” said Tyth. “It creates a destiny effect. An ordained doom. You could call it a doomblade, or a sword of destiny, or a weapon of predestination, but ‘fateblade’ is the easiest way to say it in English. The sword is predestined to kill Lord Morvilind, and it is extremely difficult to avoid the fate. My lord, you must kill her at once, and I will throw the fateblade into Venomhold. That should break the destiny effect.” She glared at Rosalyn. “Whoever you are, that is a very evil thing you have done. Fateblades can only be created with the most terrible dark magic.”


  “Evil?” said Rosalyn, some of her rage vanishing. “Do you know what is evil, Elf child? Your precious master murdered my husband.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “Jason…I tried so hard to save Jason. I kept him in Venomhold for years.”


  I shuddered with the memory. Her husband had died over a century ago, but Rosalyn had refused to accept it. Instead, she had kept grafting living organs and limbs from her victims onto his corpse, trying to repair the damage. The entire process had created a twisted, pulsating horror, a thing that looked like it had been fashioned by a drunken surgeon with a grisly sense of humor.


  I had been horrified to see it at the time. But now…I had just gotten engaged this morning. Riordan was going to be my husband. Losing Jason had sent Rosalyn over the edge, and I could see the same thing happening to me if I lost Riordan. Though if someone killed Riordan, I was more likely to go on a murderous rampage of revenge, if I was honest with myself. But looking at Rosalyn, I saw another path my life might have taken.


  I didn’t like what I saw. 


  “I tried to save him,” said Rosalyn. “I tried to save him for so long. But the nuclear fire came. I put myself in my armor, but I couldn’t do the same for him. The fire burned him away. There was nothing left.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “But…Rosalyn. He died a long, long time ago…”


  “When Morvilind killed him?” said Rosalyn. “Yes. But I don’t blame you, Nadia. I’m not a monster.” I wasn’t sure about that. “I know why you did what you did. That smiling young man would have killed all those people if you hadn’t thrown the bomb into Venomhold. And Jason…Jason had been suffering for such a long time. Such a long, long time. If I was going to save him, it would have been long ago, wouldn’t it? No. You put him out of his misery at last. Thank you, Nadia.”


  I didn’t say anything, disturbed by the mixture of sorrow and madness in her eyes.


  “Jason’s death was your fault,” said Rosalyn, gazing at Morvilind with mad calm. “I realized that I would fail to save him, that I would have to avenge him at last. That was why I forged my armor and my fateblade. I will see you die, I will see you scream in agony for your crimes…”


  “My lord, you should kill her now,” said Tyth. 


  “No,” I said. “She’s…she’s mentally ill. We should send her back to Earth.”


  “Where the Inquisition will arrest her and put her to death,” said Tyth. She wasn’t wrong. “And she attacked Lord Morvilind without cause…”


  “Without cause, Elf girl?” said Rosalyn. “Without cause?” Her voice rose to a scream at the final word. “He murdered my husband and tried to kill me…”


  “After you broke our arrangement,” said Morvilind with some asperity. “Our deal was complete. Your sister was cured, I had no further need of your services, and you were free to do as you wish. Instead, you decided to betray me to the Inquisition.” He shook his head and glared off into the distance. “Always, always, I am hindered by the bungling of my inferiors…”


  Rosalyn’s derisive laughter interrupted his diatribe. He glowered at her. Morvilind didn’t like being interrupted. The only person I had ever seen interrupt him was the High Queen, and he didn’t have any choice with that.


  “You never told her, did you?” said Rosalyn. “You never told the little Elf girl or Nadia Moran what you were really working on?”


  “As it happens,” said Morvilind, “I just did.”


  “No, you didn’t,” said Rosalyn in a sing-song voice. “Because if you had told them the truth, if you had told them what you’re really doing, they wouldn’t be helping you. They would be fighting you.” She smirked at Rosalyn. “Even you, Elf girl. You look at Morvilind like a puppy hoping for a pat on the head.” Tyth scowled at her. “But if you knew what he had really done, even you would look at him with scorn and contempt.” 


  “And what has he really done?” said Riordan.


  But Rosalyn wasn’t listening. She closed her eyes and started to weep, the tears sliding down her lined face. I wondered if terror had overcome her, but I saw that she was mouthing the name of Jason over and over again. 


  A wave of pity and horror went through me, which changed to anger and disgust when I looked at Morvilind. 


  “You should kill her, my lord,” said Tyth. “She is powerful and dangerous and cannot be trusted.”


  “No,” I said. “Secure her and send her back to Earth.”


  Morvilind scowled. “And just why should I do that?”


  “Because you owe her,” I said, scowling back.


  “I owe her nothing.” 


  “Yeah?” I said. “You wrecked her life. She’s like this because of you.”


  Morvilind let out an exasperated breath. “Did I? You sound like Arvalaeon.”


  My temper slipped a few notches. “And just how do I sound like that asshole?” 


  “The Dark Ones will destroy both the Elves and humanity if they are not opposed,” said Morvilind, leveling a finger at me, “but fools like you and Arvalaeon whine incessantly about the collateral costs of opposing the Dark Ones. What would you rather I have done, hmm? Should I have sat on my hands and done nothing because someone might have gotten hurt? If I had done that, the Archons would have utterly enslaved the Elves, and if not for the Conquest, no doubt someone in the pre-Conquest American government would have worked out how to summon Dark Ones and destroy humanity. The costs of the battle have been high, yes. But if I had done nothing, likely you and Madero and even the Shadow Hunter would not be here to whine at me about collateral damage. Your ancestors would have been killed long ago.” 


  “For God’s sake,” I said. “The ends do not justify the goddamned means. Nicky thought he was going to build a better world, and he was willing to nuke New York with the Sky Hammer to do it.” I pointed at the inferno of Venomhold. “That would have been Manhattan. And you’d have burned along with everyone else.”


  “Connor was a fool,” said Morvilind. “He was idiotic enough to believe the Dark Ones could be used as weapons, and he thought he was using them rather than the other way around. But he, at least, was willing to do what had to be done, rather than whining about the cost.”


  My eyes narrowed. “So, if you could stop the Dark Ones by nuking New York and killing a few million or a few billion people, would you do it?”


  “Yes,” said Morvilind, his cold eyes glaring into mine.


  “I knew it,” I spat. “I goddamned knew it. This was a mistake, Riordan. We should turn around and head back to Earth right now…”


  “If you want to wallow in your emotions like a toddler, then do so,” said Morvilind. “But what we are doing, right here and now, will end the war and save both the Elves and humanity. We will kill a lot of people, yes, but they will all be Archons. Every single one of them will have murdered an innocent victim to bond a Dark One. If the Quantum Nihlus Stone works, it will kill the guilty and spare the innocent. This could be the cleanest, easiest end to the war that we shall ever find. Walk away now if you want. But if you do, consider the opportunity that will be wasted. I may well fail without your help. You will condemn Earth to centuries more war, a war that the High Queen might lose, which will end with the Archons either enslaving or exterminating humanity.” His lip twisted. “Given how the regeneration spell that fool Arvalaeon taught you can slow aging, perhaps you will even live long enough to see the final price of your folly. Intentions do not matter, Miss Moran. Emotions do not matter. How you feel about what must be done does not matter. All that matters is the result! Go off to sulk now and you will no doubt feel righteous, and perhaps you will feel righteous right up until the day the Archons turn the Earth to ashes. But help me now, and we shall save both our civilizations.” 


  I glared at him in silence. Rosalyn kept weeping. 


  “He’s right, Nadia,” said Riordan. “Much as I hate to admit it, he’s right this time.”


  “Goddamn it,” I growled. “I know he’s right.” I glared at Morvilind. “And I said I’m going to help you, and I’m going to do it. But if you kill Rosalyn, we’re done.”


  “I am not going to kill her,” said Morvilind. “Instead, she is going to help us.”


  “Help you?” said Rosalyn, snapping back to lucidity. “And just why the hell am I going to help you?”


  “Because,” said Morvilind, “if you help me, you shall have your revenge.” 


  He walked closer, towering over her, though I noticed he made sure to keep out of reach of that black fateblade.


  “You should listen to the Elf girl,” croaked Rosalyn. “You should kill me now.” 


  “And what would that accomplish?” said Morvilind. “Killing me would not complete your revenge. It is as Nadia Moran just said. Why did the Elves come to Earth in the first place? Why did I recruit you as my shadow agent? The Archons drove the royalist Elves to your homeworld. I trained you as my shadow agent to help in my great work against the Archons. Had the Archons not launched their war against the High Queen, there would have been no need for us to flee to Earth. You and your husband would have lived out your lives quietly with your children.” He gestured at Venomhold. “There would have been no need for you to take refuge in Venomhold. Natalya Karst would never have fled from the High Queen to become the Knight of Venomhold. The Archons are the ultimate authors of your misery. Come with me, and you shall wreak such a horrible vengeance upon them that generations yet unborn shall shudder to hear of it.”


  Rosalyn stared at him for a long moment, her expression veering between different emotions in a way that wasn’t at all sane. 


  “And you, my lord?” whispered Rosalyn. “Will I have my vengeance on you?” 


  “You shall,” said Morvilind. “I have foreseen it.”


  Rosalyn’s eyes seemed to burn as she grinned at him.


  “Then I will help you,” she said. “Let us walk the road to ruin together.” 


  “Very well,” said Morvilind. “Miss Moran, release her.”


  “My lord!” said Tyth. “I do not think this is wise!”


  “Noted,” said Morvilind. 


  “Fine,” I said. I wasn’t sure if this was a good idea or not. “Golem, release her and return to me.”


  The metal tentacles unwrapped from Rosalyn, and the slayer golem collapsed back into a bronze sphere and rolled to my side, quivering. Rosalyn grimaced, pushed off the ground with her free hand, and stood. The armor made her tower over me, and for a moment I thought she would throw herself at Morvilind and cut him down with that fateblade.


  Would I stop her? Could I even stop her? The slayer golem couldn’t get back to her in time. Though Morvilind seemed able to override the spells on her armor. 


  “Then shall we seek our vengeance?” said Rosalyn, her eyes burning as she stared at Morvilind.


  “We shall,” said Morvilind. “This way.”




  Chapter 8: Mars


  



  Morvilind, Riordan, Tyth, Rosalyn Madero, the slayer golem and I all walked along the Warded Way towards the boundary of Earth’s umbra.


  That was a grim walk, let me tell you. 


  Rosalyn stalked forward in bleak silence, her mouth a hard, angry line even as tears slid down her cheeks from time to time. I kept a careful watch on her, not because I cared about  Morvilind, but I thought she might attack me (or worse, Riordan) in a burst of rage. Tyth seemed to agree with me, and she kept watch on Rosalyn as well, axe ready in both hands. Though I didn’t know what an axe would do against Rosalyn’s magically-augmented armor. I also tried to keep an eye on the Shadowlands around us, and I kept glancing at the inferno of Venomhold. For one thing, it was hard to look away from the horrifying spectacle of it. For another, I was worried that something else might emerge from the flames, though it was hard to see how anything else could have survived the explosion of the Sky Hammer.


  Rosalyn had, though. 


  Several times I saw packs of Shadowlands creatures moving through the bleak plains. Three times I saw a group of anthrophages, twice packs of wraithwolves, and once a group of cowlspawn, their tentacles lashing at the ground beneath the ragged hems of their heavy black robes. The creatures veered towards the Warded Way as we passed, considered us for a moment, and then moved on, unwilling to subject themselves to the spells upon the road. 


  Just as well we had reached the Warded Way. I wanted to avoid any more fights if possible…but I suspected Montrysar and the Archons would be back. 


  Then Rosalyn started talking.


  “The Quantum Nihlus Stone,” said Rosalyn. “You found it at last?”


  Morvilind glanced back at her. “Yes.”


  Rosalyn smirked, her black eyes glittering. “How many people did you kill to find that information?”


  I almost said that he had killed a lot of people. At least seventeen thousand people had died during Nicholas’s attack on New York, and a lot more would have died if I hadn’t wrecked the Rebels’ plans. I was angry enough at Morvilind that I wanted to gang up on him with Rosalyn, but my brain pointed out that was a terrible idea, that using the Quantum Nihlus Stone to end the war was worth working with this ruthless and cold man. 


  “How do you know what a Quantum Nihlus Stone even is?” I said.



  Rosalyn glanced back at me and burst out laughing. It wasn’t mocking or malicious. She just sounded amused. It gave me a brief glimpse of what she must have been like before she had gone insane and started killing people to extend her lifespan. 


  “Nadia,” said Rosalyn, “I made the Nihlus Stone that’s riding along in your jacket pocket. And I like that jacket, by the way. Suits you. But, yes, I know what the Quantum Nihlus Stone is. Karst had many volumes of lore in Venomhold that she obtained from the Archons, and I read all of them. The Knight and the Archons would have loved to have found a Quantum Nihlus Stone. With it, they could have destroyed the High Queen and ended the war.” 


  “I don’t suppose you could make one?” I said, hoping to distract her. If we were going to do this together, it would help if she didn’t freak out.


  Rosalyn laughed again. “I am a superb artificer, Nadia. Among the best humanity has ever produced.” She glanced at me once more. “Just as you are one of the most powerful human wizards. But the Elven artificers of the First Empire were brilliant beyond anything you and I could imagine. They built weapons that could shatter worlds.” She smirked at Morvilind. “Their power made our beloved lord archmage here look like a bumbling child.”


  For once, he did not respond. Probably wise of him. Though Tyth scowled. 


  “And you built your own armor?” I said. 


  “The Knight had me build golems for her,” said Rosalyn. “People only followed Karst from fear of punishment or hope of reward. The golems, however, would be absolutely loyal. But as I built golems for her, I realized that her alliance with the Archons and that smiling young man might go bad. People stabbed her in the back. Why not Connor? I built myself this armor, just in case I needed it one day. Thought it might be useful.” A dreamy smile went over her face. “And it was, wasn’t it? It was destiny. I made the fateblade to slay Morvilind for his crimes against me, but the armor preserved my life so I could take vengeance against him. You’ll want vengeance against him, Nadia. Once you find out what he did.” 


  “I know what he did,” I said, thinking of the Forerunner and New York. 


  “You don’t. Not yet. But you will. He…”


  “Behold,” said Morvilind into our conversation. “The boundary of Earth’s umbra.” 


  The Warded Way and the burning border of Venomhold continued for about a half-mile ahead, and then they sort of just…stopped. They ended in something that looked like an enormous shimmering wall, and my brain couldn’t quite process what that wall looked like. One moment it looked like a giant wall of mist, kind of like the mist that appeared in the second before I opened a rift way. The moment after that it looked like a colossal mirror, the reflection blurred and distorted. Come to think of it, it looked more like a mirror with every passing step, the reflection growing clearer and clearer. 


  “Is that a…a barrier?” I said. 


  “No,” said Morvilind. “Simply the boundary of Earth’s umbra. When we pass through it, we will leave the umbra and enter the deep Shadowlands between the worlds.”


  It was a seriously weird sight. Imagine a mirror that stretched up to fill the entire sky and spread along the horizon in either direction as far as you could see, and that was pretty much what it looked like. I could see the bleak plains, the Warded Way, and the firestorm of Venomhold reflected in the boundary, and as we drew closer, I saw our reflections on the barrier as well. 


  “You’ve never been to the deep Shadowlands, have you?” said Rosalyn.


  “Nope,” I said. “I’ve spent way more time here than I’ve wanted already. Earth’s umbra is bad enough. Why the hell would I do something stupid like going to the deep Shadowlands like I’m doing right now?” Rosalyn chuckled at that, and Tyth gave her a dirty look. 


  “I have,” said Riordan, his voice grim with memory. “When the men-at-arms of Elven nobles fight the High Queen’s enemies in the Shadowlands, we usually fight in Earth’s umbra. But sometimes the battle spills over to the deep Shadowlands.” 


  “What are they like?” I said.


  “You’re about to see,” said Riordan.


  We walked right up to the foot of the boundary. It was almost a perfect mirror here, the image only slightly blurred. I saw our reflections with clarity. Morvilind, in the gold-trimmed black robe of an Elven archmage, the crimson cloak of an Elven noble hanging from his shoulders. Riordan, tall and dangerous-looking in his body armor and dark clothing, his eyes roving everywhere. Tyth in her pink coat, the feminine effect of the color subdued by the black axe she carried. Rosalyn in her golden armor, her face calm but her eyes crazed, the harsh red glow of the black fateblade shining in her right hand. And there was myself, shorter than all the others (of course), wearing a motorcycle jacket and the armor that Riordan had given me, guns at my belt, my brown hair bound back in a long ponytail, the golem in its spherical form rolling after me. My gray eyes looked kind of crazy. Maybe in another thirty or forty years, my eyes would look like Rosalyn’s. 


  God, I hoped not. 


  “Come,” said Morvilind. “The passage of the boundary is quite harmless.”


  “It is,” said Riordan, “but brace yourself. The sight on the other side is a shock.” 


  Morvilind stepped into the mirror and disappeared. Riordan went next, and then Tyth. I didn’t want to have Rosalyn behind me, but if she tried anything, I could have the slayer golem slow her down.


  So, I took a deep breath, braced myself, and stepped into my own reflection.


  It felt a little weird. I had the same sense of dislocation I got from walking through a rift way, the same feeling of covering a vast distance in a single step.


  Then I was through the boundary, and as Riordan had said, it was a massive shock.


  I found myself standing on a frozen plain, the cold air whistling past me. 


  I took several steps forward, looking around as Rosalyn strode through the boundary behind me. In every direction as far as I could see was a plain of bluish-gray ice, glittering and cold and hard as granite. Massive angular hills of ice jutted from the plain, and I started to shiver a little even beneath my jacket and armor. Here and there I saw vast chasms yawn in the frozen plain, their bottoms hidden in darkness. The sky was black and empty, but as with Earth’s umbra, I had no trouble seeing.


  And the ice was glowing in places. 


  Over to the right, I saw clusters of greenish-blue lights shining beneath the ice. I couldn’t make out what generated the light, but something about the glow made me uneasy, made me want to call magic for a defensive spell. The light unsettled me in the same way that looking at the naelgoth cairns had unsettled me.


  “Jeez,” I muttered, looking around. 


  Rosalyn stopped behind me, gazing at the icy plains.


  “Do not cast the rift way spell under any circumstances,” said Morvilind, striding forward.


  Standing around to gawk at the scenery was probably a stupid idea, so I kept walking, Riordan at my side, the slayer golem rolling after me. Rosalyn hesitated, grimaced, and then clanked forward.


  “Why not?” I said.


  “Because while opening a rift way in Earth’s umbra will return you to Earth…” started Morvilind.


  “Opening a rift way here will take you to interstellar space,” said Riordan.


  “Hard vacuum,” said Morvilind. “Where you will asphyxiate before the cold or the background radiation has a chance to kill you, and no spell can save your life.” He glanced at Tyth. “You still have it ready?”


  “Yes, my lord,” said Tyth. “I am surprised we did not need it against the Archons.”


  “Hopefully we shall not need it here as well,” said Morvilind. He looked to the side and frowned at a cluster of jagged hills. “Though when has optimism ever proven correct?”


  “We will need what?” I said.


  Morvilind opened his mouth, came to a stop, and scowled.


  “You are about to find out,” he said.


  Riordan muttered a quiet curse and called his Shadowmorph blade to his right hand. 


  “Wraithwolves come from the deep Shadowlands, yeah?” I said, gathering power for a spell. Like Earth’s umbra, the deep Shadowlands buzzed with intense magical power, and it took an extra effort to keep it from overwhelming me. “That’s why bullets don’t work on them. Not that guns work here anyway.”


  “Wraithwolves are among the least dangerous predators that haunt the deep Shadowlands,” said Morvilind. “No, there are far worse things here.” His deep voice grew distant. “It is ten or eleven miles through the deep Shadowlands to Mars. It is nearly a thousand to Kalvarion. Millions of Elves fled through the deep Shadowlands along the Warded Ways, pursued by both the Archons and the creatures here…”


  “Yes, very sad,” I said. “But millions of humans died when you guys arrived on Earth, so it sucked all around.” Morvilind gave me an irritated look, and Rosalyn chortled. “But it was three hundred years ago. We should worry about what is happening right now.” 


  “That is what we should worry about,” said Riordan, pointing with his Shadowmorph blade.


  I saw a dark shape walk around one of the jagged hills, drawing closer to us. At first, I thought it was a human or Elf or perhaps an orc wearing a ragged black robe. But the robe stirred in the cold wind that constantly moaned through the deep Shadowlands, and I saw that the figure’s hands and bare feet were chalk-white. That was not a skin color that occurred naturally on either humans or Elves. For that matter, humans and Elves did not have six fingers on each hand and six toes on each foot, and nor did they have long black claws.


  The cowl of the robe lifted as the figure approached, and I got a look at the face beneath the hood and took a wary step back.


  It would have been a handsome face, even a beautiful face, like the face of some old marble statue or something, except for two details. 


  One, that face didn’t have any eyes. I don’t mean that the eyes were missing. I mean that they weren’t there, that the creature didn’t have any eye sockets. There was just smooth white flesh. Despite that, drops of black slime slithered down its face and past its nose.


  That was a second disturbing thing. It didn’t have a nose, either. It had a black triangular crater in its face where its nose should have been. The creature stopped perhaps a half-dozen yards from the Warded Way, and its white lips curled back in a snarl, revealing a mouth filled with jagged black fangs.


  Suppose that made for a third disturbing thing about the creature.


  “What the hell is that?” I said.


  “We used to call them weepers when I was a man-at-arms and part of the Wizard’s Legion,” said Riordan, voice quiet. 


  “A sufficient designation,” said Morvilind, his voice calm but contemptuous. “They have no real name of their own. The Dark Ones created them to serve as foot soldiers and scouts in their ancient wars against the First Empire and their other foes. The weepers can use dark magic, and they are stronger and faster than both humans and Elves.”


  “Can they come onto the Warded Ways?” I said, eyeing the creature. 


  “They prefer not to do so,” said Morvilind. “The spells upon the Way cause them pain. But once they gather in sufficient numbers, they will attack…ah. Here they come.”


  Dozens more black-robed figures emerged from behind the jagged icy hills, striding forward to join the weeper staring at us. I glanced at the other side of the Warded Way and saw that many more weepers were coming from the hills in that direction. There had to be hundreds of the damned things. 


  “That looks like sufficient numbers, doesn’t it?” I said. “I really hope you have a plan.”


  “I do,” said Morvilind. “Tythrilandria?”


  She reached for something inside her coat. “Ready, my lord.”


  “Perhaps we shall all die here,” said Rosalyn in the sing-song voice that meant her brain had drifted out of focus again. “Perhaps that shall be my vengeance, laughing as the weepers tear you apart.”


  “You shall have your vengeance,” said Morvilind, his voice like iron, “but it shall not be here.”


  A ripple went through the waiting crowds of weepers. They edged closer to the Warded Way, more of them exposing their fangs. It put me in mind of a pack of dogs getting ready to leap upon cornered prey. I called fire, a sphere of flame whirling to life above my hand. 


  “That had better be a good plan,” I said.


  Riordan stepped next to me, trying to watch in all directions at once. I glanced at the slayer golem and wondered how many of the weepers it could kill. The golem could probably mow its way through a lot of weepers, but even more of the creatures were emerging from the icy hills. 


  The weepers quivered and then charged forward in a single rush.


  “Now!” said Morvilind.


  Tyth yanked something metallic from her coat.


  It was a medallion about the size of my hand, made from a silvery metal with a blue crystal in the center. The runes of the frost giant alphabet marked its surface, and a jolt of recognition went through me at the sight of the medallion. I had held it in my hand before as I ran for my life through the Shadowlands, trying to get away from the mob of anthrophages that pursued me.


  Huh. I used to have nightmares about that. Little had my younger self known, a hundred and sixty years past, that there was so much worse in store for me.


  Anyway, that medallion was called the Ringbyrne Amulet, and Morvilind had sent me to steal it from the frost giant Jarl Rimethur in Madison. I didn’t know what it did, save that it granted protection from the creatures of the Shadowlands.


  And even as the recognition and dark memories flooded through my mind and the weepers charged, Tyth lifted the medallion over her head and cast a spell into it. The blue crystal in the center of the Amulet flared, and I felt a surge of potent magic from it.


  Blue light exploded out from the Ringbyrne Amulet, rushing out in all directions like a giant translucent dome. The light passed through the weepers, and as it did, they erupted in white flames. They thrashed and fell to the ground, writhing in agony, though not one of them made a sound. In an instant, hundreds of them were burning, the white flames so bright they lit up the Warded Way and reflected off the cold ice.


  The flames winked out, leaving only charred bones in their wake. The few weepers who had been fortunate enough to avoid the dome of blue light turned and fled into the icy hills.


  “What was that?” said Riordan, gazing at the medallion as Tyth lowered it.


  “The Ringbyrne Amulet,” I said. “Morvilind had me steal it from the frost giants in Madison. That was before I met you. No, wait. We had met, but I didn’t know who you really were yet.” 


  “Ah,” said Riordan. “That was how Jarl Rimethur knew who you were in Grayhold.”


  “He was a really good sport about the whole thing, all in all,” I said. 


  “The frost giants have superb skills at artificing,” said Morvilind, “and can bind defensive spells to a physical object with far greater skill than any Elven wizard. When making war and crossing the deep Shadowlands, the frost giants equip the vanguard of their armies with Ringbyrne Amulets to keep the creatures of the Shadowlands at bay.”


  Rosalyn let out a croaking laugh. “They think they are so clever. Just as you do, my lord. Just as you think you can escape the retribution that is coming for you.”


  Morvilind ignored her. I wondered if that was smart. I half-expected Rosalyn to plunge that black sword into his back at any moment. Then again, maybe he was wise to ignore her. If he talked to her, she might explode into a fury and attack him. I wondered once again why the hell he had brought her along. He had to know that she was going to try and kill him sooner or later, and while he could override the spells on her armor, he might not be able to do so fast enough to save himself. 


  Then again, if Rosalyn killed Morvilind, would that be such a bad thing? 


  If it kept us from reaching Tarsidhar and the Quantum Nihlus Stone, then yes, it would be. 


  I grimaced and shoved the conflicting feelings out of my head. Survival, that had to come first. And standing here brooding over the proper course of action would be a great way to get killed. I had never fought a weeper before, and with luck, I could avoid the experience entirely. 


  “If we don’t keep moving,” I said, “none of us are going to escape from anything.”


  “Sound counsel,” said Morvilind. “Let us proceed.


  We proceeded. 


  As Morvilind had predicted, it was about an eleven-mile walk from Earth’s umbra to that of Mars. We kept to the Warded Way, which stayed in a mostly straight line as it crossed the icy plain. Large groups of weepers attacked us five more times as we traveled. The first three times Tyth used the Ringbyrne Amulet to repulse them, but after the third time, I could tell that the effort was wearing on her. She was good with the Cloak spell, but she didn’t have my raw magical strength. Sending magic into the Amulet to activate it was a strain for her, but it was only a moderate effort for me. 


  Guess Tyth hadn’t spent a century and a half in an Eternity Crucible to practice. 


  At the five-mile mark, Riordan insisted we eat and drink to keep our strength up. Morvilind wanted to continue without stopping, and they compromised on eating protein bars and drinking from our canteens while we walked. I had trouble keeping my protein bar down. All this fighting in the Shadowlands had brought back a lot of memories of the Eternity Crucible, and I remembered getting ripped apart a lot.


  You know what’s a great way to lose your appetite? Seeing your own guts falling out of your stomach like groceries from a ripped shopping bag. That’ll do it every goddamned time. Remembering it happening is almost as good. I washed down the protein bar with a lot of water and hoped that I wouldn’t throw up in front of Morvilind. 


  “You should eat more,” said Rosalyn. Suddenly she seemed almost maternal, even grandmotherly. 


  “Yeah, probably,” I said. “Not going to happen, though.” 


  “Magic use is as much as a strain on the human metabolism as vigorous exercise,” said Rosalyn. “I am sure you weighed more the last time we met.”


  “The last time we met if I remember right,” I said, “you were living on cigarettes, whiskey, and the stolen life energy of Natalya Karst’s prisoners. Don’t start lecturing me about eating right.”


  Rosalyn cackled at that. “Not a healthy diet, I know. Not healthy at all, for the body or the soul.” She grinned at me. “Or the mind. I know I’m not sane, Nadia. But that doesn’t matter. All that matters is vengeance. And I will have it.” Her voice dropped to a mutter. “I will have it.”


  Rage flashed over her lined face, and I thought she might attack Morvilind then and there. But instead, she lapsed into silence, striding along in her armor. She had refused all food and drink. I suspected the spells on her armor sustained her strength without need of nourishment. 


  We kept walking, and twice more I used the Ringbyrne Amulet to drive off bands of weepers. Sometimes when I used the Amulet the strange lights beneath the ice began to flash and flicker, as if they were agitated. I wondered if the Amulet was drawing the attention of creatures that lived below the ice, and I really didn’t want to find out.


  Then, in the distance, I saw a shimmering haze. 


  No, not haze. Another boundary.


  “Is that the edge of Mars’s umbra?” I said. 


  “Yes,” said Morvilind. “We are almost there. From there, it will be a short distance to the location where I will open the rift way that will take us to Mars itself.”


  “Do you actually know where you are going on Mars?” I said. “It’s got to be a big place. An entire planet.”


  “It’s quite a bit smaller than Earth,” said Riordan.


  Morvilind gave him an exasperated look. “But still a planet. And I know where we are going. The azatothi language is unpronounceable by both humans and Elves, but the nearest approximation in the English language would be…” He thought for a moment, no doubt performing a mental translation. “The City Of The Harmony Of Ten Thousand Unending Screams Of Torment Unimaginable.” 


  “Well,” I said. “Sounds like a fun place. Bet those azatothi were hospitable.”


  “They were not,” said Morvilind. “They often bound the weepers as their soldiers in the Shadowlands, and they made frequent alliances with both the naelgoths and worse things. The First Empire did humanity an unintentional favor when they crushed the azatothi. Had the azatothi remained on Mars, once your race developed radio signals, the azatothi would have realized Earth supported life, and they would have exterminated you utterly.” 


  “Instead, we got conquered by the Elves,” I said. “Lucky for us.” 


  “Given that your race would likely have exterminated itself with nuclear weapons had the Conquest not occurred,” said Morvilind, “you were indeed fortunate.”


  I snorted, but Rosalyn let out a hiss.


  “Yes, fortunate indeed,” said Rosalyn. “For the greater good, is that not it? You Elves always have justifications for your crimes. For the greater good, for the greater good, always for the greater good as you murder and steal and lie.”


  “You should not talk to him like that!” snapped Tyth, her temper starting to slip. “He is a great man, and you betrayed him! You should have died for betraying him!” 


  Rosalyn cackled again. “Elf child, Elf child. I didn’t betray him. I fulfilled my word to him…”


  “You did not,” said Tyth. “I’ve been listening. You tried to get the Inquisition to investigate him, to hinder his work against the Archons.”


  “He betrayed me,” said Rosalyn, her eyes going dreamy and unfocused again. “He betrayed Jason and me. By what he did. What he did to all those slaves. You’ll find out what kind of man he is. You will. Then you will understand.”


  “Slaves?” I said, frowning. “What slaves?”


  The Constitution of the United States banned humans owning other humans as slaves, but that didn’t apply to Elves. The High Queen didn’t believe in keeping a vast prison system as the pre-Conquest Presidents had done, so instead judicial sentences were inflicted via fines, Punishment Day videos, floggings, and executions. Some serious crimes carried automatic enslavement, and sometimes people who couldn’t pay their fines were made slaves for years. From what I understood, only Elven nobles could own slaves, and I had robbed the mansions of several Elven nobles who had used slaves for Morvilind. Yet I had never seen slaves in Morvilind’s mansion. From talking with Rusk and Morvilind’s other retainers, I had gotten the impression that Morvilind considered slaves untrustworthy. 


  “What slaves?” I said again.


  But Rosalyn didn’t answer, her expression going out of focus again. 


  We drew closer to the boundary, and as we did, it became more and more mirror-like, the reflection filling the horizon and the sky overhead. At last, we drew close enough to see our reflections in the boundary, and we stopped a few yards away from our images.


  “How far will we have to pass into Mars’s umbra?” said Riordan.


  “Not far,” said Morvilind. “If fortune favors us, we will leave the umbra and reach the City Of Screams before any of the creatures of the umbra locate us.”


  We reached the boundary, and Morvilind strode through it without hesitating, Tyth right behind him. Riordan and I glanced at each other, and we walked through. Behind us, I heard the clang as Rosalyn strode forward, and the occasional metallic rasp as the slayer golem struck a flagstone at an odd angle. 


  Once again, I felt that moment of whirling disorientation, of covering a vast distance in a single stride, and I passed through the boundary and entered the umbra of Mars.


  And to my surprise, it looked familiar. 


  It looked familiar because I had seen pictures that resembled it. Way back before the Conquest, the American government had landed probes on the surface of Mars. (Must have been those NASA people Riordan had talked about.) I had seen some of those pictures turn up on TV from time to time, and they had shown a dusty red desert littered with massive boulders.


  The umbra of Mars looked a lot like those pictures. The sky was utterly black, as usual in the Shadowlands, but in all directions stretched a bleak red desert dotted with boulders and large hills. In places rose enormous pyramids of red stone, their sides carved with strange symbols, and I spotted statues that looked vaguely like sphinxes, though on Earth sphinxes didn’t have tentacles. 


  “Wait a moment,” said Morvilind, producing his aetherometer. “I will determine the correct path. 


  “There are pyramids on Mars?” I said.


  “Thousands,” said Morvilind, his voice distracted as he concentrated on the aetherometer. “The azatothi built them as a place to sacrifice slaves and harvest their blood for spells. Both the American and the Soviet governments observed the ruins on the surface of Mars in the final decades before the Conquest, and they jointly agreed to suppress the information, fearing the social upheaval that might result. Of course, the rise of the Internet made suppressing the information more and more difficult, but then the Conquest happened, and the entire question became moot.” He turned to the left, frowning at the desert. “The access point will be about five hundred yards this way. We shall have to leave the Warded Way. Remain vigilant.” 


  We headed into the red desert. I kept looking in all directions, trying to keep an eye out for any enemies. I wondered what sort of creatures lurked in the umbra of Mars. Wraithwolves, probably, since they wandered into Earth’s umbra from the deep Shadowlands. No reason they couldn’t do the same here. Anthrophages were twisted reflections of humans, so I doubted we would see any in the umbra of Mars. 


  Maybe some Shadowlands creatures were twisted reflections of azatothi. Given how Morvilind had described the azatothi, that was a grim thought. 


  “Here,” said Morvilind, coming to a halt. “I shall open the rift way here.” He put away his aetherometer. “The rift way should open into the subterranean levels of the city. From there we can make our way to the Trinity Gate.” 


  He cast the spell, and the familiar curtain of gray mist rose up, and the rift way opened. Pale reddish-orange light leaked from it, and I glimpsed an expanse of reddish rock on the other side of the gate.


  “Really hope you’re right about the azatothi having a breathable atmosphere in their city,” I said. I had choked to death on smoke a couple hundred times in the Eternity Crucible, and I didn’t want to repeat the experience. I suppose dying of asphyxiation in Mars’s thin atmosphere would feel different, but I didn’t want to find out. 


  “I am,” said Morvilind.



  “I’ll go first,” said Riordan.


  “All right,” I said. “I’ll be right behind you.” 


  Riordan strode through the rift way, and I took a deep breath and followed him. 


  The sense of whirling disorientation spun through me, and for the first time in my life, I stood upon the surface of another planet. 


  I almost fell to my death.


  I stepped on a narrow ledge of red, dusty stone at the end of a cave of some kind. The ledge was barely three inches wide, and beyond was a shimmering curtain of translucent gray light, just barely visible. The light was a warding spell to keep heat and air from leaking out of the cave. And beyond the ledge and the curtain was…


  A whole hell of a lot of nothing.


  The sky was red. Like, a weird shade of pale reddish-orange that I had never seen in the sky of Earth or the Shadowlands. There was a vast jagged cliff of red stone beneath the ledge, a cliff that plunged down for what had to be miles and miles. I saw a wide rocky plain, and far in the distance, another massive cliff. I was standing on the lip of a canyon of impossible size, and I felt my balance start to slip, and I yelped.


  Riordan’s strong hand closed around my shoulder and yanked me back. I jerked away from the titanic cliff, and I stumbled and caught my balance. 


  “The damned rift way opened right on the edge of the cliff,” said Riordan. “I’ll catch the others as they come through.”


  No sooner had he spoken than the slayer golem came through the rift way. I thought the thing would roll right over the cliff, but the device reacted with aplomb, unfolding into its centipede form and skittering backward. Tyth came next, and she let out a little shriek, but Riordan caught her arm and pulled her back. Rosalyn came next, and Riordan hopped out of the way as she strode past in her bulky armor. Then Morvilind stepped through, the rift way snapping shut behind him, and he stumbled.


  Riordan caught him by the arms and pulled him away from the cliff. 



  “Careful, my lord,” he said with dry sarcasm. “Not even you could survive a fall like that.”


  Morvilind scowled, but not at Riordan. “The rift way opened too close to the ledge. This section of the city must have been more damaged than the Forerunner had thought.”


  “Gosh, you think?” I said, looking around.


  We weren't in a cave, but rather a large stone chamber about the size and shape of the nave of a big church. The ceiling was vaulted and supported by thick stone columns, and everything had been carved from the red rock. Strange crawling symbols and reliefs covered the columns, and looking at them gave me the same uneasy feeling I had gotten from the naelgoth cairns. At the far end of the long chamber was a dais of red stone. In a church, there would have been an altar atop the dais. Here, I saw a small pyramid, its sides covered with more of those weird crawling glyphs. Maybe it actually was an altar. Maybe the azatothi had sacrificed their victims against that pyramid. It was cold around me, but I didn’t have any trouble drawing breath.


  I cast the spell to sense magical forces and was immediately overwhelmed with sensation. The shimmering field of pale light that sealed off the end of the room was a magical ward. I suspected it kept the breathable air and heat from seeping out into Mars’s thin atmosphere. Dark magic radiated from the pyramid and from the carvings on the pillars. 


  “Okay,” I said, turning around and striding towards Morvilind, “just where the hell are…”


  And then I shut up because my one angry step sent me soaring a foot into the air and several forward. I stumbled forward, and I just barely kept myself from toppling over. Except I didn’t think falling over would have hurt that much.


  “What the hell?” I said. 


  “The gravity,” responded Morvilind. “Mars is much smaller and not as dense as Earth, and consequently has a weaker gravitational field. Specifically, only thirty-eight percent of Earth’s gravity. How much did you weigh on Earth?”


  “Um,” I said, thinking. The last time I had weighed myself had been when Enzo Morelli had fitted me for that ridiculously skimpy waitress’s costume for the job at the Grand Warrior Casino in Vegas. Pity I hadn’t kept the thing – I would have liked Riordan to see me in it again now that we were engaged. “One hundred fourteen pounds.” I was rounding up, and given my difficulties with nausea, I probably had lost weight since then. “So here I would only weigh…” I did the math in my head. “About forty-three and a third?”


  “Correct,” said Morvilind.


  “That is weird,” I said. Just to amuse myself, I jumped straight up. I rose a few feet into the air and then landed. A landing from that height should have been a strain, but my legs handled it without much pain. I suppose they were only catching forty-three pounds of weight instead of one hundred fourteen. “That is very weird.”


  “Exercise care while walking,” said Morvilind. He didn’t seem to have any trouble with the gravity. Maybe he had practice with it. “You will be able to move faster, but because of the reduced gravity, the level of friction against the ground is substantially reduced. Try not to break your skull against any walls.”


  “I’ll do my best,” I said. I frowned, and then I cast a weak version of the telekinetic gauntlet spell that Arvalaeon had taught me. Except I cast it around my feet, and I used it to get a mild telekinetic grip on the floor. I took a few experimental steps and found that I could walk almost normally. 


  “Why are you doing that?” said Tyth, who looked a little queasy. 


  “Telekinetic grip on my shoes,” I said. “Do you know any telekinetic spells?”


  “I do,” said Tyth, and she cast one. She took a few steps, and while it wasn’t exactly graceful, she wasn’t going to lose her balance. “Mr. MacCormac?”


  “I’ll be fine,” said Riordan. Maybe Shadow Hunters trained to fight in low-gravity conditions or something. Given how paranoid they were, it wouldn’t surprise me. “Just where on Mars are we?”


  “Near the equator,” said Morvilind. “A canyon complex called the Valles Marineris.” He waved a hand at the canyon beyond the chamber and the curtain of light. “Which, as it happens, is the single largest canyon in Earth’s solar system. Over four miles straight down at its deepest point.” That cold almost-smile appeared on his features. “When the scientists of pre-Conquest Earth first observed the Valles Marineris on their instruments, they assumed it was the result of geological activity.”


  “It wasn’t?” I said. That cliff outside the room was huge. I didn’t want to think about what force other than natural geological activity might have dug it out of the rock of Mars.


  “A weapon,” said Morvilind. “One of the weapons the First Empire forged to use in their war against the azatothi.”


  Rosalyn let out a tittering laugh. “I told you the ancient artificers were far more skilled than any of the modern Elves. Far more skilled than even me, and I am the greatest artificer living among human wizards.” 


  Tyth scowled at her. “How self-depreciating.”


  “No, it isn’t,” said Rosalyn. That dreamy, unfocused look came over her face again. “I don’t lie to myself. I know my limits.” Her hazy eyes shifted to Morvilind. “I don’t lie to myself about what I’m doing, or the reasons I’m doing it.”


  “Yes, you do,” I said. “You thought you were saving your husband when you murdered all those captives.” 


  I regretted saying it at once, fearing that I might set her off, but Rosalyn only smiled.


  “I’m insane, dear,” she said. “That means I’m perfectly logical but the premises of my logic are unsound from time to time, and I don’t realize it. But his lordship is sane. And he has rationalized everything he has ever done.”


  She lapsed into silence, humming to herself. 


  “We must proceed,” said Morvilind. “If Montrysar escaped the ambush on the Warded Way, he will have informed his superiors by now. The sooner we reach the Trinity Gate, the better.”


  “Where is it?” said Riordan.


  “In the heart of the city, in a place the azatothi called the Chamber of Gateways,” said Morvilind.


  “Just the Chamber of Gateways?” I said, taking another careful step. It wouldn’t be hard to keep the telekinetic grip around my shoes. About as much effort as the Occlusion spell, more or less. “I thought the azatothi would name it the Chamber Of Screaming Doorways Of Blood Eternal or something like that.” 


  “They alternated between ruthless practicality and indulgent cruelty,” said Morvilind. He gestured at a doorway behind the pyramid on the dais. “Come.” 


  He strode forward, keeping his balance without appreciable difficulty, and the rest of us followed him.


  That was one of the more disturbing walks of my life, let me tell you. 


  Elves and humans have a lot of differences, but we do have quite a bit in common, just as Morvilind had said. The Elven taste in art and architecture looks appreciably different than any human culture but still nonetheless beautiful. The Elves themselves looked attractive to human eyes. Maybe that was why we found it so easy to obey the Elven nobles and the High Queen. Though the Elves sort of landed in the “uncanny valley” effect, so intimate relationships between humans and Elves tended to be rare (and taboo) because we didn’t find each other physically attractive. But while they were obviously alien, they weren’t ugly.


  The azatothi, though…


  The azatothi were alien, and they were alien in a disturbing way. All the angles of the underground passages and galleries we crossed seemed to be just slightly off to both human and Elven aesthetics. Looking at it gave me the creeps, like I expected monsters to jump out of the shadows and attack us. The chambers gave me the feeling that they had been built by things that would have hated humanity had they ever found us.


  Looking at the artwork reinforced that impression.



  A lot of the halls and galleries had reliefs carved onto the walls, and while the azatothi artwork was stylized, it was nonetheless recognizable. I could see Elves and dwarves and orcs and frost giants and a few other races I recognized. The artwork showed them being tortured and mutilated by the azatothi, who looked like spiders with the torsos of humans and the heads of squids. Just looking at those images made my skin crawl, and I hoped to never see an azatothi in the flesh. 


  But that seemed unlikely. The ruins of The City Of The Harmony Of Ten Thousand Unending Screams Of Torment Unimaginable were as quiet and as silent as the grave. The spells maintaining the lights and the air were still working, but the magical auras felt ancient and rigid, like oak planks that had hardened into iron. The air seemed stale, and there was a faint layer of dust over everything. 


  No one had walked through this place in a long, long time. Maybe the ancient Elves really had wiped out all the azatothi, and Mars had been a dead world ever since.


  “God,” I said. We were walking down a long, pillared hall that sort of resembled the chamber we had arrived in, except it went on and on. More reliefs covered the walls, and unless I missed my guess, the images showed the azatothi torturing and eating Elven children. “They were some sick bastards, weren’t they?”


  “They were bitter enemies of the ancient Elves,” said Morvilind. 


  “You would have liked them,” murmured Rosalyn. “It is a pity you were not born an azatothi, Kaethran Morvilind. You have the same dark soul.”


  “He does not!” said Tyth, scowling at Rosalyn again, her hands balling into fists. If Rosalyn hadn’t been wearing that armor, I think Tyth might have taken a swing at her. 


  “Oh, he does, dear child, he does,” said Rosalyn, some of the dreaminess fading from her face. She was starting to look lucid again, clear and focused and sharp. I wondered if that was going to be a problem. “How many humans as he killed, I wonder? Why don’t you ask him?” Her dark eyes swung to face me. “How many people died in New York, Nadia? When Karst and her smiling young man attacked the city with the Rebels?” 


  “Seventeen thousand people,” I said. I wondered where she was going with this. It also occurred to me that she might be able to kill me or Riordan or Tyth before we could stop her. “Might be more. Probably it’s more. There were so many buildings destroyed or burned that they might never find all the bodies. You gonna blame me for that?”


  “Seventeen thousand people,” said Rosalyn. Her voice was cold and clear now, all the madness and dreaminess gone. “It wasn’t your fault. A lot more people would have died if you hadn’t thrown the smiling young man’s bomb into Venomhold. And those people only died because Morvilind made you work with him. Oh, I know about his deal with the Forerunner. Connor told Karst all about it, and I overheard. That was Morvilind’s fault.” Her gaze swung back to him. “I wonder how many others you have caused to die, my lord.”


  I expected Morvilind to ignore her, but to my surprise, he answered.


  “More than I can remember,” said Morvilind. “Something you have always failed to understand is that power carries responsibility and that responsibility means I must make decisions. No matter what I decide to do, people will die. If I decide to do nothing, then more people will die.”


  “And how many humans did you murder with your own hands?” said Rosalyn. “How many did you kill in your laboratory?”


  “What laboratory?” I said.


  “Oh, you didn’t tell them?” said Rosalyn. “You never told any of your shadow agents the truth, did you? Not even the Elf girl. We…”


  “Here it is,” said Morvilind. 


  The pillared hall ended in an archway, and beyond it stretched a vast chamber. It was so large I had the same sort of sense of space I had felt earlier from standing on the edge of the Valles Marineris. There was also a faint humming sound coming from the chamber, something that set my teeth on edge. 


  We passed through the archway and stepped into a huge domed chamber about the size of a football stadium. (Either American or European, take your pick.) It was large enough to have held tens of thousands of screaming fans, had football games actually taken place here. Though I doubted the azatothi had any sports that didn’t involve torturing helpless victims. A large crystal had been mounted at the apex of the dome, and it gave off a constant crimson glow that illuminated the chamber. In the center of the floor was a round dais about five yards high and a hundred yards across, and in the exact center of this dais rose an archway of polished metal about five yards high and five wide. It had been made of hundreds of interlocking triangles of metal, all of them scribed with azatothi symbols.


  That had to be the Trinity Gate.


  Before the gate stood a stone pillar. At first, I thought it was a podium or maybe even a table, but as we crossed the vast chamber, I saw that it had a shallow depression on top. Honestly, it looked like an ornate baptismal font of red stone, though I really doubted that the azatothi had been the sort to go to church every Sunday. 


  “Is that the gate?” said Riordan.


  “Yes,” said Morvilind, and I could not mistake the immense satisfaction in his deep voice. “For five hundred years I have searched for this chamber, Shadow Hunter, and here we are at last. I have sought this Trinity Gate and the keys to open it since before many of the nations on your world were founded, and at last the path to victory is here.” His voice all but vibrated with conviction, and there was a strange light in his eyes. Something about it disturbed me. I had seen a similar sort of conviction in Nicholas’s eyes.


  I had already known Morvilind was perfectly willing to do nearly anything to achieve his goal but seeing him like that only reinforced it.


  I resolved to keep a close watch on him. He might be willing to sacrifice anyone, but I wasn’t going to let him sacrifice me, and I damned sure wasn’t going to sacrifice Riordan. I didn’t want him to sacrifice Tyth, either. 


  Then Rosalyn’s cold voice cut into my wary thoughts.


  “And how many innocents have you killed to reach this gate, Kaethran Morvilind?” said Rosalyn.


  “I have done what is necessary to save both our races,” said Morvilind, not looking back at her. 


  “Nadia Moran,” said Rosalyn, and I looked at her while Morvilind looked at me. “How many ritual tablets have you stolen for Morvilind?”


  I frowned. “Ritual tablets?” 


  “Ancient artifacts of Earth,” said Rosalyn. “Usually inscribed with either Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian, or Babylonian cuneiform. The ancients used them to summon Dark Ones with a simple sacrifice of blood.”


  “Uh,” I said, surprised at the change in topic. “A couple.” The first had been from a rich food manufacturing magnate named Paul McCade, and that had been the job where I had met Riordan for the first time and also learned about the Dark Ones. Heck of a day in hindsight. I had stolen another from Baron Castomyr in La Crosse, which had wound up bringing me to Arvalaeon’s attention and setting me on the path to the Eternity Crucible. “What does that have to do with anything?” 


  “Do you know how many people Morvilind murdered with those tablets?” said Rosalyn.


  “This is not…” started Morvilind, but Rosalyn kept talking.


  “How do you think he learned so much about the Dark Ones?” said Rosalyn. “How do you think he learned how to contact the Forerunner? There is a secret laboratory beneath his mansion, a place not even his retainers were shown. He purchased slaves, thousands of them over the years, and used the ritual tablets to summon Dark Ones into their flesh. He would interrogate the Dark Ones, study them, dissect them. And he would work out ways to kill both the Dark Ones and their hosts.”


  “What?” I said. 


  “The blood of thousands of murdered slaves passed through his mansion over the centuries,” said Rosalyn. “He dumped the corpses into the Shadowlands once he was finished, to let the wraithwolves devour them. That was why I turned against him. I stumbled across what he was doing. I tried to warn the Inquisition, but Morvilind murdered my husband, and I had to flee to the Knight of Venomhold to save myself. And she made me pay…she made me pay such a high price…”


  Her lucidity shattered, and she began to weep in silence.


  “Is this true?” I said.


  Morvilind looked irritated at the delay. “All those men and women were convicted of capital crimes. They…”


  “God!” I said in disgust.


  “They were sold into slavery and sentenced to serve the Elven nobles by your own courts,” said Morvilind, the irritation returning to his usual cold calm. “They would have spent their lives toiling in futility for whatever imbecilic master they received. Instead, I made sure they died with a purpose…”


  “For God’s sake!” I said. 


  “None of their deaths were wasted,” said Morvilind. “I needed to learn about the Dark Ones, and I did. I gained a tremendous amount of useful information, information that has led us here…”



  “Shut the hell up!” I snapped.


  His eyes narrowed in sudden anger. “You presume…”


  “I knew it,” I said. “I just knew it. I knew there was some catch, some damned thing or another you weren’t telling us.”


  “I did not lie to you, Nadia Moran,” said Morvilind. “We are here to claim the Quantum Nihlus Stone and end the war with the Archons. How I obtained the necessary information is immaterial. It…”


  “No!” I said. “No, it is not goddamned immaterial how you got your precious information. How many people did you murder in cold blood?”


  “And you trafficked with the Dark Ones to do it,” said Riordan, his voice icy. “That carries an automatic writ of execution from the Family.”


  “And are you the one to collect it, MacCormac?” said Morvilind with scorn. “There’s no camera livestreaming our conversation back to the Family this time, is there? No one for you to hide behind.”


  “I’m not hiding behind anything,” said Riordan. “We came here because we thought it worth the risk to end the war with the Archons. But all this time, your methods have been corrupt…”


  “How many thousands of people did you kill in your basement?” I said.


  “I would have to check my records,” said Morvilind. “But I’m sure that the murderers, rapists, arsonists, and Rebel collaborators I used in my experiments would be thrilled to know that you are so righteously angry on their behalf.” 


  “No,” I said, pointing at him. “You are exactly like Nicholas Connor. Exactly like the Archons! Your noble goal is so damned important that you can do whatever the hell you want to achieve it. You…”



  “Would you rather I do nothing and wait until the Archons exterminate the royalist Elves and enslave Earth?” said Morvilind. “Perhaps if you see your civilization destroyed you can comfort yourself with the pleasant knowledge that you never did anything morally questionable to defend it.”


  “Like murdering Rosalyn’s husband and trying to kill her to keep your crimes secret?” I said. Rosalyn kept weeping, apparently oblivious to the conversation.


  Morvilind sighed. “It was necessary. She would have gone to the Inquisition, and the Inquisition would have told the High Queen. Tarlia is more politically adept than I am, but, alas, she does not have quite the…flexibility of mind to embrace the necessary tactics to defeat the Archons.”


  “That’s why you were always so concerned about secrecy, wasn’t it?” I said. “The High Queen wouldn’t have cared if you were stealing artifacts and artworks. She probably would have laughed at you. But if she knew you were summoning Dark Ones and experimenting on them…”


  “She would have overreacted,” said Morvilind.


  “Overreacted,” I said. “To mass murder. Well, you’re going to find out. When we get back to Earth, I’m telling her all about this.”


  I waited to see how he would react, if he would kill me then and there for threatening to expose him.


  Just as he had killed Jason Madero and driven Rosalyn insane.


  “As you will,” said Morvilind. “You are a royal agent now, and I would expect nothing else.” 


  “Then Riordan and I are going back to Earth now,” I said.


  Morvilind gave an indifferent shrug. “Do as you wish. I have no right to command you any longer. You might not survive the journey back to Earth, just the two of you by yourselves. I certainly will not allow you to take the Ringbyrne Amulet with you, and you likely will not survive the passage of the deep Shadowlands. And without your help, I might fail in my task. Would that soothe your conscience? Perhaps that would be a comfort in the final moment of your life as you watch your fiancée bleeding to death on…”


  “Goddamn it,” I spat. “You’ve left us with no choice, haven’t you? We have to help you. If we try to go back to Earth, we’ll die, and the stakes are too high. You’re manipulating me like always.”


  Morvilind offered that cold, terrible smile. “Tarlia is quite good at manipulation. From whom do you think she learned it? Now. Do you have any more grievances you wish to air? Any more long-bottled emotions you want to vomit up?”


  I didn’t say anything.


  “When this is over,” said Riordan, his voice quiet, “when this is finished, and we get back to Earth, there’s going to be a reckoning.”


  “Obviously,” said Morvilind. “That is the entire purpose of this journey. Now. Tythrilandria. You have it ready?”


  Tyth didn’t say anything. She had been silent during the shouting match, and I saw that she was staring at Morvilind in dismay. Maybe she was thinking of what the Archons had done to her family. Maybe she was comparing it with what Morvilind had done to those slaves. 


  Morvilind sighed. “You will understand when you are older, Tythrilandria. Now. The Eye? We have wasted too much time already.”



  Tyth blinked several times and seemed to pull herself together. “I…ah, yes, yes, my lord. I have it ready.” 


  She reached into her coat, put away her axe, and drew out her hand again. 


  It came out holding a crystalline sphere the size of a bowling ball.


  I blinked in recognition, and I took an alarmed step back. I had seen this sphere before. Its interior burned with harsh crimson flames, and in its depths was a black spot that looked like a cross. It gave the sphere the appearance of a burning eye with a cross-shaped pupil. The thing was called a Cruciform Eye, and it was a magical relic capable of opening and sustaining multiple rift ways at once. Natalya Karst had carried one, and she had used it to open the rift ways for the Rebels during Nicholas’s attack on New York. 


  And I had stolen another from the Rebels during the Archon attack on Milwaukee. 


  “That’s the Eye I took from Sergei Rogomil, isn’t it?” I said. 


  “Correct,” said Morvilind. “Come. The gate to Tarsidhar awaits. Unless you would like to pause and make another speech first?”


  I scowled at him but gave no answer. Later, I could deal with his crimes later. When we were back on Earth, and I could contact the High Queen. 


  Morvilind climbed up the shallow stairs to the dais, Tyth at his side with the Eye, and Riordan and I followed him, the golem rolling up the stairs. Rosalyn followed us as well, her armored boots clanging against the stone floor. I had thought she would attack Morvilind, or simply stand there waiting, but she seemed…dazed, oblivious. Almost like she was in a fugue state or something. I felt such a mixture of sorrow and fear as I looked at her. Morvilind had killed her husband, and she had driven herself insane and committed appalling crimes in pursuit of vengeance. Morvilind had killed those slaves, but God only knows how many people Rosalyn had killed in Venomhold to sustain her life. Tyth might have been disgusted by Rosalyn’s revelations, but she would do what Morvilind told her. 


  In the end, Riordan was the only one here I could trust. 


  We walked towards the Trinity Gate and the strange pedestal. As we approached, I saw that more of the spiraling azatothi glyphs covered the pedestal’s sides. The depression in the center was about seven or eight inches across.


  “The Cruciform Eye is an azatothi device, isn’t it?” I said as the realization came.


  “Correct,” said Morvilind. It annoyed me that he could be so calm after admitting to murdering thousands of people over the centuries. “The Archons only ever used them to power rift ways. The fools never understood their true potential. A Cruciform Eye will both unlock and empower a Trinity Gate. We will take the Eye with us when we depart, and the Gate will close behind us after a few moments. Tythrilandria?”


  She nodded and put the Eye into the basin. When she removed her fingers, the Eye swiveled back and forth, almost like a screw settling into place, or maybe something with a magnetic lock moving into position. There was a deep and resonant clang that echoed throughout the huge chamber, and the glyphs on the sides of the pedestal glowed with red light. Morvilind took a step back and cast a spell, and a fist-sized blue spark leaped from his fingers and struck the Eye. Again, that resonant clang echoed through the chamber, but this time it was accompanied by a whirring sound, and a faint vibration went through the floor.


  Blue light flashed up and down the sides of the Trinity Gate, and a azure haze shimmered within the arch. 


  “That was the secret of the power of the azatothi, the power that let them conquer so many worlds and enslave so many other races,” said Morvilind, gesturing at the Gate. “The Trinity Gates let them travel from world to world without using the Shadowlands. And now we shall use that power for ourselves. It will take the Gate a few moments to activate, and when it does, we shall travel to Tarsidhar and claim…”


  He broke off and looked to the side, and I followed his gaze.


  Three rift ways had opened halfway between the dais and the wall, and the dark-uniformed figures of Archons began to emerge.




  Chapter 9: Archmages


  



  I reacted at once, calling magic and casting a spell. A fireball leaped from my fingers and hurtled towards the Archons emerging from the rift ways. I hoped to take them off-guard and kill a few, but someone within the Archons cast a Shield spell first.


  A powerful Shield spell.


  A huge half-dome of crimson light rose before the Archons and the rift ways, and my fireball struck the Shield and winked out of existence. I felt some of the feedback from the failed spell, and I realized that the Shield was one of tremendous power. 


  Like something Morvilind would have cast. 


  “We must hold them,” said Morvilind, fire and lightning crackling around his fingers as he summoned power. “The Gate will open in another few moments. We must hold them until it does, and we must take the Eye with us when we depart. The Archons cannot be allowed to claim the Eye.”


  Riordan called his Shadowmorph blade to his hand. Tyth reached into her coat and produced her shotgun. The slayer golem didn’t do anything, but then it couldn’t attack Elves. I wondered if Rosalyn would side with the Archons, but her helmet folded back over her face, and she lifted her black fateblade in her right hand. She might have been a crazed old woman, but she was a crazed old woman wearing magical battle armor that made the dwarves’ clockwork armor look like a toy by comparison. 


  Perhaps thirty Archons had emerged from the rift ways, some of them mutated, some of them still healthy. Anthrophages and wraithwolves began pouring after them, and this time bloodrats were in the mix, hideous, glistening rats the size of large dogs. I hated them as much as I hated anthrophages and wraithwolves, given that bloodrats had gnawed me to death a few thousand times in the Eternity Crucible. Still, the anthrophages, wraithwolves, and bloodrats would give the slayer golem something to kill while the rest of us dealt with the Archons…


  “I shall strike first,” said Morvilind, more fire burning around his hands. “Tythrilandria, Miss Moran, Cloak and deal with them. Mrs. Madero, if you wish vengeance upon the Archons, this is an excellent time to start. MacCormac, you…”


  “Kaethran!” 


  The voice was deep and melodious and beautiful.


  Two Archons strode forward. The first was Montrysar, and the mutated Archon was grinning with the glee of a man who was about to win a fight. The second…


  I started the second Archon.


  He drew the eye the way that a magnet drew iron filings to itself.


  The Elven man stood well over seven feet, tall even by the standards of the Elves. He wore the black uniform of the Archons, their three-headed dragon sigil upon the chest of his jacket. The Archon also wore a gold-trimmed black cloak that flowed from his shoulders. It was the cloak of an Elven archmage, and both Morvilind and Arvalaeon had worn variations of it.


  Which meant that this Archon was an archmage. 


  His face was alive with eerie, alien beauty. It was a shockingly handsome face, but the alien edge of the Elves made it seem menacing, even terrifying. A line from the Bible about the devil masquerading as an angel of light went through my head. Maybe the devil looked like this when he pretended to be an angel. The Archon’s eyes were the blue of fire licking at the bottom of a copper pan, and his shoulder-length hair was a brilliant shade of red-gold. 


  He looked a lot like the High Queen. He looked so much like Tarlia that he had to be a relative.


  “Prince Valcander,” said Morvilind, his voice cold. 


  Or the High Queen’s son.



  “Oh, shit,” I said.


  Valcander turned a brilliant smile in my direction, his eyes cold as dead stars, and then shifted his attention back to Morvilind. “It’s just First Citizen Valcander, I’m afraid. I have abolished all ranks and titles of nobility among the Elves.”


  “Your mother would be shocked to learn it,” said Morvilind.


  “Mother would be shocked to learn all manner of things,” said Valcander. “Such as your presence here, I expect. Else she would have sent you with more support. Instead, you are here with…let’s see, a human Shadow Hunter, an Elven woman of mediocre magical ability, an insane human in power armor, and…” He smiled at me again, and the expression made my skin crawl. “And the Worldburner herself! Care to join us, madam? You would be most welcome on the winning side.” 


  “Yeah, but no,” I said. “I think the Archons are in favor of exterminating humanity, aren’t you?” 


  His smile widened. Valcander reminded me of Tarlia to a disturbing degree. Valcander had the same overpowering charisma, the same aura of command, and a lot of the same mannerisms and gestures. For God’s sake, he even looked a lot like her. 


  Yet there was something cold and predatory in his eyes that Tarlia didn’t have. The High Queen had told me that my work for her would keep cities like New York from being reduced to ashes and bones. First Citizen Valcander seemed like the kind of guy who would burn New York to ashes and bones and laugh while he listened to the people scream. 


  “Exceptions can always be made for talent,” said Valcander. “And I do have some…how do you say it in English…some job openings, that’s it. After all, you wiped out the Knight of Venomhold and the useful idiots who served as my allies in the Rebels. The Dark Ones would be most eager to enter you, Worldburner. They would even forego the customary sacrifice of an innocent before granting you their powers.”


  “So sure of that, are you?” I said, but I felt a chill. In my hallucinatory dreams as I regenerated after the battle of New York, I had seen a vision of myself, or myself as I might have been if I had murdered Alexandra Ross and joined Nicholas and become his consort. That version of myself had said the same thing. I didn’t know if that vision had been a hallucination, or if the Dark Ones had really been reaching across the Void to speak into my dreams, and I didn’t want to know for sure. 


  Purple fire and shadow flashed through Valcander’s eyes for a moment.


  “Having a sovereign of the Dark Ones inside of one’s skull does rather grant perspective,” said Valcander. “I think you would be better suited to our side, Worldburner.” He nodded towards Morvilind. “Rather than working for that doddering old fossil.” 


  “Nope,” I said. “I don’t work for him, I work for your mom. And after meeting you, I still think I’d rather work for her. If you had wanted to rebel against Mommy, you could have found a better way of doing it than wrecking your civilization.”


  Tyth laughed at the insult. 


  Valcander’s amused expression didn’t waver, but his eyes narrowed, just for a second. No, he hadn’t liked that. You might think that taunting an archmage is a stupid thing to do, and I wholeheartedly agree. But I wasn’t just running my mouth off. Well, no more than usual, anyway. Morvilind had told us that it would take a few moments for the Cruciform Eye to activate the Trinity Gate, and the longer I kept Valcander talking, the better our chances of getting away from him. Valcander, like his mom, probably liked to talk.


  Of course, Valcander, also like his mom, wasn’t an idiot. He might know how the Cruciform Eye and the Trinity Gate worked or might be able to figure it out. 


  “As you will, then,” said Valcander. “That is the nice thing about humans, isn’t it? You’re all so easily…replaceable. And when I kill you, I’ll get my slayer golem back, too.” His blue gaze turned to Morvilind, and another pulse of purple fire and shadow went through his eyes. “I feel bad for you, Kaethran.”


  “And just why is that, my prince?” said Morvilind.


  “You were my former teacher,” said Valcander. “The tutor to the High Queen and the Crown Prince of Kalvarion. You had power and influence and prestige. And now look at you! Attempting some desperate gamble with the handful of rogues you could convince to follow you. It saddens me to see you fallen to such low estate. You ought to be pursuing your objective with the assembled might of the royalists behind you, not skulking through the shadows with humans.”


  “And you ought to be standing at your mother’s side, serving as her strong right hand as you learn the business of government,” said Morvilind. He shook his head. “You, lord Prince, you were my greatest failure.” 


  “Mmm,” said Valcander. “I think, rather, that I am your greatest success. I see farther and deeper than any of your other students.” 


  Morvilind scoffed. “You do not. If you did, you would have seen the ideology of the Archons for the nonsense that it is, rather than embracing it. You would not have tried to use the Dark Ones as weapons against…”


  “But I have not tried to use the Dark Ones as weapons,” said Valcander. “I understand them, better than even you, my old teacher. For I agree with them.” 


  For perhaps the first time, I saw Morvilind taken aback. “What?”


  Valcander spread his arms, and again the purple fire flashed through his eyes. “Before creation, there was the Void. The cosmos was a mistake, Kaethran. An error that needs to be rectified. God created the universe, and what a mess it is! Filled with pain and torment and sorrow beyond comprehension. All four of the miserable fools who follow you understand that, do they not? God should never have created the cosmos. The Dark Ones are going to destroy existence and return reality to the Void, as it should always have been.” 


  “That is madness,” said Morvilind, “and you have embraced insanity.”


  “No, it isn’t, and no, I haven’t,” said Valcander. “I see clearly, Kaethran. Oh, I admit I started upon this path seeking to use the Dark Ones as weapons against my enemies, but I came to understand them. Even admire them. Then, at last, I understood that their purpose was the true one. I remember the religion I was taught as a child. How God created the universe, and the Dark Ones enslaved us until God sent the Lord Protector to liberate us and show us the proper way to live. I now understand that is nothing more than a lie to blind us to the truth of reality. The cosmos needs to be undone, and the Dark Ones will help me to do it.”


  Morvilind only shook his head.


  “Wow,” I said. “I’ve heard of teenage rebellion, but that’s really taking it over the top.”


  “You know,” said Valcander with a smile, “you really are quite a mouthy little girl, aren’t you? Just as well you aren’t going to join us. Your voice would have become intolerably irritating. What about you?” He gestured towards Rosalyn. “I remember you. The Knight’s artificer. Shall you join us? If you do, I will let you kill Morvilind in whatever fashion you desire.”


  “His life is not yours to give me, Archon,” said Rosalyn. The helmet of her armor made her voice metallic and harsh. She lifted her fateblade. “And if you had not started your war, the Elves would never have come to Earth. My revenge is going to start with you.”


  “Wise of you,” said Valcander. “I would, after all, probably kill you all if you were foolish enough to join me. But I am wise as well. Wise enough to know, for instance, that you are using the Cruciform Eye to empower that portal device behind you, and you are only talking to delay. Kill them!” 


  The Archons charged, casting spells as they did, and the mob of anthrophages, wraithwolves, and bloodrats surged forward. As they did, Valcander’s hand came up, and a blazing shaft of white-hot flame lanced forward and blasted across the chamber towards Morvilind. He was already moving, and he cast a Shield spell to deflect the attack. The spell hammered into the glowing Shield and knocked Morvilind back several steps, the Shield winking out from beneath the pressure.


  I just had time for an instant of astonishment.


  Valcander had staggered Morvilind. I had never seen anyone do that before.


  “Golem!” I shouted. “Kill all the anthrophages, wraithwolves, and bloodrats!” 


  The slayer golem unfolded into a thing that looked a spider made out of bronze sword blades and charged. It leaped a dozen feet into the air off the edge of the dais, landed amid the charging wraithwolves, and started killing. Probably it could jump higher because of the reduced gravity of Mars, but that was still an impressive leap for a thing made of solid metal. 


  Morvilind struck back at Valcander, hurling something that looked like a lance of diamond-hard ice wreathed in sparking lightning. Valcander sprang into the air, and for an incredulous instant, I wondered if he intended to try to jump over Morvilind’s attack. 


  Except he kept going up and up, his cloak billowing around him.


  Could he fly? No, not quite. He was using a spell of telekinesis to lift himself over the battle, and he did it with enough skill and power that he could all but fly. I could do something similar by using a telekinetic grip to pull myself toward something. 


  Valcander was just a hell of a lot better at it. 


  Well, Morvilind would have to deal with him. I would have to deal with the Archons. 


  I drew the pistol from my right hip and took it in a two-handed grip. A mob of Archons and a few scattered wraithwolves that the slayer golem hadn’t killed leaped onto the dais. The Archons all held elemental blades ready. The rest of the Archons hung back, casting spells. Riordan lifted his Shadowmorph blade and walked to meet them, and Rosalyn clanked after him in her armor, fateblade ready.


  I glanced at Tyth, and we both nodded and cast the Cloak spell at the same time. 


  Then I started killing.


  Usually, I needed magic to kill Archons. Except Tyth had given me a lot of ammunition forged from Shadowlands ore, and that worked just fine on Elves. And I could also cast the Cloak spell and move around while using a firearm. I suppose Cloaking and shooting your enemies unseen isn’t a fair fight, but that’s what I did.


  And as it happened, that tactic worked great. 


  I shot two Archons dead in the first rush, and Tyth appeared in a silver flash as she shot another Archon in the back with her shotgun. She wasn’t able to maintain the Cloak spell in the wave of hatred that rolled through her every time she killed an Archon, and several of the mutant Elves turned towards her. I took that opportunity to shoot them in the head, and Tyth Cloaked again before they could kill her.


  Riordan charged into the confused Archons, slashing right and left with his Shadowmorph blade. His eyes had turned solid black again, and he moved faster than he should have as his Shadowmorph gorged itself on the life force of the slain Archons. Given how much longer they lived than humans, I suspected that Elves had a stronger life force than humans, which meant the Shadowmorph would have more energy to feed into Riordan. And that meant he was moving so fast that he had become a blur and I could barely follow his movements. 


  Our fight with Rosalyn at the border of Venomhold had been over so quickly that I hadn’t really seen her armor in action. But that magical armor made her fast, at least as fast as Riordan once his Shadowmorph got into gear. She didn’t move with anything near Riordan’s grace or economy. My fiancée moved like a man who had spent years staying in shape and improving his fighting skills. Rosalyn moved like an old woman with a cigarette habit and bad joints.


  But she was wearing magically-reinforced armor, and the Archons didn’t seem to have anything that could get through it. Rosalyn lumbered through the Archons, swinging her black sword with all the finesse of a glowing golf club, but she left dead Archons in her wake.


  I figured that between Riordan, Rosalyn, and Tyth, they had the dais covered, so I jumped off the edge and hurried towards the Archons casting spells at the melee. So far, they had thrown the fury of their attacks at Rosalyn, believing her to be the greatest threat, which was probably true. Her armor had so far turned aside their volleys of blazing lightning and howling flame, but unlike the slayer golem, her armor wasn’t immune to magic. Scarred and charred patches had appeared on the gleaming metal, and several of the Elven hieroglyphs had gone dark. Too much more of that and the Archons would blast through her armor, and then the Archons would turn their power against Riordan and Tyth. They would have little protection against the kind of elemental fury the Archons could wield.


  Fortunately, I had a solution at hand.


  I ran behind the line of spellcasting Archons, raised my pistol in both hands, and started shooting.


  I kid you not, I shot five of them in the back of the head before the rest realized that something was up. I doubt they had ever considered the possibility of fighting a Cloaked wizard with a gun. Some of it had to be the noise that Valcander and Morvilind were making. The two archmages hurled stupendous amounts of magic at each other, fire and lightning and ice and shadows and things I couldn’t even identify, and the roaring noise of it echoed through the chamber like a thunderstorm. I was glad that the azatothi had turned out to be good engineers because otherwise the spells howling back and forth between Valcander and Morvilind might have brought down the entire chamber. 


  But the Archons finally realized that I was shooting them, and one of them had the bright idea of turning and casting a Seal spell. A Seal of Shadows about ten yards across appeared on the ground, and my Cloak spell collapsed at once. The Archons whirled to face me, starting new spells, and I kept shooting with my right hand while I cast the spell to resist elemental forces, gesturing with my left hand.


  I did it just in time. The gray haze of the spell appeared around me a heartbeat before the volley of fire and lightning struck me. I think the temperature of the air must have risen sixty degrees Fahrenheit in about a second, and for the first time since we had left Earth, I wasn’t cold. Instead, I was too warm. But the defensive spell stopped the Archons from frying me where I stood, and I shot the Archon that had cast the Seal of Shadows twice in the chest. He pitched over with an agonized gurgle, and the Seal winked out. I threw myself to the side and cast the Cloak spell again, vanishing from sight and avoiding another volley of magical flame. 


  I slammed a fresh clip into my gun, raised it, and started shooting. I got another four Archons before the rest had had enough and fled, and I saw that Riordan and Rosalyn and Tyth were tearing through the Archons on the dais. I noted with alarm that Riordan had been hit a few times, burns on his sleeves and one across his chest, but his Shadowmorph was healing the wounds. 


  Then I noticed something that alarmed me almost as much. 


  Morvilind and Valcander were still dueling, and Morvilind was losing. 


  The First Citizen whirled in high arcs around the dais, throwing spells at Morvilind. A rotating haze of Shield spells surrounded Valcander, deflecting any attacks Morvilind unleashed at him. The same haze of Shield spells surrounded Morvilind, but he looked exhausted, and I could tell that he was struggling to hold his defenses against the kind of power Valcander summoned. 


  That stunned me, but maybe it shouldn’t have. I had always heard that Morvilind was the most powerful wizard of the Elves, but no one stays the best at anything forever. Maybe Valcander was younger and had better stamina. Maybe his Dark One gave him tremendous levels of power. Maybe Morvilind was still more injured than he appeared. Either way, Valcander was winning the fight. 


  And if he killed Morvilind, then Valcander would have no trouble dealing with the rest of us.


  For a frozen half-second, I wasn’t sure what to do, then the decision was taken out of my hands.


  A tremendous rolling chime echoed through the chamber, and the glow from the Cruciform Eye changed from crimson to a harsh blue. At the same instant, the Trinity Gate flashed with blue light, and a shimmering azure glow filled its interior. Through that glow, I glimpsed something that looked like a ruined city, jagged, half-broken towers rising against the sky. 


  The Trinity Gate had opened. 


  “Go!” roared Morvilind. “I will hold them off. Get through the gate! Tythrilandria, Nadia, one of you get the Eye!” 


  I shot a quick look around. I had gunned down quite a lot of Archons, and Riordan and Tyth and Rosalyn had torn through the ones on the dais. Still Cloaked, I whirled and sprinted towards the dais. I scrambled up one of the shallow flights of steps, paused long enough to shoot two Archons in the back, and then sprinted to the plinth.


  I dropped my Cloak spell, jammed my gun into its holster, and grabbed the Cruciform Eye.


  It was about the size of a bowling ball, and I was impressed that Tyth had managed to lift the thing one handed. The fire in its depths had changed from red to blue, which made it look like a giant burning blue eye that was staring at me. As I lifted the Eye, another deep chime rang through the chamber, and the blue haze within the Trinity Gate began to flicker.


  Morvilind had said the Gate would stay open after I removed the Eye.


  He didn’t say how long it would remain open.


  “Come on!” I said. “Go, go, go! Golem, follow me! Move!”


  Tyth whirled and ran for the Trinity Gate, Rosalyn a half step behind her. The golem leaped onto the dais, transformed into a sphere in mid-flight, and rolled with terrific speed to my side. Riordan’s Shadowmorph blade dissipated into nothingness, and before it had fully vanished he snatched the M-99 carbine from his harness and sent several quick bursts of automatic fire towards the Archons. It forced them to duck, some of them jumping from the dais to take shelter. 


  “My lord!” I yelled. “Move!”


  Morvilind was backing towards the Trinity Gate, casting spells as he went. He looked terrible, his pale face more haggard than usual, sweat glittering on his skin, his robes burned in places. Valcander, by contrast, only seemed focused, and he alternated between dodging Morvilind’s spells with the speed of his telekinesis and deflecting his attacks with Shields. 


  Morvilind stumbled and went to one knee before the Trinity Gate, which was growing dimmer.


  I had the sudden impulse to grab Riordan’s arm and jump through the Gate, leaving Morvilind to his fate at Valcander’s hands. 


  All those slaves murdered in the darkness beneath Morvilind’s mansion…


  But if Morvilind died here, my odds of getting home with Riordan were low. 


  “Riordan!” I yelled.


  He nodded and let his M-99 fall, the weapon dangling from its strap, and seized Morvilind by the arms.


  Valcander spun overhead, flames blazing around his fingers as he gathered power for the killing spell.


  Riordan and I jumped through the Trinity Gate a second before it closed, Riordan dragging Morvilind with him. 




  Chapter 10: Tarsidhar


  



  The Gate snapped shut behind us, and an acrid smell filled my nostrils as I stumbled to a halt, my shoes rasping against dusty flagstones. 


  I suddenly felt heavier – the gravity was normal again. Or at least closer to that of Earth. 


  I whirled, expecting enemies to appear, or for Valcander to open a rift way and follow us at once. I spotted Rosalyn and Tyth standing a short distance away, Rosalyn’s face hidden beneath her helm, Tyth clutching her shotgun. Riordan stood over Morvilind, who had fallen to his knees, breathing hard. Beyond them I saw…


  I blinked in surprise, and a feeling of vertigo went through me.


  The sights of an alien world filled my eyes.


  For one thing, the sky was orange.


  Yeah, orange. A sort of dull, faded orange. I wondered if it was a cloudy day, but I could see the pale shapes of three moons in the sky overhead, and along with the glare from the sun. Except it wasn’t “the” sun, was it? It wasn’t Earth’s sun. It was the star of some other solar system. 


  Around us rose a half-ruined city of crumbling white stone. The style of the damaged buildings was Elven, which generally meant they looked like a combination of ancient Roman and Imperial Chinese architecture, though it looked subtly different compared to the Elven buildings I had seen back home on Earth. We were in a wide plaza decorated with statues of Elven warriors in armor, and there was a lot of orangish-brown sand scattered across the white flagstones. I even saw dunes of it blocking some of the surrounding streets. I guess this place had been built in a desert, or maybe the war with the Dark Ones had laid waste to the planet. 


  I suddenly realized that I was a very, very long way from home. 


  Mars had been another planet, of course, but it was still part of Earth’s solar system. If going on the surface wouldn’t have been fatal, I could have looked up and seen the same sun. Hell, I had seen Mars in the sky on Earth a bunch of times when driving across the country on a job for Morvilind. 


  But this place...it was likely that Riordan, Rosalyn, and I were the first humans to ever come here. 


  I turned to look at Riordan and Morvilind, and I saw the temple.


  At least, I thought it was a temple. Maybe it was a citadel. In the center of the city rose a flat disk of stone perhaps a quarter mile across and thirty yards high, and atop the disk sat an enormous round building with a domed roof of copper that had turned greenish-blue with verdigris. Pillared colonnades surrounded the domed temple, and unlike the rest of the city, the place was in good repair. 


  “Is this…is this Tarsidhar?” I said.


  Morvilind did not answer. He had begun to shake, and I didn’t think he could rise. 



  “My lord!” Tyth shoved past me and dropped to her knees next to him. “My lord! Are you hurt?” 


  “Yes,” rasped Morvilind. He closed his eyes. “Give me a moment. Make sure the Cruciform Eye is secure. We will need it shortly. Get back from me. The regeneration spell produces some dangerous…”


  He closed his eyes, and his fingers began to glow with golden light. Both Riordan and Tyth took several prudent steps back. They had already seen what the regeneration spell could do. But as before, Morvilind had much better control than I did. The golden light rippled and flickered over his skin. Likely it was healing the burns Valcander’s magic had inflicted on him, and I supposed there were internal injuries that he had to repair. 


  There was a rattling clang, and Rosalyn’s helmet unfolded and retracted to reveal her face. There was a strange smile upon her lips and an eerie glitter in her dark eyes. 


  “Look at him,” she murmured. “He’s almost done. He’s about to die, just as I am.”


  “No!” snapped Tyth. “He will never be overcome. The Archons will never defeat him.”


  “You’re hurt?” I said, watching Rosalyn. Her armor had taken a battering in the fight. There were burn marks and melted spots in the golden metal, and I wondered if any of the Archon spells had wounded her.


  “No,” said Rosalyn. “Just old. Very, very old. I’ve waited a long time for this day, and it is here at last.”


  “What…what should we do now?” said Tyth. 


  “We should get ready for another attack,” said Riordan, reloading his M-99 with quick movements. “The Archons might be able to follow us if Valcander can figure out how to reopen that Trinity Gate.”


  I frowned. “You think Valcander can do it without the Cruciform Eye?”


  “No,” said Riordan. “But I didn’t think anyone could beat Morvilind in a duel of magic, either, and Valcander was about to win when we fled.”


  “Lord Morvilind will never be overcome,” said Tyth, but she only sounded tired. “Nadia Moran…his lordship said that I should look after the Cruciform Eye.”


  I hesitated, wondering if Morvilind intended to stab us in the back. I couldn’t see how, though. And the bald fact was that without my help and Riordan’s, he wouldn’t have gotten this far. He wouldn’t even have escaped from Montrysar and the slayer golem back on Earth. Besides, I didn’t want to lug the damned Eye around with me, especially when Tyth had that handy magic coat of hers. 


  “Here,” I said, handing the glowing sphere over to her.


  Tyth nodded and made the Eye disappear into her coat.


  As she did, Morvilind let out a grunt. The golden light faded, and he got back to his feet, blinking as the wind blew sand past us. It was cold here, though not so cold as it had been in the azatothi city beneath the surface of Mars. 


  “My lord,” said Tyth. “Are you well?”


  “Well enough for the task at hand,” said Morvilind. There was more of rasp to his voice than there had been earlier.


  “Valcander almost kicked your ass, didn’t he?” I said.


  Morvilind glared at me but inclined his head. “I was nearly overmatched in our encounter. It seems I was indeed wise to recruit your aid, was I not?”


  “How did Valcander almost beat you?” I said.


  Morvilind shrugged. “Valcander is not my equal in skill, but he possesses greater strength and stamina. He also has a sovereign of the Dark Ones inside his head, and the creature lends its considerable power to augment Valcander’s.” He took a deep breath, and I could tell that it pained him. “It is fortunate we were able to withdraw when we did. Else Valcander would have killed us all. I could barely hold him back. The rest of you would have lasted bare moments. Why do you think that for three hundred years the High Queen has been unable to reconquer Kalvarion? Prince Valcander, alas, is her equal in deviousness, and my equal in magical power.”


  “Then we had better move right now,” said Riordan. “If Valcander and his men follow us here, we…”


  “No,” said Morvilind. “No, we are in no danger.” He paused and looked around the city. “At least from the Archons, for now.”


  I frowned. “Why not?”


  His cold smile returned. “Because Valcander and the Archons do not know where Tarsidhar is. Oh, they know it exists, and they know that the Quantum Nihlus Stone exists, but they do not know where the planet is or how to access it through the Shadowlands. Why do you think I went to such lengths to find the Trinity Gate? And why do you think Valcander came in person to stop me? He knew that if I reached the Gate with a Cruciform Eye, then nothing would stop me from reaching Tarsidhar. Valcander will have withdrawn to Kalvarion, to prepare to meet me when I arrive with the Quantum Nihlus Stone. No, any danger we face now will come from here.”



  “Then this is really Tarsidhar?” said Riordan.


  “Yes,” said Morvilind, looking around the ruined city and the sandy plaza. “The one world of the ancient First Empire where the Elves defeated the invasion of the Dark Ones. The one world where the invaders were annihilated. Though as you can see, the cost was high. Once this world was filled with Elves. Now it is a desert.” 


  “Where is the Quantum Nihlus Stone?” I said. I hoped it was nearby. I didn’t want to hike across half a planet because Morvilind hadn’t targeted the Trinity Gate properly. 


  “It is in the Final Temple,” said Morvilind. 


  “And what is the Final Temple?” I said, my patience starting to slip.


  Morvilind turned and pointed at the great domed building atop the broad disk of stone. “That is the Final Temple. The Elves of Tarsidhar gathered there for the final defense as they finished constructing the Quantum Nihlus Stone.”


  “You sure it’s still there?” I said.


  The cold smile returned. “Cast the spell to sense the presence of magic.”


  I gave him a wary look, and then shrugged and cast the spell.


  The presence of magical forces nearly stunned me. There were hundreds of auras of powerful magic scattered through the city, and probably thousands of warding spells. I suspected the Elves had never developed industrial technology as humans had because they could all use magic. Why bother building an electronic security system when you can just ward the door? 


  But the magical auras, as strong as they might have been, were nothing compared to the aura radiating from the Final Temple. We were at least a mile from the Temple, but I still felt the aura. It vaguely reminded me of the aura of the Nihlus Stone in my pocket, but far larger and far more complex. The Nihlus Stone was to this aura as a puddle was to the Pacific Ocean. 


  “Nadia?” said Riordan. He was looking at me with concern. Well, with more concern than usual. My expression must have been unsettling.



  “It’s in there,” I said. “Or something just as strong.”


  “The Quantum Nihlus Stone awaits in the Final Temple,” said Morvilind. “It has waited there for uncounted thousands of years. Now, at last, it will fulfill its destiny, and free Kalvarion from the scourge of the Archons.” 


  A strange, harsh light came into his cold eyes as he spoke. It was one of the more disturbing things I had ever seen. In the heat of my anger, I had tried to insult Morvilind by comparing him to Nicholas Connor and the Archons. That had pissed him off, yeah, but it wasn’t accurate. Not completely. Nicholas had been perfectly willing to kill billions of innocent people to build his utopia. He had explained to me, with perfect calm and amused condescension, how he was right to act as he did, that the sacrifice of countless lives now would improve even more lives in the future. Nicholas had been certain he was doing the right thing, and no doubt the Archons were as well. Valcander had the same sort of crazy certainty in his eyes. 


  Except I think Morvilind didn’t lie to himself the way that Nicholas and Valcander did. He might have talked about how all the slaves he killed had been felons and criminals, but he still knew what he had done was wrong. He knew that a lot of the things he had done had been wrong – what he had done to me, to Rosalyn, to Riordan’s brother, and God knows how many others over the centuries.  


  But he was ruthless enough that he did them anyway.


  Was that better or worse than Nicholas and the Rebels? I didn’t know. I didn’t want to know. 


  “Yeah, well,” I said, “we had better get moving. You can’t save the Elves if Valcander shows up and kills us.”


  “The Archons will be unable to follow us here,” said Morvilind.


  “You also thought that you and Tyth would be able to get here by yourselves without the Archons noticing,” I said. “You were wrong about that, and you might be wrong again. Valcander might be clever enough to reboot the Trinity Gate or something.”


  Morvilind gave me an irritated look but nodded. “A valid point.”


  “Also,” said Riordan, watching the plaza. “If this world was a battlefield between the Elves and the Dark Ones, I wonder if any of the ancient Elves’ defenses are still functioning.”


  “Something’s generating a lot of magical auras in the city,” I said. 


  “We should remain cautious,” said Tyth, producing her shotgun again, “and we should not remain here.” 


  “Come,” said Morvilind. “The salvation of both our races awaits.”


  He started across the plaza, and we followed him. I feared we would have to make our way through a maze of alleys, but for once, my fear was unfounded. A broad avenue led directly from the plaza to the Final Temple. Save for climbing over the occasional dune of orange sand, we would have no trouble reaching the Temple. Maybe the ancient Elves had used this avenue for parades or religious processions or something like that. 


  Though it was one of the eeriest walks of my life. The ruined city was silent, save for the moaning of the wind, the clanging of Rosalyn’s damaged armor, and the occasional rasp of sand blowing across the white flagstones. The three moons hung in the orange sky overhead like giant eyes. The ruined houses had a solemn sort of beauty to them. The ancient Elves had been fond of statues, and nearly every house had a statue in front of it or standing in niches along the walls. Many of the statues showed Elves wearing armor and carrying swords, but there were other scenes. I saw statues of Elven women in robes holding children, contented expressions on their faces. Or there were groups of statues that had to be family portraits, Elven men and women standing with children. Usually, the man rested his hand on the woman’s shoulder, and the woman held a baby or a small child.


  All the people displayed in those statues had been dead for a long time.


  Ashes and bones, I thought, remembering what the High Queen had told me. This place had been a living city, and then the Dark Ones had reduced it to ashes and bones. Maybe Morvilind, for all of his ruthlessness, was right. Maybe the Archons had to be stopped before they did this to both Kalvarion and Earth.


  But I already knew he was right, didn’t I? I had followed him here of my own free will. 


  “You understand, don’t you?” said Rosalyn, her voice a thin crooning. I looked back to see her staring at me. She had that dreamy, unfocused expression on her face again. “You understand.”


  “Understand what?” I said.


  “Everything ends in death,” said Rosalyn. “All things end in sorrow and despair. I loved my husband and look at how we ended. All things end in ashes and blood.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I have a suggestion. Why don’t you keep the creepy monologue to yourself until we’re sure that we won’t draw the attention of any enemies?”


  Rosalyn let out a croaking laugh. “There aren’t any enemies here, Nadia. No. The only enemy we brought is with us.” She nodded towards Morvilind. “He is our enemy, and…”


  “Nadia,” said Riordan. I looked at him. “All of you stop.”


  “What is it?” said Morvilind.


  “Look,” said Riordan, pointing with his M-99. “That sand dune.”


  We had clambered up and down a half-dozen sand dunes. Another one stretched before us, maybe thirty yards wide and ten yards tall. Climbing them had been annoying, but not difficult. 


  But this sand dune was rippling. 


  At first, I thought it was the wind, but the wind wasn’t blowing hard enough for that. And the dune looked like something was crawling through it. 



  Another ripple went through the sand, and a figure emerged from the dune. 


  It looked as if someone had been lying beneath the sand and then stood up. Except the figure was made out of sand. The orange sand kept shifting and flowing through the creature, though it always kept a roughly humanoid shape. The thing didn’t have eyes, of course, but I had the impression that it was watching us. 



  I cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces, and I detected the power radiating from the sand figure. Strong magic animated it, magic that felt familiar, and…


  “Is that…is that a golem?” I said. 


  “A sand golem,” said Morvilind.


  “For God’s sake,” I said. Between the steel and the mercury golems I had seen in the Royal Bank, the steel golems we had escaped in Last Judge Mountain, and the slayer golem that followed me around like an insane murder puppy, I was really sick of golems.


  “Golems can be made from sand?” said Riordan, watching the creature.


  “A sufficiently skilled artificer can make a golem out of any suitable material,” said Morvilind, flexing his fingers as he started a spell. “Even before the Dark Ones destroyed it, Tarsidhar was an arid world. Sand was the most common material. Why not make golems out of it?”


  “Suppose they would be hard to destroy,” said Riordan. “Hit a golem made of sand, and it can just rebuild itself.” 


  “Correct,” said Morvilind.


  “Is it going to attack?” I said.


  “I do not know,” said Morvilind. “Likely it is trying to decide if we represent a threat or not…”


  Even as he spoke, something like twenty more sand golems emerged from the dune and started walking towards us, their hands shifting to become massive hammer-like fists.


  “The Nihlus Stone!” said Morvilind. “Quickly!” I reached into my pocket and yanked out the Stone. “Concentrate upon the golems. You should be able to disrupt them without damaging your link to the slayer golem or Madero’s armor.” 


  I nodded and took a step forward, focusing my will on the Nihlus Stone. I didn’t have that much practice using the thing, but as its hieroglyphs glowed and its segments slid around each other, I realized that it could shape the blast of dispelling force. I concentrated and cast a spell into the Nihlus Stone. 


  The Stone flashed, and then a pulse of bluish-white haze erupted from the sphere and hurtled forward in a curved wave. The pulse washed over the golems, and they shivered and collapsed to the ground in heaps of orange sand with a hissing noise. 


  I got almost all of them, but three of the golems were still on their feet, and they rushed forward.


  Morvilind reacted at once, casting a spell. He hurled a sphere of fire at the nearest sand golem, not that much different than the fire spell I used. I wondered why he had cast such a simple spell, but then I saw the result. The globe of flame spun through the sand golem, and as it did, it melted the sand. The sand golem shivered and went motionless, becoming a twisted column of glass. I followed his example and cast a fire sphere into the second golem, turning it into glass, and Morvilind hit the third.


  I looked around, but no more sand golems emerged from the dunes. The twisted pillars of glass made strange crackling noises as they cooled.


  “Let us continue,” said Morvilind. “Remain vigilant.”


  “Yeah, like I was planning to take a nap,” I said. Riordan snorted, but Morvilind ignored the barb.


  We followed the avenue, climbing over more sand dunes. I braced myself every time we had to go over one of the dunes, fearing that more sand golems would emerge, but none of the creatures appeared. Maybe we had blundered into a few of the remaining sand golems, or maybe the Nihlus Stone had disrupted them. Either way, I wasn’t complaining.


  A few moments later we reached the cylindrical base of the Final Temple. The sides of the stone disk had been adorned with reliefs showing Elves in armor, and we walked along the side until Morvilind found a flight of stairs that went upward. The stairs spiraled up the curved wall at a shallow angle, and we climbed them to the top of the platform. 


  The Temple complex looked like it was in better repair than the rest of the city, maybe because there didn’t seem to be any sand up here. A broad terrace surrounded the round building of the temple, the stone of the ground flat and white. The huge copper dome of the Temple rose high overhead, almost like a hill, and its walls were covered with more reliefs of Elves in armor. A closed pair of golden doors led into the temple, and before the Temple’s doors lay a rectangular pool filled with rippling water. A ring of statues on plinths encircled the Temple. 


  “Wait a moment,” said Morvilind, and he produced his aetherometer, scrutinizing the dials.


  “I thought we were in a hurry,” I said, but I knew what he was doing. Some of the city’s defenses had been active in the form of the sand golems. Maybe there would be more defenses up here.


  Even as the thought crossed my mind, several of the statues turned to look at us.


  The statues were all identical, Elven warriors in archaic armor, ornate helmets on their heads and stone swords in their hands. As one, their eyes started to glow, and a half-dozen of the statues jumped from their plinths. The heavy statues landed with enough force to make the ground shiver, and they strode towards us, lifting their swords.


  “Stone golems,” said Morvilind. 


  “Of course they are,” I said, pulling the Nihlus Stone from my jacket pocket. “The same as before?”


  “Yes,” said Morvilind. “The Nihlus Stone should disrupt the spells upon them and force the golems to shut down.”


  Should. Oh, I didn’t like that word. 


  The golems walked forward, and I went to meet them, raising the Nihlus Stone before me as I focused my will into the artifact. The Stone had reset after I had used it against the sand golems, and it was ready. I cast a minor spell into it, and the Nihlus Stone activated, again throwing out a circular wave of bluish-white haze that washed over the advancing stone golems. As one, the white light in their eyes winked out, and the golems went motionless. 


  Except for one. It avoided the blast of the Nihlus Stone, and it kept coming towards me, sword raised. I retreated, wondering what else I could try, and Riordan stepped in front of me, Shadowmorph blade coming up. Before he could strike, Morvilind cast a spell. He grunted and made a lifting gesture, and his telekinetic power seized the stone golem and sent it hurtling through the air.


  I saw it arc over the towers of the ruined city, dwindling into a small dot, and it impacted in the desert far away.


  “Wonder if that destroyed it,” I said, blinking.


  “It may have,” said Morvilind. “It might be able to repair itself from the impact. Regardless, by the time it returns here, we shall have completed our objective. Come.”


  He led the way towards the Temple doors, Tyth trotting after him. I looked at Riordan, shrugged, and we followed Morvilind. Rosalyn clanked after us. She hadn’t made any effort to participate in the fight against the sand golems, and I wondered if she had been more badly hurt in the battle at the Trinity Gate than I had thought. Or maybe her armor had been damaged. Or maybe her rationality had gone out to lunch again.


  Or maybe she was quietly planning to kill us all.


  See, this is why it isn’t good to work with insane people. Even if you feel sorry for them and see another path your life might have taken had you been a little less lucky. They’re very difficult to predict, which makes them a liability in life or death situations. And that didn’t even consider that Rosalyn wanted to kill Morvilind, and she might decide to go through his allies first. 


  Morvilind lifted his aetherometer again. “There are powerful wards on the Temple doors. We shall need to use the Nihlus Stone to break them. Miss Moran?”


  “Give it a minute,” I said, looking at the Stone. “It needs to reset first.” 


  “Are any of the other stone golems going to come after us?” said Riordan.


  “Probably not,” said Morvilind, glancing at the row of statues following the curve of the Temple. “The spells on them are triggered by proximity. So long as we don’t approach within a few meters of an individual statue, we should be safe.”


  “For certain values of safe,” I muttered as we came to a stop near the golden doors of the Temple. The doors were big, nearly fifteen feet tall and just as wide, and even without using the spell to sense magical forces I felt the powerful wards upon them. Trying to open the doors would get us fried. I needed the Nihlus Stone to break the spells, but it had to recharge before I could use it for anything.


  As I waited for the Stone, I looked around, watching for threats. Nothing moved in the ruined city, and the remaining stone golems stood motionless upon their plinths. For some reason, my eye lingered on the reflective pool before the Temple doors. It was a big pool, about ten yards wide and thirty long, and it reflected the orange sky and the swollen moons overhead. For some reason that bothered me, but I couldn’t figure out why. So what if the ancient Elves had decorated the Final Temple with a reflective pool? To judge from the statues and the soaring towers of the ruined city, the Elves of Tarsidhar must have liked grandiose decorations. Why not a reflective pool?


  Except the ruined city was in a desert. Morvilind had said this planet had been arid even before the war with the Dark Ones had devastated it. And it had been abandoned for thousands of years, maybe even tens of thousands of years. In all that time, why hadn’t the water in the pool evaporated? 


  Who had been filling it up?


  Then a darker thought occurred to me.


  The water in the pool looked unusually reflective. 


  “Um,” I said. “Guys? Is that water in the pool?”


  The others turned to look at me, and then to the pool. 


  “I suggest you refrain from drinking it,” said Morvilind.


  “Ha, that’s funny,” I said. “Just stop making jokes and look at it.”


  They did, and I saw Morvilind and Riordan and Tyth frown as they saw what had captured my attention. Rosalyn merely seemed indifferent to the entire thing. 


  “That…that looks a little thick to be water, my lord,” said Tyth. “Is…”



  A ripple went through the pool, and the water surged up and heaved over the side, thick and viscous. 


  Except it wasn’t water.


  It was mercury.


  “Oh,” I said, backing away. “Oh, shit.”


  “I understand now,” said Rosalyn. “It’s a mercury golem!”


  The huge mass of animated mercury loomed above us like a living wave.


  I had fought a mercury golem exactly once before, during my escape with Riordan (then disguised as Rory Murdo) from the Royal Bank in Washington DC. Nicholas had done a good job of mapping the Bank’s defenses, but he had missed the mercury golem in the vaults, and it had nearly killed us all. That mercury golem had been the size of a human and had been able to shapeshift with blinding speed, changing from a thing with bladed arms to a tentacled monstrosity to a cheetah-like cat all in the space of an eyeblink.


  This golem was the size of a barn. I didn’t know how much that quantity of mercury weighed, but it had to be a lot. 


  “Slayer golem!” I snapped, pointing. “Fight that!”


  The slayer golem responded at once, unfolding into a creature that looked like a clockwork combination of a puma and a scorpion. It charged at the towering mercury golem, which barely moved. A tentacle of gleaming mercury the thickness of Riordan’s waist shot out of its center of mass, wrapped around the slayer golem, and cracked like a whip. 


  The slayer golem went flying head over tail and landed so far away in the ruined city that I didn’t even hear the crash. 


  The mercury golem surged forward like a tidal wave, and Riordan, Morvilind, Tyth, and I all cast spells at the creature. I unleashed a volley of eight lightning globes, blue-white and spitting sparks. Riordan hurled two lightning globes, and Tyth only managed one. Morvilind didn’t bother with lightning globes. He made a clawing gesture, and a bolt of lightning screamed out of the sky overhead and slammed into the mercury golem. The combined force (or amperage, come to think of it) of our lightning globes didn’t equal the amount of power in Morvilind’s lightning bolt, and the volley of magical lightning sent the mercury golem into a spastic, twisting dance. It was like watching a liquid spill from a container only to pour itself back in.


  But it shook off the lightning far quicker than I would have liked, and the golem recovered and surged forward, its chrome-like body splitting into dozens of tentacles. 


  “Scatter!” shouted Morvilind, and we retreated towards the stairs leading down to the city proper. Any other direction would have taken us too close to the waiting stone golems on their plinths, and that would be bad. I wasn’t sure we could get past the mercury golem. No way we could fight the mercury golem and dozens of stone golems at once. 


  “Can you throw that thing the way you did with the stone golem?” shouted Riordan to Morvilind.


  “I cannot,” said Morvilind. “Its mass is too great. I cannot generate sufficient telekinetic force to move it more than a few dozen yards. Miss Moran, the Nihlus Stone?”


  “It’s not ready yet…wait,” I said, as the Stone flashed and grew cold against my fingers. “I really hope this works!”


  I stopped as the golem advanced, its tentacles reaching for me. I realized that if the Nihlus Stone didn’t work on the mercury golem, those tentacles of liquid metal were going to tear me apart. Strangely, I was less worried for myself than for Riordan, for what would happen to him if he saw me die. He had lost his first wife and his only other long-term lover, and he might have to see me torn apart in front of him.


  I focused my will on the Nihlus Stone and cast a weak spell into it. 


  Again, the Stone exploded with a pulse of bluish-white haze, and I sent it coursing into the mercury golem. When I had used the Nihlus Stone on the slayer golem and the stone golems, they had sort of shut down. The stone golems had gone on standby, and the slayer golem had rebooted, and Morvilind had given me control over the thing.


  None of that happened with the mercury golem.


  Instead, the tentacles retracted, as did the mass of its body, and the golem became a massive mirrored sphere about a dozen yards across. It floated a few feet off the ground, revolving slowly, and I saw my distorted reflection in its surface. 


  “Uh.” I blinked a few times. “It turned into a giant floating ball. Okay.” 


  A ripple went through the smooth surface of the floating globe.


  “Damnation,” said Morvilind, glancing at his aetherometer. 


  “What?” said Riordan. 


  “The spells are embedded too deeply into the golem,” said Morvilind. Another ripple went through the sphere, followed by two more. “It is going to reboot itself and then attack. We need to find a way to disable it before…” His cold eyes went wide. “Do any of you know spells of elemental ice?”


  “No,” said Riordan, and Tyth shook her head.


  “I know a couple,” I said.


  “Then cast them now!” said Morvilind, turning to face the floating sphere. “Hasten!” 


  I shrugged and cast the ice spike spell, throwing as much power into it as I could manage. The ice spike punched into the sphere and sank into it, the mercury swallowing it whole. 


  And as it did, a portion of the sphere’s surface froze, a frosty patch covering the impact point.


  Huh. Hadn’t expected that.


  I started casting another ice spike, and Morvilind finished his spell. He lifted his hands, and a cone of howling white mist shot from his palms and washed over the mercury golem. Even standing a dozen paces from him, I felt the terrible chill radiating from that cone of howling mist. I ignored it and cast the ice spike spell again and again, throwing lances of ice into the sphere. They disappeared entirely into the freezing mist.


  Morvilind lowered his hands, and the mist faded away, and I saw that the mercury golem had frozen solid. The sphere no longer revolved, but quivered continuously, as if under strain.


  “Miss Moran, cast a Shield spell against kinetic force,” said Morvilind. “The rest of you, get behind her.”


  I didn’t hesitate but cast the Shield spell, as powerful and as large as I could make it. The half-dome of shimmering gray-white light appeared before me, and Riordan and Tyth stepped alongside me where I could cover them with the spell. Rosalyn remained where she was, but her helmet folded into place. Morvilind cast another spell, grimacing with concentration, the air around his hands shimmering and twisting with power.


  Then he stepped forward and made a pushing gesture.


  His strike of telekinetic force hit the sphere, and the mercury golem exploded into a billion frozen shards. 


  It was like watching someone shatter an ice cube with a hammer. There was a titanic tearing sound, and countless glittering shards of frozen mercury sprayed in all directions, many of them landing in the city. I felt hundreds of small contacts against my Shield, and I gritted my teeth as I strained to hold it in place. The frozen shards of mercury made clanging sounds as they bounced off Rosalyn’s armor. I still didn’t know what metal she had used to forge her armor, but it was stronger than frozen mercury. 


  At last the rain of metallic shards stopped, and I released my Shield spell and looked at Morvilind. He seemed tired, but as far as I could tell, he had been uninjured in the explosion. Maybe he had cast a Shield spell right behind that telekinetic blast.


  “That will not destroy the golem,” said Rosalyn, her voice metallic and dead as her helmet retracted into her armor. “It will be able to reconstitute itself once the mercury melts.”


  “Correct,” said Morvilind. “However, it will take several hours for the golem to reassemble itself. By then, we shall be long gone…”


  A rattling, metallic noise caught my ear, and we all whirled to look at the edge of the terrace. I half-expected to see that Morvilind had been wrong, that the mercury golem had already rebuilt itself.


  Instead, the slayer golem clambered back onto the terrace. It was in its centipede form, and as soon as it reached level ground, it shifted back into a sphere and rolled to my side. 


  “Damn,” I said. “You are a persistent little bastard, aren’t you?” I shook my head. “And I’m talking to an insane murder robot.” 


  “Come,” said Morvilind. “The Quantum Nihlus Stone awaits.”


  He turned towards the golden doors, and we followed him.




  Chapter 11: Widow


  



  We stopped a few feet from the golden doors, and I felt the magical power rolling off them like heat from a blast furnace. I wasn’t sure what kind of wards were on the doors, but they would kill anyone who tried to open them.


  But the power I felt radiating from those doors was nothing compared to what was behind them.


  The wards were powerful, but they weren’t strong enough to block the aura blazing from within the Final Temple. 


  I’ve mentioned before that after a century and a half in the Eternity Crucible I could sense magical auras without a spell if I concentrated, but I hardly needed to concentrate to sense this, just as I didn’t need to concentrate to know where the sun was in the sky. The power shone from within the Temple, and I felt it against my skin the same way I felt the magical energy surging through the Shadowlands when I had the misfortune to go there. 


  If that aura was coming from the Quantum Nihlus Stone…God, I didn’t even want to think about how powerful it was. 


  The Sky Hammer had almost destroyed New York but compared to the aura leaching through those doors the Sky Hammer seemed like a toy. 


  The Nihlus Stone shivered and flashed in my left hand.


  “We’re ready,” I said. 


  Morvilind nodded. “Break the wards upon the doors. The rest of you be ready to fight. The ancient Elves may have left additional guardians within the Final Temple.” 


  “Goody,” I said, then took a deep breath, lifted the Nihlus Stone, and activated it. I sent the Stone’s pulse right into the golden doors. The hieroglyphs carved into the gleaming metal flashed and went dark, and I felt the powerful aura of the wards drain away.


  “We are clear?” said Riordan.


  “Yes,” said Morvilind.


  He thrust the golden doors open and strode inside without hesitation, and we followed him.


  And inside the Final Temple, we saw…we saw…


  Dear God.


  In a lifetime filled with strange and terrifying sights, I had never seen anything quite like the Quantum Nihlus Stone.


  The interior of the Final Temple was beautiful in the same way that the azatothi city had been alien and disturbing. The floor was of polished green marble, the color so vivid it almost felt like walking upon frozen, mirror-smooth seawater. The walls were of the same white stone as the rest of the city, and the reliefs on them were so masterfully executed they looked almost lifelike. An actual fresco covered the domed ceiling. It had cracked and crumbled in places, but it had somehow survived the millennia, the colors still bright and vivid. I wasn’t sure, but I thought it was a religious scene, a depiction of God sending the Lord Protector to liberate the Elves from the tyranny of the Dark Ones. 


  A round dais waited in the center of the Temple, made from the same green stone. There were two stone pedestals before the dais that looked like podiums, except they faced the dais, and were covered with glowing Elven hieroglyphics. 


  The Quantum Nihlus Stone floated a dozen feet above the dais.


  The Stone was a sphere about twenty feet in diameter, maybe thirty. It was hard to tell because sections of it kept moving. It looked like the smaller Nihlus Stone that Rosalyn had created and that I now carried, with different sections sliding around each other like the bands of clouds on the planet Jupiter. 


  There were far more differences, though.


  For one, the Quantum Nihlus Stone was made of both crystal and green stone, the sections sliding around each other. Thousands upon thousands of Elven hieroglyphs had been carved into its surface, and every one of them glowed with gentle white light. I suppose I could have cast the spell of sensing magic to get a better read on the floating Stone, but I didn’t want to get a better understanding. It was alien and complex and powerful beyond my ability to understand. Ever since I had been a little girl and started my service to Morvilind, I had wanted power so I could break free of him. Now I had power, and I was shaken by the responsibility that came with it.


  But the Quantum Nihlus Stone was a power beyond anything I could comprehend. If you could master that power, control it for even a second…I suppose it would be like becoming God for a second. 


  You could do absolutely anything. Anything you wanted. 


  The thought made my skin crawl. When I had been young I had wanted power, but now I had it, and the burden of it haunted me. Because if I had made a single different decision over the last year and a half, if I had done a single thing differently, then Nicholas might have won. New York would be ashes and bones, and billions more would have died when the Sky Hammer’s nuclear blast knocked the Skythrone from the air. I would be dead. Russell would be dead. Riordan would be dead. 


  All of that would have happened if I had misused the tiny bit of power I now had.


  What would happen if someone misused the power of the Quantum Nihlus Stone? 


  I didn’t want to find out. 


  The others stared at the floating Stone. Tyth made no effort to hide her awe. Riordan just looked grim and cautious, which was probably the sanest response to the sight of the device. Even Morvilind looked…I couldn’t quite read the emotion on his gaunt face. Awed? Exultant? Determined? Maybe all three, or some other emotion I couldn’t quite understand.


  Rosalyn’s helmet retracted, and she stared at the Quantum Nihlus Stone with wide eyes. The sight of it seemed to have shocked her back to sanity, or at least lucidity. 


  “That’s it, isn’t it?” said Riordan.


  “Yes,” said Morvilind. For once he didn’t shoot a snide remark at Riordan. “The Quantum Nihlus Stone. At long, long last. I have sought this since before the Conquest. Since before your race discovered electricity and the internal combustion engine. And at last, it is within my reach.”


  “Why is it called a Quantum Nihlus Stone?” I said. 


  Morvilind took a few steps towards the floating sphere. “Are you familiar with the principle of quantum entanglement?”


  “Of course I’m not familiar with the principle of quantum entanglement,” I said, some exasperation leaking into my awe and fear. “You only taught me things that would be useful for burglary, and I’m pretty sure quantum entanglement, whatever the hell that is, isn’t useful for stealing artifacts.” 


  “It’s a theory in physics,” said Riordan, watching Morvilind. “Two separate particles can get linked on a quantum level. If one of the particles change, the other also changes, no matter the distance separating them.”


  “Okay,” I said, though I had no idea was a “quantum level” was. 


  “Some researchers thought they could use the concept to build an instantaneous and untraceable communication system,” said Rosalyn, “but the theories never panned out, and the technology didn’t exist or was impractically expensive.”


  I stared at her, surprised.


  She smiled, and she looked almost sane. “I was an electrical engineer after I stopped being a shadow agent.”


  “Oh.” I hadn’t known that.


  “Jason was an electrical engineer, too,” she murmured, gazing at the Stone. “We would have worked together at the same company.” 


  “The principle was sound,” said Morvilind, taking another step towards the Quantum Nihlus Stone and the two podiums. “And it can be applied to magical theory as well. That is the power of the Quantum Nihlus Stone, and that is why I have sought it for so long. One spell cast here, even a weak spell of limited power, can be applied to countless targets simultaneously.” 


  I might not know what a “quantum level” was, but I could still follow that train of thought to its logical conclusion. 


  “Then if you cast a spell on a single Archon,” I said, “you can cast a spell on all of them simultaneously.”


  “Correct,” said Morvilind. “Or, more precisely, on a Dark One-possessed Elf, since all the Archons have murdered sacrificial victims and bound Dark Ones to themselves. Once we have taken the Quantum Nihlus Stone to Kalvarion, we shall strike.”


  “Wait,” I said. “We have to take this thing to Kalvarion?”


  “All the Archons are on Kalvarion, or at least most of them,” said Morvilind. “The Stone’s power cannot reach beyond the bounds of a single world.”


  “We have to take this giant floating magic rock to the Elven homeworld?” I said, giving the Quantum Nihlus Stone a dubious look. I didn’t even want to think about what Tarsidhar’s umbra might look like. And for all I knew, it might take a thousand miles of Warded Way to travel from Tarsidhar from Kalvarion, assuming there even was a Warded Way. Given that it had taken Morvilind five hundred years to find Tarsidhar, it might be a safe guess that the Warded Way that led to Tarsidhar’s umbra might have been destroyed. 


  “Yes,” said Morvilind, his attention on the left-hand podium. Give how the hieroglyphs were arranged on its surface, I wondered if it was a control device for the Quantum Nihlus Stone itself. 


  “There’s no way we’re getting that thing through the Shadowlands,” I said. 


  “Also correct,” said Morvilind. “Fortunately, I have planned for…”


  A golden blur shot past my eyes.


  Before I could react, Rosalyn landed next to Morvilind, her boots ringing against the marble floor, and plunged her fateblade into his back. 


  It happened so quick. One moment Rosalyn had been staring at the Quantum Nihlus Stone with fascination. Then she had whirled and leaped, the power of her armor carrying her in a single bound to Morvilind’s side. I didn’t see it coming, and neither did Riordan or Tyth, but Morvilind did.


  Mostly. 


  He threw himself to the side at the last moment, casting a spell as he did. The blast of telekinetic force hit Rosalyn in the chest and threw her backward, armor and all, which also ripped the fateblade from Morvilind’s back, the black sword now red with his blood. Rosalyn hit the floor with a clang and slid away, and I caught a glimpse of her expression.


  She looked…surprised, more than anything. Maybe she hadn’t known that she was going to stab Morvilind until she had done it. If Rosalyn had been planning it, surely she would have put her armor’s helmet back into place. Perhaps talking about her husband had set her off at last.


  “My lord!” screamed Tyth, running to his side. 


  Morvilind fell to his knees with a grunt, his lips bared in a snarl, his cloak and robe already wet with blood from the wound. 


  Rosalyn staggered to her feet, and her confusion vanished into rage, pure molten rage. It was terrifying to see that fury erupt across her lined face. I could almost see her sanity melt away like ice in a furnace.


  “You killed my husband!” she howled, her eyes wide and bulging.


  “Wait!” I said. Part of me couldn’t believe that I was defending Kaethran Morvilind. “Wait! If you kill him, we’re trapped on Tarsidhar! We…”


  Rosalyn screamed and charged at Morvilind, raising the fateblade for a killing strike.


  A gunshot rang out, and Rosalyn staggered, blood flowing down the side of her neck. Tyth had produced a pistol and stood in a shooter’s stance, legs spread, both hands grasping the grip, her eyes hard but her lip trembling. Rosalyn let out a gurgling moan and fell to her knees, the fateblade falling from her hand with a clang.


  Tyth had shot her through the neck, right through the jugular and the throat. Rosalyn tried to say something, but no words came out, only blood. But I think she was saying something over and over again.


  “Jason.”


  She fell dead to the floor of the Final Temple, the gaunt face relaxed at last in death. 


  I looked at Riordan, and he seemed as stunned as I felt. Remember what I said about working with crazy people? 


  They’re really hard to predict.


  “Shit,” rasped Morvilind, grimacing. It was the first time I had ever heard him use a vulgarity. “Could not that pestilential woman have waited another hour?” 


  “Yeah, well, if you didn’t want her to stab you in the back then you shouldn’t have murdered her husband,” I snapped.


  “My lord,” said Tyth, “my lord, you are badly wounded, you must cast the regeneration spell at once…”


  “Too late for that,” said Morvilind. “The wounds of a fateblade upon the sword’s target cannot be healed.”


  And then he stood up.


  I blinked in surprise. There was golden light shimmering around Morvilind’s fingers, and a larger golden glow coming from the wound in his back. If he couldn’t heal the wound, why was he bothering to use the regeneration spell? Then I realized what he was doing. He couldn’t heal the wound, but he could keep it from killing him, so long as he kept a continuous stream of regeneration magic flowing through him.


  I knew how much the regeneration spell hurt, and I knew the effort it must have taken to heal his individual wounds on the Marneys’ couch. None of those wounds had been as serious as the one that Rosalyn had just dealt to him. He had to be in crippling agony, and most of his magical effort was going to preventing the wound from killing him.


  But he stood, grimacing slightly more than usual. 


  “My lord,” said Tyth. “What…what should we do?”


  “Time is very short,” said Morvilind, turning towards the podium on the left once more. The back of his robe and cloak were drenched with blood. God, he ought to be passed out from blood loss on the ground. “We must act with haste. Tythrilandria, Nadia, I shall require your assistance…”


  “Behind you!” snapped Riordan, his M-99 coming up.


  I whirled just in time to see dark shapes lunge through the opened doors of the Temple. There were four mutant wraithwolves, their eyes glowing with fire and flames dancing behind their fangs. With them came three Archons, two mutant, one normal, all three of them already casting spells.


  “Slayer golem!” I shouted, casting a spell. “Kill the wraithwolves!”


  The golem, which had sat motionless during Rosalyn’s attack, exploded into motion. It expanded into one of its battle forms, which looked like a wheeled tripod surrounded with buzzing saw blades, and hurtled towards the wraithwolves. Riordan snapped up his M-99 and squeezed the trigger, and one of the Archons fell dead. Tyth disappeared beneath her Cloak spell, her shotgun in hand. The two remaining Archons joined their powers and cast a spell, throwing at lance of fire at Morvilind as he stood grasping the podium.


  I stepped between Morvilind and the Archons, finishing my Shield spell. A half-dome of reddish-orange light appeared in front of me. The Archons’ fiery lance slammed into my Shield and winked out of existence, and I summoned more magic. I cast my own fire spell and sent a sphere of flame whirling towards the Archons even as more mutant wraithwolves surged through the Temple doors. My fireball exploded at the feet of the Archons, and the explosion killed one of them. The other cast a Shield spell of his own in time, and it soaked up the force of the blast. 


  The Archon started another spell, but Tyth appeared out of nothingness and blew him away with her shotgun. I started to yell for her to take cover as the wraithwolves poured through the doors, but the slayer golem was already there.


  About three seconds later, all the wraithwolves were dead, and the golem came to a halt, its saw blades whirring as they spun.


  “How the hell did the Archons get here?” I said. “I thought they couldn’t follow us.”


  Morvilind did not answer. He was still grasping that stone podium. Maybe he needed the podium to help him stay standing, but he was also casting spells into it, jabbing the hieroglyphs as he did so.


  “Morvilind was wrong about handling Rosalyn,” said Riordan, jogging to my side. “Guess he was wrong about this as well. Let’s take a look.”


  We ran onto the terrace outside the Temple, Tyth following us, and looked over the ruined city.


  In the distance, in the plaza where we had first arrived, I saw a harsh blue glow. It was the same light the activated Trinity Gate had given off. Prince Valcander might not have possessed a Cruciform Eye, but he was still an archmage, and he must have worked out how to open the Trinity Gate and follow us. I saw Archons pouring into the avenue from the plaza, along with the usual assortment of Shadowlands creatures – wraithwolves, anthrophages, bloodrats, and cowlspawn.


  A half dozen cytospawn floated above the plaza, and I saw a dark shape rise above them.


  It was Prince Valcander, using his mastery of telekinesis to fly. 


  “We have to act now,” said Riordan. “They’ll attack the Temple in strength in another moment.” 


  “Golem,” I said. “Guard these doors. Kill anything that tries to enter.”


  The golem rolled forward and planted itself in front of the doors. Riordan, Tyth, and I ran to the podium where Morvilind stood. As we did, a shudder went through the floor, and a faint hum started to rise from somewhere within the Final Temple. I felt a surge of magical power, and I wondered if the Archons had launched an attack, or if the Quantum Nihlus Stone had activated. 


  No. Something within the Temple itself was coming to life.


  “The Archons,” croaked Morvilind, casting another spell into the podium. The floor shivered again. “How many?”


  “Several hundred at least,” said Riordan. “As many Shadowlands creatures. Valcander himself is here. They’ll attack any minute.”


  Morvilind nodded. “Valcander was always a clever boy.” 


  “We can’t fight that many,” I said. “Especially if you’re wounded. We need to escape.”


  “Yes,” said Morvilind, “and we are going to escape right now. Tythrilandria, I need the Cruciform Eye.”


  She nodded, reached into her coat, and passed him the blue-glowing Eye. Morvilind took it with both hands, leaning against the podium for support. Sweat glittered on his face, and while he was always pale, the pallor had taken on a deathly gray-like tinge. 


  “I require all my concentration to hold the regeneration spell and to focus the Cruciform Eye,” said Morvilind. “Nadia Moran, you will need to control the instrument of our escape.”


  “What instrument?” I said. “The Quantum Nihlus Stone?”


  “No,” said Morvilind. “The Final Temple itself.”


  “The Final Temple?” I said, shooting another glance at the doors. Nothing had tried to force its way into the Temple yet, but the Archons were on their way. “How the hell are we going to use the Final Temple to escape?”


  His cold smile returned, out of place with his growing weakness. “You have seen the Skythrone?”


  “Obviously I’ve seen the Skythrone,” I said. “Several times. I was directly under it in New York. You would have gotten crushed by it if the Sky Hammer…if the Sky Hammer…”


  My brain caught up with my mouth and my racing emotions. The Skythrone was the High Queen’s seat, her mobile capital that could move anywhere she wished across Earth. It floated about a mile off the ground thanks to powerful spells, the city itself sitting on a disk of stone like a diorama upon a platter. 


  Come to think of it, the Final Temple was sitting on a giant round stone platform. I had thought it was just a platform or a terrace, but if it wasn’t…


  “Wait,” I said. “The Final Temple can fly?”


  “Correct,” said Morvilind. “And you are going to fly it.”


  “I don’t even know how to fly a helicopter, let alone a giant freaking block of stone,” I said.


  “There is no time, and neither Tythrilandria or MacCormac have the magical skill to do so,” said Morvilind. “It is no different than the levitation and minor telekinetic spells I taught you. Simply on a larger scale.”


  “Shit,” I said, but he was right. “Fine. What do I do?”


  “You two,” said Morvilind, nodding at Tyth and Riordan. “Cover the Temple entrance. Some of the Archons will arrive before we become airborne. Let the slayer golem deal with the Shadowlands creatures. Focus on the Archons. They will be overconfident in their magic, and will not think to defend themselves against firearms and Shadowlands-forged bullets until it is too late.”


  “I have been in a fight before, thank you,” said Riordan.


  “Then prove it,” said Morvilind, turning back to me. “Nadia, cast the spell to sense the presence of magic and focus it upon the podium.”


  I nodded and worked the spell, a little disturbed that he was using my first name. He had never done that on a regular basis before. Though given that Rosalyn had stabbed him through a lung, maybe he needed to conserve his breath. I focused the spell on the podium, and I felt the complex magic wrapped into the stone. It was linked to the powerful spells layered over the Final Temple and the ancient wards that defended the structure and controlled the golems. 


  I realized two things.


  First, I could control the stone golems from here. With a thought, I activated the golems and instructed them to attack anyone approaching the Temple. That would slow down the Archons. 


  Second, the wards binding the Temple included massive spells of telekinetic force.


  Spells that I could control from here as if I had cast them. 


  “The golems are moving, my lord!” shouted Tyth.


  “It’s all right!” I said, my voice sounding thick in my ears. “I told them to attack the Archons!”


  A half-second later I heard the clang of the slayer golem leaping into motion, the roar of Riordan’s M-99 as he sent quick bursts of automatic fire from the weapon, the boom of Tyth’s shotgun. I wanted to turn and help them, but I didn’t dare turn my attention from the podium and my link to it.


  “Now,” said Morvilind. “Levitate the Temple.”


  I took a deep breath, focused my will on the levitation spell binding the Final Temple, and commanded it to rise.


  And to my astonishment, the Final Temple started to float.


  A shudder went through the floor, and some dust fell from the fresco in the ceiling. I heard the rasp of stone again stone and sweat beaded on my forehead as I concentrated. But the spell was working. I felt the Final Temple rising as its platform floated into the air.


  This was confirmed a second later when the walls of the Temple disappeared.


  I gasped and almost fell over, grabbing the stone podium to stay upright as Morvilind had done a moment earlier. I realized that the walls hadn’t actually disappeared. I could still see them with my eyes of flesh. But my link to the podium was feeding me information from the warding spells that armored the Temple and its platform, and those spells put the information into my brain without needing to bother my eyeballs and my optic nerves.


  Poor Rosalyn hadn’t been exaggerating when she said that the ancient Elves had been artificers of transcendent skill.


  Through the wards, I saw in three hundred and sixty degrees at once, which was giving me a headache. But I saw that the Temple’s platform had risen nearly twenty yards into the air, that it was floating higher and faster. Nearly a hundred Archons had made it onto the platform before it had taken flight, and they had been gathering to rush the Temple’s doors when I had armed the stone golems. Just as well that I had done so. The Archons and their horde of Shadowlands creatures would have overwhelmed us in a hurry, but they hadn’t been prepared to fight a score of stone golems, and the magical creatures were butchering their way through the Archons. 


  Even so, Riordan and Tyth were putting up a terrific fight. The slayer golem dealt with any Shadowlands creatures, but some Archons managed to get past them to attack. Riordan gunned them down with quick bursts of his M-99, and Tyth disappeared and reappeared as she cast her Cloak spell, shooting Archons in the back with blasts from her shotgun.


  And through it all, I saw the dark shape of Prince Valcander hovering over the plaza, watching the fight. If he realized that Morvilind was incapacitated, we were in trouble.


  “Higher!” said Morvilind, staring into the Cruciform Eye. “We need to go higher!” 


  He started casting a spell, pouring magical power into the Eye. That meant his attention turned from his regeneration spell, and he started to shake, flecks of blood flying from his lips as he wheezed.


  “How high?” I said.


  More gunfire roared behind me as Riordan shot another Archon. He paused long enough to shove another magazine into his weapon and then opened fire again. 


  “A hundred meters at a minimum!” said Morvilind. “As high as you can take us.”


  I gritted my teeth and focused my will upon the Temple’s telekinetic wards, forcing the stone platform to rise ever higher. Morvilind dropped to one knee, gasping, his cold eyes glittering as he stared into the Cruciform Eye. Whatever spell he was casting was taking most of his strength, and I realized he was only using the minimum amount of regeneration magic to keep himself from dying. Maybe he had miscalculated, and the strain would kill him, and then Valcander would kill us all.


  Morvilind gave a hoarse cry of triumph and surged to his feet, holding the Eye before him, fresh golden light flowing along his fingers as he turned his strength to the regeneration spell once more.


  “Behold!” he said. “The power of an unlocked Cruciform Eye!”


  Outside the Temple, a sheet of blue fire appeared. It shimmered and rippled, spreading wider and wider, and then folded along some invisible axis. Through the shimmering field of blue fire, I saw snow-capped mountains and a broad plain with a river flowing through it.


  “Where the hell is that?” I said. “That doesn’t look like the Shadowlands.”


  “It is Kalvarion,” said Morvilind. “The Cruciform Eye was the key to unlock the Trinity Gate, but the Eye was in turn unlocked by the Gate, and its full powers are now available. And one of those powers is to open a Great Gate between worlds, allowing instantaneous travel between two worlds without traversing the Shadowlands.” There was another volley of gunfire behind me as Riordan shot down the last of the Archons remaining on the platform. “Take us through the Great Gate. Swiftly!”


  I gritted my teeth, concentrated, and sent the colossal mass of the Final Temple drifting towards the rift that Morvilind had torn open in the sky. Drifting was the best I could do. The Skythrone could travel anywhere on Earth, but a giant floating city isn’t exactly a speed demon, and the Final Temple was no faster. I urged the floating platform towards the rift as fast as I could manage. The Archons might not be able to fly, but Valcander could, and I had no doubt the Archon leader could take all four of us without much trouble. 


  “That’s the last of them,” said Riordan, and I heard him and Tyth jog up behind me. “Now what?”


  “Well,” I said, “Morvilind used the Cruciform Eye to open a Great Gate directly to Kalvarion, and I’m going to fly through it.”


  “And then at last,” said Morvilind, gazing at the revolving mass of the Quantum Nihlus Stone, “we shall have victory.” 


  “Assuming Valcander doesn’t blast us out of the sky first,” I said, trying to force the Temple to fly faster. Just a little further to the gate…


  Then I discovered that I had been wrong about something.


  Dozens of dark specks rose from the ruined city, purple light and shadow flaring behind them in the forms of wings. The dark shapes were Archons, and the purple light and shadow was the power of their Dark Ones, manifesting into the material world. 


  And as it happened, the Archons could indeed fly.


  Dozens of them soared toward the Final Temple, and I saw the dark shape of Valcander gliding towards us with deadly majesty, his gold-trimmed black cloak flaring around him. 


  “That’s not good,” I said. “The Archons are chasing us. Can the stone golems fight off Valcander?”


  “For a time,” said Morvilind. He coughed, more droplets of blood spattering across his hand. “But he will have the strength to overpower enough of them that his Archons will storm the Temple.”


  “Not if I have anything to say about it,” I said. 


  I sent a final effort of will into the telekinetic wards, and the Final Temple slid through the Great Gate.




  Chapter 12: Homeworld


  



  Passing through a Great Gate felt just as unsettling as stepping through the Trinity Gate.


  Except more so. I had walked through the Trinity Gate. I was passing through the Great Gate atop tens of thousands of tons of flying rock kept airborne by ancient magical spells. 


  That added a bit of unease to the whole experience.  


  But the disorientation and whirling sense of dislocation passed, and I kept my grip on the spells controlling the Final Temple. Fear of falling to my death made for an excellent motivator, let me tell you. 


  Then the Final Temple soared through the Great Gate, and I came to the Elven homeworld of Kalvarion.


  It…well, it didn’t look all that different from Earth.


  There were a few differences. The sky was much greener, for one thing, just as Tarsidhar’s sky had been orange and Mars’s sky had been red. All the vegetation I could see had a bluish tint to it, and the landscape seemed to have a green overlay, probably because of the sky. Yet the snow-capped mountains in the distance could have come from any number of mountain ranges on Earth. The Final Temple was soaring over a broad plain bisected by a wide, sluggish river. 


  Over to our right, I saw a gravel road that led to a large encampment ringed in an earthwork wall topped with wooden spikes. There were dozens of tents within the wall, and I saw hundreds of Elves working on a modern-looking highway a few hundred yards from the camp. Around the camp were dozens of spots of disturbed earth. Were the Elves digging at random on the plain?


  The answer came to me with a chill.


  I was looking at one of the Archon forced-labor camps. The Elves working on the highway were slaves overseen by Archons. 


  The circles of disturbed earth were mass graves, where the Archons buried slaves who had been worked to death. 


  Dear God. I knew the High Queen was harsh, and I didn’t like the Punishment Day videos or the fact that she allowed slavery. But there wasn’t anything like this on Earth, and Tarlia crushed any government that tried to enslave its neighbors. Several times during my lifetime, in fact, the Caliphate and the Imamate had tried to go to war with each other, only for the High Queen to shut them down and execute their leaders until they took the hint and stopped. 


  Ashes and bones. That was what she had meant. The Archons were turning Kalvarion to a graveyard of ashes and bones, and they would do the same to Earth one day unless they were stopped.


  “Is this Kalvarion?” said Riordan. I risked a look back at him and saw that he was staring through the opened doors of the Temple. The snow-clad mountains were visible through the doors, stark against the green sky.


  “Yeah,” I said. 


  “I grew up in those mountains,” said Tyth in a soft voice. Her tone was an odd contrast to the harsh metallic noises her shotgun made as she reloaded the weapon. “I haven’t been here in a long time.”


  “Put us on the ground,” said Morvilind, leaning against the podium. “As fast as you can without killing us. The local Archons will have been alerted to our presence, and…”


  Blue fire pulsed across the sky as I obeyed and began lowering the Final Temple to the earth of Kalvarion. I looked (well, the wards looked) in the direction of the blue fire as I did, and I saw a disquieting sight. 


  The Great Gate had ripped back open. 


  “Morvilind,” I said. 


  He looked up. I wondered if he could see through the walls.


  Black specks began flying through the Great Gate, wings of shadow and purple fire stretching behind them. The Archons had pursued us through the Great Gate. 


  “How the hell did they do that?” I said.


  “Something as powerful as the Great Gate leaves a resonance,” said Morvilind, looking around the Temple. “Valcander must have been able to capture the resonance and reopen the Gate long enough to follow us. Tythrilandria, bring me Madero’s fateblade. Quickly! Nadia, the Final Temple must be touching Kalvarion’s soil before we can use the Quantum Nihlus Stone. Get us to land as quickly as possible. As soon as you get the Final Temple on the ground, join me at the Quantum Nihlus Stone’s control pedestal. MacCormac, guard the doors. Tythrilandria, assist him as soon as you get me the fateblade. Move! We have only moments!” 


  Riordan grimaced and turned to face the doors, reloading his M-99. Tyth sprinted for Rosalyn’s corpse, her shotgun in one hand. Morvilind turned and staggered to the second podium, the one that apparently controlled the Quantum Nihlus Stone. He barely made it, and almost collapsed against it. I saw the harsh golden glow coming from the wound in his back. The regeneration spell was keeping the wound from killing him, but that spell also required a tremendous amount of effort.


  And even the stamina of Kaethran Morvilind would not last forever. 


  As soon as Morvilind’s concentration wavered, I realized, he was going to die. 


  Tyth ran to his side and passed him the fateblade. Morvilind nodded his thanks, took the weapon, and leaned it against the side of the podium. Then he set the Cruciform Eye on the podium, concentrated, and started casting spells into it. He stumbled several times and had to grab the podium to keep his balance. My initial impulse was to help him, but if I broke my concentration, we were all going to die when the Final Temple slammed into Kalvarion like a meteor. 


  Gunfire started roaring behind us, the chatter of Riordan’s M-99 and the boom of Tyth’s shotgun. The Archons were here. I risked a quick look through the wards of the Temple and saw the stone golems charging to battle the Archons as they landed on the platform. The golems did an effective job of fighting the Archons, but several of them rushed past the golems and stormed into the Temple. 


  I gritted my teeth, lowering the Temple to the ground of Kalvarion as fast as I dared. We hadn’t been all that high up when we had come through the Great Gate, and now we were only thirty yards above the ground. But we were descending slowly, too slowly, and I saw more and more Archons converging on the Temple entrance. The stone golems couldn’t hold them all back, and the slayer golem wouldn’t fight Elves.


  “Kaethran!” 


  Valcander’s voice boomed out of the sky like thunder, driven to titanic volume by a spell.


  “It’s over, Kaethran!” said Valcander. “You’ve run and run for all these centuries, but you’ve been run to bay at last. Can you not see that I am right, that the Dark Ones are right? All things must end in entropy. The universe is a broken clock winding down to its final failure. God made a mistake in calling forth the cosmos, and we shall correct that error.”


  Fifteen yards were left. I ignored Valcander’s ongoing oration about nihilism and focused on lowering the Final Temple. The sounds of gunfire filled my ears, along with Valcander’s booming speech. I wondered if Valcander had ever met Nicholas. Probably not – the two of them would have talked each other to death. Pity. 


  A mob of Archons forced their way past the stone golems, rushing towards the doors. There were at least twenty of them, and there was no way Riordan and Tyth could hold them all back. 


  Five yards were left. 


  “Guys!” I screamed. “Brace yourselves! I’m going to let it drop!”


  I released the spells holding the Final Temple aloft, and the huge weight slammed the remaining distance into the ground.


  It wasn’t as bad as I had feared, but it was still pretty bad.


  The entire Temple heaved like we were in an earthquake. The floor jerked beneath me, and I stumbled and landed hard, remembering to tuck my shoulder and roll so I didn’t crack my head open on the floor. More dust fell from the ceiling, along with a few pieces of the ancient fresco, but no cracks appeared in the wall, and the dome didn’t collapse.


  Man. Those ancient Elven artificers might have been skilled, but their engineers had been pretty damned good as well. 


  Riordan and Tyth had been ready for the impact, so they had weathered it well. The Archons had not, and the landing had thrown them from their feet. Riordan charged into their midst, firing his carbine as fast as he could. Tyth did likewise, her shotgun roaring. I cast a spell, hurling a thumb-sized sphere of flame that shot across the Temple and slammed into the forehead of an Archon. The sphere zipped back and forth, and I killed seven stunned Archons before the spell lost its power.


  Then I ran to Morvilind and the control podium for the Quantum Nihlus Stone.


  “Behold, Kaethran!” thundered Valcander. “I shall come, and I shall show you the triumph of entropy with my own hands.” 


  I really wished he would shut up.


  I reached the podium as Morvilind got back to his feet. The fateblade had fallen to the floor next to the podium, but the Cruciform Eye had stayed in place. Morvilind grasped the podium and cast a final spell, and a thrum went through the air. The Quantum Nihlus Stone began spinning faster and faster, and the power radiating from it redoubled. It flashed, and a ribbon of blue fire leaped from it and touched Morvilind. He flinched a little, but the fire seemed to do him no harm.


  He had just connected himself to the Quantum Nihlus Stone. 


  “The time has come,” said Morvilind, and he reached into his robe. 


  “What do I need to do?” I said. There was an explosion behind me, and for an awful instant I feared that Riordan was dead, but I still heard the chatter of his M-99.


  Morvilind drew out his hand, and my blood froze when I saw what he held. 


  It was a stone tablet just slightly smaller than both my palms together. Like the size of a fancy bathroom tile. Cuneiform covered its surface, and I felt a chill of dark magic. 


  I also felt a chill of recognition. 


  I had stolen that tablet for Morvilind a very long time ago. That had been the night I had spoken with Riordan for the first time. The first time I had kissed him, though that had been a ruse to throw off Paul McCade’s guards. It was a ritual tablet of the Dark Ones, designed to allow a cultist to summon a Dark One without much expenditure of magical power.


  All it took was a little blood.


  Even as the thought crossed my mind, Morvilind smeared his own blood across the cuneiform on the tablet, and the symbols blazed with purple fire and shadow. Dark magic pulsed from the tablet, and Morvilind let out a grunt as his eyes began to glow with purple fire.


  He had just summoned a Dark One into his flesh. 


  Sheer horror froze me for an instant. All this time, all these years, Morvilind had been claiming to fight the Dark Ones. Had that been a lie the entire time? Had he been secretly allied with Valcander, setting all this up from the beginning? 


  Rage thrust aside my horror. If Morvilind had lied, then he had led me and Riordan to our deaths. I would kill him for that. Once, the thought of striking Morvilind would have been inconceivable, but I was so much stronger now, and he was on death’s door. All I had to do was to hit him hard enough to disrupt his concentration and break the regeneration spell, and that would finish him off.


  “Now!” shouted Morvilind. “Take the fateblade and strike me down! Now!”


  “What?” I said.


  “Take the fateblade and strike me down!” Morvilind said. “The moment has come! Do it now!”


  The urgency in his voice filled my mind, and I stooped and seized the hilt of Rosalyn’s black sword. It was as heavy as it looked, and a peculiar vibration went through the hilt. My fingers started to tingle as if I had rubbed a toxic chemical on them, and I had the distinct impression that holding the sword for too long would prove unhealthy. 


  Why was Morvilind asking me to kill him?


  I saw the ribbon of fire flowing out of the Quantum Nihlus Stone and into him, and all at once I understood.


  Quantum entanglement. Morvilind had said that the great Stone’s power would let the effects of a single spell cast here multiply across the face of the entire world. He was linked to the Stone, and he had possessed himself with a Dark One.


  And if I killed a Dark One-possessed Elf while he was linked to the Quantum Nihlus Stone…


  “Strike!” said Morvilind. “Now, before it is too late!”


  I raised the awful sword, but I hesitated. 


  I hated Morvilind, I had always hated him. He had kept his word to me, healing Russell every year, but he had brutalized me, turned me into the kind of woman capable of doing the things I had done. And that, it seemed, was the least of his crimes. His arrogance in dealing with the Forerunner had nearly destroyed New York and the rest of Earth. And he had calmly admitted to murdering thousands of slaves in the darkness beneath his mansion over the centuries. 


  And yet I had known him for longer than anyone else in my life save for Russell, and something inside me, something deep down, recoiled at striking him down in cold blood. 


  No matter how much I wanted to do it. 


  There was another explosion behind me, and I shot a look over my shoulder. I saw Riordan and Tyth go sliding over the floor, pushed aside by telekinetic force. Prince Valcander strode into the Final Temple, elemental fire cracking around his fingers.


  “This is the end, Kaethran!” he said, a wide smile on his beautiful, terrible face. “The end of your quest, and the end of…”


  “Strike!” hissed Morvilind, his face contorting. “This is your last chance! Save your brother! Save your fiancée! Save your world! Strike now, before it is too late!”


  Valcander continued striding towards us, gloating. 


  I thrust the fateblade into Morvilind’s chest with all my strength.


  
 

  




  Chapter 13: Quantum


  



  The fateblade was a heavy sword, and while I was in good shape, I’m not all that large. I didn’t have the muscle mass to hit as hard as, say, Riordan. But the sword was sharp and well-made, and the glowing blade sank three or four inches into Morvilind’s chest. 


  That was more than enough.


  The fateblade shivered in my hands and dissolved into smoke, its destiny fulfilled at last, and revealed the ugly wound I had punched into Morvilind’s chest.


  Valcander’s mocking laughter filled my ears, and I turned as the First Citizen of the Archons strode towards me. I saw Riordan and Tyth getting to their feet behind him. They were both still alive, thank God.


  “Killed by one of your own pet apes, eh, Kaethran?” said Valcander. “How fitting. Have you decided to join me, Worldburner? There are more worlds for you to burn, and…”


  His speech came to an abrupt halt, and a puzzled frown went over his face. I saw him look at the ribbon of blue flame, at the purple fires dancing in Morvilind’s eyes, at the mortal wound in Morvilind’s chest. 


  “You always talked too much,” croaked Morvilind, and he collapsed, slumped against the side of the stone podium.



  And I saw the horrified comprehension go over Valcander’s face.


  He started to cast a spell, but in the same instant, the glow of the Quantum Nihlus Stone changed from blue to the harsh crimson light that had sheathed Rosalyn’s fateblade. 


  And then it flashed, and the light exploded outwards in all directions. 


  It became the same glowing haze that the Nihlus Stone in my pocket produced, except crimson, and there was so much more. It howled through the chamber with terrific speed, and Valcander just had time to cast a Shield spell. The red haze swept through both his Shield and his body without slowing.


  And as it did, a portion of his chest began to glow crimson.


  The exact same spot, as it happened, where I had stabbed Morvilind.


  Valcander just had time to scream once, and then he fell dead to the floor of the Final Temple. The light had burned a fist-sized crater into his chest, turning his heart to ashes.


  The crimson light swept out from the Temple and rushed across the face of Kalvarion.


  



  ###


  



  


  Later, once the dust had settled, I found out that every single living Elf on Kalvarion had seen that crimson haze rush past them. Most of the Elves (and the Archons’ orcish mercenaries) were untouched by the light and had no idea what it was.


  But the Archons it touched, every single Archon, fell dead, fist-sized craters burned into their chests.


  In the space of the five seconds it took for the crimson light to wash over Kalvarion, something like twenty-three million Archons died.


  I killed twenty-three million Archons. 



  Oh, I could say it was Morvilind’s doing. He had as much responsibility for it as I did. Probably more, since it was his plan and his work. But I still bore that responsibility. I’m the one who stabbed him, and I knew (or at least suspected) what would happen when I did. I made that choice. The responsibility for those deaths was as much mine as his.


  If Nicholas had detonated the Sky Hammer in New York, the blast would have killed fifteen million.


  I killed twenty-three million.


  And I don’t regret it at all. 


  If I had to do it all over again, I would.


  Each one of those Archons had killed an innocent victim to summon a Dark One and employ its power. Each one of those Archons had done it with their own hands. Probably some half-starved wretch from the labor camps. Oh, and speaking of the labor camps, when the High Queen had fled for Earth, Kalvarion had a population of just over nine billion.


  On the day that Morvilind and I killed the Archons, the day that came to be called the Mage Fall, do you know what Kalvarion’s population was?


  Less than a billion.


  The Archons had killed all the rest, either to feed their Dark Ones or to put down revolts. And given how long Elves live and how slowly they have children, that was about the space of three generations. Imagine if Earth’s population had been reduced by eighty-eight percent in the space of three generations. 


  I killed those Archons. I killed them all. But it wasn’t murder.


  I think it was justice. 


  Russell told me once that there’s a verse in the Bible that says the blood of the innocent cries out to God for vengeance. On the day of the Mage Fall, maybe God used Morvilind and me to deliver that vengeance. They say that God’s mercy is infinite, but maybe God’s mercy only lasts until the final moment of your life, when you can no longer repent. 


  On that day, twenty-three million Archons ran out of time.


  I don’t regret that, and I would do it again.


  But I pray to God that I never, ever have that kind of power again.


  



  ###


  



  The crimson haze howled out of the Final Temple, leaving Valcander and his Archons dead in their wake.


  The silence that had fallen over the Temple seemed shocking by comparison. Over a score of dead Archons lay piled near the door, slain where the Quantum Nihlus Stone’s power had killed them. Riordan ran towards me, and Tyth sprinted past me to fall on her knees next to Morvilind. 


  “You’re not hurt?” I said.


  Riordan shook his head, the darkness of his Shadowmorph fading from his eyes. “No. You?”


  “I’m fine,” I said. “I…”


  I heard Tyth weeping, and I turned to see her kneeling next to Morvilind, clutching his hand.


  “My lord,” she said. “My lord, you were victorious. The Archons have been destroyed. You have saved our people at last.”


  It occurred to me that Morvilind could have used Tyth for this, that he could have summoned the Dark One into her and killed her on the Quantum Nihlus Stone, but he hadn’t. He had taken the burden on himself.


  Then his eyes fluttered open, the purple fire gone, their usual cold blue restored.


  “My lord,” said Tyth, sniffling, “we can get help, we…”


  “I am finished, Tythrilandria,” said Morvilind. “I told you, did I not, that we would bring vengeance upon the Archons? I have done my duty, and I die victorious. No man can ask for more.” He took a ragged breath. “Wretched indeed is the man who dies without one woman to weep for him.” 


  I didn’t say anything.


  Morvilind took a shaking breath, made a sharp gesture, and cast one final spell. The Cruciform Eye on the podium glowed brighter, and then its color changed from cold blue to sharp white. 


  “I have opened one final Great Gate outside this Temple,” rasped Morvilind. “It will lead to Earth, just outside Milwaukee. It will allow you to return home, and it will remain permanently open. The destinies of Earth and Kalvarion are now joined, as are the destinies of the Elves and humanity. Go tell the High Queen what happened here. Remember that our races can only survive if they fight alongside each other.” His eyes turned to me, and he almost smiled. “Well, Nadia? No clever remark for once?”


  I didn’t know what to say. 


  Too many emotions were surging through my head. I hated him. I admired him. He had subjected me to a childhood that was abusive by any definition of the word, and if he hadn’t, a lot of people would have died. He had murdered and broken so many people, and he had just ended a centuries-long war by killing the guilty and sparing the innocent. How many people have ever done that? He was the monster who had made Rosalyn Madero into the tortured soul that she had been, and he was the man who had won the war with the Archons.



  I couldn’t reconcile all the conflicting emotions. 


  “Guess you won,” I said at last.


  “Remember,” rasped Morvilind. He pointed at my left wrist, where Jeremy Shane’s ID tags rested against my skin. “Remember what I have told you. The burden passes to you now, to you and Tyth and the High Queen. You must guard the Elves and mankind against the Dark Ones.”


  I met his eyes. “I will.”



  “I know,” whispered Morvilind. He almost smiled again. “It was what I trained you to do.” 


  His last breath escaped his lips, and Kaethran Morvilind, the greatest archmage of the Elves, died at last.


  Tyth bowed her head and wept. 


  We stood in silence for a long time.


  “We shouldn’t stay here,” said Riordan. “We should see if that Great Gate is really there, and the High Queen must be told. And there could be dangers other than Archons of Kalvarion.”


  “Yes,” said Tyth. She sniffled, wiped at her silver eyes, and got to her feet. “Yes, you are right.”


  “Tyth,” I said. “I’m…I’m sorry.”


  Tyth took a deep breath. “Do not be. He died well. May we all die victoriously when God decrees that our time is finished.” She wiped more tears from her eyes. “I know you hated him, I know he…he trained you roughly, but…”


  “Don’t,” I said. “What’s done is done, and we have work to do. We have to tell the High Queen.”


  “Yes,” said Tyth. “Lead the way, Nadia Moran.”


  We left the Final Temple and the Quantum Nihlus Stone and stepped onto the terrace. I told the slayer golem to follow me. All the stone golems had been destroyed in the fighting, possibly in the landing, and dead Archons lay scattered across the platform. I looked over the blue-tinted plain and the river flowing from the mountains. At the base of the stairs to the Temple’s platform, I saw the Great Gate, a sheet of white light thirty yards square, and beyond I could make out a…cornfield, was that it?


  Some farmer in Wisconsin was about to get a big surprise.


  “Look,” murmured Tyth.


  I turned and saw hundreds of Elves approaching, ragged, gaunt, and filthy. I wondered where they had come from, and then realized they had escaped from the labor camp. All their guards had just died, after all. 


  We stopped at the edge of the Temple platform and looked down at them. 


  “What…what has happened?” said a gaunt old Elven man.


  “The Archons are destroyed,” I said. “The High Queen will return to rule Kalvarion once more.”


  I had never seen an Elf weep for joy before, but I did that day. 




  Chapter 14: Let’s Ride The Storm Together


  



  A lot of things happened in that July and August of Conquest Year 316 (or 2329 AD, according to the old calendar). 


  The Mage Fall, as the destruction of the Archons came to be known, happened on July 22nd. 


  But no one knew about it for two and a half weeks.


  Well, the High Queen knew, because Riordan and Tyth and I told her about it. Russell and the Marneys knew because it was only fair after we had disappeared on them. But no hint of it appeared on the news, no trace of it at all. Most of the news coverage still dealt with the aftermath of the battle in New York. To all intents and purposes, it was as if nothing had happened. 


  Then, on August 9th, the world changed.


  The High Queen announced the Day of Return.



  Everyone knew what the Day of Return was, the day the High Queen would at last conquer the Archons and return in triumph to Kalvarion. Human and Elven society had been striving towards it for years. Every news channel, every TV station, every radio station, and every website proclaimed the Day of Return. Mass celebrations broke out across the world. Every town large enough to support a population of veterans organized parades. 


  Also, on the same day, every single congress, parliament, general assembly, legislature, and senate in the world sent petitions to the High Queen, begging her in the name of humanity to continue to rule over Earth, to prevent the return of the bloody global wars and frequent genocides that had marked the century before the Conquest.


  The High Queen, of course, graciously consented.


  I wonder how long it had taken her and her lords to orchestrate that. Probably most of the two weeks after the destruction of the Archons. But, then, it could be worse. If the Elves left us to our own devices, most of Europe and Africa and Asia would erupt into war before the week was out. 


  Better to have Tarlia ruling the Earth instead of someone like Valcander. 



  So, the High Queen became the sovereign of two worlds, Earth and Kalvarion, ruling both Elves and humanity, both worlds joined by easy access through Morvilind’s Great Gate. Something new was going to arise. Neither Earth nor Kalvarion could become what they had been before the Conquest.


  The Elven nobles had held Earth in stasis for centuries, but change was coming.


  Morvilind had seen to that. 


  Of course, the coverage of the Day of Return filled every news channel and publication for months after. I saw clips of the High Queen accepting the unconditional surrender of the remnants of the Archon government. There were reports (highly edited and redacted) of how with the High Queen's permission Kaethran Morvilind had heroically undertaken a daring mission, unleashing the Mage Fall and freeing both mankind and the Elves from the menace of the Archons. Kalvarion was going to need a lot of rebuilding, and there were enormous opportunities for human companies to assist in that work. Some people were going to make vast fortunes helping the Elves reconstruct their homeworld. 


  Change was in the air. Maybe it would go someplace good or maybe somewhere bad. I couldn’t see the future. But I had learned that only fools like Nicholas Connor sought to completely control the future. What would be would be, and I was going to make sure that no one like Nicholas or Valcander was going to conquer Earth.


  I was going to make damned sure.


  But as momentous as the Day of Return and the accompanying celebrations were, it was all background noise to me. I had something bigger on my mind.


  Because on August 15th, Riordan and I finally got married. 


  As a concession to the Marneys, we held the ceremony in their church. I think that pleased Russell, anyway, and it wasn’t going to be a large ceremony because I didn’t have all that many friends. The Marneys were there, of course, as was Russell, and I invited Mr. Vander and Alexandra and Robert Ross. (Though it was fun to explain to the Rosses who Riordan was since they had only known him as Rory Murdo.) On Riordan’s side, he invited Nora Chandler and some of his other Shadow Hunter comrades, including the Firstborn, and some friends of his from New York.


  Definitely an odd little group who gathered in the church, let me tell you.


  I let Lucy Marney plan the reception, and she went a little overboard, but I bore it with good humor. I also let her pick my dress, since I had no sense for that sort of thing, and she helped me choose a sleeveless gown of white silk. It felt odd to wear white since I hadn’t been a virgin (from my perspective) for a hundred and sixty-years, but that wasn’t something I wanted to discuss with Lucy. Besides, I kind of liked the dress. 


  The day of the wedding, Riordan was out front greeting guests as they arrived, and I was waiting in the sacristy. I was thirsty because I didn’t want to have to use the bathroom after I got my dress on and I didn't want to mess with it.


  Hell with it. I headed for the church’s kitchen, intending to get one drink of water before the ceremony. I wasn’t going to be one of those brides who passed out halfway through the vows.


  I opened the door to the church’s kitchen, which was one of those big industrial affairs with long shiny steel counters, took two steps forward, and froze.


  Russell stood there, filling out his tuxedo well.


  He was talking to Tythrilandria and the High Queen.


  Tyth wore her usual pink coat, sweater, and black jeans. The High Queen wore her silver armor and golden diadem, that bronze staff in her hand, and she was listening with grave attention to something that Russell was saying.


  “That is an interesting idea, Mr. Moran,” said Tarlia, “and it may prove of use. Tythrilandria will give you the number of one of my secretaries.” Tyth produced a business card and passed it to Russell. “Call him tomorrow, and he shall have details for you.”


  Russell bowed. “Thank you, your Majesty.” He straightened up. “Um, Nadia. The High Queen would like to speak with you.”


  “Give us a moment alone,” said Tarlia, her voice quiet, those strange blue eyes fixed on me.


  Russell retreated from the kitchen. I bowed to the High Queen as best as I could in the tight dress. That was tricky, but I suppose the High Queen wouldn’t care if she saw down my cleavage. 



  “Your Majesty,” I said. 


  “Miss Moran,” said Tarlia. “Soon to be Mrs. Moran MacCormac, I understand.”


  “Yes, your Majesty,” I said, wondering why she had come here. 


  “Hi, Nadia!” said Tyth with her usual good cheer. “I brought you a fruit basket as a present.” Her face fell. “I think Russell ate a bunch of it.”


  “That’s all right,” I said. “He’s a growing boy. Has to catch up from all that frostfever. I…um, I hope working as her Majesty’s personal assistant agrees with you.”


  “It does,” said Tyth. “There is so much important work to be done.” Her face fell. “I miss my old lord…but the world is changing. Wait. Both worlds are changing, and we must change with them.” 


  “True enough,” I said. “Since I’m getting married today, I can’t argue about change.”


  At least, I really hoped I was getting married today. I hadn’t seen or spoken to the High Queen since I had told her what happened in the Final Temple. 


  She might be pissed at me for helping to kill her son. 


  “Congratulations, darling girl,” said Tarlia, her voice still quiet. “I remember when I was married. Though you love your betrothed. I had no such advantage.”


  I swallowed. “I would not want to take up your Majesty’s valuable time. But if you have a task for me, I ask leave to wait until tomorrow morning to begin…”


  Tarlia burst out laughing. “Is that why you think I am here? No. I have work aplenty for you, but not quite yet.” Her ghostly eyes narrowed. “Ah. Perhaps I am here for revenge. The two of you helped Morvilind kill my son, after all.”


  My throat went very dry.



  “Yes, your Majesty,” I said. It would have been useless to argue.


  “You killed my son,” she said, her voice quiet, reflective. “The person I loved more than anyone else in the cosmos. Even after everything he had done, I still loved him. I would have saved him if I could.” Sorrow entered that voice. “And you killed him.”


  The silence stretched on and on.


  Then Tarlia sighed, and the sorrow disappeared. “I loved him…and the little shit deserved what you did to him. Deserved far more than that, if we are to be honest with ourselves. Thank you for that, Nadia. For doing to him what I could never have the strength to do myself.” 


  My knees went wobbly with relief, and I grasped the side of the counter just in case. I was not falling over in my wedding dress. “Thank you, your Majesty.”


  She smiled. “Besides, it is customary for an Elven lord to congratulate his bondsmen and bondswomen on the day of their weddings. Even in this time of great change and upheaval, we must keep some traditions. Tythrilandria? Present Miss Moran with my wedding gift to her. I think she will find it useful.”


  Tyth reached into her coat, drew out a polished wooden box, and flipped it open. Inside was a large watch the size of my palm…no.


  It was an aetherometer.


  “Oh!” I said. “I always wanted one of those things. But I could never figure out how to use them. I…” I touched the crystal dial, and I felt the sudden mental link. “Oh, duh. The interface is telepathic. That’s why I could never make it work.” I looked at the High Queen. “Thank you, your Majesty. It is a very good gift.”


  “Of course it is,” said Tarlia. “I give excellent gifts. And you’re going to need it, darling girl. You and Kaethran changed the world, and you and I are going to have to deal with those changes. The storm of change is coming, and we shall have to ride it together.” She stepped back. “Marry Mr. MacCormac, and enjoy your honeymoon. But you shall be hearing from me soon. We have a great deal of work to do.”


  “Yes, your Majesty,” I said.


  “Can we stay for the wedding?” said Tyth.


  Tarlia sighed. “I have much else to do this day.”


  A bold impulse took me. “You told me that the High Queen does not wait upon people. Other people wait upon her.”


  Tarlia blinked, frowned, and laughed once. “A cogent argument. Very well, Tythrilandria. But we are not staying for the reception.” 


  Tyth beamed, bowed to the High Queen, and then leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. “Congratulations again, Nadia. Oh, but I always cry at weddings.”


  “For God’s sake,” said Tarlia, but she and Tyth left the kitchen. 


  I stood alone for a moment, staring at the new aetherometer. It was a fine instrument, and I could think of a hundred times I could have used one. 



  About five minutes later, the door to the kitchen swung open, and Riordan stepped inside. Damn, but that man could fill out a suit. I felt a wave of both affection and frank lust that had nothing to do with his Shadowmorph. 


  “The High Queen is here,” said Riordan.


  “Yes.” I held up the aetherometer. “She gave me a present.” 


  “Good,” said Riordan. He crossed to my side. “When the High Queen, Tyth, and a half-dozen of the Royal Guard walked into the church, I was afraid she wanted to send you on a mission. But it seems she just wants to watch the ceremony. I think poor Lucy is going to have a panic attack.”


  “The High Queen’s not staying for the reception,” I said. I grinned at him. “Isn’t it bad luck to see the bride before the ceremony? That’s what everyone says.”



  “Superstition,” said Riordan, and he kissed me. “And if I’ve learned anything, it’s that Nadia Moran makes her own luck.”


  “It’s just the result of careful preparation and planning,” I said. A thought occurred to me. “The High Queen said that change is coming, that it’s going to be like a storm. If we don’t deal with it properly, bad things will happen.”


  “She’s right,” said Riordan. 



  I squeezed his hand. “If change is a storm, then there’s no one I’d want to ride it out with than you.”


  He smiled. “Want to go get married?”


  I laughed. “You already asked me that. The answer hasn’t changed.”


  We got married. Tyth, true to her word, cried. So did Nora, much to my surprise. 


  And then Riordan and I went off someplace and lived quietly and never did anything dangerous or exciting ever again.


  Ha. Kidding. But that is a tale for another day.


  



  THE END


  



  Thank you for reading CLOAK GAMES: MAGE FALL and the CLOAK GAMES series! Turn the page for a preview about Nadia's upcoming adventure in 2019, CLOAK OF DRAGONS.


   


  
 

  




  Author’s Note


  



  Thank you for reading CLOAK GAMES: MAGE FALL, the final adventure of Nadia Moran.


  But more adventures are coming for Nadia Moran MacCormac! Look for Nadia’s next adventure, CLOAK OF DRAGONS, sometime in 2019. 


  Meanwhile, for a preview of what Nadia’s new adventures will be like, check out the bonus novel CLOAK & GHOST: BLOOD RING, where Nadia meets a very familiar face from a different series. 
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  The Demonsouled Saga


  MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a sword.



  Yet he has a dark secret. He is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to keep the fury from devouring him.


  But he dare not turn aside from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face terrible foes.


  The priests of the San-keth plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall force all nations to bow before the serpent god.



  The Malrag hordes are coming, vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat them.


  The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.


  To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.


  Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.


  For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.


  Unless Mazael can stop him.


  Read Demonsouled for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.


  



  The Ghosts Series


  



  Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s library.


  Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.


  Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the shadows.


  And she will need all those skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.


  Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.


  The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister plans.


  And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.


  Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear.


  Read Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying, Ghost Light, and Ghost Dagger, and the prequel novels Blade of the Ghosts and Champion of the Ghosts. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.
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  Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world from sorcerous annihilation.


  But the victory cost her everything.


  Now she is exiled and alone in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the world itself.


  And Caina is the only one that stands in its way...


  Read Ghost in the Cowl, Ghost in the Maze, Ghost in the Hunt, Ghost in the Razor, Ghost in the Inferno, Ghost in the Seal, Ghost in the Throne, Ghost in the Pact, and Ghost in the Winds along with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, Ghost Relics, Ghost Keeper, Ghost Nails, Ghost Lock, Ghost Arts, Ghost Vigil, Ghost Mimic, and Ghost Vessel,  and read the combined short stories in Exile of the Ghosts.


  



  The Ghost Night Series


  



  Caina Amalas was once a deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.


  But civil war grips the Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers of the malevolent Umbarian Order. 



  And Caina has a dangerous connection to the Umbarians. 



  For Caina's mother had many deadly secrets, secrets that might yet kill Caina herself...



  Read Ghost in the Ring and Ghost in the Glass.


  



  The Third Soul


  



  RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.


  Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.


  And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.


  And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.


  If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.


  And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them.


  Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.


  



  The Frostborn Series


  



  A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.


  But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.


  RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.


  But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.


  CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.


  For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.


  The secret of the Frostborn.


  Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, Frostborn: The Broken Mage, Frostborn: The World Gate, Frostborn: The High Lords, Frostborn: The False King, Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince, Frostborn: Excalibur, Frostborn: The Dragon Knight, and Frostborn: The Shadow Prison, and the prequel novels Frostborn: The Knight Quests and Frostborn: The Bone Quest along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, The Knight's Tale, The Soldier's Tale, and The Soldier's Tale. Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.


  



  Sevenfold Sword


  



  Ridmark Arban is the Shield Knight, the defender of the realm of Andomhaim. 


  The realm is at peace after a long and terrible war, but dark powers threaten other lands.



  And when a mad elven wizard comes to the High King's court, Ridmark finds himself fighting not only for his own life, but for the lives of his family.



  For the quest of the Seven Swords has begun...


  Read Sevenfold Sword: Champion, Sevenfold Sword: Swordbearer, Sevenfold Sword: Warlord, and Sevenfold Sword: Necromancer, Sevenfold Sword: Shadow, Sevenfold Sword: Unity, and Sevenfold Sword: Sorceress, along with the prequel novellas Shield Knight: Ghost Orcs, Shield Knight: Third's Tale, Shield Knight: Calliande's Tale, Shield Knight: Ridmark's Tale, Shield Knight: Soulblades, and Shield Knight: Gavin's Tale. 


  



  Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy


  



  MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.



  SIGALDRA is the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people. Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn aside the darkness.



  Read Mask of Swords, Mask of Dragons, and Mask of Spells along with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight, The Serpent Knight, and The Rune Knight.


  



  The Tower of Endless Worlds


  



  THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.



  But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.


  And all it will cost is his soul.


  SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.


  He doesn't expect to find black magic.



  LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.


  By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…


  Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.


  



  Cloak Games


  



  The High Queen of the Elves has conquered Earth, but I don't care about that. 


  I don't care about the High Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All I care about is getting my baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep price.



  Fortunately, I have magic of my own, and I'm a very, very good thief.



  Unfortunately, the powerful Elven lord Morvilind has a hold over me. If I don't follow his commands, my brother is going to die.



  Of course, given how dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, I might not live long enough to see my brother’s death…



  Read Cloak Games: Thief Trap, Cloak Games: Frost Fever, Cloak Games: Rebel Fist, Cloak Games: Shadow Jump, Cloak Games: Shatter Stone, Cloak Games: Truth Chain, Cloak Games: Tomb Howl, Cloak Games: Hammer Break, Cloak Games: Blood Cast, Cloak Games: Last Judge, Cloak Games: Sky Hammer, and Cloak Games: Mage Fall, along with the short stories Wraith Wolf, Dragon Pearl, and Iron Image. 


  



  Cloak & Ghost


  



  Caina Amalas meets Nadia Moran in this epic crossover novel from USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller!


  My name is Nadia, and I'm a shadow agent of the High Queen of the Elves. 


  When the High Queen sends me to take down a corrupt Congressman, it should be an easy job. 


  Except someone else is coming after the Congressman.


  And Caina Amalas might be a powerful ally or a deadly enemy...


  Read Cloak & Ghost: Blood Ring. 


  




  The Silent Order Series


  



  The galaxy is at war, but wars are won and lost in the shadows.


  To the galaxy at large, Jack March is a privateer of the interstellar Kingdom of Calaskar and a former Iron Hand commando of the malevolent Final Consciousness. In truth, he is an alpha operative of the Silent Order, the most efficient and feared intelligence organization in human space. When there is a crisis, Jack March is the man to call. 



  But there are many forces that wish to enslave or destroy humanity...and Jack March stands in their way. 



  


  Read Silent Order: Iron Hand, Silent Order: Wraith Hand, Silent Order: Axiom Hand, Silent Order: Eclipse Hand, Silent Order: Fire Hand, Silent Order: Wasp Hand, Silent Order: Master Hand, and Silent Order: Image Hand, and the short stories Rail Gun and False Flag. 




  About the Author


  Standing over six feet tall, USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer repairman, alas.



  He has written the DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous other works. His books have sold over a million copies worldwide. 



  Visit his website at:



  http://www.jonathanmoeller.com


  Visit his technology blog at:



  http://www.computerbeginnersguides.com


  Contact him at:


  jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com



  You can sign up for his email newsletter here, or watch for news on his Facebook page or Twitter feed.
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