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  Nadia Moran is an illegal wizard, an expert thief, and an occasional killer, and she has risked everything to save her brother's life.


  But Russell Moran has secrets of his own, and if he's not careful, those secrets are going to get him killed...
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  Dragon Pearl


  



  



  My name is Russell Moran. I’m fifteen years old, and I’m going to save my sister.


  It’s only fair. She already saved me. 


  It happened when I was a baby and she was only five. Our father had contracted frostfever, a rare magical disease, and he passed it to my mother and me, but Nadia was naturally immune. Our parents died, and I would have died, but Lord Kaethran Morvilind found us first. He agreed to cast the cure spells needed to save my life, one a year until my twentieth birthday.


  In exchange, Nadia stole things for him. 


  He taught her how to use magic, and his retainers taught her other skills, and she used those spells and that knowledge to steal things for him.


  She kept it secret, but I had known about it for a long time. 


  It was the little things. I lived with Dr. James Marney and his wife Lucy, former retainers of Lord Morvilind who could not have children of their own, and Nadia visited us often. Sometimes I saw her cry when she returned from one of her jobs from Morvilind. She knew way more about guns and bombs and locks and security systems than most people did.


  Also, there was the time I walked into her room and saw her levitating small objects with magic. That was sort of a giveaway. 


  Anyway, I know what she has done for me, and I know how much it cost her…and I’m going to find a way to save her.


  Because I think she needs to be saved.


  Look, don’t get me wrong. My sister is tough and competent and smart. When the Archons attacked the Ducal Mall, Nadia got me and my girlfriend out alive. Nadia’s used to that kind of danger, but sooner or later it’s going to catch up to her. 


  She’s going to get killed. 


  I’ve got to find a way to save her. That’s going to be hard for me to do. I don’t have magic, and because of the frostfever, I’m never going to be a man-at-arms in service to an Elven lord. That means I’ll never be a veteran, and the High Queen has decreed that veterans get all kinds of perks in the United States, which puts me at a disadvantage. 


  But that’s all right. I have an advantage that most people do not.


  I know I’m going to die. 


  Everyone knows that, but no one believes it, but because I have frostfever in my veins, I know I’m going to die. If Nadia gets killed before I can save her, the frostfever is going to kill me. So, I’m not afraid of dying, which means I can try things I wouldn’t do otherwise. 


  And if you’re confident, there’s one other thing you can do well, which is convenient, because it’s what I’m best at.


  I am really good at talking to people.


  



  ###


  



  I figured out how to save Nadia during my first summer job. 


  I worked at Sergeant Bob’s Shooting Range And Dining Club in Wauwatosa. I had started there part-time when I was fourteen, and after I had learned to drive, I worked there full-time, which was in the summer of Conquest Year 315. There were a lot of places like Sergeant Bob’s. After they had finished their tours of service, former men-at-arms were required to keep guns in their homes in the event of an Archon attack, and shooting is a skill that must be practiced. Veterans went to shooting clubs to maintain their skills, and since most veterans were married with children, successful shooting clubs added restaurants and playgrounds, and Sergeant Bob’s was the biggest one in Milwaukee. 


  Robert Melbourne owned the place, but he insisted that everyone call him Sergeant Bob. He was a big guy with a lot of muscle under the fat, and he had an artificial right leg, walking with a limp and a cane as he thumped up and down his establishment. Sergeant Bob had a vast fund of war stories, which he shared liberally, and friends among half the veterans of the Midwest.


  He hired me because I was part of my high school’s rifle club and he thought I was a good shot. I think he also felt a bit sorry for me, since the frostfever had turned my hair white, so it was obvious I would never be a man-at-arms. I think my actual job title was “Shooting Range Associate,” but in practice that meant I did whatever Sergeant Bob and Mr. Vander told me to do. 


  Not that they needed to tell me to do much. I intended to make the most of the job, and I made myself useful. I disassembled and cleaned guns, stocked cases of ammunition, swept up shell casings on the shooting range, and fetched drinks and snacks for people eating and drinking on the wide balcony overlooking the range. Since Sergeant Bob hated doing paperwork, I spent a great deal of time filling out legal forms related to firearms and ammunition, which was an education in and of itself. 


  Mr. Vander appreciated that. 


  I should mention Mr. Vander before I go any further. 


  Nathan Vander was my shop teacher, but teaching shop didn’t pay a lot of money, so he also worked at Sergeant Bob’s during the summer as the supervisor of the shooting range. Sergeant Bob was big and red-faced, but Mr. Vander was pale and even gaunt, and quiet while Sergeant Bob was loud.


  Nevertheless, Mr. Vander was my favorite teacher, and he was a good supervisor. We got on well. I wasn’t sure why. He never talked about his past, but I think he was a veteran because he understood. I talked with him about the Archon attack, about shooting those orcs, though I didn’t mention Nadia, of course. It’s not like shooting those orcs bothered me because they would have killed me if I hadn’t been faster, but it was nice to talk about it with someone other than Nadia.


  I mean, I loved Nadia, but there are some things you don’t want to talk about with your older sister. 


  Working at Sergeant Bob’s was a good first job. Plus, I got an employee discount, so I took Lydia there on dates. That was another thing I could talk to Mr. Vander about. I mean, you really can’t talk about your girlfriend with your older sister. 


  After a couple of weeks, I had a routine at Sergeant Bob’s. 


  On the day I figured out how to save my sister, the routine fell apart. 


  



  ###


  



  


  It started with a phone call from Mr. Vander at six in the morning. 


  That surprised me. Sergeant Bob’s was usually its busiest after 4 or 5 PM on Fridays and Saturdays, with veterans and their families arriving for a night of dining and shooting. The only customers who arrived at 6 in the morning were be Homeland Security officers and active duty men-at-arms who needed to keep up their marksmanship certifications. They tended to be surly and cranky, though they did tip well if you brought them coffee towards the end of their sessions. 


  I almost let the phone go to voicemail, but I cracked open one eye and saw that it was Mr. Vander, so I groaned once and picked up the phone. 


  “Hello?” I said, working moisture into my throat. 


  “Russell?” said Mr. Vander.


  “Yeah,” I said. 


  “It’s Nathan Vander,” said Mr. Vander. “If you’re available, I need you to come in this morning.”


  “Why? What’s up?” I said. 


  “Max Hartwell had a stroke.”


  I sat up in surprise, so fast that the novel I had been reading before I fell asleep (a historical novel about the Crusades by Malcolm Lock) fell off my legs and bounced off the floor. I started to curse once I realized that I had lost my place, remembered that I was on the phone with Mr. Vander, and stopped myself.


  “A stroke?” I said. “But he’s eighteen.”


  “That’s what the doctors think,” said Mr. Vander. “His parents found him this morning unconscious on the floor. Nothing would wake him up. He’s at the hospital now, but I need someone to cover his shift. If you want, you can have his shift and then yours. Sergeant Bob said we can pay overtime for this.” 


  “Okay,” I said. I wasn’t looking forward to working for sixteen hours straight, but Lydia was on a trip with her parents, and all my friends were at their jobs, so I didn’t have anything better to do. And I could use the money. “Let me just arrange transportation.” I could probably get James and Lucy to drop me off on their way to work. “Might not be able to make it until seven-thirty, though.”


  “The sooner the better,” said Mr. Vander. “Thanks, Russell.”


  He hung up, and I got showered and dressed in a hurry. I was pleased with my reflection in the mirror. I looked sharp-featured and lean, and some girls went for that sort of thing. Lydia did. Granted, I would have liked to have been bigger, but the frostfever meant I wasn’t going to put on as much muscle mass as I would have liked, though on the plus side I probably wasn’t going to get fat. 


  And I was doing better than Max Hartwell. 


  A stroke? That was hard to believe. Max had been in good health. Granted, when we had first met, he had detested me, figuring I would be easy to be bullied. We had a fight or two, then I did him some favors, and now we were friendly. At least we would be if he woke up from his stroke with his faculties intact. This had been his last summer at Sergeant Bob’s. Come September he would have been a man-at-arms in service to Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee. 


  I put it out of my head. I couldn’t do anything to help him, but maybe I could arrange something to help his parents and his girlfriend. 


  I left my room and went downstairs to the kitchen, intending to eat some breakfast before I asked James and Lucy for a ride.


  Instead, I ran into Nadia. 


  She was wearing a blue tank top and a pair of shorts. She must have just finished her morning run because she was drenched with sweat, her hair pulled into a greasy ponytail. When I went into the kitchen, she had finished one glass of water and started on another. 


  The shorts and tank top were tight, but Nadia’s in really good shape. Running alone at five in the morning isn’t the safest thing for a woman to do, but anyone who tried to accost Nadia would probably get electrocuted for their trouble. 


  “You’re up early,” she said. “Or haven’t you gone to bed yet?” 


  “Early,” I said. “Mr. Vander wants me to cover a shift at Sergeant Bob’s.” 


  She frowned. “Your shop teacher?” 


  “He’s also the range supervisor at Sergeant Bob’s.”


  “Right, right,” said Nadia. “Forgot.” She finished off her water. 


  “Could I have a ride?” I said with a bright smile. 


  “Fine,” said Nadia. “Let me just shower off first.”


  I waited about ten minutes, and Nadia returned, freshly showered, wearing a t-shirt, jeans, and a different pair of running shoes, her hair hanging wet around her shoulders. Lydia had a horror of going out without putting on makeup and preferred to wear a dress whenever possible, and even Lucy took twenty minutes to get ready before going anywhere and refused to leave the house with wet hair. 


  Nadia just didn’t care. Unless Riordan was around. Then suddenly she was more concerned with her appearance than either Lydia or Lucy.


  “What are you frowning at?” said Nadia. 


  “I was contemplating context,” I said.


  “Mmm,” said Nadia. “Did you leave a note for James and Lucy?”


  “Already on the kitchen table,” I said. 


  “Then let’s go,” said Nadia. 


  We left in Nadia’s car. Or her current car, anyway. Nadia tends to go through a lot of them, though she prefers old four-door sedans, probably because they are inconspicuous. Her favorite vehicle is her motorcycle, but getting both of us on it at the same time grew harder as I grew taller, partly because Nadia was so short. 


  She doesn’t like being reminded of that. 


  “New car?” I said, buckling my seat belt.


  “Not really,” said Nadia, backing into the street. “I think it’s older than either of us. The old one…well, I think it’s at the bottom of the Ohio River. Long story.”


  “That’s where you were last week,” I said. 


  Nadia grunted. “Long story. Probably shouldn’t tell you about it.” 


  “Right,” I said. “Riordan just took you on a date where you both dumped cars in the river. I understand. That’s not weird or anything.”


  She burst out laughing, and for the first time, she smiled. “That is not what happened.”


  “I hope not,” I said. “Riordan’s probably loaded. He ought to take you on nicer dates than dumping twenty-year-old cars into the river.” 


  “Riordan does just fine with dates,” said Nadia. “And we…God, I’m not talking about this with you. I’m just not.”


  I grinned. Nadia is unflappable. Except where the topic of Riordan is concerned. Then I can get her flustered a bit. It’s a younger brother’s solemn duty to get his older sister flustered from time to time, and just because she had saved my life did not excuse me from that duty. 


  “If you say so,” I said. “Is Riordan around this week?” He was a spooky supernaturally-enhanced assassin, but I liked him. He had saved our lives…and he had made my grim sister happier.


  “No,” said Nadia. “He’s on a job. He’s been busy lately, but he’s coming back to Milwaukee as soon as it’s wrapped up. I don’t have anything going on today, so I can pick you up when you’re finished. Just give me a text message when you’re ready.” 


  “You should buy me dinner when I’m done,” I said.


  She snorted and raised an eyebrow. “I’m your chauffeur and your cook?”



  “Of course not. You can buy dinner, not make it.”


  “I’m the one driving you,” said Nadia. “Seems like you should be buying dinner.”


  “Fair enough. The burrito place? They have all that healthy junk you like.”


  “You,” said Nadia, taking one hand off the wheel to wave a finger in my direction, “are in no position to lecture me about junk food. But you’re buying dinner, so I’ll let it pass.” 


  “Fair enough,” I said.


  By then we had bantered enough that we had arrived at Sergeant Bob’s. Nadia let me out by the loading dock, and I waved goodbye as she drove off. I dug my employee keycard out of my jeans, swiped it through the lock, and went through the storage room, the kitchen, and into the balcony overlooking the shooting range. Well, I say balcony, but it was more of a wide terrace, with lots of tables for people to eat and drink and watch the other customers shoot. The wives tended to socialize up here while the husbands shot targets, though many of the women were fair shots themselves. 


  I took two steps into the terrace and froze.


  There were three men in blue Homeland Security uniforms, along with two men in the black jumpsuits of EMTs. For a wild moment, I thought they had come for Nadia. She knew magic, and humans outside of the Wizard’s Legion were not supposed to know any magic, save for occasional exceptions like the Family of the Shadow Hunters. 


  Then I saw the stretcher between them.


  Another Homeland Security officer lay on the stretcher, his eyes open, his mouth hanging limp. He was still alive, but he looked dazed, maybe even catatonic. The officers and the EMTs hustled the stretcher towards the front door. The ambulance must have been parked out there. Nadia had come in the back way, so we hadn’t seen it. 


  I spotted Mr. Vander by the bar, and I walked towards him. He was wearing cargo pants and his blue Sergeant Bob’s polo shirt, though both fit him loosely. I suppose everything fit him loosely, and I could relate. He was scowling at the floor and looked up as I approached. 


  “Russell,” he said. “Good, you made it.”


  “What happened, sir?” I said.


  “Don’t know, son,” said Mr. Vander, raking a hand through his graying hair. “Far as I can tell, that Homeland Security officer just had a stroke in our bathroom.”


  I blinked. “A stroke?”


  Just like Max Hartwell. 


  “His squad was here for their marksmanship training,” said Mr. Vander. “That fellow went into the bathroom and stayed in for so long that the others got concerned. I went in and found him like that on the floor.”


  “First Max and then him,” I said.


  Mr. Vander paused so long that I knew the same thought had occurred to him. 


  “Just a coincidence,” he said. 


  “Maybe it wasn’t a stroke,” I said. “Maybe they got poisoned or something. Max collapsed here, didn’t he?”


  “Yeah,” said Mr. Vander. He rubbed his jaw, the graying stubble rasping under his callused palm. “But neither one of them ate or drank anything while they were here. Something in the air?” He shook his head. “No. It has to be a coincidence. It has to be.”


  “Sir,” I said. “It sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself.”


  He looked at me and then smiled a little. “You’re young, but in time you’ll understand this, Mr. Moran. Sometimes even your elders need to talk themselves out of irrational fears.” He sighed. “Anyway, we have work to do. Help me clean out the ranges and hang fresh targets. The night shift didn’t bother, again.” 


  I nodded, and we got to work. I suppose what Mr. Vander said made sense. The Homeland Security officer had looked middle-aged and overweight (I could hear Nadia lecturing me about healthy eating) and it wasn’t out of the ordinary that a middle-aged man would have a stroke. And maybe Max hadn’t suffered a stroke. Maybe he’d been dehydrated or something. To be honest, Max wasn’t that bright, and I could totally see him forgetting to drink enough water after exercise. 


  Anyway, I was busy enough that I forgot about it. After I had helped Mr. Vander clean up the range, I did some paperwork for a few hours, and by then the lunch crowd was coming in. One of the waiters failed to show up for work, so I stepped in to wait tables. I didn’t mind. I was good at charming people, and I knew how to play up the white hair of my frostfever just enough that it didn’t become pathetic, which translated to good tips. 


  I had been thinking a lot about what I wanted to do when I graduated from high school. 


  What I really wanted to do was find a way to save Nadia. 


  I thought it might help that process if I became rich. I could take care of her in gratitude for all she had done for me. 


  Also, I liked business. I liked talking to people and making deals. Sergeant Bob had told me a couple of times to go into real estate. He often boasted with great pride that he owned the lot that housed the shooting club, his own home, and a vacation condo in Florida that he rented out during the year. 


  He might have a point. 


  I thought about that as I did my work, and I admit that I didn’t think about Max Hartwell and that Homeland Security officer at all.


  Then I walked back to the bar, turned around, and saw Riordan MacCormac sitting at one of the tables. 


  For a moment, I stared at him in surprise, and my brain went into overdrive. 


  Nadia had said that Riordan was working, doing a job for the Shadow Hunters. The Shadow Hunters were assassins, but from what Riordan had said, they also hunted down creatures that had escaped from the Shadowlands and wound up on Earth. (Hence the name.) I didn’t think Riordan would lie to Nadia about what he was doing. 


  Which meant that Riordan was here on a job. 


  And maybe the illnesses of Max Hartwell and that Homeland Security officer weren’t actually strokes. One of the waiters hadn’t shown up for work. I had a sudden suspicion that the waiter was lying in a stupor on the floor of his apartment, just as Max and that Homeland Security officer had been.


  “Mr. Vander,” I said. “I think I’m going to take my break now.”


  Mr. Vander grunted and nodded. His attention was on the computer behind the bar. It looked like he was glancing at the feeds from the security cameras. 


  I crossed the terrace. Riordan sat alone at a table, watching some of the shooters on the range. He didn’t react as I approached, pulled out a chair, and sat down. At last, he turned his head to consider me. 


  “Hi, Riordan,” I said.


  He sighed. “I didn’t know you worked here.”


  Riordan was a big guy. He was over six feet tall, taller than me, and he was big. Not fat big, but lean and well-muscled big. He was wearing khaki pants, a black polo shirt, and a light jacket, and the shirt and jacket were tight across his shoulders and arms. I suspected he had a hard time finding clothes that weren’t tight across the shoulders and arms. 


  I knew Nadia didn’t mind. She tended to get a bit starry-eyed when he showed up, and she found a lot of excuses to touch him. 


  “I do,” I said. “Full-time this summer.”


  He looked at me for a moment, and I felt the cold pressure of his gaze. He was wearing heavy wrap-around sunglasses, which he often did during the day because his Shadowmorph granted him increased senses. The Shadowmorph also fed on life force, and the cold feeling was its attention. 


  “Yes,” said Riordan. “I am here for a meeting, I’m afraid, so I must ask you…”


  “There’s some kind of creature loose here, isn’t there?” I said. 


  Riordan remained still for a moment. 


  “What makes you think that?” said Riordan. 


  “Two people had strokes today,” I said, “but I don’t think they were actually strokes. One of the waiters didn’t come into work, and I don’t think he had a stroke either. You walked through the door, and if you’re not here with my sister, then you’re here on business. And since your business is killing people and finding creatures…”


  Riordan said nothing for a moment. He tapped his fingers against the table once, twice, three times, and then let out a long sigh.


  “You’re a lot like your sister,” he said.


  “Oh?” I said.


  “Too clever for your own good.”


  “I’m told we’re a lot alike,” I said. “Except she has a smarter mouth.” 


  “That is debatable,” Riordan said. He got to his feet with a quick, fluid motion, and I glimpsed a pistol in a shoulder rig beneath his jacket. “Come with me.” 


  There wasn’t any room for argument in his voice. I followed Riordan across the terrace and to a side door that led to the utility basement. Riordan shouldn’t have had access to it, but he produced a keycard, unlocked the door, and gestured for me to step inside. I complied and walked into a room that held grumbling HVAC equipment. Likely that would make it harder for anyone to overhear us. 


  Riordan closed the door behind us. 


  It occurred to me that I was alone in a room with a Shadow Hunter, and between his strength, his magic, and his Shadowmorph, Riordan could kill me in a half a second if he happened to feel like it. 


  I didn’t think he would. Nadia would kill him if anything happened to me, and it was pretty obvious that Riordan was in love with her. 


  “So,” I said. “What’s up?”


  “The Archon gates back in September,” said Riordan. “You recall them?”


  “Since one opened in front of my house, they are difficult to forget.”


  “The Archons opened at least a dozen gates before they were defeated,” said Riordan. “Before they were, some creatures from the Shadowlands got through and have been wandering uncontrolled through the area. We’ve been busy hunting them down.”


  I knew that “we” likely meant him and the other Shadow Hunters.


  “So there is a creature from the Shadowlands here?” I said.


  “Yes,” said Riordan. “It’s called a cognophage.” 


  I blinked. “Is that like an anthrophage?” 


  “Not quite,” said Riordan. “The anthrophages are dangerous, but the cognophages are subtle. Anthrophages prefer to hunt in packs. Cognophages always hunt alone. They’re better at illusions than anthrophages, and can disguise themselves effectively as humans.”


  “Do they eat people?” I said.


  “Not quite,” said Riordan. “They eat…minds.”


  I grimaced. “They crack open the skull and eat the brain? That sounds gross.”


  “It would be,” said Riordan in a dry voice, “but it’s subtler than that. I’m not sure how it works, but they eat thoughts and memories. No blood or flesh is required. Their usual tactic is to take the form of someone the victim knows, lure them to a private place, and then drain out their memories. The process takes about five minutes, and the victim falls unconscious during the process.”


  “That’s what happened to Max Hartwell and the others?” I said.



  “Who?” said Riordan. “I don’t know the name.”


  “He works here,” I said. “I heard he had a stroke, that they found him on the floor unresponsive. And the same thing happened to some Homeland Security officer in the bathroom this morning.” 


  “It wasn’t a stroke,” said Riordan. “The cognophage took their memories.”


  I shuddered. “Then…they’re going to be vegetables for the rest of their lives? There’s no cure?” 


  “If I can move fast enough, I can still save them,” said Riordan. “The cognophages are like pythons. It takes them a long time to digest the memories. If I can kill the thing fast enough, the memories will be released and returned to the victims. They’ll suffer some memory loss, depending on how long ago the cognophage took them, but eventually, they’ll recover.” 



  “What can I do to help?” I said.


  “What you can do,” said Riordan, “is go back to work. I don’t need any help, and this is dangerous.”


  “There’s a creature from the Shadowlands rampaging around Sergeant Bob’s,” I said. “It’s my responsibility to help.”


  “It actually isn’t,” said Riordan. 


  “I was able to help fight off those orcs last year,” I said. 


  “That isn’t a good argument,” said Riordan. 


  “Why not?”


  “One,” said Riordan, “a cognophage is more dangerous than a band of orcish mercenaries. Two, if you recall, we lost that fight. The Archons would have killed us if Lord Morvilind hadn’t slaughtered them and their orcish mercenaries.”


  “I know Sergeant Bob’s better than you do,” I said. “I know the layout of the building, and I know the people. If someone is standing out, I’ll be able to tell you.”


  “No,” said Riordan. “Go back to your work and make sure you’re not alone. I don’t want your help because I don’t want to explain to Nadia how I got you injured or killed.” She would probably go berserk, come to think of it. “If I can deal with this quietly, all the better. No need to involve the Inquisition or the local Elven nobles…”


  Someone screamed. 


  Riordan’s head snapped around at the same time as mine. The faint scream had come from a metal door on the far side of the HVAC room. Riordan looked at the door, at me, at the door, and then back at me. 


  I saw him realize that I was going to follow him.


  “Fine,” said Riordan with irritation. He reached into his jacket, drew his pistol, and passed it to me. “Don’t shoot me in the back.”



  “I wouldn’t want to explain to Nadia how I got her boyfriend injured or killed.”


  He was wearing sunglasses, but I bet he rolled his eyes. “If you’re going to do this, then do exactly what I tell you. Understand?” 


  I nodded. I wasn’t ever going to be a man-at-arms, but I had been in fights before, and I knew that listening to an experienced fighter like Riordan MacCormac was my best chance of survival. 


  “Do you have another gun?” I said. 


  “I shouldn’t need it,” said Riordan, and he rolled his right wrist. Lines of shadow flowed across his palm and fingers and knitted together to form a blade of darkness about three and a half feet long. It looked like he was holding a sword fashioned from pure shadow. His Shadowmorph symbiont had formed itself into the weapon, and I knew it could cut through almost anything.


  I had seen him use it against a bunch of anthrophages. 


  “Guess not,” I said.


  “Watch my back,” said Riordan, and he crossed the HVAC room and opened the door. Beyond was a corridor with a polished concrete floor and cinder block walls. A short flight of stairs led down to the corridor that ran behind the shooting range and the various machines that rotated out the paper target outlines. Riordan glided down the stairs in absolute silence, and I followed him, the pistol’s grip in both hands and the muzzle pointed towards the ceiling. 


  Riordan froze, his sword coming up, and I peered over his shoulder.


  A middle-aged woman in a Sergeant Bob’s polo shirt lay on her back, her eyes staring at nothing. In a flash, I recognized Claudia, one of the waitresses who usually worked the late shift. 


  Mr. Vander stooped over her, hand on her neck. Conflicting thoughts flashed through my mind. Was the cognophage impersonating Mr. Vander? Or had it killed Mr. Vander and taken his place? 


  Or had Mr. Vander always been a cognophage?


  Mr. Vander moved his hand over Claudia’s neck, and a red light shone from his fingers.


  Was he casting a spell? I had seen a similar light from Nadia’s fingers when she used her magic.


  Riordan stepped forward, his expression hard. 


  “Russell?” said Mr. Vander, straightening up and frowning.


  Then he saw Riordan and his dark sword, and shock went over his face.


  “What?” Mr. Vander said. “A Shadow Hunter? No. No! I haven’t violated the terms of my parole. I haven’t!”


  Parole? 


  “I need to ask…” started Riordan. 


  “No!” said Mr. Vander, the shock turning to panic. “I was promised. The High Queen promised!”


  He whirled and ran down the corridor behind the range.


  Riordan took off after Mr. Vander. I hesitated, looking at Claudia, but she wasn’t physically hurt. There wasn’t anything I could do for her.


  The only way I could help Claudia was by finding the cognophage and releasing her memories.


  I sprinted after Riordan. Mr. Vander whirled, gesturing with his left hand, his face tight with concentration. There was a flash of light, and he hurled something that looked like a sphere of lightning at us. Riordan did something with his hand and cast a spell of his own. There was a flash of gray light, and the sphere vanished in a spray of brilliant sparks. Mr. Vander cursed and ran faster, reaching the end of the corridor. He wrenched open the door and tried to jump through it, but he tripped on the threshold and landed on his face.


  He started to push off the floor, but the short delay was all that a Shadow Hunter needed.


  Riordan shot forward in a dark blur. His boot impacted on Mr. Vander’s side, and Mr. Vander flipped onto his back. Riordan’s shadow-blade came to rest an inch from Mr. Vander’s throat. 


  “I surrender,” croaked Mr. Vander. “You can’t just kill me. I was paroled. Paroled! By the High Queen herself.” 


  I caught up with them, wheezing a bit. The frostfever had several deleterious physical effects, and one of them is that I run out of breath quickly. I gripped the doorjamb with one hand, keeping the gun pointed at Mr. Vander with my other hand as I caught my breath. 


  “Don’t kill him!” I said. 


  “Russell?” said Mr. Vander. “What are you doing? You took your break!”


  “What were you doing to that woman?” said Riordan.


  “I was trying to help her,” said Mr. Vander. “I thought she might be like the others…”


  “Like Max Hartwell and that Homeland Security officer,” I said.


  “Yes, like them,” said Mr. Vander. “I thought…wait. How do you know about that?”


  “I’m not stupid,” I said. 


  Both Riordan and Mr. Vander gave me a look. 


  “Mostly,” I said. “But I know Mr. Vander isn’t the creature you’re looking for.”


  “How?” said Riordan.


  “Because he said he was paroled,” I said. “That thing we were talking about. I doubt they get parole.”


  “They do not,” said Riordan, his eyes still fixed on Mr. Vander. “Which is why you’re still alive. Who are you really?”


  “My name is Nathan Vander,” said Mr. Vander, “and I’m a shop teacher at…”


  “Shop teachers can impart many useful skills,” said Riordan, “but casting lightning globes is not one of them.” 


  “I don’t have to tell you anything,” said Mr. Vander. 


  “Did you attack that woman?” said Riordan. 


  “No,” said Mr. Vander. “I was trying to help her. I was back here to check on the machinery, and I saw her on the floor.”


  “What could you do to help her?” said Riordan.


  Mr. Vander hesitated. “First aid.”


  “First aid typically does not make your hands glow with red light,” said Riordan. 


  “Then you’re doing it wrong,” said Mr. Vander.


  “Who are you really?” said Riordan. “I’m not going to ask again.”


  “You tell me,” said Mr. Vander. He frowned, thoughtfulness overtaking fear. “You’re…not here for me, are you?”


  “No,” said Riordan. “Not unless you’re a cognophage.”


  “A cognophage?” said Mr. Vander, eyes widening. “Oh. That does make sense. Explains a lot.”


  “It doesn’t explain who you are,” said Riordan.


  Mr. Vander looked at me, and then back at Riordan. “Aw, hell. Fine. I’ll tell you, but you’ve got to keep it a secret, both of you. Suppose it’s the only way I’m getting you off my back. Course, it might work better if I show you.”


  “Show us?” said Riordan.


  “Yeah,” said Mr. Vander. “All right. I’ll show you. No tricks. I just have to take something off my right wrist. Uh. Please don’t cut off my head when I do.”


  “Certainly,” said Riordan. “So long as there are no tricks.”


  Very carefully, Mr. Vander reached for his right wrist with his left hand. As far as I could tell, he wasn’t wearing a bracelet or a wristband or anything, but he grasped his wrist and tugged.


  Something glittered as he pulled it away from his wrist.


  Then Mr. Vander vanished, and in his place…


  “Holy shit!” I said and then regretted using profanity.



  Mr. Vander had vanished, and in his place lay an Elf. 


  The Elf sort of looked like Mr. Vander, with roughly the same facial features and the same eye color, but his face had the alien cast of the Elves, and his ears came to sharp points. He was still wearing jeans and his Sergeant Bob’s polo shirt, and seeing an Elf wearing a Sergeant Bob’s shirt was so incongruous I felt the sudden urge to laugh. 


  “Ah,” said Riordan. “How? A Masking spell? I would have sensed that.”


  Mr. Vander smiled and lifted something that looked like a thick silver watchband. “A Ghostwright Mask. Undetectable by any wizard or magus without the skill of an archmage. The High Queen herself made it for me as part of my parole.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said. A lifetime of education and social pressure kicked in. “Lord Elf.” 


  From early on, we learned in school about the Elves. How the High Queen had conquered Earth, overthrowing the corrupt human governments who had once reigned in blood and fear and tyranny across the world. How we were always to respect and honor the Elves who had brought peace to the world, always to defer to them. In practical terms, that meant anyone who was accused of elfophobia was arrested by Homeland Security and wound up on a Punishment Day video. I knew Nadia didn’t like the Elves very much, but even she wouldn’t badmouth them. 


  Mr. Vander grimaced at that. “Lord Elf. God, I hated that.”


  “Er,” I said. “Should I call you…Lord Vander, then?” 


  “Just Mr. Vander,” said the Elf. He sighed. “That’s the happiest I’ve been in my life, as Mr. Vander. I teach shop and I work at Sergeant Bob’s. I go out for a fast food hamburger on Friday nights. There’s no death camps, no altars to the Void, no blood rites and spells.”


  “You were an Archon,” said Riordan.


  I looked at him, eyes wide. Nadia had killed an Archon during the attack in September. Two more of them had attacked the Marneys’ house, and they would have killed us all, but Lord Morvilind had slaughtered the Archons as easily as killing an annoying insect. 


  “Yes,” said Mr. Vander. “I was. I wore the three-headed dragon on my uniform proudly. I used to believe all of it. That we would throw down all false nobles and false priests, and create a world where all Elves would be equal. But I saw the truth. We killed millions, and all for nothing. The Archons have become worse that the nobles and the High Queen ever were. I was sick of it.”


  “You helped the High Queen,” said Riordan.


  “Yes,” said Mr. Vander. “I turned my coat. I spied for the High Queen. The Archon attacks in Houston and Seattle five years ago? The reason they failed so badly is because I gave the plan of battle to Lord Mythrender. After that, I was discovered, and I had to flee to Earth. I couldn’t settle among the other Elves. Both the common Elves and the noble Elves on Earth hate the Archons for our crimes. In reward for my services, the High Queen forged the Ghostwright Mask for me and allowed me to live as a human here.”


  “Then…you’ve been an Elf this entire time, Mr. Vander?” I said.


  “Yes, Russell,” said Mr. Vander. “My whole life, I’m afraid.” 


  “It’s a good story,” said Riordan, “but it has two holes.”


  “Really?” said Mr. Vander. “I was unaware that my life had holes, but go ahead.”


  “First, what were you doing to that woman?” said Riordan. “You were casting a spell on her. Second, why didn’t the High Queen just kill you? She hates Archons, and forgiveness is not in her nature.”


  I started to say that was elfophobic, and I stopped myself.


  “Ah,” said Mr. Vander. “Those are good points. Fortunately, both questions have the same answer. I’m too valuable to kill.”


  “Because of your charm and good looks?” said Riordan.


  “I would like to think so, but no,” said Mr. Vander. “I’m afraid I’m a bloodcaster.”


  Riordan’s eyebrows climbed halfway up his forehead. 


  “Pardon my ignorance,” I said, “but what is a bloodcaster?”


  “A kind of wizard,” said Riordan. “A magical talent. Bloodcasters can manipulate the flesh and blood of living creatures. It makes them very dangerous.”


  “I try not to be dangerous,” said Mr. Vander. “That’s one of the reasons the High Queen granted me parole here. Human medical science has rather drastically improved over what it was before the Conquest, and many another Elven wizards and magi know at least rudimentary healing spells. But occasionally someone important is injured badly enough that only a bloodcaster can save them…and then I get a ride on an Inquisition helicopter to the hospital.” 


  An idea started to stir in my head. 


  “So, you can heal people?” I said.


  “Sometimes,” said Mr. Vander. 


  “Can you heal illnesses?” I said.


  Riordan gave me a sharp look. 


  “On occasion,” said Mr. Vander.


  “Could you heal frostfever?” I said. 


  Mr. Vander hesitated. “Well…yes. But there is a complication.” 


  “What is it?” I said.


  “Frostfever isn’t natural,” said Mr. Vander. “There are natural diseases, and magical diseases that occur naturally, but frostfever is neither. The frost giants created it to use as a weapon against their enemies, and humans are particularly susceptible to it. Frostfever is extremely difficult to dispel, and it usually takes an archmage to cure it. Which is why I suppose your family is in service to that old madman Morvilind the Magebreaker. Not a man to cross.”


  “But you could cure frostfever?” I said.


  “Yes,” said Mr. Vander, “if I had a dragon pearl.” 


  I blinked. “A dragon pearl? There are such things as dragons?”


  “There are,” said Mr. Vander. “Not native to Earth, though. Or to the Elven homeworld. I don’t know where they come from. The old ones learn magic, and the older they grow, the more powerful they become. They can shapeshift when they feel like it, and I know that there are at least a few in disguise on Earth.”


  “What is a dragon pearl?” I said.


  “Dragons can create them,” said Mr. Vander. “They use them as repositories of magical power. They’re extremely rare, extremely powerful…and tapping the power of one is the only way I know of curing frostfever.”


  “Okay,” I said. “That’s the deal I’ll make with you. I won’t tell anyone who you really are. In exchange, when I find a dragon pearl and bring it to you, you’ll use it to cure my frostfever.”


  Riordan looked at me, and Mr. Vander laughed.


  “Russell,” he said. “You’re a smart boy, but where are you going to find a dragon pearl?” 


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll work on it.”


  Because if I could find one, then Mr. Vander could cure my frostfever. If Mr. Vander cured my frostfever, that would remove one of the holds that Lord Morvilind had over Nadia. I doubted that Morvilind would let her go, but it would give her room to operate, maybe even to negotiate, knowing that if she failed one of Lord Morvilind’s missions that it would not mean my death. 


  Mr. Vander shrugged. “All right. If by some miracle, you walk up to me with a dragon pearl, I will cure your frostfever.” He looked at Riordan. “Can I put my Ghostwright Mask back on now? If someone happens to walk back here, it will be awkward.”


  “Undoubtedly,” said Riordan. “However, once you do, you’re going to help us find the cognophage. If it keeps attacking, sooner or later, it’s going to draw the attention of the Inquisition or the Elven nobles.”


  “It has,” said Mr. Vander. “You’re here.”


  “I’m a contractor,” said Riordan. “Right now, the Inquisition only cares that the cognophage is stopped. If I fail, they’re going to show up in person. I imagine getting involved in anything suspicious would prove unfortunate for your parole.”


  He stepped back, and Mr. Vander sighed and put the bracelet back on his wrist. He blurred, and the Elven version of Mr. Vander disappeared, replaced by the illusion of his human appearance. He got back to his feet with a grunt, and Riordan dismissed his blade of shadow. 



  “All right,” said Mr. Vander. “The cognophage. We…”


  Right about then, the cognophage attacked. 


  To this day, I’m still not sure why the cognophage chose to attack at that moment. It had crept up the corridor while we were talking, and it must have decided that we represented a threat. It also had decided that Mr. Vander, as an Elf, was the most dangerous threat, and it tackled him first.



  There was a screech, and the creature bounded forward, slamming into Mr. Vander and driving him back to the floor. The cognophage kind of looked like a leech, albeit a leech four feet long and three feet thick with spindly arms and legs. Its mouth was a pit lined with spikes, and as its mouth moved towards Mr. Vander, it started to ripple and flicker with white light as the creature sucked on his memories.


  It had assumed that Mr. Vander was the most dangerous threat, but that was a mistake. 


  I pointed the gun and squeezed the trigger, and put five rounds through the side of the cognophage. It let out a squealing shriek and flopped sideways off Mr. Vander, and Riordan took one sharp step and brought his sword of shadows down. 


  The cognophage’s head rolled off, and the creature shuddered and went limp.


  Mr. Vander scrambled back to his feet, breathing hard, and we stood in silence for a moment.


  “I really hate those things,” said Mr. Vander.


  



  ###


  



  Later I walked Riordan to his car.


  “I need to go back to New York,” he said, “but I’ll be back the day after tomorrow.” 


  “Nadia will like that,” I said.


  Riordan hesitated. “We shouldn’t tell her about this.” 


  “Probably not,” I said.


  “This business with the dragon pearl…”


  “You know why I’m doing it,” I said. “It’ll help her with Lord Morvilind. And if we can find a dragon pearl, it might save her life.”


  “We?” said Riordan.


  I smiled. “You want to save her too, don’t you?” 


  Riordan snorted. “You are your sister’s brother, aren’t you? Thank you for the help, Russell. I will see you later.”


  I watched him go and went back to work.


  It had been a good day. We had saved some lives, and I now knew how to save my sister.


  All I had to figure out was a way to do it.  


  



  THE END
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  MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a sword.



  Yet he has a dark secret. He is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to keep the fury from devouring him.


  But he dare not turn aside from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face terrible foes.


  The priests of the San-keth plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall force all nations to bow before the serpent god.



  The Malrag hordes are coming, vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat them.


  The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.


  To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.


  Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.


  For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.


  Unless Mazael can stop him.


  Read Demonsouled for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.


  



  The Ghosts Series


  



  Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s library.


  Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.


  Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the shadows.


  And she will need all those skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.


  Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.


  The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister plans.


  And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.


  Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear.


  Read Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying, Ghost Light, and Ghost Dagger, and the prequel novels Blade of the Ghosts and Champion of the Ghosts. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.


  




  


  The Ghost Exile Series


  



  Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world from sorcerous annihilation.


  But the victory cost her everything.


  Now she is exiled and alone in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the world itself.


  And Caina is the only one that stands in its way...


  Read Ghost in the Cowl, Ghost in the Maze, Ghost in the Hunt, Ghost in the Razor, Ghost in the Inferno, Ghost in the Seal, Ghost in the Throne, Ghost in the Pact, and Ghost in the Winds along with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, Ghost Relics, Ghost Keeper, Ghost Nails, Ghost Lock, Ghost Arts, Ghost Vigil, Ghost Mimic, and Ghost Vessel.


  



  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, and Frostborn: Excalibur, and the prequel novel Frostborn: The Knight Quests 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.


  



  Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy


  



  MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.



  SIGALDRA is the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people. Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn aside the darkness.



  Read Mask of Swords, Mask of Dragons, and Mask of Spells along with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight, The Serpent Knight, and The Rune Knight.


  



  The Tower of Endless Worlds


  



  THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.



  But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.


  And all it will cost is his soul.


  SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.


  He doesn't expect to find black magic.


  LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.


  By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…


  Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.


  



  Cloak Games


  



  In 2013, a gate to another world opened, and Elves used their magic to conquer Earth, crushing all resistance before them. 


  Three hundred years after the Conquest, the exiled Elven High Queen rules an orderly but stagnant Earth, with humanity forced to fight in the High Queen’s war against the traitors on the Elven homeworld. 



  Nadia Moran doesn’t care about that. She doesn’t care about the High Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All she cares about is getting her baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep price.



  Fortunately, Nadia has magic of her own, and she’s a very, very good thief.



  Unfortunately, the powerful Elven lord Morvilind has a hold on Nadia. If she doesn’t follow his commands, her brother is going to die.



  Of course, given how dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, Nadia might not live long enough to see her brother’s death… 



  Read Cloak Games: Thief Trap, Cloak Games: Frost Fever, Cloak Games: Rebel Fist, Cloak Games: Shadow Jump, Cloak Games: Shatter Stone, and Cloak Games: Truth Chain along with the short stories Wraith Wolf and Dragon Pearl. 
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