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  Description


  




  All my life I've carried out the Elven archmage Morvilind's dangerous missions.


  But now the game has spun out of Morvilind's control.




  Because the Rebel warlord Nicholas Connor has seized the Sky Hammer nuclear doomsday weapon, and he's going to burn Earth and rebuild human civilization in his own twisted image.




  And unless I stop Nicholas, my brother and billions of other people are going to die. 
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  Chapter 1: Retreat


  




  I stumbled through the rift way from Last Judge Mountain to the Shadowlands.


  The rift way closed behind me, and a lot of things went wrong at once.


  The first and most urgent thing was that my coat caught fire.


  It was my phone, you see. 


  I wore a long black navy pea coat, and the phone rested in my front left pocket. Electronics don’t work in the Shadowlands, and if you take an electronic device into the Shadowlands, it gets fried in about five seconds. But if the electronic device is powered up at the time, sometimes it short circuits and the battery catches fire. 


  Since Russell and Murdo and I had been fleeing for our lives from a mob of steel golems, there hadn’t been time to power off my phone. It started on fire with a sizzling crackle, and I yelped and tried to pull my coat off. 


  This, however, was only the first thing that went wrong. 


  The second thing that had gone wrong, of course, was that we had been forced to retreat to the Shadowlands. Granted, it had been the best of the available options. I hadn’t figured out a way to kill Nicholas Connor, and Nicholas had seized control of the steel golems guarding the Sky Hammer. I couldn’t fight and win against one steel golem, let alone eleven of the goddamned things. Fleeing to the Shadowlands had been the best of the available hand of bad options.


  Though it was like jumping from the frying pan and into the fire. The Shadowlands are vast and infinite. Earth’s umbra, the shadow it casts into the Shadowlands, was far safer than the wild spaces between the umbras of the various worlds, but it was still filled with dangerous creatures like the anthrophages and the bloodrats and worse things.


  For that matter, the Shadowlands were the source of magic, which meant that magic was more powerful here. Even as I tried to get out of my burning coat, the surge of power shooting through my brain threatened to overwhelm me. It was the first time I had been to the Shadowlands since escaping from the Eternity Crucible, and I was unprepared for the surge of magical power. 


  It was a weird, jittery feeling like I had just downed an entire gallon of espresso on an empty stomach. For a minute it felt like my brain was on fire, and pins and needles shot up and down my limbs. While my brain felt like it was on fire, my coat was actually on fire, and I focused on that. The mental discipline of a wizard took over as I ripped away my burning coat, forcing back the tide of magical power that threatened to knock me unconscious.


  And as I got out of my burning coat, I noticed something else that was wrong.


  I knew where we were in the Shadowlands.


  Specifically, we had landed in the demesne of Venomhold. 


  We stood in a desert of black glass, plains of jagged obsidian stretching away in all directions. In the distance, I saw a pyramid of human skulls, white and bleached and grinning. To my left rose a range of black mountains, as dark as a wall of shadows. The citadel of Venomhold itself sprawled across one of those mountains. It was huge and mad and surreal. Its half-ruined look put me in mind of the spell-shattered towers in the wreckage of downtown Chicago. Venomhold resembled a castle, yet it was a strange mix of towers and cathedral spires and ziggurat terraces and palace colonnades, a dozen different architectural styles blended together. The whole thing looked like a giant stone tumor.


  But that was a distant problem.


  A more immediate problem was right in front of me.


  We were in a Rebel base. 


  There were three of those prefab trailers I had seen at other Rebel bases hidden throughout the United States, and I assumed that the trailers had been dragged through a Gatekeeper’s rift way and installed here. I saw many tracks and footprints on the dusty black ground, and it looked like a lot of heavy things had been moved recently. Nicholas and the Rebels had been smuggling armaments into Venomhold for over a year, and if Nicholas was planning to attack the High Queen on July 4th, then he needed all the guns and ammo he could get.


  Though the Sky Hammer might make that moot.


  And the Rebel base was guarded. 


  Twenty or so gaunt, gray-skinned anthrophages whirled towards us, yellow eyes glaring at me as I threw aside my burning coat, their thin lips peeling back from black fangs. Behind them stood a man in combat fatigues and a ballistic vest, a puzzled frown on his face. He was middle-aged and worn-looking, and he wore a Sign of the Dark Ones on a chain around his neck, the medallion resting against his chest.


  That meant he was one of Nicholas’s Gatekeepers, possessed by a Dark One and capable of opening rift ways from Earth to the Shadowlands and back again. It also meant that he could use magic and command the obedience of those anthrophages. 


  “Who the hell are you three?” snapped the Gatekeeper, eyes narrowing, purple light and shadow twisting around his right hand.


  I opened my mouth, closed it again.


  “Um,” I said, looking at Russell and Murdo.


  Russell was fine. He had come through the rift way unharmed, though he was pointing his AK-47 at the anthrophages. That was useless since gunpowder did not work in the Shadowlands. I took a quick look at Murdo. Morelli had shot him twice during the fight in the Sky Hammer laboratory, and he looked pained, his eyes solid black. The gunshots would have killed him, but those black eyes meant he was a Shadow Hunter, and his Shadowmorph was healing the wounds. Given enough time, he would be fine.


  Except his left hand was on fire.


  A haze of silver fire wrapped around his left wrist and hand and cracks of silver light crawled up his arm. His arm seemed to be…I don’t know, shimmering somehow, or rippling. Like the air over a road rippling in the summer sun.


  Or a Mask spell that wasn’t working quite right.


  A Mask spell?


  “I said who the hell are you three?” said the Gatekeeper, snatching my attention from Murdo’s burning left hand. 


  I started to draw power together for a spell.


  “You goddamn idiots. All the Gatekeepers were supposed to have been to the staging area yesterday!” snapped the Gatekeeper. “The Overseer could give the word to launch the attack at any minute, and you three are dawdling?”


  Wait. He thought that I was another Gatekeeper? 


  Given how busy Nicholas had been keeping his Gatekeepers, it was entirely possible they hadn’t all met each other. 


  “Uh,” I said. “Uh, yes, we are.” My tired, reeling brain tried to pull together a good lie. “We ran into trouble on Earth. Homeland Security. There was a shootout, and we barely got away.” I gestured at where my coat was burning on the ground. “Didn’t even have time to turn off my phone. Lucky it didn’t burn a hole in my ass.”


  The Gatekeeper scowled. “Where did you come from?”


  “Nevada,” said Russell with smooth calm. “One of the bases there.” I wondered how he had learned to lie so smoothly. 


  Hell, who was I kidding? He had probably learned it from me. 


  “We came under attack from Homeland Security there,” I added. “Barely got away in time. Wouldn’t want to give away the Overseer’s plan, now would we?”


  The Gatekeeper just stared at us. I cleared my mind and started to summon magical power, getting ready to cast a spell.


  “Why is your hand on fire?” said the Gatekeeper to Murdo.


  “It’s not on fire,” said Murdo with a straight face. “It’s a chemical glowstick.”


  The Gatekeeper’s brows furrowed. I didn’t know what the hell the silver fire around Murdo’s left wrist was, but it definitely wasn’t a chemical glowstick.


  “Right,” said the Gatekeeper.


  “Listen,” I said. “We’re late, and we need to get to staging area, so we’re just going to head, um, that way,” I gestured vaguely towards the sprawling citadel of Venomhold, “and get into position. The Overseer’s big offensive is coming, so we’d better not be late, yeah?”


  I needed to cast the rift way spell to get away from here, and I needed to do it right now. Sooner or later someone would realize that we weren’t supposed to be here, and then every monster and Rebel in Venomhold would be gunning for us. Well, guns didn’t work here, but claws and fangs and magic did. That said, I couldn’t use the rift way spell here. If I cast it at this location, the spell would take us back to Last Judge Mountain, and Nicholas and his steel golems would kill us in short order. I needed to get a few hundred yards away so the rift way would not go back to Nevada.


  And we had to get back to Earth as soon as possible. Nicholas was going to detonate the Sky Hammer bomb in New York to kill the High Queen, the Elven nobles of North and South America, and the federal government and a ton of other dignitaries from other countries. I didn’t care about them, but fifteen million people lived in New York, fifteen million people who didn’t deserve to die. That was horrible enough, but the EMP pulse from the Sky Hammer would knock the High Queen’s Skythrone from the air. 


  It would be like an asteroid hitting the Earth. The resultant wave would drown every major city on the Atlantic Ocean. The dust cloud would block out the sun for years. Billions of people would die, and Nicholas would rebuild the survivors into his twisted vision of society.


  Or the Archons would conquer Earth, and the Dark Ones would devour us all.


  But I could still avert that. I knew the phone number of the Lord Inquisitor himself. I hated Arvalaeon’s guts for what he had done to me, but if I warned him in time, he would make sure Nicholas’s plan got shut down.


  “I’m not sure…” started the Gatekeeper.


  “For God’s sake, man?” I snapped. “I’m already way behind on the timetable. Do you really want to explain to the Overseer why the hell I’m so late?” I smirked at him. “Or do you want me to blame you? I could tell the Overseer that you’re the reason why I’m running late.”


  The Gatekeeper scowled. “Why would the Overseer believe you over me?”


  I grinned my mirthless grin at him. “I’m prettier, and the Overseer likes pretty girls.”


  The Gatekeeper scoffed, but unease went over his face.


  Damn if my bluff wasn’t working. 


  “Then get moving,” said the Gatekeeper. “But if the Overseer or that prick Corbisher chew you out for being late, don’t blame me. I’m not the one using the incorrect access point.”


  “Great,” I said, glancing at Murdo and Russell. Murdo was looking a little better as his Shadowmorph healed the gunshot wounds. That weird silver fire on his arm didn’t seem to be causing him any pain. “Let’s move, guys.”


  I took three steps, and then the whole thing fell apart. 


  “Wait,” snarled one of the anthrophages. “Stop.”


  “Don’t give me orders, asshole,” I snapped. “Be a good little guard dog and…”


  “You are her,” snarled the anthrophage. “The enemy of the great masters.” The anthrophage looked at the Gatekeeper. “She is an enemy! She must be killed!”


  The Gatekeeper blinked and looked at me, and I saw comprehension go over his face.


  “Wait,” he said. “Wait. You’re the one Corbisher tried to…”


  “Aw, hell,” I said, and I cast a spell. 


  I hurled a sphere of fire at the Gatekeeper, intending to blast a hole through his head. But either the Gatekeeper himself or the Dark One inside his skull was ready for me. His right hand twitched, black fire snarling around his fingers, and he worked a Shield spell of flickering dark fire. My attack slammed into his Shield and knocked the Gatekeeper back a step, but it didn’t reach him. 


  “Take them!” screamed the Gatekeeper, starting a spell. 


  “Nadia, deal with him!” said Murdo, his elemental blade snapping into existence in his right hand. “I’ll handle the anthrophages!”


  Murdo would handle anthrophages while he was still recovering from two bullet wounds? 


  I would just have to make sure I dealt with this Gatekeeper as swiftly as I could. Though since Murdo was a Shadow Hunter, his Shadowmorph would feed off every anthrophage that he cut down. He could probably heal himself just by killing the anthrophages. 


  Assuming they didn’t kill us first.


  “Russell, stay by me!” I shouted, and then I cast a Shield spell just as the Gatekeeper got his act together and threw a blast of Dark One-empowered shadow fire. I charged my Shield with regeneration energy, which seemed the only thing capable of blocking those attacks, and the burst slammed into my spell. I gritted my teeth and held against the attack, and my Shield winked out of existence. I cast another spell and hurled a volley of lightning globes at the Gatekeeper. He summoned more power of his own, and a twisting shell of black fire appeared around him. My globes howled into the shell. The dark fire resisted the first four globes, but the fifth one punched through. Fingers of lighting raked into the Gatekeeper, and he screamed and stumbled to one knee, smoke rising from his clothes.


  Murdo tore into the anthrophages like a storm. His face was a mask of pain from the gunshot wounds, but none of it translated to his movements. He dodged around the bites and slashes of the anthrophages, and his elemental blade rose and fell, leaving pieces of anthrophages in its wake. As his fiery sword flickered and stabbed, I caught a glimpse of its dark core. It kind of looked like a Shadowmorph blade…


  No. Wait. It was a Shadowmorph blade. It always had been a Shadowmorph, hadn’t it? He had just somehow wrapped it in the elemental blade to mask its presence. Neat trick, that. But just as magic was stronger in the Shadowlands, so would his Shadowmorph blade be stronger and harder to hide here.


  All that flashed through my head in a second, but my full attention was on the Gatekeeper.


  He snarled and cast another spell, and a stream of purple fire and shadow ripped from his fingers and hammered at me. But I was ready, and another Shield of flickering golden light shimmered into existence. The shaft of dark magic struck the Shield, but I held it in place, and as I did, I called more power for a spell. It was the same tactic the Gatekeeper had used earlier, trying to overwhelm me with raw force, but he wasn’t strong enough to pull it off. 


  That was the weakness of the Rebel Gatekeepers. Their Dark Ones gave them power, but they didn’t really understand magic. They didn’t understand their spells the way that I did. They hadn’t spent a century and a half casting spell after spell after spell, getting killed again and again and again…


  I bared my teeth and finished my next spell. Even as I held my Shield against the torrent of dark fire, I cast the ice spike spell. A lance of ice as thick as my leg and longer than I was tall shot from my hand and hurtled towards the Gatekeeper. I suspected the aura of shadow fire around him would drain away the spell, so I didn’t aim it at him. Instead, I targeted the spell at his feet, and the ice spike hit the ground and shattered.


  About half the fragments slammed into him. 


  The Gatekeeper stumbled with a scream of pain, and I saw blood fly from his mouth as one of the fragments smacked into his face. Before he recovered, I drew together power for my next spell, and I threw a sphere of fire at him. 


  He never saw it coming.


  The spell of fire blasted into his right temple and out his left, and the Gatekeeper fell limp to the ground, smoke rising from the tunnel I had drilled into his skull.


  I let out a long breath, trying to concentrate through the buzzing in my head. I was already tired from the fighting in Last Judge Mountain, and the effort of controlling the extra torrent of power from the Shadowlands wasn’t helping. Murdo had taken down about two-thirds of the anthrophages, and I needed to help him finish off the remaining creatures. I took a few more deep breaths, steadying myself.


  “Nadia!” said Russell, pointing.


  My head snapped around just in time to see two Archons emerge from one of the trailers.


  “Shit,” I said.


  The Archons were both Elves, tall with pointed ears and alien features and bright eyes. Both wore black uniforms adorned with a three-headed red dragon across the chest. That was the symbol of the Archons. The three heads of the dragon represented liberty, equality, and fraternity (or possibly solidarity), and like so many revolutionaries across human history, the Archons had slaughtered millions of Elves in the name of those ideals.


  Maybe Elves and humans aren’t so different in the end.


  The Archons froze when they saw the battle, and they both began casting spells, shadows and purple fire burning in their eyes. That meant the Archons had Dark Ones in their skulls.


  Great. 


  I started a spell of my own, but the Archons were faster. One of the Archons thrust out his hand, and telekinetic force grabbed me like a fist of iron. The spell lifted me from my feet, and pain exploded through my back and joints as the telekinetic grip started to bend me backward. When I had fought a pair of Archons outside the Marneys’ house in Milwaukee, one of them had used this spell on me, and they would have killed me if Lord Morvilind hadn’t shown up and slaughtered them. Back then, the spell had inflicted too much pain for me to fight back.


  Now, though…


  Now I was just pissed off.


  I cast a telekinetic spell of my own. Probably the Archons had warded themselves against elemental attacks. I caught the Archon’s neck in a telekinetic grip, and I pulled. I used this spell to grab heavy things and pull myself up, almost like doing a pull-up with my mind. Except the Archon wasn’t nearly as heavy as, say, a lamp post, so my spell yanked him forward, his eyes going wide, his hands flying to his throat as instinct took over and he tried to relieve the pressure on his neck.


  His own spell started to unravel, but not until I crashed into him with bone-jarring force.


  We both went down. I hit the ground, bounced, and surged back to my feet, already casting another spell. The Archon rolled to one knee, elemental fire snarling around his fingers as he gathered magic.


  I punched him in the face.


  That wouldn’t have done much, but I had already cast the telekinetic gauntlet spell that Arvalaeon had taught me, so I hit him with a lot of force concentrated into the relatively small area of my right fist. 




  The end result was that his head and neck bent backward at a ninety-degree angle.


  Yeah. That made a nasty noise.


  I turned to face the second Archon just as he finished a spell. 


  Pain exploded through my head as the Archon launched a telepathic attack on my mind. Hideous memories surged through me. This sort of spell could create false memories of traumatic experiences to torment the victim. But with me, the spell didn’t need to bother. I had enough spooky crap in my head to use instead.


  So it did.


  Tens of thousands of agonizing deaths blurred through my mind. Again, I lay on the ground and screamed as the wraithwolves ripped me open and feasted. Again, I died as the anthrophages tore me apart in the Eternity Crucible, as the cytospawn ripped my arms from their sockets, as the bloodrats hunted me down in the darkness and gnawed on me until I died. 


  I died again and again and again, and I heard myself screaming, felt the blood dripping from my nose. 


  The Archon smirked at me and walked closer, hand outstretched. 


  The rage burned through the agony.


  I had survived the Eternity Crucible. Arvalaeon had sent me to hell, and I had died and died again, but I had survived. Had this Archon asshole survived anything comparable?


  Time to find out!


  I snarled, seized the telepathic intrusion with my thoughts, and sent my memories thundering through the link and into the Archon’s skull.


  I had the immense satisfaction of seeing his eyes bulge with shock, his mouth falling open in horror. The telekinetic gauntlet was still around my right hand, so I stepped up and hit him in the face. At least, I tried to hit him in the face. The Elf was a lot taller than I was, and my aim was off, so I struck him in the throat. That might have been more effective than punching him in the face. His windpipe collapsed beneath the blow, and the Archon staggered back, going first red and then purple and then blue as he fell to his knees and died from lack of air. 


  I turned, intending to aid Murdo against the anthrophages. 


  I noticed two things.


  One, Murdo didn’t need any help against the anthrophages, because he’d killed them all. In fact, he was hurrying towards me, no doubt intending to help against the two Archons I had just killed. Russell was running to join him.


  Two, the Shadowlands were spinning around me.


  No, wait, that wasn’t right. I was the one spinning. Or the inside of my head was. I tried to take a step forward and fell to one knee. I wasn’t sure what was happening. Maybe the Archon’s telepathic attack had messed something up in my brain – it felt like a lot of blood was coming out of my nose. Or maybe magical exhaustion had caught up with me – I had spent most of the last day casting a lot of spells very quickly. 


  Or maybe it was a combination of both.


  “Nadia,” said Russell as they joined me. “You’re bleeding.”


  “Yeah,” I said, woozy. “Just a nosebleed.” Murdo knelt and grabbed my arm as I almost fell over. That weird silver fire still danced around his left wrist, the cracks of light crawling up his arm. “Hey, your arm’s on fire.”


  “You’re hurt,” said Murdo, voice grim. His eyes had returned to their normal color, and they were full of concern.


  “No, I’m not,” I said. I couldn’t focus. “I’m sure I know you from somewhere else. Don’t I? Like we met before. I…”


  Then something strange happened.


  There was a massive clanging noise, like a titanic bell, and I saw a pulse of green light from the citadel of Venomhold. At the same time, ghostly emerald fire filled the black vault of the sky, painting the bleak plain and the stark mountains in eerie shades of green.


  “Damn it,” muttered Murdo.


  “Ooh,” I said. “Like fireworks, but horrifying.” 


  All the strength went out of my muscles, and I pitched forward. 


  The last thing I felt before I passed out was Murdo’s arms coiling around me. 






  Chapter 2: Ghostwright Mask


  




  I drifted in a haze for what felt like a long time. 


  Sensations made their way to my reeling mind. Someone was carrying me, my arms and legs hanging loose. I was so tired. Maybe this was what it felt like to die and to actually stay dead. I had a lot of experience dying, not so much with staying dead. Images flickered through my thoughts. Most of them were from the Eternity Crucible, recollections of blood and death and torment. 


  Or a mountain in the desert, a mountain filled with monsters and weapons that could end the world.


  I heard two men talking. Arguing? No, that wasn’t right. One of the men was trying to convince the other of something.


  After a while, I recognized the voices as Russell and Murdo. 


  “She ought to wake in another few hours,” said Murdo. “That kind of telepathic attack shocks the mind, makes it shut down for a while.”


  “Can that be fatal?” said Russell, concern in his voice.


  “For a weaker mind, yes,” said Murdo. “Your sister’s going to wake up spitting nails and ready to blast Connor to ashes. Assuming we can find our way to the border.” 


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Look. You know it’s not really any of my business…”


  Murdo snorted. “I doubt that has ever stopped you even once in your life.”


  “Well, there’s a first time for everything,” said Russell. “But when she wakes up, you should really tell her.”


  Murdo didn’t respond.


  “Because if you don’t, she’s going to figure it out,” said Russell. “I think she was halfway there already. You had to do all that Shadow Hunter stuff in Last Judge to stay alive. I mean, Morelli shot you twice, and you’re still alive.” His voice got dry. “Plus, you know, your left arm is on fire.”


  “It’s not on fire,” said Murdo with a sigh. “The High Queen warned me it wouldn’t work properly in the Shadowlands. The magical aura here is too strong.” 


  There was a pause.


  “There’s no way Nadia's not going to notice that,” said Russell. “Just no way. You’re going to have to tell her. Honestly, I’m surprised she didn't figure it out a long time ago.”


  “She’s got a lot on her mind,” said Murdo. He sighed again. “And now she’s about to have more.”


  “Come on, man,” said Russell. “She’ll be glad to see you. Every time I mention you, she starts to flip out.”


  “Yes, a promising sign,” said Murdo, the sarcasm plain. 




  “Seriously, it is,” said Russell. “I mean, she didn’t want to do it. Nadia thought she was protecting you, just like Nadia thought she was protecting me when she disappeared.”


  “Something happened to her,” said Murdo. “You’ve seen her fight. It’s like watching a thunderstorm. There are only a few humans that can use magic at that level, and she wields that kind of power so casually.” 


  “I guess something did happen to her,” said Russell, “and it was probably pretty horrible, but she’s still the same person. She’s still Nadia. And she misses you.”


  “Yes,” said Murdo. He hesitated. “I can’t…”


  “And I didn’t think a guy your age would be timid about women,” said Russell.


  “Timid,” said Murdo, his voice flat. 


  There was a long pause.


  “Maybe that was over the line,” said Russell.


  Murdo snorted. “Was it? I suppose Nadia told you. No, you probably figured it out for yourself. I was married, and I had a long-term relationship, and they both ended very badly. It was my fault…”


  “I kind of doubt that.”


  “Fine,” said Murdo. “Then I at least bear a measure of the responsibility for it. I thought…I thought the pattern was repeating with Nadia. Which is the whole reason I’m here, I suppose.” His voice got dry again. “That, and you wouldn’t shut up about it.”


  “We all have our talents,” said Russell. “I think I know what your problem is.”


  “Oh, this should be good. Please proceed with your diagnosis, Dr. Moran.”


  Russell, as ever, remained impervious to sarcasm. “I think you’ve always been the dumpee and never the one doing the dumping.”




  Murdo laughed. “Now you sound like a sixteen-year-old. Which you are, so it makes sense.”


  “No, seriously,” said Russell. “Your wife left you, and she tried to kill you, yeah? Then you had a girlfriend after that, and she tried to kill you, too. So, when Nadia left, well, it seemed like the pattern was repeating. Except it wasn’t. She wasn’t trying to hurt you, she was trying to save you from what had happened to…”


  “You know,” said Murdo. “You know what happened to her.”


  Russell hesitated. “It’s…not my place to tell. And I haven’t told her about you, either. Even when I really, really wanted to.”


  “Thank you for that,” said Murdo.


  “Like when you walked in while she was getting fitted for that cocktail waitress uniform? And you two were staring at each other like starving wolves? Keeping my mouth shut was a heroic feat of self-control, let me tell you.”


  “I imagine that keeping silent is a heroic feat of self-control for you in most circumstances,” said Murdo. 


  “Doesn’t matter now, though,” said Russell. “Because when she wakes up, she’s going to figure it out, and you’re going to have to tell her.”


  “I know.”


  The conversation faded from my thoughts, and maybe it stopped. 


  Perhaps I had dreamed the whole thing. 


  I drifted for a long time, old memories flickering through my head. Sometimes I was in the Eternity Crucible. Or sometimes the memories blurred together. Like I was in the Ducal Mall, and I was trying to find Lorenz before he could kill Alexandra’s baby, but the wraithwolves and the bloodrats kept coming after me. In another I ran through a burning high-rise building in the ruins of Chicago, trying to find Riordan, but he always seemed just out of reach. 


  Bit by bit, the dreams faded, and I started to wake up.


  The first thing I noticed was the sky.


  Specifically, that it was on fire. 


  I’d been to the Shadowlands a bunch of times before, and it never went well. But I knew what the sky of the Shadowlands ought to have looked like. It should have been an empty black vault, featureless and blank, though a black vault that somehow provided enough light to see.


  Instead, green flames filled the sky, twisting and angry, an emerald glow covering everything.


  The second thing I noticed was the identification tags.


  There was a slender chain wrapped around my left wrist, holding two flat pieces of metal stamped with a name and number. It was the kind of identification tag a soldier or a man-at-arms wore. Jeremy Shane’s tags, that was it. I had taken them from his desk in Last Judge Mountain after I had seen his video explaining why he had chosen to work with the High Queen against the Dark Ones of the Void. I had taken those tags partly to remind me of what Shane had said, and partly to irritate Nicholas, who had been infuriated at that video…


  Nicholas!


  My mind screamed back into focus, and I sat up and called magic, half-expecting to see myself surrounded by enemies.


  Instead, I was sitting on the ground in a depression behind a pile of boulders. Russell sat resting on the rocks, his eyes closed, a tactical baton the size of a baseball bat resting across his lap. Murdo stood a few paces away, a man-at-arms’ sword in his right hand, a deadly-looking blade of black metal and carbon fiber. His left hand was folded behind his back, that strange corona of silver fire still encircling his wrist, the cracks of silver light crawling up his arm.


  Why was Russell’s hair black? Oh, yeah, I had dyed his hair so he wouldn’t stand out so much in Las Vegas. 


  “What the hell?” I croaked. 


  Russell’s eyes shot open, and Murdo turned, his black eyes falling on me. 


  “Nadia,” said Russell. “You’re awake.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I started to rise, only for a wave of dizziness to shoot through me. I grunted and sat back down. “Yeah, I guess. I…”


  “Give it a minute,” said Murdo, going to one knee next to me and gripping my shoulder. I was wearing my gray sweater with a black tank top beneath it. What the hell had happened to my coat? Oh, yeah – the battery fire. “One of the Archons hit you with a powerful telepathic attack. It can take some time to recover.”


  “Time,” I said. “Time. We don’t have much time. What time is it?” 


  “It’s July 3rd,” said Russell, producing a mechanical watch from a pocket. Men-at-arms carried them into the Shadowlands since electronics didn’t work here. He must have looted it from one of those trailers, which meant…which meant…


  “July 4th,” I said. “Nicholas is going to nuke New York tomorrow.” 


  I surged to my feet, staggered, and another wave of dizziness went through me. I would have fallen on my ass or maybe my face, but Murdo and Russell caught me and lowered me to the ground. 




  “Okay,” I said, sitting against the cold boulders. “Okay. I’ll rest for a minute. But as soon as I can stand up without falling over, I’m opening a rift way, and we’re getting back to Earth. We’ve got to warn someone in the Inquisition about Nicholas.”


  “Yes,” said Murdo, “but we have to get out of the demesne of Venomhold first.”


  I frowned. “Why?”


  Murdo pointed at the sky, the silver fire around his wrist a harsh contrast with the green flames. “That fire is one of the Knight of Venomhold’s powers. She has sealed her demesne to rift way spells. Probably in preparation for the attack on New York.”


  “Seriously?” I said, and I tried to cast the rift way spell. I drew together power for the spell, and the sheet of gray mist started to rise before us.


  Then it just sort of fell apart. It was like trying to open a door only to have the knob disappear just as you grasped it. 


  “That’s annoying,” I said. “I didn’t know the Knight of Venomhold could do that.”


  “The lord of a Shadowlands demesne can close it off to rift ways at will,” said Murdo. “Natalya Karst doesn’t use the power all that often since it blocks the Rebels from Venomhold as well, but she likely wants to make sure that the High Queen doesn’t discover the impending attack until it’s too late.”


  “Okay,” I said. I rubbed my face and tried to think. “Okay. Then we have to get out of Venomhold. How do we do that?”


  “We walk to Grayhold,” said Murdo. He gestured to Russell, the silver fire flickering around his wrist, and Russell produced a map. “Found this in one of the trailers. If we’re reading the map right, it’s fifteen miles to Grayhold in that direction.” 


  “Then we have a fifteen-mile hike to Grayhold,” I said. “Uh. That’s going to be challenging. There’s all the usual nasty creatures of the Shadowlands, plus Nicholas’s army. And guns don’t work here.”


  “Yeah,” said Russell. He hefted the tactical baton. “This is nice and all, but I really miss guns.” 


  “Me, too,” I said. “Well, magic still works.” I looked at Murdo. “And it turns out you’re a Shadow Hunter.”


  “Yes,” said Murdo without blinking. “I apologize for keeping that from you, but…”


  I waved a hand. “No, no, it’s all right. I’m impressed you kept it a secret for that long. If Nicholas knew, he would have killed you on the spot. There’s got to be a huge bounty on his head.”


  “Ten million dollars,” said Murdo. “The writ of execution was commissioned by the High Queen herself.”


  “Well, at least someone realizes how dangerous he is,” I said. “That…makes a lot of sense in hindsight. Explains how you were able to contact the Knight of Grayhold. And how you got us into the John Doe Hospital in Manhattan. And those friends you called in case we failed.” Which was still a possibility, I suppose. “And how you were able to shrug off Morelli shooting you.” Concern stabbed through me. “Um. How are you?”


  He smiled a little. “I’m fine. To be blunt, I’m in better condition than you are. I killed enough anthrophages that my Shadowmorph healed everything.” He tapped the damaged spots on his ballistic vest. Morelli had known just where to shoot. “You don’t have a Shadowmorph to heal you, so I’m glad you’re awake.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I got to my feet, and this time I stayed there. “All right. A fifteen-mile hike.” Russell and Murdo stood, watching me. “We get to Grayhold, get back to Earth, you contact the Shadow Hunters, I call the Lord Inquisitor, and they go deal with Nicholas. I think we’ve got a plan.” 


  “Good,” said Murdo. “Time is going to be tight. We should set out at once.”


  “Yeah,” I said, staring at him. Something shifted in my brain, like a puzzle missing only the final piece. “Rory.”


  “Yes?” he said.


  “Why is your left wrist on fire?” 


  Murdo sighed. “It’s not.”


  “Come on, man,” said Russell. “Might as well do it now. She’s going to figure it out before much longer.”


  I frowned. “Figure out what?” 


  “The High Queen said it wouldn’t work in the Shadowlands,” said Murdo, “and she was right.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said.


  Murdo sighed again. “Easier to just show you.”


  He slid the sword into a scabbard over his shoulder, reached for his left wrist, and grimaced. He tugged something, and suddenly he was holding a thick bracelet of silver links. It looked like a thick, fancy watch band, and I had seen an object like that before. It was called a Ghostwright Mask, and it projected a Mask spell that was undetectable through magic. Nathan Vander had one, and the paroled Archon Elf used it to change his real appearance to that of an unassuming middle-aged human shop teacher. 


  The last pieces clicked together in my mind.


  Murdo had been wearing a Ghostwright Mask the entire time I had known him. Which meant that his appearance had been an illusion. Which meant that his identity had been a disguise. And that meant that Rory Murdo had never really existed.


  And that meant he was really…


  I figured it out. A half-second before the illusion dissolved, I figured it out, and my mouth fell open in astonishment.


  Murdo’s appearance dissolved. Well, his appearance didn’t change that much. The Ghostwright Mask was a subtle thing. His height didn’t change, and his build only became a little slimmer. His face was leaner and sharper than the illusion, with hard cheekbones, eyes the color of expensive bookcases, and close-cropped brown hair. I knew that face. Sometimes I had dreams about it. 


  For the first time in nearly a hundred and sixty years, I looked at Riordan MacCormac. I had not seen his face in over a century and a half, but I had thought about him constantly, thought again and again about what I would say to him if I ever saw him again…


  “Riordan,” I croaked.


  Yeah. Eloquent. 


  He tried to smile. “Hello, Nadia.”


  My first absurd thought was to wish that there had been time to fix my hair and put on nicer clothes. 


  My second thought was a wave of crushing guilt. I had said such horrible things to Riordan the last time we had spoken. I knew what would hurt him, and I had hammered those weak points without mercy. I had done it to protect him, to keep him away from me because of how dangerous I had become, but I had still said those awful things.


  My third thought…


  I burst out laughing.


  Russell and Riordan shared a look. 


  “How?” I said. “How? I…I had no idea. No idea. You fooled me, and I’m not easy to fool. How?” I took a step forward, peering at him as if he might disappear. “I was starting to figure out you were a Shadow Hunter, what with healing bullet wounds and all, and I knew there was something strange about you. Hell, you told me yourself that you couldn’t tell me everything, but I trusted you anyway because you…you…”


  I realized I was babbling out of sheer nervousness, and I couldn’t quite make myself stop.


  Then I realized something else. Murdo – that is, to say, Riordan – had said the real reason he had infiltrated the Rebels had been to rescue a woman he loved. Nicholas had a hold over that woman, and…


  My mouth went dry.


  Well. Talk about missing the obvious.


  “This,” said Riordan, lifting the thick bracelet. He tucked it away into a pouch on its belt. “You saw Mr. Vander’s Ghostwright Mask, and this one works identically.” 


  “Um,” I said. “Okay. How did you get that?”


  “There was an incident in the ruins of Chicago last year,” said Riordan. “A passing helicopter caught a video of Nicholas Connor escaping from Chicago, and the High Queen came to the Family of the Shadow Hunters to give us a writ of execution for Connor’s death. Ten million dollars.”


  “Lot of money,” I said.


  “I didn’t want anything to do with it,” said Riordan.


  “What changed your mind?”


  Russell smiled. “I did.”


  Riordan sighed. “Two things did. First, yes, Russell. A few days after you disappeared, Russell called me. He said that you were in trouble and needed help. I told him that I didn’t have any right to interfere in your affairs, that you didn’t want to see me any longer.” A spasm of pain went through me. “But he kept talking, and talking, and talking…”


  “And talking,” said Russell with good cheer. “I’m really good at it.”


  “Evidently, because I agreed to help,” said Riordan, “though I didn’t know where to start. Then the High Queen approached the Family, and I saw the video of Connor’s escape from Chicago. You were in it. You were wearing a mask and a pair of ski goggles, but I recognized you. I took the writ of execution for Connor, and the High Queen gave me a Ghostwright Mask so I could infiltrate the Rebels.”


  “Then you infiltrated the Rebels and found me at that hotel in Denver when Nicholas summoned me for the Royal Bank job,” I said.


  “No, the first thing I did when I joined the Rebels was to figure out where Connor would be, and then I shot him in the head,” said Riordan. “It was obvious he was the one holding together the Rebels’ alliance with the Knight of Venomhold. If he was dead, the alliance would fall apart, I would fulfill the writ of execution from the High Queen…and you would be safe from him.” He took a deep breath. “I tracked his movements, set up a sniper’s nest in advance, and shot him through the head from five hundred meters away.”


  I snorted. “Bet that didn’t work.”


  “It did not,” said Riordan. “He was back on his feet in about two minutes. The knight of the Dark Ones in his skull can heal nearly anything. I realized that if I was going to find a way to kill him, if I was going to keep my promise to Russell and help you, I needed to get closer to him.” He shrugged. “I worked my way into Connor’s inner circle. Then he sent me to meet you in Denver, and we’ve been traveling together ever since.” 


  I didn’t say anything for a while. I had a lot of emotions to work through. 


  “You knew,” I said to Russell at last.


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Riordan told me in Milwaukee when we were at the safe house for the Graysworn and Mr. Vander was teaching you those new spells. I wasn’t sure that we could trust Murdo, but once I knew that Murdo was really Riordan…”


  I stared at Russell, and he shifted a little.


  “I thought we said no more secrets,” I said.


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I really wanted to tell you, but Riordan made me promise not to. And I figured it wasn’t my secret to tell, you know? It was your business, not mine, yours and Riordan’s.”


  “Okay,” I said. I couldn’t quite bring myself to look at Riordan. What I really wanted was to touch him, to see if his lips felt the same as I remembered…


  “I can make it up to you,” said Russell. “One of Riordan’s other aliases is Malcolm Lock.”


  “For God’s sake,” muttered Riordan.




  “Malcolm…Lock?” I said, blinking. I started to ask if that was another name he had used to infiltrate the Rebels. How many Ghostwright Masks had the High Queen given him? Then it clicked. “Wait. He’s that writer you read all the time, right? The one who writes those historical novels about the Crusades, and…and…”


  I trailed off again as I worked through that.


  “You write books?” I said, baffled. “I had no idea.”


  Riordan shrugged. “The work of the Family keeps me busy…but not year-round. I might have six to ten commissions from the Family a year, so I do a variety of things. I have some other businesses.”


  “Like writing dozens of bestselling historical novels?” said Russell, cheerfully. 


  “Yes, that’s one of them,” said Riordan. He gave Russell an irritated look. “I didn’t intend for you to repeat that.”


  Russell grinned back. “Hey, she’s my sister. And I didn’t tell her who you really were. I had to make it up to her somehow, right?” 


  “Okay, okay, whatever,” I said. “We have bigger problems than historical novels.” I looked at Riordan. “But why didn’t you tell me the truth? I mean…oh.” A wave of sadness went through me. “You thought I might have gone over to the Rebels and the Dark Ones cultists.”


  I couldn’t blame him for that. It was a logical conclusion. He had seen me on video helping Nicholas. And Nicholas had invited me to join his side several times, most recently right before we left for Last Judge Mountain. 


  “No,” said Riordan. “I did wonder that, but I knew better about five minutes after meeting you in Denver.”


  “How?”




  He smiled. “Subtle clues. Like how you kept telling me that you hated Connor and wanted to kill him. Then we met with Connor’s circle near DC, and you basically threatened and bullied every one of them.”


  “I don’t bully. I persuade forcefully,” I said. “You figured out that Morvilind was forcing me to work with Nicholas. Why didn’t you tell me who you really were?”


  Riordan hesitated. “Because…I didn’t have any right to.”


  I blinked. “That doesn’t make sense.”


  Riordan shrugged. “You were right, you know.”


  “About what?”


  “That I do have a pattern,” said Riordan.


  A stab of guilt went through me. 


  “Before you, I had been close to two other women, and they got killed,” said Riordan. “Maybe it wasn’t my fault like people keep telling me. But I still have some responsibility for it. And if the pattern was repeating with you…I couldn’t forgive myself for that.” He sighed. “When you told me to stay away, I wondered if you were right. Maybe it was for the best.”


  The guilt worsened.


  “I just said that,” I whispered, “so you wouldn’t get yourself hurt trying to help me.”


  “But…I had to know if you were safe,” said Riordan. “I was sure Morvilind was going to get you killed the way he got my brother killed. And once I realized that Morvilind was forcing you to work with the Rebels, that he had made a deal with the damned Forerunner, I knew it. I had to make sure that you were safe, that Morvilind wasn’t going to get you killed.”


  “I didn’t want you to get hurt!” I said, angry. “That’s why I said all those things to you! Not because they were true! I’m crazy and dangerous and unstable. I’m not in danger from you, you’re in danger from me.”


  “You seem stable enough to me,” said Riordan.


  I stared at him.


  “Mostly stable,” he admitted. 


  “But you shouldn’t be here,” I said. “I broke up with you to keep you safe. You should have told me.”


  “I came here to keep you safe,” said Riordan. “You…”


  Russell was laughing.




  I glared at him. “What the hell! This isn’t funny.”


  “No,” said Russell. “Well, yes. It kind of is. You thought we kept secrets from each other, Nadia? You guys are much worse. Like, you’ve both been trying to hide the truth to protect each other. But didn’t you just give me this big speech about how we need to be honest and forgive each other?”


  “Shut up,” I said.


  “You know I’m right,” said Russell with perfect serenity. 


  “That’s why I told you to shut up,” I said. “It means you’re right and I have no answer to your argument, so I’m resorting to childish insults.” 


  I paced in a circle for a few steps, rubbed my face, and turned to face Riordan. I wanted to yell at him. At Russell.


  Instead, I found myself smiling.


  “I’m really glad to see you,” I said. “Seriously. I really, really am. Um. It all makes sense in hindsight now, you know? Why you took such good care of me. Because you did.” I swallowed. “I wouldn’t have made it out of Washington DC alive without your help. Or Lorenz might have gotten Russell.” 


  “I’m just relieved that you’re all right,” said Riordan. “Well. That you were all right.” He glanced around the bleak plains of the Shadowlands. “Or as well as you can be, given the circumstances.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Hey, how about we focus on getting out of here alive? Then we can talk about our feelings and stuff.”


  “Sensible as always,” said Riordan. “All right.” He gestured to Russell, and he handed over that map. Riordan unfolded it on a flat stone, and I saw that it was a terrain map of Venomhold.


  “You pulled that out of one of the trailers?” I said.


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “I wonder where Nicholas got it.”


  “He probably commissioned it himself,” said Riordan. “The Knight of Venomhold isn’t terribly interested in mapping her demesne, but if Connor is moving an army through Venomhold, he’ll need to know the landscape. The Knight’s citadel is there.” He tapped a spot on the mountains. “We’re right here.” He tapped another spot about eight miles to the east. Though I suppose directions were arbitrary here. “The border to Grayhold is about fourteen or fifteen miles that way. I suggest we get to Grayhold as quickly as possible. Once we’re in Jacob Temple’s demesne, you’ll be able to open a rift way, and we can get to Earth.”


  “We had better get moving,” I said. “How long was I out?”


  “About seven hours,” said Riordan.


  “Jesus,” I muttered. That telepathic attack had hit me a lot harder than I thought.


  Russell produced that elaborate mechanical pocket watch again. “It’s…uh, about 3 PM on July 3rd in New York.”


  “Oh, man,” I said. “We had really better get moving.”


  I felt a terrible weight of responsibility. Nicholas had the Sky Hammer nuclear bomb, and he was going to use it to kill a lot of people. And I had helped him to find it. Granted, I had been forced to do it, but I still wondered if I couldn’t have found a better way out of the whole mess. They say hindsight is perfect, but even with hindsight, everything else I might have tried could have ended in disaster.


  “Yes,” said Riordan. “But we do have a backup if we fail. You remember that phone call I made in Reno?” 


  I thought back and nodded. “Those other friends of yours, yeah. The Shadow Hunters, I bet.”


  “Yes,” said Riordan. “I told them I thought Connor and the Rebels might try something against the Skythrone. The Firstborn agreed to put a team on it. Nora and some others have been following the Skythrone on the last stage of the High Queen’s Royal Progress.”


  “Nora?” I said, and then the memory clicked. She was another Shadow Hunter, a statuesque dark-skinned woman with an English accent who could probably bench-press me without even using her Shadowmorph. Oh, and she thought I was dangerous to Riordan, that I was going to get her into trouble.


  Considering that we were standing in Venomhold, I couldn’t disagree. 


  “I remember her,” said Russell. “She was in Milwaukee for the Archon attack, right?” 


  “Right,” said Riordan. “She can handle herself.”


  “But she doesn’t know about the Sky Hammer,” I said. “Nicholas could hide it anywhere…”


  “He’ll have to detonate the weapon directly under the Skythrone,” said Riordan. “You’ve seen the Skythrone – you remember that big lump of crystal on the underside.” I nodded. “That’s the apex point of the spell that keeps the whole thing floating. The nuclear blast will have to be directly under that crystal to disrupt the spell. Otherwise, the Skythrone will keep flying.”


  “At least we know where he’ll be,” I said. “That’s probably Nicholas’s entire plan. Wait until the High Queen arrives in Manhattan, then his Gatekeepers will open a bunch of rift ways and attack. While Homeland Security and the Elven nobles are dealing with that, Nicholas will sneak the bomb through another rift way, set the timer, and escape back to Venomhold. He’ll sacrifice his whole army to get at the High Queen, but he doesn’t care. Just more collateral damage for his glorious revolution.” 


  “Won’t the Sky Hammer fry if he brings it through the Shadowlands?” said Russell.


  “Not if it’s powered off first,” said Riordan. “If all the electronics are shut down. And once the timer has two minutes left, nothing can stop the reaction.”


  “Yeah,” I said, adjusting the straps of my backpack. I missed my coat already. Partly because I was cold, and partly because the extra padding had been comfortable against the straps. “We had better get going.”


  Riordan nodded. “This way. Keep your eyes open. Connor and the Knight are moving their army through Venomhold, and we might run into roving creatures.”


  We set off.






  Chapter 3: Eternity


  




  We made it about six and a half miles without a problem.


  The Shadowlands is a weird and twisted place, and Venomhold even more so. The terrain changes quickly, from plain to forest and back again within the space of a mile. We walked through the bleak, lifeless plain, and then through a forest of leafless trees, their bark like obsidian. After that we passed through a marsh, making our way from grassy island to grassy island. 


  I remained vigilant, expecting to be attacked by creatures of the Shadowlands at any moment, but nothing moved in the desolate landscape save for us. Maybe Nicholas and the Knight of Venomhold had rounded up all the creatures and impressed them into their army. The thought of mobs of anthrophages and squadrons of cytospawn rampaging through New York was an unpleasant one. Especially since the city would be full to bursting with people come to witness the Royal Progress.


  And then Nicholas would burn all those people with the Sky Hammer. 


  We left the marsh and entered a rocky field of boulders, weaving our way around the big rocks. Truth be told, the piles of rocks looked like house-sized cairns, almost like the field was a graveyard.


  I didn’t know what was inside the cairns, and I didn’t want to find out. 


  I pressed on, my mind grim and filled with images of all the people who would die if I didn’t find a way to stop Nicholas. We just had to get to Grayhold. Once we got to Grayhold, I could get us back to Earth, and I would call Lord Arvalaeon himself. He would have the authority to warn the High Queen, and they could repulse Nicholas’s attack.


  I just had to keep going.


  Except I was getting light-headed, and suddenly I was really dizzy.


  I stopped and braced one hand against a boulder to keep my balance.


  “Nadia?” said Riordan. Both he and Russell came to a stop. 


  “I’m fine,” I said. “I’m just a little dizzy.” I tried to step away from the boulder, lost my balance, and fell on my backside. “Okay, maybe I’m not fine. Just dizzy. I, uh…”


  Russell and Riordan were next to me in a second, helping me to sit up. I leaned against the boulder. 


  “Are you hurt?” said Russell. “Do you think it’s that spell the Archon used on her?”


  “Maybe,” said Riordan. “Wait. No. Nadia, when was the last time you ate anything?”


  “Ate anything?” I repeated, stupidly, but my brain was getting foggy. I had problems with food. Not because I had an eating disorder or anything like that, but my experiences in the Eternity Crucible meant I sometimes I had intense nausea when I put foods with certain textures in my mouth, so bad that I sometimes just skipped eating altogether. “Uh…”


  “If you have to think about it, that’s a bad sign,” said Russell.


  “Yesterday,” I said. “No, wait. I didn’t eat breakfast before we left for Last Judge because I didn’t want anything in my stomach in case of a fight.”


  “Then you haven’t eaten anything for two and a half days,” said Riordan. He shrugged out of his pack. “All right, we’re going to stop for a little bit, and we’re going to have some food and water.”


  “No,” I said. I started to rise. “We have to keep moving, if…”


  Very gently, Riordan grasped my shoulder and pushed me back down. God, but he was strong. 


  “No,” said Riordan. “Magic use is as much of a strain on the system as rigorous exercise, and you’ve been casting powerful spells nonstop for the last two days.” He opened his pack. “You need to eat something.”


  “The Sky Hammer…” I started.


  “You won’t be able to stop Connor,” said Riordan, “if you’re too exhausted to open a rift way when we get to Grayhold.”


  He had a point.


  “Fine,” I said. “I’ll choke down a few protein bars.” I snorted. “I suppose it’s good you thought to bring those packs.”


  “I thought Connor might try to strand us in the desert,” said Riordan. “Granted, I didn’t expect to wind up in the Shadowlands, but it never hurts to be prepared.”


  “Amen to that,” said Russell. While we had been talking, he had finished off one protein bar and had started on the second. No one had an appetite like a teenage boy, especially a teenage boy with frostfever. 


  “You need to take better care of yourself,” said Riordan, passing me a protein bar.


  I tore open the wrapper. “You keep telling me that. Well, Murdo kept telling me that.” I took a bite of the protein bar. It kind of tasted like peanut butter, mostly. But a sudden blazing stab of hunger burned through me, and I devoured the rest of the bar in two bites.


  “He was right,” said Riordan, passing me another bar.


  “No,” I said, staring at him. “No, you were right.” I thought of how he had taken care of me after I had been shot four times, how he had watched my back in Washington and Milwaukee and Last Judge Mountain. I felt my eyes start to brim up. Low blood sugar must be making me emotional.


  “Hey, um,” said Russell, getting to his feet. “Someone should keep a lookout, right?”


  “That’s actually a good idea,” said Riordan. “I’ll…”


  “Nah, don’t worry about it,” said Russell, pointing at a nearby cairn. “I’ll keep watch from up there and come back in fifteen minutes. Then we’ll be ready to go.”


  He scrambled up to the top of the cairn, which was about the size of a small house. I wanted to tell him to keep low and out of sight, but he pressed himself flat. He wasn’t visible, but he had a good vantage point.


  Riordan and I looked at each other.


  “He thinks he’s so clever,” I said, half-annoyed, half-amused. “Giving us time alone.”


  “Do we need time alone?” said Riordan. 


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, we’ve been alone together a lot of the last four months. I just didn’t…you know, know that you were really you.” I took another bite and swallowed, washed it down with a gulp of water from my canteen. “But you knew that I was really me and that you were really you…and…and…God, I’m not making any sense.”


  “You are,” said Riordan, gazing at the boulders. “You were still yourself, Nadia. You told me once how scared you were that you would lose yourself, that you would become someone like Sergei Rogomil or Nicholas Connor.”


  “Yeah.” I finished off the protein bar.


  “But you didn’t,” said Riordan. “Whatever happened to you, you didn’t lose yourself. Else you wouldn’t have fought so hard against the Rebels.”


  I gazed at him.




  Whatever happened to me…


  “Russell didn’t tell you?” I said. “What happened to me?”


  Riordan shook his head. “He wouldn’t tell me. That kid is good at keeping secrets.” I laughed. “Don’t blame him for not telling you about me. He really, really wanted to, but I persuaded him it would have been dangerous for all of us. Connor thought I was an expelled member of the Wizard’s Legion. If he realized that I was part of the Family…”


  “We’d all be dead,” I said. I took a deep breath. “Hey. I have to tell you something, and I really need you to listen.”


  Riordan looked at me and nodded.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so, so sorry. For all those awful things I said to you on the phone…”


  Riordan shrugged. “They were only the truth…”


  “Stop it,” I said. “They’re not. What happened to Miranda and Sasha wasn’t your fault. And I wasn’t afraid that I would repeat the pattern. I never, ever was. I…I was just in a lot of pain, and I was afraid I would hurt everyone around me. I almost killed Russell by accident, and I might have burned down the Marneys’ house if I hadn’t stopped myself. I was a danger to everyone around me, and I was afraid I would hurt you. So I ran from the Marneys, and I…I said those awful things over the phone to you. To keep you safe.”


  “Because you had a lot of power now,” said Riordan, “and you were afraid you might lose control of it.”


  “Yeah,” I whispered. 


  “Like being a Shadow Hunter, I suppose,” said Riordan. “All that power comes with responsibility.”


  “Yes,” I said. “It does. All my life I thought I wanted power, you know? I had this stupid adolescent fantasy that if I became powerful enough, no one would ever be able to control me or hurt Russell or me again.” I shook my head. “Stupid. It never works that way. All power means is that the consequences are so much bigger when I screw up. And the price I paid for it…”


  “It was a steep price,” said Riordan. “Whatever happened to make you as powerful as you are now.”




  “Yeah,” I said. I closed my eyes. “Yeah, it was.”


  I started to speak, my eyes still closed. I had told Russell about it, and the world hadn’t ended. Maybe I could tell Riordan about it.


  “It was July last year,” I said. “Um. I went to the grocery store for Russell. The Inquisition grabbed me in the parking lot.”


  “The Inquisition.” I had glossed over a lot of the details for Russell, but Riordan would know what went into an Inquisition interrogation. He would know how they had stripped me naked, taken my fingerprints and a blood sample, how they had taken pictures of me, how they had left me cuffed in that cold room for hours. 


  Which was funny, because compared with what happened after that, the interrogation was nothing. Nothing at all. I suppose it was kind of funny. Well, funny in the sense of a joke that has a grisly death as the punchline. 


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “They tracked you down because of Morvilind,” said Riordan. “Because of the things he forced you to do.”


  “Actually, no,” I said. “Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon had a job for me.”


  “Arvalaeon,” said Riordan, his voice flat.


  “You know him?”


  “I’ve met him,” said Riordan. “A few times. He was with the High Queen when she gave us the writ of execution for Connor.” His eyes darkened. Like, literally darkened, thanks to his Shadowmorph. That only happened when he was really angry. “And if he found you, he would know about me. He stood right in front of me without saying anything.” 


  “He’s like that,” I said.


  Riordan let out a breath, his eyes returning to their normal color. “What did he want you to do?”


  “To kill Baron Castomyr,” I said.


  “Why? Castomyr hated the Archons.”


  “And he hated the High Queen,” I said. “He hated her so much that he was going to try to summon a Great Dark One to kill both her and the Archons. Of course, he would have botched the spell…”


  “And blown up the central third of North America,” said Riordan. “Why didn’t Arvalaeon deal with Castomyr himself?”


  “Castomyr had this magic gizmo called a Thanatar Stone,” I said. “Killed any Elf who got too close. So, Arvalaeon recruited me to go after Castomyr. And I’m going to guess your next question. Arvalaeon knew I wasn’t strong enough to fight Castomyr. He arranged for me to get stronger.”


  “How?” said Riordan.


  “He put me into something called an Eternity Crucible…”




  Riordan’s eyes went flat black. I hadn’t expected him to recognize the term. 


  “An Eternity Crucible,” said Riordan. There was a cold edge of anger in his voice, but it wasn’t aimed at me.


  “Um,” I said. “I see you’re familiar with the term.”


  “Yes,” he said. “They’re never supposed to be used on humans. Even Elves can only volunteer for them, those that want to increase their magical power. I heard a rumor that Morvilind spent sixteen hundred years inside one.” He shook his head, forcing himself back to calm. “How many times did it kill you?”


  “About fifty-eight thousand times.”


  “One hundred and fifty-eight years,” said Riordan. “Nadia.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “It wasn’t great. By the time I figured out how to escape, I wasn’t exactly sane, but I was a lot stronger. Arvalaeon was waiting for me, and he pointed me in Castomyr’s direction. That was the end of Castomyr. After…” I took a deep breath. “After, I wasn’t doing well. I couldn’t get over it.”


  “That’s not the kind of thing you get over,” said Riordan. “You get used to it.”


  “I know that now,” I said. “But…I died and went to hell, Riordan. I died over and over again, and it broke me. I kept thinking I was in the Eternity Crucible, that anthrophages or wraithwolves were about to jump out from behind every bush and car and attack me. I woke up from a nightmare and thought I was still inside the Eternity Crucible. When Russell came in to see why I was screaming, I almost killed him. That’s…that’s why I ran. I was afraid I would hurt him. That’s why I said…I said the things I did when you called me. Not because they’re true. They’re not. Not because I meant them. I didn’t. I just wanted to keep you safe from me.”


  “I can understand that,” said Riordan. “Then Morvilind summoned you and sent you to Connor.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Morvilind’s got a deal with the Forerunner. I guess the Forerunner knows something that Morvilind wants to know. In exchange for Morvilind’s shadow agent stealing three things for him, Morvilind gets that piece of information. The Forerunner assigned the choice of the three things to Nicholas…and here we are.” 


  “That damned fool,” said Riordan. “Morvilind ought to know better than to play with someone like the Forerunner. If the High Queen finds out about this, he’s going to be in a lot of trouble.”


  I hesitated. “You’ll…tell her?” I suppose if Riordan had gotten the writ of execution for Nicholas from the High Queen, he could tell Tarlia in person. Honestly, I doubted the High Queen would do anything. She had known Morvilind for centuries, and I suspected that she let him have a long leash. According to Jeremy Shane, he was the one who had found the path for the royalist Elves to escape to Earth for the Conquest. 


  But maybe the High Queen would execute him. And then…


  “I don’t know,” said Riordan. “If you can find a way to cure Russell, maybe. Like that dragon pearl Mr. Vander was talking about. But…the Sky Hammer is Morvilind’s fault, Nadia. Connor is about to nuke New York and kill millions of people, and it’s Morvilind’s responsibility.”


  I shook my head. “It’s my fault. I made my choices.”


  “Because Arvalaeon and Morvilind put a gun to your head and forced you to make those choices,” said Riordan. “If they hadn’t forced you to do it, Connor wouldn’t have the Sky Hammer.”


  I sighed. “That’s why I lied to you. I wanted to protect you and Russell and…”


  I blinked, and I started laughing. 


  “What?” said Riordan, baffled.


  “I was trying to protect you both,” I said, still laughing. “And now look. All three of us are stuck in Venomhold together. I am clearly shit at protecting people.”


  “Maybe you should have just told us what happened,” said Riordan, his voice quiet.


  “Maybe that would have been better,” I said. “But…but what could I have said? That I died fifty-eight thousand times? That I’ve been ripped apart and had my throat cut and been eaten alive? That’s the reason I have nausea problems, you know. Sometimes the wraithwolves ripped me apart so violently that bits and pieces of my innards fell into my mouth as I screamed, and a lot of foods remind me of that.” 


  “Nadia,” said Riordan, gripping my hand.


  I stared at him. I kept talking. I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “Or how the bloodrats chased me and then gnawed me to death in the dark? Or how sometimes I would burn alive when I was trapped in a building?” The words tumbled out of me faster and faster. “Or how I thought you and Russell and the Marneys and everyone else had been dead for a century and a half? And how I almost killed Russell and I was afraid I would do the same thing to you, and I’ve missed you so much, and I’m sorry, I’m…I’m…”


  I lost it. 


  I just lost it. 


  I stopped talking, and then I realized it was because I was sobbing, and I couldn’t stop myself. I used to cry all the time when I was younger. That sounds pathetic, I know, but sometimes you just have to get it all out and keep going. I hadn’t cried in a long, long time. Not since I had gotten out of the Eternity Crucible, not for decades before that. 


  Riordan pulled me close. I flinched, and then I basically collapsed against him, sobbing into his shoulder. I did that for a while. Like, five, ten minutes. At last, I ran out of tears. Too much of that and I was going to get dehydrated.


  “This is really embarrassing,” I whispered. 


  “It’s all right,” said Riordan. “You’ve had horrible things happen to you. I think anyone else would have killed themselves or given up a long time ago. Not you, though. Never you.” 


  “You really think that?” I said into his shoulder.


  “I know that,” said Riordan. “Why else do you think I’m here? Killing Connor and stopping the Rebels is just the excuse. I wanted to find and help you.” 


  “Okay,” I said. I took a deep breath and sat up, and Riordan released his grip on me, though his hands took mine. “Okay. What am I supposed to say to something like that?” I took a ragged breath. “I’m okay. I mean, I’m not great. I’ve got a head full of crazy shit. But I’m okay. I think I can keep going now.”


  Riordan nodded, let go of my left hand, and handed me a canteen. “Drink this, first.”


  I snorted. “Dehydrated, right?”


  “It can’t hurt,” said Riordan.


  “Thanks,” I said. “For the water.” I took a long drink. I really was thirsty. “And…and…and for looking after me. Even though I didn’t ask for it. Or deserve it.”


  Riordan shook his head at the last part. “It’s like Rory Murdo told you. You got dealt a bad hand.”


  I snorted. “Rory Murdo. Why’d you pick that name? It sounds like an Australian game show host.”


  Riordan shrugged. “Same initials. Easier to remember and easier to avoid slip-ups, which are always a danger in that kind of long-term infiltration.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah. Um…” I tried to think of something intelligent to say and failed. “I think I feel better now. We should probably keep going.”


  “Yes,” said Riordan. He got to his feet and held out his hand. I hesitated, took his hand, and Riordan pulled me up in one smooth motion. I had forgotten just how strong he was, even without using his Shadowmorph to enhance his strength. 


  “Hey, Russell?” I called up at the cairn. “It’s time to go.”


  A moment later Russell climbed back down and caught his balance. “You’re okay? Your eyes are kind of bloodshot…”


  “Yeah, and you heard every word from up there,” I said.


  Russell shrugged. “I was keeping watch. A good sentry has to pay attention to his surroundings. There was an entire Malcolm Lock book that had a plot about a sentry who…”


  “For God’s sake,” said Riordan. “That is why I write those books under an assumed name. People quote them back to me otherwise.” He shook his head. “It’s not good for a member of the Family to draw too much attention to himself.”


  “Then why did you write all those books?” I said. 


  I took a deep breath. I felt a little dizzy, but I didn’t fall over, and the landscape didn’t spin around me. Progress! Riordan kept close in case I started to pitch over, which I appreciated. I did feel quite a bit better, which was irrational. We were still stuck in Venomhold, and I still had a head full of all the spooky crap I had just told Riordan about. But maybe actually eating on a regular basis would help with my mental state. And a good cry still made me feel better. 


  “I need to do something to pass the time between killing anthrophages,” said Riordan.


  “What, you don’t want to kill anthrophages all day?” I said, rolling my shoulders. “I once killed anthrophages for a hundred and fifty-eight years straight, and I turned out…well, not the best example.” 


  Riordan blinked. “You can joke about it?”


  “I told her that we ought to get some fast food,” said Russell. “She would qualify for the senior discount. By, like, a lot.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Hey! I just thought of something else, too.” I smiled at Riordan. “You were a lot older than me, right? You were a hundred and ten, and I was twenty-one.”


  “A hundred and eleven, now,” said Riordan.


  “But now you’re a hundred and eleven, and I’m a hundred and eighty,” I said. “So not only is the age gap smaller, it’s also different. You used to be an older man with a younger woman. Now I’m the older woman with a hot younger man.”


  “That is kind of strange,” said Russell.


  Riordan looked at us both, and then he laughed. He didn’t do that very often. An old, forgotten pleasure went through me. I had forgotten how much I liked making my grim Shadow Hunter boyfriend laugh.


  Well. Not that Riordan was my boyfriend anymore. But maybe…


  Maybe it wasn’t too late?


  Later. Once we had dealt with Nicholas and the Sky Hammer. I could think about that later. 


  Because if we didn’t find a way to stop Nicholas, it would be too late for everything. 


  “I’ve had a lot of strange conversations in my life,” said Riordan, “but this has been one the strangest.” 


  “We should continue it,” I said. “Just not here.”


  Riordan nodded. “Let’s keep moving.” He unfolded the map, checked out position, and nodded and put it away. “This way.”


  We set off through the field of cairns. 






  Chapter 4: The Invasion


  




  We found a road, which was a problem.


  For one thing, it wasn’t a Warded Way. The Warded Ways are a network of stone roads that cross the Shadowlands, and the various nasty creatures of the Shadowlands can’t use them. There’s no such thing as a safe method of travel in the Shadowlands, but the Warded Ways are the closest thing you’ll find to one. Of course, in Earth’s umbra, the Inquisition kept a careful watch on the Warded Ways, which let them get advance warning of any armies moving to attack Earth.


  Sometimes.


  But this road wasn’t a Warded Way. For one thing, it was made of gravel. For another, it looked like it had only been recently constructed.


  Also, it had trucks on it.


  Internal combustion engines don’t work in the Shadowlands, though unlike electronics, they don’t blow up. They just don’t do anything. Which made the caravan of a dozen trucks moving along the gravel road kind of out of place. But I had wondered how Nicholas moved all the Rebels’ munitions through the Shadowlands, and now I had the answer.


  It was simple. 


  He put the trucks into neutral and then had teams of anthrophages push them. 


  At least thirty anthrophages moved each truck, pushing them along at four or five miles an hour. Groups of Rebel soldiers and orcish mercenaries walked alongside the vehicles. The Rebels wore a motley mixture of combat fatigues and body armor. The blue-skinned orcs wore a uniform that looked like a combination of black chain mail and ballistic plates, and they carried AK-47s, grenades, and battle axes. Like, actual battle axes. 


  That was why James Marney had to walk with a cane.


  Russell, Riordan, and I crouched behind some boulders atop a hill and watched the caravan. 


  “We’re going to have to cross that road,” said Riordan.


  “Yeah,” I said. “That’s going to be tricky. I could Cloak all three of us at once, but I don’t think I could manage that for more than two minutes. Maybe we can go around them.”


  “I don’t think so,” said Riordan. He unfolded the map again. “I think this road runs all the way to the border with Grayhold.”


  “Great.”


  “Hey, I might be reading this wrong,” said Russell, “but…aren’t the Rebels’ troops massing along the border with Grayhold?”


  “Even greater,” I said.


  “You’re not wrong,” said Riordan. “I think Connor is using the border area as a staging area, getting all his troops lined up for the attack on New York.”


  I grimaced. “Which means Nicky’s probably there with the Sky Hammer right now.”


  “Probably,” said Riordan.


  I didn’t like that thought. I had been worried Nicholas would try to follow us to the Shadowlands from Last Judge Mountain, but he hadn’t. For one, it would have been difficult to do. The Shadowlands don’t connect to Earth in a congruent fashion, and two points a dozen yards away from each other on Earth might touch the Shadowlands a thousand miles apart. Unless Nicholas stood exactly where I had been standing, he would have landed somewhere else in the Shadowlands when he opened his rift way. And if he had been holding his Dark Ones medallion at the time, it would have dumped him somewhere near Venomhold itself.


  For another, Nicholas probably had like a billion other urgent things to do. I had never invaded Earth from the Shadowlands before, but it had to be a logistical nightmare. Granted, Nicholas was planning to kill most of his army as a diversion when he set off the Sky Hammer, but an invasion was still a lot of work. Especially since that army would have had only forty-eight hours’ notice before the attack.


  And it was sort of a miracle that Russell and Riordan and I were still alive. The rift way spell could have dumped us into the middle of a mob of creatures I wasn’t strong enough to fight, which was why I avoided going to the Shadowlands whenever possible. Nicholas’s most logical course of action was to assume that we were dead or neutralized, and then to continue with his plans.


  Looking at the column of trucks, anthrophages, Rebels, and orcish mercenaries, getting killed still seemed like the more likely outcome.


  “Maybe you could blow up one of the trucks?” said Russell. “They’re full of ammo and stuff.”


  I shook my head. “On Earth, yeah. Here, the stuff won’t ignite. Could we go in another direction?”


  Riordan shook his head. “This is our best shot at getting out of Venomhold. If we double back, we’ll lose a lot of time.”


  “We don’t have that time to lose,” I said.


  “If we wait long enough,” said Russell, “the Knight will have to unseal Venomhold so Connor can open rift ways.”


  I looked at the green flames that filled the sky. God, but I was sick of them. “That will be cutting it real close.” Too close, in fact. We might warn Arvalaeon just in time for Connor to nuke him. Not that I minded the thought of Arvalaeon getting nuked, but a lot of innocent men, women, and children would die with him.


  “We have another option,” said Riordan.


  “Oh?” I said.


  “We could pretend to be Rebels.”


  I opened my mouth, closed it.


  “That’s not a bad idea,” I said, running over the notion in my head. “The Rebels never bothered with uniforms, and you two look like Rebels.”


  “Good thing you dyed my hair,” said Russell.


  “Yeah,” I said, though he still kind of looked like he had dipped his hair in an inkwell. But that was way less noticeable than the white hair his frostfever gave him. “Not me, though. The Rebels don’t have female soldiers.” I gestured at myself. My sweater was snug enough to make it obvious that I was a woman, but I had found that with my magic-induced chill the best way to stay warm was to wear a loose coat over a tight sweater. “I wish I hadn’t lost my coat. I really liked that coat.”


  “You did wear it everywhere,” said Russell. “Could you Mask yourself?”


  “Yeah,” I said, “but if we run into another Gatekeeper, they’ll sense the spell. Or an anthrophage elder or an Archon. Anyone who can use magic would sense an active Mask spell, and then the whole thing will blow up in our faces…”


  “Wait,” said Russell, pulling off his pack. “Wait, wait.” He rummaged through his pack and then beamed. “I took some stuff from the base, and…yeah, here it is.”


  He tossed me a rolled-up bundle, and I caught it. It was a camouflage jacket in shades of gray and green, and I pulled it on. 


  “Why did you bring this?” I said. The jacket was way too big and hung to just above my knees, but I rolled up the sleeves to leave my hands free.


  Russell shrugged. “What if it got cold later?”


  I grinned. “You’re a genius.”


  “I think,” said Riordan, “that you should pretend to be a Gatekeeper. I know how Connor’s security works. Most of the Gatekeepers wouldn’t recognize each other on sight, and none of the Rebel soldiers will have seen all the Gatekeepers.”


  “That’s right,” said Russell. “When we came here, that Gatekeeper thought we were Rebels.”


  “In a military operation this large, there is going to be a lot of confusion and a lot of people rushing to get things done at the last minute,” said Riordan.


  “The more complicated the plan,” said Russell, “the more things that can go wrong.” 


  “Exactly,” I said. “Uh. All right. I’ll pretend to be as unpleasant as a Gatekeeper.”


  Russell frowned. “Can you be that unpleasant?”


  Riordan and I looked each other.


  “It’s sweet,” I said, “that he thinks being a bitch will be hard for me.”


  Riordan snorted but didn’t say anything.


  “You’ve been forced to work with the Rebels for a year,” said Russell. “Won’t they recognize you?” 


  “Probably not,” I said. “Nicholas has tens of thousands of them, and I only ever really worked with him and his inner circle. So long as we don’t run into them, we can pull this off. Wait, hang on.” I cast a spell, gray light flashing around my fingers, and the glow sank into me.


  “What was that?” said Russell.


  “A spell I taught her a long time ago,” said Riordan. “Remember how those anthrophages chased you and Nadia into that parking ramp during the Archon attack on Milwaukee?” Russell nodded. I blinked – I had forgotten that. “Anthrophages can sense thoughts and emotions the way that you and I can smell odors. That spell blocks Nadia’s telepathic spoor so the anthrophages won’t recognize her on sight.” 


  “Huh,” said Russell. “I wonder what your telepathic spoor smells like.”


  “Spite and pettiness, probably,” I said. I tugged at the jacket, got it settled better on my shoulders. A thought occurred to me. Riordan had a Shadowmorph inside him, and the creature probably gave off its own unique telepathic spoor. I opened my mouth to suggest that Riordan cast the spell himself, but I saw him already doing it. 


  “We’re ready,” said Riordan.


  “Great,” I said. “Let’s go pretend to be Rebels.”


  With that, I straightened up and strolled down the dusty hill towards the road, Russell and Riordan following me on either side like bodyguards. That was good – it would help me masquerade as a Gatekeeper.


  The anthrophages and the Rebel soldiers spotted us at once. Three of the soldiers broke off and headed to intercept us, swords in hand. I wondered if they knew how to fight properly with the things. Riordan could probably take them in about three heartbeats. But best not to push it. 


  “You’re late,” snapped the oldest of the soldiers. “Everyone who isn’t doing logistics is supposed to be at their staging points by now. We’re…” He broke off and stared at me. “You two are sneaking a woman out of the brothel? You’re going to…”


  “What’s your name, dumbass?” I said with a sweet smile.


  He blinked. “Excuse me?”


  “What,” I repeated, still smiling, “is your name? Because the Dark One in my head is hungry, and it likes to know the name of its food. Makes it taste better, I guess.”


  The soldier snorted. “You’re not a Gatekeeper, bitch. You’re…”


  I cast a spell, creating a grip of telekinetic force that I wrapped around his throat. I didn’t put nearly as much power into it as I could have since I didn’t want to kill him. All the spell did was lift him a few inches off the ground. Totally harmless.


  Granted, it did close off his airflow.


  The two other soldiers took an alarmed step back, and I let the third soldier flail and kick in the grasp of my spell. I watched his face turn red, and then purple, and then I released the spell and dropped him into the dust. He spent a moment shuddering and coughing, and then he got back to his feet, murder in his eyes.


  The anger turned to fear when he saw the fireball spinning over my palm. 


  “Now, I’m feeling super generous today,” I said, “so I’m going to give you one more chance to answer my question. What is your name?”


  He swallowed. “Fenton, ma’am.”


  “Good for you,” I said. “Where are you going?”


  “Our orders just got delivered,” said Fenton. “We’re taking these supplies to Transfer Point Five. We’re supposed to get there in time for the Overseer’s address.”


  Address? Nicholas must be giving a speech to his troops. 


  Of course Nicholas would give a speech.


  “We wouldn’t want to miss that,” I said. If all the Rebels and the Archons were listening to Nicholas make a speech, that would make it easier for me, Russell, and Riordan to sneak past to the Grayhold border. “Get moving. We’ll accompany you. We were delayed at our previous assignment, but you will make a…adequate escort.”


  Fenton hesitated. “I’ll need to check with…”


  I grinned my mirthless, rictus grin at him, and he actually flinched. “Then you can explain to the Overseer why I’m late. And, hey, guess what? If you make me late, that might throw off the entire timetable for the operation. I bet the Overseer would love to hear that. And I’m sure the Knight herself would understand. She’s the patient and forgiving…”


  “Fine,” said Fenton. “I won’t object to you accompanying us.”


  “How sweet,” I said, and I made the fireball a little brighter. “We’ll bring up the back. Since you didn’t bother to set a proper rearguard. Something else I’ll mention when I chat with the Overseer. Have a victorious day.”


  With that, I dismissed the fireball and turned on my heel. Russell and Riordan following. We walked past the anthrophages pushing the trucks. Their yellow eyes glared at me, and my skin crawled, and I felt the overwhelming urge to start killing the vile things. But I kept it together, and we walked past the last truck and joined the little caravan as it rolled along the gravel road.


  “Wow,” said Russell, smiling. “You can be really scary when you put your mind to it.”


  “I pretended to be a Rebel wizard the first time I came here,” I said. “It works really well. People suddenly get all respectful when they figure out I can burn out the inside of their skulls.”


  “That would do it,” said Russell. 


  “How far to the border from here?” I said.


  “Eight miles,” said Riordan in a low voice, his eyes on the anthrophages. “About a two or three hours’ walk at this speed.”


  “We’ll run into the main Rebel force long before that,” I said. “There’s no way Nicholas and Karst will put their troops too close to the Grayhold border. Knowing Jacob Temple, he would try to make trouble for them.”


  “Yes,” said Riordan.


  A thought occurred to me. “Hey, are you actually Graysworn?”


  Riordan sighed. “Yes, regrettably. I knew I needed Temple’s help to infiltrate the Rebels, so I sought him out after the High Queen gave me the writ of execution and the Ghostwright Mask.” 


  “And he helped you?” I said. “I thought the two of you had…ah, a falling out.” Actually, if I remembered right, Riordan blamed Temple for refusing to help him save his brother Aidan. But I didn’t want to bring that up just now.


  “We did,” said Riordan. “And we’re not exactly fond of each other. But the stakes were too high.” He looked at me. “It wasn’t the time for personal disputes. Not with so much at risk.”


  “Like the Rebels and the Dark Ones,” said Russell.


  “Yes, exactly like that,” said Riordan. 


  I felt a little flush of warmth. I knew Riordan wasn’t talking about the Rebels. He was talking about me. The flush of warmth turned into affection. Riordan didn’t care about political abstractions the way that Nicholas did. He cared about the real things, the real people, right in front of him. 


  God, but I had missed him. 


  But he had been with me for months, hadn’t he? He had taken insane risks to help me, was still taking those crazy risks.


  Later. I could think about those feelings later. Like when we weren’t surrounded by anthrophages and thousands of Rebel soldiers.


  “We’ll have to slip away before we get to the Grayhold border,” I said. 


  “We will,” said Riordan. “But the chaos of that many men getting into position should give us ample opportunity.”


  Russell frowned. “Won’t they notice?”


  “They might,” said Riordan. “But they probably won’t. Ever been to a mall the week before Christmas?” Russell nodded. “Setting up a big military operation is like that, but more chaotic. If we don’t draw attention to ourselves, and if Nadia threatens anyone who makes trouble for us, we ought to be able to walk right through them. There will be tens of thousands of men and orcs and Archons there, and they’ll all be too busy to question us.” 


  “Let’s hope you’re right,” I said. 


  “We’re about to find out,” said Riordan.


  We walked for about three and a half hours. Every moment of it screamed with urgency in my mind. I wanted to sprint as fast as I could for the Grayhold border. There were millions of lives at stake, and I had helped put them in danger. I hadn’t been given much choice in the matter, but still. I had to stop Nicholas, no matter the cost. But Riordan was right. Sprinting for the border would draw attention, and if we drew too much attention, we were going to get killed. 


  As the caravan rolled towards the border, more companies of Rebel soldiers joined us. All of them looked harried and tense, and each man carried a lot of weapons. The gravel road passed through another of those dead forests, and squads of anthrophages led by individual Archon Elves joined the column. We made sure to stay well away from the Archons. They wore black uniforms, the front of their coats adorned with their three-headed dragon symbol. Like the Rebel Gatekeepers, each Archon would have a Dark One inside his skull, and the Archons would have summoned those Dark Ones through ritual murder. 


  I wondered how Nicholas planned to deal with his allies once the High Queen was dead. Didn’t he realize the Archons intended to stab him in the back and conquer Earth for themselves? He wasn’t stupid. He had to know they would betray him once they could get away with it. Nicholas wasn’t stupid…but he was arrogant enough to think that he could handle the Archons. 


  Well, if it came to that, it wouldn’t matter to me, because I would be dead, and Riordan and Russell would be dead with me.


  The caravan slowed as it came to a hill, and the anthrophages hissed and snarled as they strained to push the trucks up the slope. I wasn’t sympathetic. It was the first time I had ever seen the damned things do anything useful. The Archons must have employed spells to compel them.


  Then we reached the top of the hill. Beyond I saw a broad, barren valley, and…


  I came to a sudden shocked halt, Russell next to me, his jaw falling open. 


  “Keep moving,” murmured Riordan.


  I urged Russell forward, and we walked down the far side of the hill towards Nicholas Connor’s army. 


  It was a huge army. 


  God, he had tens of thousands of men. 


  Maybe hundreds of thousands. 


  I kept walking, but I scanned the valley as we did. I saw thousands of Rebels in their mismatched fatigues and camouflage. There were countless Archons in their black uniforms and orcish mercenaries in their mixture of chain mail and ballistic plates. Near the Archons skulked packs of wraithwolves and anthrophages. Likely the Archons would use them as shock troops during the attack. With the green fire in the sky spilling its light everywhere, it looked like a hellish scene. Like something a crazy artist might have thought up while drunk or stoned. 


  My stomach twisted with anger. There were millions of people in New York, and Nicholas was going to unleash this army on the city. He wouldn’t care about civilian casualties, and the Archons certainly would not. 


  Of course, the main attack was the Sky Hammer weapon. The army was just a distraction to hold the High Queen in place while Nicholas got the bomb underneath the Skythrone. Nicholas was sending most of these men to their deaths. Just more necessary sacrifices on the road to building his perfect utopia. I wondered if any of the soldiers and mercenaries in the valley knew that Nicholas intended to throw away their lives. The officers, probably – no doubt they would make sure they remained on this side of the rift way. 


  Which led to another question, come to think of it.


  Just how the hell did Nicholas intend to get this army from Venomhold to New York? He could open rift ways, and so could the other Gatekeepers. There were somewhere between fourteen to eighteen Gatekeepers (I had never found out the exact number), but I had just killed one when we arrived in Venomhold, Russell had shot Victor Lorenz in Milwaukee, and Nicholas had murdered Hailey Adams inside Last Judge Mountain. 


  So, Nicholas had at most fifteen Gatekeepers, and even the strongest of them could only hold a rift way open for a quarter of an hour. It was going to take a lot more than that to move this many troops to New York. 


  Nicholas probably had another nasty trick up his sleeve. 


  I caught Riordan’s eye.


  “Time to go,” I muttered.


  Riordan nodded, and I quickened my pace, walking past the anthrophages.


  “Fenton!” I snapped. The Rebel soldier stiffened as I approached. “I need to get to my staging point. Thanks so much for the escort. I’ll be sure to mention how helpful you were to the Overseer.” 


  Fenton glared at me but nodded. “Ma’am.” 


  We outpaced the caravan and drew closer to the army.


  “That’s a lot of Rebels,” said Russell. “And orcs, and Archons, and anthrophages.”


  “Just walk like you know where you’re going,” said Riordan. “Everyone will be busy, so if we don’t draw attention to ourselves, we should be fine.” He pointed. “The border’s just on the other side of that valley. Another two miles.” 


  “I wonder how Nicholas is going to get all these men to New York,” I said. 


  “The Gatekeepers, right?” said Russell.


  “Yeah, but they have limitations,” I said. I looked at Riordan. “Can the Knight open rift ways?”


  “She knows the spell,” said Riordan, “and she can open a large one.” He frowned. “But even that wouldn’t be enough. One gate is one choke point. Homeland Security and the Elven lords could set up a defensive bottleneck there.” He shook his head. “If I had to guess, I would say Connor is going to open many small rift ways and send squads throughout New York to cause chaos.” 


  “Like when the Archons attacked Milwaukee,” I said.


  “Sort of,” said Riordan. “But this time, the Rebels are the ones with the nuke.” He paused. “Better stay quiet now. Just stay together, walk like we know where we’re going, and head for the far side of the valley.”


  I nodded, and as I did, I noticed something. The sheet of green fire covered the sky, but it stopped at the far side of the valley. That was the border to Grayhold. Just a little further, and we could get to Grayhold, open a rift way, return to Earth, and warn people about what was to happen.


  Then we reached the bottom of the slope and walked into the army of the Rebels.


  A bolt of pure fear shot down my spine, mostly for Russell and Riordan since I didn’t care that much what happened to me. We were surrounded by tens of thousands of enemies, and every single one of them would kill us if they knew who we really were. Hell, I had probably encountered some of these men over the last year during my attacks on the Rebel supply bases. 


  We walked into the army…and no one paid any attention to us.


  Riordan had been right. The Rebels, the Archons, and the orcish mercenaries were all busy with the final preparations. I heard officers and sergeants shouting orders, saw men rushing back and forth. Most of the Archons stood in place, keeping watch over the anthrophages and sneering at everyone who came too close. A few of the soldiers glanced at us, but they were all preoccupied with their own tasks. I drew a few lingering glances from the Rebel soldiers once they realized that I was a woman, but Riordan and Russell fit right in. 


  I felt a twinge of hope. Was this going to work? Sometimes the best way into a place was to simply look busy and walk around like you owned the building, but I had no idea that it would work with an army. 


  We had made it across the floor of the valley and were just headed up the opposite slope when something went wrong.




  A massive, ringing chime echoed overhead like a giant mallet had just struck a house-sized gong. At once the frenetic activity in the valley slowed and ceased in places. We were near a troop of orcish mercenaries and a squad of Rebel soldiers, and both stopped and looked towards the center of the valley.


  “We had better stop,” said Riordan. “It will look strange if we don’t.”


  I grimaced, nodded, and stopped, and Russell halted next to me. He peered into the valley, frowning, and then his eyes went wide. 


  “Look,” he said. “Look there. That aisle down the center of the army. I’m not sure, but I think that’s Connor. I think he’s on top of that blue truck.”


  I followed his pointing finger, and I saw the truck. It was a blue box truck, the sort deliverymen use, its side painted with the logo of a New York shipping company. Right now, a team of twenty anthrophages pulled the truck, and I spotted two figures standing atop the vehicle. One wore the ballistic armor and fatigues of a Rebel soldier, and the second was a slim man in a dark coat. No, not a man – a woman. 


  “That’s Karst,” said Riordan. “The Knight of Venomhold.” 


  “Yeah,” I said, risking a glance around. Most of the army had turned to look at the blue truck. Was Nicholas about to give a speech?


  “She’s holding something that’s on fire,” said Russell. “I’m not sure what it is.” 


  “We should keep going,” I said. “We…”


  The gong sounded again, and the air above the blue box truck rippled and flickered. Lights swirled, and colors flashed, and a colossal translucent image appeared above the valley. I found myself looking at giant images of both Nicholas Connor, leader of the Rebels, and Natalya Karst, the Knight of Venomhold.


  My first thought was that it looked like a giant public-address hologram.


  My second thought was alarm, because I figured out how Nicholas was going to get all those troops to New York.


  Karst was holding a Cruciform Eye. 


  It was a crystalline sphere the size of a bowling ball, though Karst’s thin hands held it without any signs of strain. Fire roiled and seethed within the crystalline sphere, save for a dark cross in its depths. The sphere looked like a burning eye with a cross-shaped pupil, which was where the name originated. But the Cruciform Eye wasn’t actually an eye, but a magical device that created rift ways. The Eye could open dozens of rift ways at once, and it could hold them open with ease. That meant Nicholas could flood New York with his army quickly, and his forces could pour into the city from dozens of different points at once.


  That was very bad.


  The glow from the Eye painted Karst’s face with bloody light, making her look ghoulish. She looked like an attractive albeit unremarkable woman in early middle age, with a thin face and dark hair. If she had been an actress, she would have spent a lot of time playing the prosecuting attorney on crime dramas. But she was far more dangerous than she looked. Natalya Karst had been the Knight of Venomhold since shortly after the Conquest, and during that entire time, she had been an implacable foe of the High Queen and an ally of the Dark Ones. A lord of a Shadowlands demesne was invincible within the bounds of the demesne, though the lord could never leave his or her demesne. Because of that, the Knight of Venomhold had been a constant but minor foe to the High Queen.


  It had taken her alliance with Nicholas Connor to make her so dangerous.


  Nicholas was wearing the same fatigues and body armor he had worn in Last Judge Mountain. Probably there hadn’t been time to change. I spotted the detonator for the Sky Hammer still clipped to his gun belt. All he had to do was pull the trigger, and in five minutes the Sky Hammer would go off. And once the timer reached the two-minute mark, the reaction was irreversible. Nothing could stop the detonation. 


  For a moment I entertained the thought of Cloaking, grabbing the detonator, arming the Sky Hammer, and blasting them to hell. I discarded the idea as impractical. For one thing, the Knight might be powerful enough to see through Cloak spells. For another thing, the detonator wouldn’t work in the Shadowlands. Nicholas had probably taken the batteries out of the device so it wouldn’t catch fire the way my phone had. 


  Nicholas started speaking. His voice boomed down from the image like a thunderclap. He probably got a kick out of that.


  “Soldiers of the Revolution!” said Nicholas. “Allies from the Archons of Kalvarion and the orcs of Oragtar! I bid you welcome, and urge you to pause and reflect on this historic moment. After three hundred years, the High Queen shall fall. The Elven nobles shall fall, their government shall collapse, and Earth shall be ours!”


  A roaring cheer rose up from the gathered soldiers. The orcs bellowed and stabbed their axes into the air. The Archons clapped politely, amusement on their alien features. 


  “Our mission has been successful,” said Nicholas. “The soldiers of the Revolution have located the Sky Hammer weapon, and it is in the truck beneath me at this very moment. Once, our predecessors thought to use this weapon to destroy the High Queen, but they were thwarted by treachery. Today we shall finish their plan, and free mankind from the grasp of the High Queen and her nobles.”


  I resisted the urge to smirk since it would have drawn unwelcome attention. Nicholas hadn’t mentioned General Jeremy Shane, and he used to talk nonstop about Shane. Of course, Nicholas had been pretty annoyed that Shane had guessed some “Marxist shithead” (Shane’s exact words) would fall prey to the plans of the Forerunner. 


  My urge to smirk faded. Nicholas also hadn’t mentioned what the Sky Hammer actually did. No doubt he had told his men that it was an advanced weapon that would kill the High Queen. That was true enough, but it would kill New York and most of Nicholas’s army, and it would also rip the Skythrone from the air and cause a nuclear winter to engulf Earth for at least a year.


  Yeah. The Rebels were fine with killing ninety percent of the population to ensure that the remaining ten percent lived free of the Elves…but I bet their minds would change quick if they found out Nicholas included them in the ninety percent. 


  Riordan tugged at my elbow. I glanced at him, and he beckoned for Russell and me to follow him. I wondered why, and then I saw that while everyone around us was staring at the images of Nicholas and Karst, quite a few people were still working. Which meant it wouldn’t draw attention if we kept moving.


  I nodded, and Russell and I followed him.


  “Today will be the final battle of the war of the Revolution, and the first step towards a new and unified Earth,” said Nicholas. “There will be no more rich and poor, no more Elven nobles, no more opposing governments, no more social classes, no more religions, no more strife and disunity. A new and stronger Earth shall rise from the ashes of the High Queen’s tyranny! In time, we shall export the Revolution to other worlds, and Earth shall take its place as a great power. We shall fuse mankind with the Dark Ones, and humanity shall be invincible and unconquerable!” 


  Again, came the cheers, though the Archons kept up with that polite, disdainful clapping. Russell and Riordan and I kept moving. We were almost to the far side of the valley now. Just a little further, and we could run up the slope and get to Grayhold. I could see the border, see where the green fire came to an abrupt halt and the empty black sky resumed. Another three-quarters of a mile, maybe?


  “Soldiers, move to your final staging points,” said Nicholas. He reached for his belt, lifted a mechanical man-at-arms’ watch, and hit a button. “The attack will begin in exactly six hours.”


  Six hours. We had six hours to save the world. 


  But now I knew exactly what Nicholas’s plan was. Karst would use the Cruciform Eye to open dozens of rift ways, and the Rebels and their allies would swarm through. And once the High Queen and her defenders were locked in battle, Karst would open one more rift way and the anthrophages would push the blue box truck through it. Nicholas would deposit the truck under the Skythrone, arm the Sky Hammer, and retreat back to Venomhold.


  Five minutes later, the world would end. 


  Or at least, that was Nicholas’s plan. Just a little further, and I could escape back to Earth. One phone call to Arvalaeon and I would make sure Nicky’s plan blew up in his smug face. 


  We reached the edge of the valley. 


  Another twenty steps, and we would be clear of Nicholas’s army.


  Then things went to hell. 


  I heard a familiar voice, and I looked to the left. I saw a truck full of ammunition, and a dozen Rebel soldiers unloaded it as Nicholas’s speech continued. Overseeing them was a man in fatigues and ballistic armor, his hair patchy and piebald. The reason his hair was patchy was the scarring on his face, and he had acquired that scarring when he had pissed off an elder bloodrat.


  Well. That wasn’t exactly accurate. I had pissed off the elder bloodrat. The scarred man had gotten the brunt of its temper.


  I was standing a dozen paces from Martin Corbisher.


  He was berating one of the soldiers, yelling about the schedule, and his eyes happened to meet mine.


  “Aw, shit,” I muttered.


  For a terrible instant, we stared at each other, and then his eyes went wide with fear. 


  My initial, irrational reaction was vicious satisfaction that he was so frightened of me.


  Then my rational mind kicked in, and I realized that we were in a lot of trouble.


  “It’s her!” screamed Corbisher, pointing at me. “She’s an Inquisition agent! Kill her, kill her, kill her!”






  Chapter 5: Border Disputes


  




  Something like forty Rebels and orcish mercenaries turned to look at me, but Russell, Riordan, and I were already moving.


  Russell yanked out his collapsible tactical baton, which was a useful weapon, but less so when surrounded by thousands of enemy soldiers. Riordan’s Shadowmorph blade sprang from his right hand while lightning snarled around his left hand. I summoned as much magical power as I could hold, a sphere of fire whirling to life over my palm.


  Because I was going to kill Martin Corbisher. 


  He had gotten away from me in Venomhold and in Last Judge Mountain, but he wasn’t going to get away from me this time. 


  But Corbisher was already casting a spell, shadow fire snarling around his fingers. I hurled my fireball at him, and it exploded with a howl of flame and a boom. I knocked Corbisher over, but the warding spell he had cast saved his life. The dozen Rebel soldiers around him were less lucky, and the fire killed them. I growled, drawing together power for another spell, and then the enemy rushed us.


  A mob of orcish mercenaries reached us first, axes and swords drawn back to strike. Riordan moved in a blur, hurling a pair of lightning globes at them. He couldn’t hit as hard with magic as I could, so the spell stunned the two orcs. That was more than enough for him, and Riordan killed them both with a single sweep of his Shadowmorph blade. His eyes were flat black, and he killed several more orcs in the space of a heartbeat. The Shadowmorph was feeding on the life energy of the orcs, and that would make Riordan a lot stronger and faster, and he was already pretty fast and strong.


  In the time he killed those orcs, I summoned and shaped magic for another spell, and I created a thumb-sized sphere of fire and sent it zipping forward. It drilled through the forehead of an orcish soldier and burst out of the back of his head, sending his corpse to the ground. The sphere kept going, plunging into more orcish skulls, and I killed nine of them before the sphere lost its power. Riordan slashed down the last two orcs near him, and for a moment, we were clear of the enemy. 


  But that wasn’t going to last. 


  The explosion and the shouting had drawn attention, and more troops of Rebel soldiers and orcish mercenaries hurried towards the smoke. Worse, I saw Archons coming in our direction. The Archons would wield magic with varying degrees of skill, and they had packs of Shadowlands creatures under their command. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I saw that the giant floating image of Nicholas had stopped talking and was frowning in our direction. That meant the explosion and the fighting had been visible from the heart of the army. 


  If we didn’t get to Grayhold now, right now, we never would.


  “Nadia,” said Riordan, stepping back as his Shadowmorph blade came up in guard. “We have to go.”


  “Yeah,” I said, my mind racing. Corbisher, where was Corbisher? If I killed him, that might slow down the response. But I couldn’t find him. Likely the rat had escaped and was running to Nicholas right now to tell him that I was here. “Hang on! I’ll make some cover!”


  I cast the fireball spell and hurled a sphere of flame at the base of the truck Corbisher’s men had been loading. This sphere was much wider and not nearly as tight, and it exploded with a smoking flame. The truck caught fire, smoke billowing up from its tires and bed and interior. The gunpowder of the munitions in its bed and the gasoline in its tank wouldn’t ignite, but the rest of the truck would burn just fine. Though it wouldn’t explode, which was a pity. I really could have used some explosions just then. 


  I threw two more fireballs in rapid succession, setting another truck and a trailer on fire. Then Riordan reached me and Russell, the dark shaft of his Shadowmorph blade in hand.


  “We have to go,” said Riordan.


  “What’s the plan?” said Russell.


  “Run for our lives,” said Riordan.


  “Good plan,” I said. “I like this plan. Go!”


  We started running up the slope, scrambling towards the lip of the valley and the boundary of Grayhold. I risked a glance back and saw troops of Rebel soldiers and orcish mercenaries in pursuit. The Rebels had more tactical batons like the one Russell had, and some had swords. No crossbows, though, which was good. The orcs had those damned battle axes that they loved so much. 


  But they would have to catch us first. That was the downside of hand-to-hand weapons. If this had been on Earth, they would have gunned us down already. But this was the Shadowlands, and if they wanted to kill us, they had to get close enough to do it.


  Which meant I could slow them down.


  I flung my hand back and summoned magic as I ran, using the ice wall spell that Arvalaeon had taught me. White mist swirled and writhed in a wall three feet high, forty feet long, and one foot thick, and then hardened into glittering crystalline ice. The amount of effort to create that much ice that quickly made me stagger with fatigue, and for an absurd moment, I had a nonsensical burst of sympathy for ice machines. 


  But I planted an ice wall in the middle of the charging orcs and Rebel soldiers, and that slowed them down. I timed it right so that about a dozen of the enemy slammed into the ice wall and bounced off it, and the whole mass came to a confused halt. It didn’t slow them for long. Quite a few of the orcs just vaulted over the wall and kept running, and more of the soldiers ran around it.


  But that confused moment gave us a chance to widen our lead, and the top of the valley drew closer. 


  Then I saw a flare of fiery light behind the running Rebel soldiers.


  One of the Archons had gotten close enough to cast a spell. 


  A fireball shot up the slope of the hill towards us. I had no choice but to stop, turn, and cast the Shield spell, infusing it with the power of ice. A shimmering half-dome of pale blue light appeared before me, and I caught the fireball on the Shield. Strain screamed through my mind as the fire struggled against the Shield, but I held the spell, and the fireball winked out. 


  “Nadia!” said Riordan. 


  I blinked, looked at him, and realized that the Rebels and orcs had gotten a lot closer. I had stopped to concentrate on casting the Shield spell, which meant the enemy had covered a lot of the distance. 


  “Go!” I said, turning to run, and something dark and shiny caught my eye. 


  Several dozen gleaming black shapes shot past the Rebel soldiers and charged up the hill, moving with terrific speed. They were about the size of dogs, and…


  My blood went cold with alarm and remembered pain. 


  “Spitters!” I said. “Riordan, spitters!”


  “Russell, stay behind me,” said Riordan, and he turned and called his Shadowmorph blade back to his hand.


  Some people called the insects bomber beetles, and other people called them spitters. I didn’t care what the hell people called them because I hated the damned things. They were beetles the size of a St. Bernard dog, their bodies covered with glistening, translucent slime. They had pincers that could bite off a man’s leg (which I had experienced firsthand), and their legs could stab like a butcher knife (which I had also gotten to experience firsthand). Worst of all, they spat this thick greenish-black slime that was acidic and chewed through flesh and bone.


  And, you guessed it, I also had experienced that many times. 


  The damned things were fast, way faster than a human or orc. If we tried to keep running, the spitters would run us down or throw gobs of that acid at us. We had no choice but to turn and fight. And while we did that, the Rebels and their orcish allies could catch up to us in short order.


  Well, that was a problem with an easy solution, wasn’t it? We would just have to kill all the beetles quickly. 


  I whirled, snarling as I called magic.


  My first spell was a fireball, as powerful and as hot as I could manage. The fist-sized sphere of flame leaped from my hand and landed in the middle of the charging beetles. The explosion consumed a dozen of them and sent a dozen more tumbling through the air, wreathed in flames. God, but they stank. I slashed my hand before me and called another ice wall, my head ringing with the effort of the spell. This one was about six feet high and thirty feet long, and I called it into existence right in front of the charging spitters. That slowed them down, but some of the insects just scrambled right over the wall, and others raced around it from the sides. 


  But I was already casting another spell. Lightning globes whirled into existence around my hand, seven of them, and I released them all at once. Each globe veered off and hit one of the beetles, frying the damned things inside their own carapaces.


  That smelled even worse than setting them on fire.


  Riordan moved in a blur, his Shadowmorph blade flicking left and right as he attacked. The beetles had tough carapaces, but they were no match for a Shadowmorph, and a single touch from the dark blade sliced the creatures in half. Riordan killed beetle after beetle, and he started getting faster as the Shadowmorph fed some of the drained life energy into him. The beetles focused on Riordan, and I concentrated on blasting them off him, hurling quick blasts of fire and lightning to strike them down.


  Most of the beetles homed in on Riordan, but one of them did not.


  The flicker of motion caught my eye, and I whirled just in time to see one of the beetles rear up and spit a glob of black slime in my direction.


  I almost dodged. 


  The gob of acidic slime spattered across the side of my coat, which started to smoke and burn. I snarled a furious curse and jerked out of the coat and my pack before the acid could get to my skin, only to see that my sweater was starting to burn. I ripped off the sweater in haste and threw it aside. The acid hadn’t yet chewed through it to reach the black tank top I was wearing, which was good. Acid burns are the worst.


  Unfortunately, while I had been ripping off clothing, the beetle had closed. The pincers opened wide to snap into my thigh, and I cast the fastest spell I could. A burst of telekinetic force leaped from my hand and struck the beetle. My aim was off, and instead of throwing it back, the spell spun it around, and the side of its carapace slammed into my left leg. That knocked me off balance, and I stumbled and landed hard on my back, my head bouncing off the ground.


  The beetle whirled and came at me, pincers opening wide to bite off my head.


  Russell intercepted it first, and he swung his tactical baton with both hands like a golf club. The beetles are quick and strong, but they’re not heavy, and the beetle flipped head over tail and landed a dozen yards away. I scrambled to my feet and threw a fire sphere that drilled through the beetle’s abdomen. 


  “Thanks,” I croaked, wavering on my feet a little as I fought down a wave of dizziness. 


  “Yeah,” said Russell, wheezing. The frostfever mucked up his stamina in weird ways, and all this running was hard on him. I wasn’t feeling all that great either. I had just used a lot of magic in a very short time, and the fatigue was sinking into my bones. And I hadn’t completely recovered from the fight with the Gatekeeper and the two Archons, or from the fighting in Last Judge Mountain. 


  I felt like I could drop and sleep for a week. 


  But if I did that, I was going to die. And then a lot of other people would die when Nicholas got the Sky Hammer to New York.


  I saw Riordan cut another pair of beetles in half, and I looked around for more.


  “I think we killed all the giant death bugs,” said Russell.


  “Looks that way,” I said, doing a quick scan of the hillside. Riordan ran to join us as I did. All the beetles were dead, but a mob of Rebels and orcish mercenaries were swarming after us. All of them had melee weapons, swords and axes and tactical batons, and a few of them had crossbows…


  “Move!” said Russell, and he grabbed my right arm and jerked me to the side.


  For the second time in about two minutes, Russell saved my life. 


  The crossbow quarrel that would have found my chest instead clipped the side of my upper left arm. Pain bloomed through my shoulder, and I snarled in rage and cast a fireball. It hurtled down the slope and exploded at the feet of the unfortunate Rebel soldier who had just shot at me and killed a dozen more of them. Another wave of dizziness went through my head. 


  I was running dangerously close to empty.


  “Go!” said Riordan. “If we stay here we’re finished. Go!”


  I nodded, and Russell and I took off running as the Rebels and the orcs charged after us. Thank God I spent so much time exercising, partly to keep black moods at bay, and partly for emergencies just such as this. My heart thudded against my ribs, my breath sawed against my throat, sweat dripped down my face and chest, and I felt the hot blood ripping against my left arm, which hurt damnably. But I was used to this kind of exertion, and if we didn’t get out of Venomhold right now, then Russell and Riordan and I were going to die, and a lot more people would die in a few hours. 


  Something similar must have been going through Russell’s head because he grimaced and kept running. That, and he had the massively unfair advantage of longer legs. The jerk. 


  The attack from the beetles had erased most of our lead, but not all of it, and the three of us were motivated. We tore up the slope, my legs screaming with the effort of it. Then the ground started to level out, thank God for that, and we reached the top of the valley. Ahead of us, I saw one of those weird forests that dotted Grayhold, forests of black trees with blue-glowing leaves. The green fire filled the sky overhead, but right at the edge of the valley, maybe thirty or forty yards ahead, the fire stopped like a line had been drawn. Beyond that, the sky was black and empty.


  Just a little further, and we would be in Grayhold. We would be past Karst’s closure of Venomhold, and I could open a rift way back to Earth. 


  “Go!” said Riordan. 


  I sprinted across the border at full speed, a half-step behind Riordan and Russell, and then something weird happened. 


  The green fire disappeared overhead. That was good.


  Except the sky over Grayhold filled with blue fire.


  I froze in sheer puzzlement and alarm for an instant, and then I took one step back. 


  The green fire reappeared in the sky over Venomhold, while the blue fire vanished in the sky over Grayhold.


  “Nadia!” said Russell.


  I took a step forward, and the green fire disappeared, but the blue fire reappeared.


  “Oh, shit!” I said, summoning power for a spell. “Shit, shit, shit!”


  I cast the spell to open a rift way.


  And, as I feared, nothing happened.


  The Knight of Grayhold had also sealed the borders of his demesne to rift ways. The seal effect created that sheet of fire in the sky, and apparently, you could only actually see the fire while physically in the demesne. Except the sealing effect still allowed physical travel from Venomhold to Grayhold, which meant the Rebels and their orcish buddies would have no trouble chasing us.


  “Rift way?” said Riordan.


  “Can’t,” I said, panting a little as I pointed at the sky. “Sealed.”


  Riordan grimaced at the sky, the blue fire reflecting in his dark eyes.


  “Goddamn it, Temple,” he muttered. He took a quick look around, taking in the forest, the hill, and the charging Rebels with a single glance. “Let’s move. We need to find a defensible location right now. If we can hold off the Rebels, they won’t be able to send too many more men into Grayhold. Sooner or later, we’ll draw the Knight’s attention, and he’ll deal with the Rebels.”


  “Well, great,” I said as we ran into the forest. I didn’t particularly want to see Jacob Temple again. Then again, I would definitely prefer to see the Knight of Grayhold over the Rebels. And whatever else you could say about Jacob Temple, he was an implacable enemy of the Dark Ones. If I could talk to him, we could persuade him of the threat, and he would open his demesne and let us get to Earth.


  I hoped so, anyway.




  “If you want to set some things on fire to slow them down, that would be good,” said Riordan. He wasn’t even breathing that hard after his recent exertions. A Shadowmorph had to come in handy at times. “All this grass will burn.”


  “Yeah,” I said, summoning power as I ran. I called a small, weak fireball and hurled it over my bleeding shoulder. It landed about twenty feet behind me and exploded in a small bloom of fire. That said, it doesn’t take a lot to burn grass, and I started a small fire about five or six feet across. I threw more fireballs as I ran, setting more grass fires behind us. I supposed that was leaving a trail that anyone could follow, but the Rebels were so close behind us that it didn’t matter.


  “There!” said Riordan, pointing. Ahead of us, the eerie forest thinned into a clearing. A hill rose from the center of the clearing, its sides studded with boulders, its top crowned by one of those odd obelisks of gray stone that dotted Grayhold. The rocky slopes would make it hard to climb, and it would slow down the Rebels and the orcs. 


  It would give us a few extra minutes.


  “Come on,” said Riordan as we came to the base of the hill. “Careful. Don’t trip.”




  We scrambled up the slope to the top of the hill, the gray obelisk rising over us. The obelisk was about thirty feet tall, its sides carved with odd symbols that gave off a harsh blue-white glow. I caught my balance, breathing hard, and wiped the sweat from my eyes. As I did, Riordan cast a spell, throwing a lighting globe into the obelisk. It burst apart in a spray of sparks, and the obelisk let out a chiming noise.


  “Why’d you do that?” I said, scanning the trees for the Rebels. 


  “Those obelisks detect magic cast near them,” said Riordan, stepping away from the obelisk and calling his Shadowmorph blade back to his hand. “If they detect magic, Temple knows about it.”


  “Does he?” I said. An old memory jerked into my tired mind. I remembered the first time I had come to Grayhold, fleeing for my life with Alexandra Ross to get away from the Rebel terrorist attack in Madison. We’d run to get away from an anthrophage pack, and I had used several spells near those obelisks. The Knight of Grayhold had shown up a few moments later. “I actually wouldn’t mind seeing him just now.” 


  “Huh,” said Russell. “Like security cameras for wizards.”


  “Something like that, yes.”


  “Okay,” I said, and I threw a gout of elemental fire into the obelisk. “Hey! Jacob Temple!” I hit it with another quick burst of flame. “Hey, asshole! We’re in Grayhold and throwing fire at your obelisk! Come and find us!” 


  Russell and Riordan stared at me. 


  “Figured this would be a good time for Temple to show up and kill some Rebels,” I said.


  Riordan snorted. “The man was never reliable.”




  Russell frowned. “Aren’t you Graysworn now?”


  “Yes,” said Riordan, watching the trees. “That doesn’t require me to pull my punches with him. The first time I ever met Temple, it was our first day of basic training, and the drill sergeant made us both run until we threw up.”


  “Hard to hold a man in awe after you’ve seen him puke on his shoes,” I said.


  “It was my shoes, actually.”




  I laughed despite our dangerous circumstances, or maybe because I was light-headed from using so much magic over such a short amount of time. “That’s a hell of a way to meet someone. I…”


  “Here they come,” said Russell.


  I fell silent and forced more magic through my exhausted mind, and about a half-second later a dozen orcish mercenaries burst from the forest. They skidded to a stop at the edge of the trees, looked up, and saw us. 


  “Hi, guys!” I shouted, and I thrust out my hand.


  The fireball soared down the slope and hurtled towards the orcish soldiers. 


  They had seen enough of me in the valley to react in time, and most of them threw themselves to the ground or retreated into the trees. I only managed to kill four of them and knock three others off their feet. The rest of the orcs roared and started scrambling up the hillside, brandishing battle axes. Behind them Rebel soldiers burst from the trees, leveling sleek black weapons.


  “Crossbows!” shouted Riordan. “Down!”


  He ducked behind one of the boulders, and Russell threw himself behind the obelisk. I started to dodge, realized it was too late, and cast the Shield spell. A hazy half-dome of translucent gray light appeared before me. The Rebels pulled the triggers on their weapons, and a storm of bolts hurtled towards us. Four of the bolts slammed into my Shield, and I felt the impact shoot through my clenched will, but it was a hell of a lot better than feeling them slam into my body. 


  Then the orcs roared up the slope of the hill, their black eyes bulging in their blue faces with battle fury, and we had to fight for our lives. 


  Riordan moved like a storm, the Shadowmorph blade a blur of darkness in his right hand. I had seen him fight hand-to-hand several times during the battle in Milwaukee and our previous jaunt to Venomhold to steal that Nihlus Stone for Morvilind. It still took my breath away. He was so fast, and he made it look so easy, which was the mark of a master. The orcs tried to hit him, but he dodged their blows with a half-second to spare, and the Shadowmorph blade cut them apart. 


  I started casting spells, throwing volleys of lightning globes. I let Riordan deal with the orcs, and I sent the lightning globes spinning down the slope to hit the Rebels with the crossbows. I managed to kill several of them, but the rest dodged into the trees. 


  Worse, more Rebels were coming into the clearing. How many of them had chased us? If Corbisher hadn’t seen me, we might have gotten away clean. Nicholas and the other Rebel commanders probably would have assumed that some of their soldiers had gotten into a fight, the survivors fleeing to Grayhold to escape punishment. But Corbisher had seen me, and Corbisher had probably run right to Nicholas. And Nicholas would not spare any effort to kill me. 


  I sucked in another breath, trying to pull together a spell. But I was so tired, and I was starting to feel woozy. My left arm felt hot, and I realized I was still bleeding from the cut. Just how much blood had I lost? Then again, it was entirely possible I was hitting the hard wall of magical exhaustion.


  I gritted my teeth and hurled another volley of lightning globes, sending them spinning and twisting to kill more Rebels. But more soldiers surged from the trees, and despite his skill and speed, the orcs were surrounding Riordan. I had to think of something. I had to think of something clever right now, but sometimes there was no way out of a situation.


  Maybe this was the end.


  I started another spell, and then something unexpected happened.


  The blast of a war horn rang over the clearing, and I looked in surprise to the side.


  A frost giant stepped from the trees, a gleaming silver sword in his right hand.


  
 


  






  Chapter 6: Frost Fever


  




  The Rebels and the orcs froze, both looking at the frost giant in astonishment. 


  To be fair, Russell, Riordan, and I were all doing the same thing. 


  I had seen frost giants before a long, long time ago in Madison, though I suppose to everyone else it would only seem like two years. The frost giant stood nine feet tall, his hair and long beard a deep black. His skin was silvery-blue, a paler shade of blue than the skin of the orcs, and his eyes glowed with harsh silver-white light. The frost giant wore unadorned gray armor, and his right hand he carried a sword that shimmered with silver-blue mist.


  Frostfever.


  That was where it had all started, wasn’t it? My father had been a man of the Wizard’s Legion, fighting the High Queen’s enemies in the Shadowlands. He had been wounded by a frost giant, probably by a sword that looked just like that, and he had come back to Earth with the frostfever that killed him and my mother, and nearly killed Russell. Then Morvilind had found me, and…


  I shoved aside the thought, watching the frost giant.


  What the hell was a frost giant doing in Grayhold?


  “Nadia,” said Russell, blinking. “Those…those are frost giants, yeah?”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “What are they doing here?” said Russell.


  “The frost giants have often allied with the Knight of Grayhold,” said Riordan. “They share a hatred of the Dark Ones.”


  The trees rustled, and more frost giants came into the clearing, dozens of them. The Rebels and the orcish mercenaries shifted, adjusting their grip on their weapons. One of the frost giants lifted a horn and blew another blast, and the giants shouted something in their language.


  Then they leveled their weapons and charged.


  The orcs howled in rage and rushed to meet their enemies, raising their axes to strike. The Rebel soldiers shied back, and some of them broke and ran in the direction of Venomhold. Others raised their crossbows and fired at the giants or drew their swords and attacked.


  The Rebels and the orcs crashed into the frost giants.


  It was a slaughter. 


  The frost giants were taller, stronger, and far better armored. The weapons of the Rebels didn’t penetrate the gray armor, and the frost giants fought with discipline and skill, cutting down the Rebels and the orcs with every step. For that matter, the frost giants also used ice magic, throwing lances of ice that speared their enemies like giant crossbow bolts. 


  I started casting spells, throwing single lightning globes into the orcs. 


  I wanted the frost giants to know that we were on their side. Well, maybe not their side, but definitely not their enemies. Because if the frost giants decided to kill us, that would be that. We couldn’t have held off those Rebels. We definitely couldn’t fight that many frost giants, especially not with my stamina so drained. If the frost giants attacked us, Riordan would kill a bunch of them, but they would overwhelm us in the end.


  My lightning globe killed another Rebel, and the survivors fled into the forest, running for Venomhold as fast as their legs could carry them.


  The frost giants did not pursue.


  Instead, they started to climb the hill, mist-wreathed weapons ready.


  “They’re going to attack,” said Riordan, voice grim. 


  I stared at one of the frost giants, and recognition clicked.


  I had seen him before. Come to think of it, I had spoken with him briefly. It had been back during the attack on Madison when I had been on one of Morvilind’s jobs and gotten caught in Sergei Rogomil’s attack. That frost giant had been one of Jarl Rimethur’s sworn warriors…a knight? No, a thane, that was it, the sworn warriors of a frost giant jarl were called thanes. What was his name? Damn it, what was his name?


  I stepped forward, frowning at the frost giant thane.


  “Nadia,” said Riordan. “Get…”


  The name clicked. 


  Yeah, it took me a while to remember, but give me a break. It was a hundred and sixty years ago. 


  “Valjakar!” I shouted. “Valjakar, thane of the Jarl Rimethur of the Great King of…of…” 


  Damn it, what was the name of the frost giants’ homeworld? 


  “Jordenhalm,” murmured Riordan, who must have caught on to what I was doing.


  “Valjakar, thane of Jarl Rimethur of the Great King of Jordenhalm!” I said. “I would speak with you!”


  Valjakar scowled at me but raised his free hand, and the other frost giants stopped. 


  I was committed now. If we tried to run, the frost giants would kill us with ice magic. I could put up a hell of a fight, exhausted as I was, and so could Riordan. But if we tried to fight, the frost giants would win in the end. 


  For a moment no one spoke. The frost giants glanced at each other.


  Valjakar let out a rumbling growl. 


  “And what words would you have for me, voidtouched scum?” said Valjakar, his voice a basso rumble. He spoke English well, but with a thick accent that sounded vaguely Norwegian but wasn’t. 


  “Hey,” I said, folding my arms. “I’m not voidtouched. I don’t have anything to do with the Dark Ones. And I’m hurt that you don’t remember me.”


  Valjakar managed to look puzzled behind his thick beard. “We have met?”


  “Oh, yeah,” I said. “You don’t remember? It was only…um…two years ago. You were part of Jarl Rimethur’s embassy from the Great King to the High Queen. We actually met in the rotunda of the State Capitol of Wisconsin while Jarl Rimethur was…”


  “Wait,” said Valjakar, his glowing eyes narrowing. “I remember you. The human wizard thief.”


  “Technically, I’m not a thief,” I said. Which was true, that one time. “I didn’t steal the Ringbyrne Amulet. Jarl Rimethur let me leave with it.”


  Valjakar growled again. I remembered that he didn’t like me. In fact, he had suggested that Rimethur have me stripped naked and watch me freeze to death since humans were weak. 


  “But now you have sided with the voidtouched and their allies,” said Valjakar.


  “No,” I said. “I most certainly have not. Were you paying attention? Those Rebels and their orcish friends were trying to kill us. You might have noticed, what with them attacking us with swords and axes and stuff.”


  Valjakar looked dubious.


  “And,” I said, gesturing at Riordan, “he’s a Shadow Hunter. You guys have heard of them, right? The High Queen founded them, they hunt Dark Ones…er, the voidspawn, I think you call them.” 


  Valjakar growled and looked at one of the other frost giants, who cast a spell. 


  “The human speaks the truth, lord,” said the frost giant. “The older male is bonded to a Shadowmorph.” 


  “It is unlikely that the human symbiont of a Shadowmorph would aid the voidspawn,” said another frost giant.


  “Unlikely, but not impossible,” said Valjakar, his glowing gaze swinging back to me. “Then tell me, human female. Why were you fleeing from Venomhold?”


  “Because the Rebels were trying to kill us,” I said.


  “This could be a clever stratagem of our foes, wizard child,” said Valjakar. “Trying to infiltrate the ranks of our alliance.” Alliance? “And the Jarl might have given you the amulet, but you had come there to steal it.”


  “If I was working on a clever stratagem to infiltrate your alliance, whatever that is,” I said, “I think I would be smart enough to find a way that didn’t involve getting chased by a hundred pissed-off orcs.”


  “Pissed?” said Valjakar, frowning. “Why would the orcs be drunk?”


  “Drunk?” I said. “No, they were angry. You know, pissed.”


  “Were the orcs angry drunks?” said Valjakar, who only looked confused.


  “British slang,” murmured Riordan. “In parts of the UK, ‘pissed’ means drunk. Valjakar must have learned his English from a Brit.”


  “Huh,” I said. “I did not know that.”


  “The orcs’ state of inebriation is not relevant!” boomed Valjakar, trading confusion for anger. “Why were you in Venomhold?”


  “It was my doing, Lord Valjakar,” said Riordan. I wondered if he had dealt with the frost giants before. “We have a writ of execution against the leader of the Rebels, and I infiltrated their ranks to draw closer to him. Unfortunately, we were discovered and had to flee.”


  “Why did you flee to Grayhold?” said Valjakar. 


  “I am also Graysworn,” said Riordan.


  Valjakar’s eyes narrowed. “A human Shadow Hunter is also Graysworn? That is unusual.” 


  “I know Jacob Temple from when we were men-at-arms together,” said Riordan. “He has far too high of an opinion of himself, and he talks far too much…”


  Valjakar snorted, once.


  “But he is opposed to the Dark Ones, the creatures you call the voidspawn,” said Riordan. “In war, we must take our allies where we can find them.”


  “Look,” I said. “You were talking about an alliance, right? You’re allied with the Knight of Grayhold, just like you guys were at Madison. Jarl Rimethur and the Knight set that up between them to screw the Rebels, and I bet the frost giants are working with him again.”


  Valjakar’s eyes narrowed once again. “You are entirely too well-informed.” 


  “We want to join your alliance,” I said.


  “What?” said Valjakar.


  “What?” said Russell. 


  Riordan nodded.


  “And why should we ally with a Shadow Hunter, a renegade human wizard, and…” Valjakar frowned at Russell. “I do not know who the younger male is, but he is obviously infected with frostfever.”


  “Impossible,” said another frost giant. “Frostfever would have killed him years ago.”


  “I’m her brother,” said Russell. 


  One of the frost giants cast a spell and frowned at me. 


  “The female’s aura, thane,” said the giant.


  “What about it?” said Valjakar.


  “It is wrong,” said the frost giant. “I was with you and the Jarl in the human city of Madison. I checked her aura for the lord Jarl.” I had a sudden memory of that frost giant holding some sort of tablet device in the Wisconsin State Capitol as he scanned me. “Her magical power has increased exponentially in the last two years. It is impossible for a human’s power to increase so quickly, or to such levels.”


  Valjakar snarled. “Then this is a trick.”


  “No, it’s not,” I said. “I spent a lot of time in an Eternity Crucible.”


  “A what?” said Valjakar. 


  I realized that the frost giants had probably never heard of an Eternity Crucible.


  “This is a clever trick, some stratagem of the Knight of Venomhold to insert spies into our alliance,” said Valjakar. “It…”


  “We could be spies,” said Russell.


  We all looked at him. I was impressed that he managed to look so confident while having several dozen belligerent frost giants staring at him. Then again, he had stared down Nicholas and had gone into Last Judge Mountain, so maybe the frost giants weren’t as frightening by comparison. 


  “What?” I said.




  “We could be spies,” said Russell again, “and we could also know what the Rebels and the Knight of Venomhold are planning. Because you don’t know, do you?”


  Valjakar said nothing, his eyes narrowed.


  “That’s why you guys are doing patrols along the border to Venomhold,” said Russell. “Not to make sure the Rebels are attacking Grayhold. They’re not dumb enough to do that…”


  “They chased you here,” said Valjakar. 


  “That’s because we had the bad luck to take a rift way to Venomhold,” said Russell. “My sister ticked off the Rebels, and they tried to kill us. So that’s why we had to run here. We thought my sister could open a rift way back to Earth from Grayhold, but we didn’t know that the Knight had sealed this place off.” 


  “Then if you know the enemy’s plan,” said Valjakar, “you will share it with us now.”


  “We should probably talk to Jarl Rimethur,” I said. “Or the Knight of Grayhold himself. Since they’re the ones in charge.”


  Valjakar started to answer, but Russell talked right over him. 


  “Or you could bring us to Earl Rimethur…”


  “Jarl,” I hissed. “Jarl.”


  “Jarl Rimethur,” said Russell without missing a beat, “will be very pleased since we can tell him the Rebels’ plan. I think you would be doing your lord great honor if you took us to him.”


  “And if we’re spies,” said Riordan, “the Knight can deal with us. Either way, Lord Valjakar, you will bring honor to your lord Jarl. If we have valuable information, we shall deliver it to the Jarl and the Knight of Grayhold. If we are spies, you will have cleverly captured us, which will also bring honor to the Jarl.” 


  Valjakar scowled. “For spies, you are very talkative.” 


  “It’s a failing,” I said, “but you know they’re right.” I started to feel a flicker of hope. Jarl Rimethur would remember me from Madison, and the Knight of Grayhold would remember me, and he would definitely remember Riordan. If we got to Jacob Temple, I could talk him into opening a rift way to Earth for us. 


  Valjakar growled again and then shrugged. “Very well. You shall prove the truth of your words to the Jarl himself, human wizard. You will come with us now.” He turned and snarled a stream of orders to the other frost giants, and they started to move off. A dozen of them climbed the hill towards us, no doubt to make sure we moved along in an orderly fashion.


  “Well,” I said. “Looks like we’re going for a walk with the frost giants.” 


  “Yes,” said Russell. “You’d think that would be the strangest thing I’ve done in my life, but no. This isn’t even going to be the strangest thing I’ve done today.”


  “Day isn’t over yet,” I said. One of the frost giants beckoned, and I nodded and started picking my way down the slope. “That was some fast talking, Russell. Thanks.”


  Russell shrugged. “You can negotiate with anyone. All it takes is…”


  “Confidence, I know, I know,” I said. “If we live through this, you should go into law. Or used car sales.”


  “I’ve actually thought about that,” said Russell. “And you’ll need a way to invest that million dollars that Connor gave you. Maybe we can open a car dealership together.”


  I snorted and then blinked. “Wait…million dollars?”


  “The bearer bond that Connor gave you,” said Russell.


  I sighed. “I think it was in my coat. Which caught fire.”


  “No, it’s not,” said Russell. “It’s in my pack. Riordan told me to make sure I took it.”


  I looked at Riordan.


  He shrugged. “If we live through this, you can use the money. Maybe get an apartment that’s not in the basement.”


  “Or fix the windshield in your van,” said Russell. “And the front fender, the back fender, the side panels…”


  “It’s seen some action,” I said, rolling my shoulders and grimacing at the pain in my left arm. I was also really cold. I missed my sweater and my coat. 


  “Here,” said Riordan, reaching into his pack. “I’ll look at your shoulder as we walk.”


  “My shoulder?” I said. I glanced at my left arm as we followed Valjakar’s party into the trees. The cut from the crossbow quarrel had scabbed to an ugly black, and there was a lot of half-dried blood on my upper arm. “Oh, yeah, that. Forgot about it in all the excitement.”


  Russell let out a sound that was half-sigh, half-laugh. “You forgot. You almost got shot with a crossbow, and you forgot.”


  “To be fair, I get shot at a lot,” I said. I had also actually been shot, not with a crossbow but with an AK-47. That hadn’t been fun. “Valjakar’s not going to let us stop for you to look at it.”


  And, truth be told, I didn’t want to stop. We had…what, six hours until Nicholas launched his attack on New York? It might be less than that. Corbisher had told Nicholas and Karst about me by now, and Nicholas might decide that was serious enough to launch his attack early. I assumed he would have to wait until the High Queen was in Manhattan before attacking, but I didn’t know how long the High Queen and the Skythrone would be in New York. A day? More than a day?


  I should have paid attention to all the damn news about the Royal Progress. The radio and the TV and the Internet hadn’t talked about anything else for weeks. 


  Riordan drew out a small first aid kit from his pack, handed it to Russell, and set to work cleaning out my cut as we walked. That hurt, but I had endured much worse. I watched in silence as he finished and then wrapped a bandage around my upper arm.


  “Where’d you learn to do that while walking?” I said. 


  He smiled a little as he tied off the bandage. “As a soldier of the Wizard’s Legion, a long, long time ago. We would have to move in a hurry, and sometimes there wasn’t time to deal with minor wounds.”


  I nodded a little. Riordan had been looking after me for a while now, hadn’t he? Ever since he had walked into that hotel lobby disguised as Rory Murdo. He had taken me to the John Doe Hospital in Manhattan after I had been shot, and while I didn’t know how much money that had cost him, I knew it had been a lot. He had helped me save Russell from Lorenz, and he had kept us alive in Last Judge Mountain.


  “Thanks,” I said, my voice quiet.


  Riordan nodded.


  “And…for everything,” I said, making myself meet his eyes. “For watching my back. If…there’s not another chance to tell you, thanks for everything. You didn’t have to find me…”


  “Yes,” said Riordan. “I did.” 


  We stared at each other.


  The hell with it.


  I stepped up to him, leaned up, and kissed him. Riordan flinched, and then kissed me back, one arm coiling around my back to help me keep my balance. 


  I don’t know how long it lasted. It felt like an eternity, but that still wasn’t long enough. 


  “Uh,” said Russell. “Guys? Guys? We should probably keep moving. The frost giants are looking at us funny.” 


  I broke away from Riordan, reluctantly. 


  “Yeah,” I said, my voice a little shaky. “Yeah, he’s probably right.”


  “Probably,” agreed Riordan, though he smiled.


  “The frost giants are staring,” said Russell.


  “That’s their problem,” I said. I took a deep breath, my heart racing against my ribs. “Okay. He’s right. We should continue this conversation later.” 


  “Yes, we should,” said Riordan. 


  Later. If there was a later. If Nicholas didn’t kill the world first. Or if the frost giants didn’t decide to kill us. Though the ones staring at us didn’t look angry, just annoyed and bemused. 


  We walked for an hour, moving through the strange forest of blue-glowing leaves. Twice we were attacked by creatures of the Shadowlands, once by wraithwolves, and a few minutes later by a pack of anthrophages. I don’t think they were under the command of the Archons or the Rebel Gatekeepers, but just the usual creatures wandering the Shadowlands. During both attacks, the frost giants wiped out the enemy with brutal efficiency, either slicing them apart with their huge swords or unleashing volleys of magical ice that pinned the creatures. 


  I didn’t even have to do anything. 


  After the second attack, we saw no further creatures. Perhaps they had learned the danger of attacking the frost giants. I started to feel a little better as my stamina recovered from the exertions of the recent magical battles. It probably helped that Riordan made me eat two more protein bars and drink half a canteen of water. 


  At last, we emerged from the forest and onto one of the bleak plains that filled the demesne of Grayhold. The strange sheet of blue fire still covered the sky. In the distance, I saw grim mountains rising against the horizon and the citadel of Grayhold sprawled across the slope of one of those mountains. It was as colossal and overwhelming and as half-ruined as the citadel of Venomhold, but it lacked the twisted malignancy that pervaded Natalya Karst’s stronghold. The citadel of Grayhold instead had a sort of ancient grandeur to it, like looking at some old statue in a museum.


  If I was the kind of person who went to museums, anyway. 


  But all that was in the background.


  “Wow,” said Russell. “That is a lot of frost giants, and…”


  “Dwarves,” I said in a quiet voice.


  Valjakar and his men had led us to an army camp. 


  Half the tents were huge, built of silver-trimmed black cloth, and housed frost giants. I saw frost giant sentries patrolling the perimeter of the camp, and many pairs of glowing eyes turned towards us as we approached.


  The other tents looked like prefabricated shelters built out of peculiar golden metal, and dwarven soldiers stood guard at that side of the camp. The dwarves were just slightly shorter than I was, but much wider, with arms as thick as both my legs put together. They wore armor fashioned from the same metal as their shelters, and as we drew closer, I saw whirling clockwork mechanisms visible beneath the armor plates. Those machines let the dwarves deliver blows with enough force to crack stone.


  “I’ve never met any dwarves before,” said Russell, staring at them.


  “You haven’t missed much,” I said. “They’re kind of assholes.”


  Russell blinked. “All of them?”


  “Well,” I said. “I don’t know about all of them. The ones I’ve met definitely were. They think God screwed up the universe, so they’re going to fix it, and then all other races will become obsolete and die out. Nothing personal.”


  “Lord Valjakar,” called Riordan, and the frost giant thane glanced at him. “The dwarves of Nerzuramaxis have joined the frost giants in the Knight’s alliance?” 


  “They have, Shadow Hunter,” said Valjakar. “The dwarves have grown concerned with the Knight of Venomhold’s rising power. The dwarves are all mad, but they are wise enough to see the voidspawn for the danger they are. As you said, our differences matter little in the face of a common enemy.”


  “If you’re telling us that,” I said, “you’ve decided we are not spies?”


  Valjakar shrugged. “That is for the Jarl to decide. If you are spies, it matters not what I say to you, because you will not be leaving here alive.” 


  With that cheery thought, we walked into the camp. It had been laid out in an orderly grid, probably at the insistence of the dwarves, and both the frost giants and the dwarves stared at us as we passed. The dwarves all had reddish-gray skin, like expensive granite, and flat black eyes that had no emotion whatsoever. They spoke to each other in their strange jagged language, their voices as calm and as flat as if they had been generated by a computer. 


  There was a clear space in the center of the camp, and two figures awaited us there.


  The first was Jarl Rimethur himself. He looked a great deal like the other frost giants, but his hair and beard were iron-gray instead of black, like the color of old ice, and his armor was a good deal more ornate. A black cloak lined with silvery fur hung from his shoulders, and his eyes glowed the color of the sun striking a frozen lake in winter.


  The second man was the Knight of Grayhold.




  Jacob Temple looked as I remembered. He was a big, tall man, about Riordan’s size, with blond hair bound back in a ponytail and bright blue eyes. Temple wore a battered green jacket, a blue work shirt, dusty jeans, and scuffed work boots. Over his right hand he wore a metal gauntlet inscribed with magical symbols, and a sheathed sword hung at his left hip.


  Temple’s cold eyes met mine, and he smiled, once.


  “Lord Jarl,” said Valjakar. “We patrolled the border with Venomhold, as you commanded, and came across a battle. These three humans fought off an attack of Rebel humans and orcish mercenaries. We dispersed their attackers, and the humans claimed they had information about the Knight of Venomhold’s plans. The older male is a Shadow Hunter. The female claims to be the wizard thief we confronted in the human city of Madison.”


  Rimethur stared at me for a moment and then nodded.


  “Yes,” he said. “You have done well, Valjakar. Take a moment to rest, but be ready. We will need to act soon.” 


  “Lord Jarl,” said Valjakar, bowing again. His warriors followed suit, and they turned and strode back to the tents, leaving me, Riordan, and Russell alone with the Jarl and the Knight of Grayhold. 


  We stared at each other for a bit.


  “Then it is her, Knight?” said Rimethur, his voice a deep, solemn rumble. “It is indeed the wizard child who served as your tool during the attack on Madison?”


  “That’s her, my lord Jarl,” said Temple, his voice marked with a Texas twang. He made a gesture with his armored hand, and I had the sudden sense that he was testing my aura. His eyes met mine again. “Though you’re not a child now, are you?”


  “No,” I said. “I suppose not.” I grinned my humorless rictus of a grin at him. “Hiya, Jake. How you been? Love what you’ve done with the place. I guess filling the sky with blue fire is the trendy thing nowadays.” 


  Rimethur snorted. “Yes. That is her. I recognize that mocking voice.” 


  “My lord Rimethur,” said Temple, “this is Nadia Moran, shadow agent of Lord Kaethran Morvilind, her younger brother Russell Moran, and my old friend from the Wizard’s Legion Riordan MacCormac. Of course, I became the Knight of Grayhold, and he became a member of the Family of the Shadow Hunters, so our lives have taken divergent courses.” 


  “You remember me?” said Russell, blinking.


  “Son,” said Temple with an easy smile, “the last time we met, you kept an M-99 carbine aimed at my head while I had a chat with your sister. I always remember everyone who points a gun at me.” 


  “It is a hard thing to forget,” said Russell.


  Temple’s gaze turned toward Riordan. “Looks like you found her again, Mac.”


  “I did,” said Riordan.


  “Don’t suppose you managed to shoot Nicholas Connor in the process,” said Temple.


  “I did that, too,” said Riordan. “Didn’t do any good. He has a knight of the Dark Ones inside of him, and it healed the wound at once. Two days ago we saw him get shot through the head with a .50 caliber minigun bullet. It blew off the top half of his skull and spattered his brain all over the floor. He was back on his feet in two minutes.” 


  Rimethur scowled. “He is possessed by a powerful noble of the voidspawn.” 


  “We’ll deal with him now,” said Temple. “He…”


  “Hey,” I said. “Sorry to interrupt, but can we cut to the chase here? The world’s going to end in about four hours.”


  Rimethur looked annoyed, but Temple smiled. “All right, Miss Moran. Go ahead.”


  “I know why you’ve got the frost giants and the dwarves of Nerzuramaxis working together,” I said. “You see that big Rebel and Archon army gathering over the border in Venomhold, and you know they’re up to something bad. You know Nicholas Connor is about to move, but you don’t know exactly what he’s going to do. You just want to be ready to respond.” I took a deep breath. “But we know exactly what Nicholas is planning.”


  Rimethur’s eyes narrowed, though his voice was calm. “Then enlighten us, shadow agent.”


  “Nicholas found the Sky Hammer,” I said. No recognition showed on Rimethur’s face, but Temple’s eyes narrowed. “It’s an extremely powerful nuclear weapon left over from before the Conquest. A guy named Jeremy Shane was going to use it on the High Queen, but he changed his mind and decided to ally with her against the Dark Ones. Shane’s followers assassinated him for it, and they tried to overthrow the High Queen. She wiped out all his followers before anyone could tell her about the Sky Hammer, and it was forgotten in the desert in Nevada until Connor figured out where it was.”


  “Then the Rebel warlord now has a nucleonic war engine?” said Rimethur. 


  It took me a second to realize that was what the frost giants called nukes.


  “Yeah,” I said. “It’s just over the border, a couple of hours that way.” 


  “And he’s planning to use it on the High Queen?” said Temple.


  “Today, in another few hours,” I said. “The High Queen’s in New York. Manhattan, specifically. The last stage of a Royal Progress through the United States. The Knight of Venomhold has a Cruciform Eye, and she’s going to use it to open dozens of rift ways to the city at once. The Rebels and their allies will attack the High Queen, and while she and the Elven nobles are fighting off the attack, Nicholas is going to drive the Sky Hammer right underneath the Skythrone. When the bomb goes off, it will destroy New York and kill the High Queen and all the Elven nobles. It will also knock the Skythrone out of the air, and it’ll be like an asteroid hit the Earth. Nicholas figures the ash cloud will cause global famine, and he thinks it’ll be easy to conquer the Earth in the resultant chaos.” 


  Rimethur and Temple looked at each other.


  “Is this true?” said Rimethur at last.


  “Every word, lord Jarl,” said Riordan. “I was there. I saw it with my own eyes. You know the Rebels and the Knight of Venomhold have been working towards a common goal for a long time. This is it.” 


  “Then many mysteries are revealed at last,” said Rimethur. “The strategies of our enemies are laid bare to us.”


  “Yeah, great,” I said. “Listen. You need to lift the seal and let me open a rift way to Earth right now.”


  Temple’s eyes swung back to me. “And what would be gained from that?”


  I scowled. “Weren’t you listening? The Rebels are going to nuke New York to get the High Queen. I know how to contact Lord Arvalaeon, and if I do, he’ll warn her…”


  Temple sighed. “You’ve got a lot of spirit, but you haven’t thought this through. Let’s say you warn the Lord Inquisitor, and he tells Tarlia. What happens then? She decides to flee, and the Rebel spies warn Connor and Karst. Oh, you better believe they have spies in New York. Connor will realize what is happening, and he’ll shove the bomb through a rift way and set it off. He won’t knock the Skythrone from the air, but he’ll still kill the High Queen, wipe out the Elven nobles, and kill a lot of innocent people.” 


  “Yeah, well, what the hell are we supposed to do then?” I snapped. “We…”


  “Nadia,” said Riordan, and he put a hand on my right shoulder. I hadn’t realized that I had taken a belligerent step towards the Knight of Grayhold. “He’s right.” 


  “Okay,” I said, forcing back the anger. “Okay. What are we supposed to do instead?”


  “We attack,” said Rimethur. “We gather our forces and strike across the border to Venomhold. The voidspawn cannot be allowed to gain such a victory. They would transform Earth and humanity into their private reserve of cattle as they did with Kalvarion and the Elves.”


  Temple shook his head. “That would be suicide. If you cross the border, you will face the full power of the Rebels and the Archons…and the Knight of Venomhold herself. A Knight is invincible within the bounds of his or her demesne, and Natalya Karst would wipe out all of you by herself. The Rebels would not need to lift a finger. No. Our objective must be simpler.”


  “What’s that, then?” I said.


  “The simplest objective of all,” said Temple. “We find Connor, kill him, and destroy the Sky Hammer weapon.”


  I snorted. “If it were simple, we would have done it already.”


  “I didn’t say simple was the same as easy, Miss Moran,” said Temple. “There’s only one way out of this mess, and that’s what we’re going to do.”


  “Which is, Temple?” said Riordan in a dry voice.


  Temple grinned at him. “The frost giants and the dwarves are going to follow Connor’s army to New York, kill him, and disable the Sky Hammer.” 


  “The High Queen’s going to love that,” I said. 


  “She won’t mind,” said Temple. “We’re going to pull her bacon out of the fire, so she’s not going to complain. And we’re on the same side when it comes to the Dark Ones. You know exactly where the Sky Hammer is?” 


  “It’s in a blue box truck,” I said. “And once Nicholas takes it to New York, I know exactly where it has to go.”


  “The focus crystal at the bottom of the Skythrone,” said Temple. “The bomb will have to be under it or nearly under it. That’s the only place where the EMP wave will hit the crystal with enough force to disrupt the levitation spell. Otherwise, the rock of the Skythrone will soak up most of the EMP wave and it will keep flying.” 


  “So, what then?” I said. “You’re going to send the dwarves and the frost giants to Manhattan and have them converge on the Skythrone?”


  “Yup,” said Temple. “You should still contact Arvalaeon, of course, if you can get ahold of him, but I have something else for you to do.”


  “Oh?” I said. “Do you, now.”




  “Nadia Moran,” said Temple, and he grinned at me. “As I recall, you owe me a favor.” 


  I sighed. “Aw, hell.” 


  He was right. I did owe him a favor. And Jacob Temple liked to appear affable and charming, but he was still the Knight of Grayhold, and owing a favor to someone like the Knight of Grayhold was a dangerous business. 


  “Time to pay up?” said Riordan, his voice hard as he looked at the Knight.


  Temple grinned at him. “Don’t worry, Mac. I know how protective you get. I’m not going to threaten your woman. And I’m not going to ask her to do anything she isn’t already going to do.”


  “Fine,” I said. Riordan’s woman, though. I liked that thought. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Just this,” said Temple. He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and drew out a silvery sphere about the size of my fist. “Take this to New York and turn it on.”


  He held out the sphere. I hesitated and took it. It was lighter than it looked, and it felt icy cold against my fingers. There were rows of strange symbols carved into its surface, and after a moment I recognized the style. The Ringbyrne Amulet had been marked with similar symbols, and I realized this was a frost giant artifact.


  I felt the powerful magic beneath my fingers.


  “Okay,” I said. “What’s this?”


  “Lord Jarl?” said Temple.


  “The device is called a sjolmark,” said Rimethur. I suspected I would not have been able to pronounce it. “When we travel from world to world, our wizards use it to align and target the location of our rift ways.”


  “So it’s like a beacon,” I said. 


  “Precisely,” said Temple. “When you arrive in New York, cast the rift way spell into the sjolmark, and it will activate. The frost giant wizards will be able to sense its presence, and they will align their rift ways to take our forces to Manhattan.”


  “Okay,” I said. “That’s easy enough.”


  “Two warnings,” said the Knight. “First, you need to cast the rift way spell into the sjolmark immediately when you arrive in Manhattan. It will take upwards of fifteen to twenty minutes for the Jarl’s wizards to target their spells, and we dare not waste a single moment.”


  “All right,” I said. “If you can get us to Manhattan, I’ll do it immediately.”


  “Second,” said Temple, “when you activate the sjolmark, any wizards nearby will sense it.”


  “Ah,” said Riordan. “That’s not good.”


  I looked at him. “The Inquisition?”


  “They’ll be monitoring all of New York for any rift way spells,” said Riordan. “For that matter, no matter how good Temple is with the rift way spell, the Knights of the Inquisition will sense it immediately when we show up. The entire island of Manhattan’s going to be on lockdown for the Royal Progress. We’ll have to move quickly to keep from getting arrested.” 




  “Great,” I said. I had spent most of my life in fear of Homeland Security and the Inquisition, afraid that I would screw up one of Morvilind’s jobs, get arrested and executed on a Punishment Day video, and then Russell would die of frostfever. 


  I looked at my brother. I had spent my life, nearly all one hundred and eighty years of it, trying to save him. And now if I screwed this up, not only would he die, but fifteen million other people when Nicholas nuked New York, and then billions more if he carried out the rest of his plans. 


  “All right,” I said. “We’ll just have to be quick. As soon as we get there, I’ll activate the soul…the sole…” I grimaced and gestured with the sjolmark. “This damn thing. Then we’ll steal a cell phone and call Arvalaeon. And assuming we do all that, then I’m heading for the Skythrone and waiting for Connor. Hopefully, I’ll figure out a way to kill him by then.”


  “With that, we can offer help,” said Temple, looking to Rimethur. “My lord Jarl? I suggest we share some of our armaments.”


  “Very well, lord Knight,” said Rimethur, and he turned and shouted a long command in the frost giant tongue. Two frost giants emerged from a tent and strode towards us. “The Knight has chosen to trust you, wizard child, so we shall trust you in turn. We shall equip you with the armaments of the frost giants.”


  One of the frost giants unwrapped a bundle, and I found myself looking at three rifles.


  At least, I thought they were rifles. They kind of looked like old-style hunting rifles, with wooden stocks and elaborate, polished bronze fittings, though the barrels had been carved with frost giant symbols. The triggers had also been sized for frost giant fingers, and I thought I could get like half my hand inside the trigger guards. 


  “You guys use guns?” said Russell, peering at the weapons.


  “Of course we use guns,” said Rimethur with amusement. “We are not barbarians, young Moran. A warrior must master all aspects of battle and weaponry. Though firearms do not work in the Shadowlands, so here we must rely on sword and spell.”


  “Okay, these are really nice guns,” I said, “but bullets don’t bother Nicholas.”


  “These bullets will,” said Temple with a smile. “They have been loaded with eight voidslayer bullets each.”


  “Voidslayer?” I said. “I like the sound of that.”


  “As well you should, wizard child,” said Rimethur. “Each bullet was forged individually by master craftsmen and enspelled by our greatest wizards, the pinnacle of frost giant science and magic. The voidslayer bullets will kill any Dark One housed within mortal flesh. Even a knight or a great lord of the voidspawn, such as the creature that possesses Nicholas Connor, will be slain by these bullets. Of course,” he added, almost as an afterthought, “they will also kill the mortal flesh housing the creature, but humans are much easier to kill than Dark Ones.”


  “Tell me about it,” I said. “I don’t suppose you have any reloads for those things?”


  “Eight shots each,” said Rimethur. “That is all you will have. Use them wisely. Take the weapons.” 


  I nodded and took one of the frost giant guns, as did Russell and Riordan. Rimethur pointed out the operation of the weapon, and I was amused to see that the frost giant guns operated on the same principles as human firearms – trigger, hammer, safety, stock, iron sights, and so on. Though I suppose there are only so many ways you can construct a firearm. 


  “All right,” I said. The gun had a leather strap, so I slung it over my back, the strap cutting a diagonal line across my chest. “Thanks for the guns, lord Jarl. If I see Nicholas Connor again, I promise I’m going to put the gun to good use.”


  “Excellent,” said the Jarl. “Perhaps we shall see each other again on the field of battle, wizard child.”


  “Are you ready, Nadia?” said Temple. “I don’t know if you play poker, but we’re about to gamble for all the chips on the table.”


  I looked at Riordan and Russell, and they nodded. 


  “Great,” I said. “Let’s go save the goddamn world.”


  “Jake,” said Riordan. “Can you target exactly where your rift way will go in Manhattan?”


  Temple shrugged. “Somewhat. I can definitely get you to Manhattan. I can’t drop you at an exact street address, but I can get you close.”


  “Try to get us as close to the intersection of 105th Street and 5th Avenue as you can,” said Riordan. “The Family has a safe house in one of the apartments there. We’ll be able to get a cell phone and warn Lord Arvalaeon immediately.”


  “I’ll do what I can,” said Temple. He grinned. “You know, Mac, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you found her again.”


  “Your approval fills me with joy, Jake,” said Riordan in a dry voice.


  Temple grinned at me. “Didn’t he tell you, Miss Moran? That’s the real reason he infiltrated the Rebels. Not to kill Connor. Not to serve the High Queen. But to find you again.”


  I took a deep breath, not sure of what to say to him, and then Temple gestured with his armored right hand. The gauntlet flashed with gray-white light, and a curtain of mist rose from the ground. A heartbeat later it shone with the familiar glow of a rift way. 


  “Good luck,” said Temple.


  “Thanks,” I said. I looked at Russell and Riordan, took a deep breath, and then we walked into the rift way.






  Chapter 7: I Died And Went To Hell


  




  Striding through a rift way is a weird experience.


  It’s only a single step. But it feels different. One step is taking you from the Shadowlands back to Earth, an unimaginable distance that can’t be measured in miles. There’s a whirling sense of dislocation, even across a single step, and then suddenly the Shadowlands vanish, and you find yourself someplace else.


  I stepped through the rift way, Riordan and Russell coming a half step behind me, and we left the Shadowlands behind.


  Instead, I found myself standing somewhere in Manhattan. 


  It was about ten in the morning or so, and it was a hot day, the sky blue and clear without a single cloud overhead. A beautiful July 4th. I shot a quick look around, partly from caution, partly from disorientation. We were standing on a sidewalk, and across the street, I saw the green expanse of Central Park. Next to us rose a long line of expensive-looking condo and apartment buildings. Central Park was to the west, which meant unless I missed my guess, the rift way had dropped us somewhere close to East Harlem. If Central Park was to the west, then to the south should be…


  I turned and saw the massive disk shape of the Skythrone hovering over Manhattan to the south. It looked like a city of white domes and towers atop a giant flat disk of stone. At the bottom of the disk, in its center, I saw the huge crystal that was the apex of the spell that kept the thing flying. The Skythrone was hovering over…Times Square, I thought. Seemed to fit with the High Queen’s general sense of the grandiose. 


  There were American flags and royal banners flying from every lamppost and hanging from many of the windows. A good many pedestrians were on the streets, and the atmosphere was festive. A Royal Progress was a big deal, and a lot of people would have turned out to see it. Hell, there were probably tourists from across the United States and maybe North and South America to see the High Queen. 


  More people for Nicholas to kill with the Sky Hammer.


  Several alarmed looks were turning in our direction. Had they seen us come through the rift way?


  “They’re staring,” said Russell, puzzled.


  “Oh, shit,” I said, understanding. “We’ve got to get off the streets right now. We look like a paramilitary squad.” I was sweaty and bandaged and dusty. I also was still wearing a gun belt with semiautomatic pistols on either hip, which I had lugged through the Shadowlands. Russell and Riordan both had AK-47s slung over their shoulders, and they were wearing combat fatigues and ballistic armor. And all three of us had voidslayer guns. 


  And New York City was on lockdown because of the High Queen’s visit. I think the NYC branch of Homeland Security had something like forty or fifty thousand officers, and they would have called in help from the neighboring states to meet the manpower demands. For that matter, the Inquisition would be monitoring the city, and they might have detected our incoming rift way.


  Already I saw several nearby people reaching for their phones, no doubt to call Homeland Security and inform them of the disheveled-looking gunmen.




  “I know where we are,” said Riordan. “This way. We’re not far from the Shadow Hunters’ safe house.” He shot a quick look around. “In here.”


  He gestured, and we hurried to a narrow alley between two of the apartment buildings. It was just wide enough for a single truck, and dumpsters lined either side of the alley. Riordan broke into a jog, and Russell and I followed him. We turned a corner, darted through a little parking lot filled with delivery vehicles, and Riordan came to a stop before a dented steel security door. 


  “Here,” he said. “This pizzeria went out of business just before I left New York to find you. Doubt anyone has moved in yet.” 


  “I’ll get the lock,” I said, and cast a quick spell. Telekinetic force reached from my mind, released the lock, and the door swung open. Riordan went first, drawing one of his pistols, and Russell and I followed him into a small kitchen. The kitchen looked like it was getting remodeled, and half the appliances had been ripped out, chunks of broken drywall scattered across the floor. The door to the dining room was missing, and the main room of the restaurant was getting remodeled as well.


  “All right,” said Riordan. “We should have a few minutes. Someone would have called us in, but it will take Homeland Security a couple of minutes to check it out.” Russell walked over and locked the kitchen door. 


  “Okay,” I said, lifting the sphere that Temple had given me. “Let me use this soul…sole…this damned thing quick.” I still couldn’t pronounce sjolmark, and I didn’t have time to care. I focused my will and cast the rift way spell, directing the spell into the device.


  The result was odd. The metal sphere vibrated in my hand, and the symbols flashed with a harsh blue light. They continued to glow, and I squinted, looking away from the bright light, and then cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. The sjolmark was radiating magical power and a lot of it. Any wizard who came nearby would be able to sense the damned thing. 


  “Is it working?” said Riordan. 


  “I think so,” I said. For lack of anywhere better to put the thing, I opened one of the empty ammo pouches at my belt and stuffed it inside. “It’s up to Temple and the Jarl now. A phone, we need a phone.” I looked around the kitchen and found a spot for a wall phone, but wires hung from the junction box. I hurried into the dining room and ducked behind the front counter. There was a phone there, and I seized the receiver in triumph, but the line was dead.


  “Let’s go to the Shadow Hunters’ safe house,” said Riordan. “It’s only about six blocks from here, and we can take the alley the entire way. Once we’re inside, Homeland Security won’t bother us.” He grimaced. “Though Homeland Security’s liable to have bigger problems very soon.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s move.”


  Russell unlocked the alley door and opened it again. “But I thought we had another four hours until Connor attacks.”


  “That’s what he said.” I looked into the alley, glanced around, and stepped into it, and Riordan and Russel followed me. “But Nicholas isn’t stupid, unfortunately. When Corbisher tells him that he saw us, he’ll realize that we might have escaped to Grayhold, that we might be able to get back to Earth to warn the High Queen. He’ll attack as soon as he can get his troops ready.”


  “Which means he might show up any minute,” said Russell.


  “Yep,” I said. 


  “We’d better hurry,” said Riordan, and he broke into a jog, Russell and me following him.


  “Hey,” said Russell. “I just thought of something.”


  “What?” I said.


  “We just walked from Nevada to New York in like two days,” said Russell.


  I blinked and coughed out a laugh. “Guess we did. Let’s never, ever do that again.” 


  Riordan paused as we passed an intersection of alleys and glanced towards the street and the green expanse of Central Park. I saw a blue Homeland Security SUV go past, lights flashing but the sirens off. That meant Homeland Security was investigating the sighting of mysterious gunmen, but given all the troubles involved in securing a place the size of Manhattan, they weren’t taking it too seriously. Likely they would send an SUV to circle the block a few times and look for problems, but that would be that. 


  “How much farther?” I said.


  “Just another block,” said Riordan, craning his neck to look at the buildings.


  “Because if we don’t get there soon,” I said, “I might mug someone and take their cell phone. I have got to contact Arvalaeon…”


  “Here we are,” said Riordan, stopping before another alley door. He started punching a number into a keypad. “And the Elves are as ready as they’re going to be.”


  “What do you mean?” I said.


  “There have to be tens of thousands of Homeland Security officers in the city,” said Riordan. He hit one more button, and the door buzzed and unlocked. “The High Queen doesn’t go anywhere without the Royal Guard, and she’ll probably have Morvilind and Arvalaeon and a few other archmages with her.” He pulled open the door, revealing a concrete stairwell. “They’ll put up a fight. We just have to make sure they look for Connor and the Sky Hammer.” 


  “Yeah,” I said, following him into the stairwell. Riordan closed and locked the door behind us as my mind raced. Manhattan was a maze, with a million places for Nicholas’s blue box truck to pop out of the Shadowlands. Yet he would have to head for the Skythrone to use his bomb for maximum effect. But if his way to Times Square was blocked, he was smart enough to detonate the Sky Hammer rather than let it fall into the hands of his enemies. True, he wouldn’t knock the Skythrone from the sky, but he would still destroy New York and kill the High Queen and most of the Elven nobles, and that might cause enough chaos for his purposes. 


  Half the cake was better than no cake, and Nicholas knew that. 


  The urgency drummed in my mind as we ran up the stairs. I could almost feel every second ticking away.


  We reached the fifteenth and top floor of the building, and Riordan opened a door. Beyond was a hallway with a blue carpet, lined on either side with doors of dark wood. Here and there landscape paintings hung on the wall. Each door had an intercom next to it. It all looked tasteful and very expensive, though I imagine the property values would drop somewhat if Nicholas blasted it all to radioactive ashes. 


  Riordan stopped before one of the doors and hit the intercom button. “Blizzard alpha wine zero plank turbulence.”


  I blinked in confusion, then my brain caught up and realized that it was a recognition code.


  The intercom buzzed, and a male voice with an English accent answered. “Carnival totem manuscript valve bolt joint.”


  Riordan nodded, frowned with concentration, and said one more phrase. “Zero drywall mulch plate.”


  “That you, Riordan?” said the male voice.


  “It’s me, Adler,” said Riordan. “Let me in. We’ve got serious problems.”


  The door clicked, and it swung open to reveal a man in his late thirties, trim and fit. He wore black dress shoes, black trousers, and a black sweater over a buttoned-down white shirt. His face was bony, his dark hair receding and close-cropped. 


  “Riordan,” said Adler. His eyes flicked over Russell and me. “You’ve got guests.” His gaze settled on me. “That’s her, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” said Riordan. “We need a phone right now. I’ll explain later.”


  Adler jerked his head. “This way.” 


  We walked down a short entry hall and into a living room. It was a big room, with a pair of glass doors opening onto a balcony that had a good view of both Central Park and the street below. The furnishings were utilitarian – folding chairs and tables, one of which had a lot of computer equipment. Stacks of transparent plastic storage totes rested against the wall, and they held clothes and ammunition and medical supplies. A lot of ammunition and medical supplies, come to think of it. Just how often did the Shadow Hunters get into fights in New York?


  A dark-skinned woman stood in the center of the living room, scowling at a TV mounted on the wall. She was tall, well over six feet, and was wearing cargo pants and a black tank top. The tank top showed arms that looked as if she could bench press me and break me in half without much effort. The TV was showing a live news report about the Royal Progress, and the woman was scowling at it.


  She looked at me, and her scowl intensified. 


  Then she saw Riordan and smiled. 


  “Boss,” she said. Her voice was rich with an English accent. “Looks like you got in and out alive.”


  “So far, Nora,” said Riordan. Adler stopped near the wall, looking like a soldier waiting for orders. “But that’s about to change.”


  “Hi, Nora,” said Russell. I blinked in surprise, and then I remembered that they had met during the Archon attack on Milwaukee.


  “Hey, Russell,” said Nora, and looked at me. “Looks like you found the tigress, boss. She wasn’t actually a Rebel?”


  “No,” I said, walking into the room. “Look, we need a cell phone right now, and...”


  “Sure,” said Nora, picking up a cell phone from the table. “I just have to do one thing first.” 


  “Right,” I said, taking the cell phone. “We…” 


  Nora slapped me.


  And she hit me hard, too. Not as hard as she could have. I mean, if she had punched me, she would have broken my jaw and knocked me to the floor, and she wouldn’t even need to use her Shadowmorph to do it. As it was, it still spun me around, and the only reason I didn’t fall over was that I hit the wall next to the TV.


  “Nora!” snapped Riordan, his voice cracking like a whip as his hand closed around her wrist.


  “Ow,” I said.


  “I was there when you called Riordan,” said Nora. Her voice was calm, but her eyes flashed like knives. “I heard the things you said to him. You had no right to throw those things in his face, no right at all. I’ve known him a lot longer than you, little girl, and he can do a lot better than you, and you didn’t deserve to have him come after you.”


  “That is enough, Nora,” said Riordan. 


  “It’s fine.” I rubbed my aching jaw and looked at Nora. “As it happens, I agree with you.” She blinked in surprise. “If you’re done, I would like to make a phone call before the city gets nuked.”


  “Nuked?” said Adler. 


  “Nuked?” said Nora, her dark eyes going wide. 


  I ignored them and the pain in my jaw (God, that woman could hit hard) and I started punching Arvalaeon’s number into the phone.


  “Long story short,” said Riordan, “the leader of the Rebels dug up a nuke the High Queen missed, and he’s planning to detonate it underneath the Skythrone sometime today.”


  “A nuke?” said Adler. “Jesus Christ.”


  “A nuke,” said Riordan. “And the Rebels and the Archons are launching a major attack on New York to distract the High Queen. They’re going to attack any minute, and the frost giants and dwarves are coming to fight them.” 


  I lifted the phone to my ear.


  “Jesus,” said Nora. 


  The phone buzzed. 


  “Line out of service,” said an electronic voice.


  “Goddamn it,” I said, glaring at Nora. “Did you give me an out-of-service phone?”


  “No, the phone’s working,” said Nora. “The cell phone network’s overloaded. All the tourists in the city. Half the calls I’ve been making all week have been dropping.”


  I cursed again and hit the redial button. 


  This time the phone rang twice, and then I got a busy signal. 


  “Goddamn it!” I said in frustration. 


  “Who are you trying to call?” said Nora.


  “Lord Arvalaeon,” I said, and both Nora and Adler looked surprised. “He owes me.”


  “We might have to contact Homeland Security,” said Adler. “Homeland Security calls get priority in the cell phone network and shouldn’t drop.”


  “We don’t have time,” I said. “If we tell Homeland Security that the Rebels are trying to sneak a nuke into the city, they’ll investigate, but it will take hours for us to talk to anyone with actual authority.” 


  “I think we had better just go to Times Square,” said Riordan. He looked at Nora. “The Skythrone is there?”


  “Yeah, boss,” said Nora. “It’s hovering right over Times Square, about three-quarters of a mile straight up. The High Queen is greeting various nobles and politicians in Times Square for the next few hours.” She gestured at the TV. “You can watch the live stream here.”


  I hit the redial button on the phone again, and once more I got the out-of-service message.


  “Damn it,” I said. “I think you’re right. Let’s get moving. God knows how we’re going to get through all the crowds and Homeland Security roadblocks.” I rubbed my aching jaw. “Though once the attack begins, it’s going to be all chaos anyway. We can probably get to Times Square then.”


  “And do what, exactly?” said Nora.


  “Find Nicholas Connor, kick his ass, and destroy his bomb,” I said. “We…”


  The phone chimed in my hand, and then the OUT OF SERVICE message appeared on the screen. 


  At the exact same time, the picture on the TV dissolved into static.


  “What the hell?” I said.


  Adler drew out his own phone. “No signal.”


  Nora frowned, walked to the table with the computer equipment, and scowled. “The cell phone network is down. And so is the Internet.”


  “Jammed,” I said. “It’s being jammed. The attack’s going to begin any second. We’ve got to go…”


  I started to turn towards the door, and then things went to hell.


  I felt a surge of magical power, and the door blew off the hinges and slammed into the wall. The others whirled, reaching for weapons, and two Elves stormed into the apartment. Both wore the black uniforms of Knights of the Inquisition, and both had handguns in their right hands. Lighting globes snarled and danced over their left hands. 


  “Hands in the air!” roared the first Inquisitor. “Hands in the air right now!” 


  I put my hands into the air, and the others followed suit.


  “Identify yourselves,” ordered the Inquisitor. He had the harsh, alien features of the Elves, with cold eyes the color of amethyst.


  “This is a safe house of the Family of Shadow Hunters,” said Riordan, calm as glass. “We need to speak with…”


  “What this is,” said the Inquisitor, “is a Rebel cell.” He scowled at us. “We detected a rift way six city blocks from here. Homeland Security received multiple reports of gunmen on the street. And there is a locus of magical force,” his eyes shifted to me, “in your pocket.”


  Guess he sensed the sjolmark.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Please listen to me. There’s about to be a massive Rebel attack on the city. You need…”


  “You will remove all your weapons and come with us,” said the Inquisitor. “Should you fail to comply with our orders, we will employ lethal force. Now remove all your weapons. We will not ask again.”


  I wanted to scream in frustration. Any minute Nicholas would drive through Manhattan with a nuclear bomb. Everyone, including the two idiot Inquisitors standing in front of us, was going to die. And they were going to arrest us and question us, and by the time we convinced them of the truth, New York would be ashes, followed shortly by the rest of human civilization. 


  “All right,” said Riordan, “but…”


  Then things got worse.


  The building shook, the floor vibrating, some dust falling from the ceiling, and a roar boomed out, so loud that the balcony doors shuddered and one of them cracked. All of us, humans and Elves, looked towards the doors in surprise.


  A fireball bloomed in Central Park, and several of the trees had caught fire.


  I heard the explosion echoing…no, that wasn’t it. There were other explosions throughout Manhattan, and I saw another flare of fire on the other side of the park.


  “What the hell?” said one of the Inquisitors in the Elven tongue.


  The second Inquisitor produced an aetherometer and glanced at its spinning dials. “Multiple rift ways are opening throughout the city.”


  The attack had begun. 


  And we were out of time. We had to move now. 


  I summoned magical power and cast the Cloak spell. As soon as I vanished from sight, I stepped to the side, squeezed past the Inquisitors, and got behind them.


  “What the hell?” said the first Inquisitor again, looking back at the living room. “Weren’t there five of them?”


  I dropped my Cloak and cast a second spell. It was a telekinetic shove, and it caught the Inquisitor on the left. It drove him forward, and his head bounced off the drywall with a hideous crack. The Inquisitor on the right started to turn, but I jumped forward, casting another spell as I did.


  My hand came up and seized the right side of his face, and I finished the mindtouch spell. 


  The Inquisitor’s eyes bulged as I established the mental link, and then he started screaming incoherently as I poured some of my less pleasant memories into his skull. I had gotten good at this, and I knew what would happen. The Elf’s mind was old and strong, but so was mine, and I had endured a lot of pain. The Inquisitor’s mind would basically shut down and reboot to protect itself from the horror of the memories, and he would wake up in a half-hour with a splitting headache and no memory of the last few hours.


  The Knight of the Inquisition dropped like a stone, and I jumped past him as the second Inquisitor shoved away from the wall. He started to cast a spell, but he was woozy because I had bounced his head off the drywall. I hit him with another telekinetic shove, and I stepped up and worked the mindtouch spell again. 


  The Inquisitor let out a scream as I flooded his mind with memories of torment, and he dropped like a rock.


  I let out a long breath and looked through the ruined door into the hallway, but the Inquisitors hadn’t brought any backup. 


  Another explosion rang out, the balcony door rattling again. 


  “Okay,” I said, looking back at the others. “We need to move. We…”


  They were staring at me in astonishment. Even Riordan and Russell. Adler’s jaw was hanging open. Nora looked like she was seriously reconsidering the wisdom of having slapped me.


  “What?” I said.


  “Tigress,” said Nora, her voice careful. “Those were Knights of the Inquisition.”


  “Yeah, they were,” I said. “Glad you noticed.”


  “They were Knights of the Inquisition,” said Nora, “and you went through them like a knife.”


  I opened my mouth to snap at her, closed it, and a sense of unreality went through me.


  They were Inquisitors, and I had just beaten them. 


  It hadn’t even been all that hard. I had spent my entire life in terror of the Inquisition, constantly looking over my shoulder, living in fear of the moment I screwed up on one of Morvilind’s jobs and the Inquisitors took me. 


  And now I had taken down two of them in about fifteen seconds. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Guess I did.”


  “How…did you do that?” said Nora.


  I grinned my rictus of a grin at her.


  “You really want to know?” I said. “I died, Nora. I died again and again. I died and went to hell. But it didn’t break me. It made me stronger. And now we’re going to go stop the Rebels and save the world.”


  Nora snorted. “Just like that?”


  “Just like that.”


  “Good speech,” said Russell.


  “Thanks,” I said. “Let’s move.”






  Chapter 8: Rebel Fist


  




  At my suggestion, we dumped the two Inquisitors in the lobby. Riordan carried one, and Nora and Adler carried the second between them. (If you ever need people to move bodies in a hurry, Shadow Hunters are the people to do it.) When the Inquisitors woke up, they would have no memory of our little altercation in the Shadow Hunters’ safe house.


  And when they did wake up, they would have much bigger problems for two reasons.


  Assuming we had not all perished in nuclear fire.


  First, as we left the Inquisitors in the lobby, we heard the sounds of gunfire and explosions. The Cruciform Eye could open many gates at once, and knowing Nicholas, he would send small raiding parties, open new gates in different locations in the city, and send in another wave of raiders. The goal would be to cause as much chaos and confusion as possible, and when those Inquisitors woke up, they would have a thousand more urgent things to do.


  Second, we sort of stole their vehicles.


  I did not know this, but it turns out that the Inquisition has access to really excellent motorcycles.


  They had left their two vehicles parked in the streets with lights flashing. The first was a black Royal Motors SUV, and it was a high-end model. It even had seat warmers, which was unnecessary in July in New York. The large collection of weaponry and ammunition in the cargo area was more useful.


  The second vehicle was a motorcycle.


  A beautiful motorcycle.


  Specifically, it was a sleek black Royal Motors NX-100 sportsbike. I had a Royal Motors NX-9 sportsbike, and I loved that thing. It was a great bike. But the NX-100 was an amazing motorcycle, absolutely top of the line in performance, handling, acceleration, and speed. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “You guys take the SUV. I’ll take the bike.”


  “You remember how to handle one of those things?” said Riordan. He looked at the others. “Nora, you drive. Adler, Russell, and I will provide fire support.”




  “Right, boss,” said Nora, and she headed for the SUV.


  Despite the urgency of the battle, I grinned at Riordan and threw a leg over the bike. I have to admit I did that with a bit more stretching than necessary since Riordan was watching me.  


  “It’s been a hundred and sixty years,” I said, sliding the Inquisitor’s key into the ignition, “but a girl never forgets how to ride a bike.” I turned the key, started the engine, and revved it. The motorcycle made a satisfying sound. 


  “Guess so,” said Riordan. “Russell!” He looked at the SUV. “Any luck with the communications equipment?”


  “Nope,” called Russell from inside the SUV. “Even the short-range radios get nothing but static.”


  “The Rebel jamming is blocking anything that uses a radio signal,” said Adler. “I couldn’t even pair an earpiece with my phone.”


  “All right,” said Riordan, looking back at me. “We’ll have to communicate through hand signals.”


  “Yeah,” I said as another fireball bloomed on the other side of the park. “But we don’t have much of a plan.”


  “We just need to get to Times Square without the Inquisition or Homeland Security stopping us,” said Riordan.


  “Shouldn’t be hard,” I said. “They’re going to be busy.” I let out a ragged breath. “Let’s do it.”


  I started to turn to the motorcycle’s handlebars, but Riordan grabbed my hand.


  I looked at him, my heart skipping a beat.


  “Be careful,” he said.


  “Oh, I’m always careful,” I said. “You, too.”


  He nodded and jogged back to the SUV. 


  I revved the bike’s engine once more, gripped the handlebars, got my shoes settled in the footrests, and I accelerated south down 5th Avenue, apartment and condo buildings rising on my left, Central Park on my right. The motorcycle shot forward with the smooth grace of a cheetah running down prey. God, but that was an excellent bike! Nora punched the gas on the SUV, and the black vehicle shot after me, lights flashing. Between the lights on my bike and those on the SUV, we ought to be able to run red lights and force traffic out of our way.


  But that wasn’t a problem.


  For one thing, Manhattan had been locked down to anything but government vehicles, taxis, and mass transit for the High Queen’s visit, so there wasn’t any traffic to avoid.


  Second, the city was already in chaos. 


  Gunfire and explosions echoed over Central Park, and I saw people fleeing along the sidewalk in all directions. A flight of a half-dozen helicopters painted the blue of Homeland Security shot overhead, flying so low that I heard the throb of their rotors over the roar of my bike’s engine. After a half-mile or so, I heard the wail of raid sirens in the distance. Major cities had these sirens to alert the inhabitants of Archon attack, and someone had finally gotten around to sounding them. Just as well – the more people who got off the streets, the more people who would survive.


  Not that a closed door would do anything against a nuclear blast.


  We made good time because of the lack of traffic, and I managed to get the bike up to fifty miles an hour, probably the first time anyone has ever gone that fast on a Manhattan surface street during the day. Nora kept the SUV close behind me, the lights flashing. We passed 106th Street and then shot through the 97th Street intersection just in time to avoid a line of Homeland Security SUVs roaring past, no doubt rushing to respond to the attack. They didn’t slow down at all to look at us.


  Then we ran into trouble.


  Ahead, on the right, was a big stone building that looked like a state capitol or some old Roman temple or something, and after a second, I recognized it as the Metropolitan Museum of Art. There was a row of yellow taxis and a trio of buses parked in front of the museum’s steps. At least, there had been. One of the buses had been flipped onto its side and was currently on fire, and several of the taxis were burning. A mob of people fled towards the museum’s doors in hopes of taking shelter, and they were pursued by orcish mercenaries wielding axes and guns. 


  There were a lot of bodies on the ground, and none of them were orcish. 


  I skidded to a halt a hundred yards from the fighting, and Nora brought the SUV to a stop next to me. 


  “What do you think?” I said to Riordan, who was in the front seat next to Nora. Russell and Adler were in the back, Adler armed with an M-99, Russell with the AK-47 he had lugged all the way from Nevada. “Do you think we can go around them?”


  “Can’t,” said Riordan, his voice grim, and he pointed out Nora’s window. “Look.” I did as he asked and found myself staring to the east down 85th Street. It was kind of like looking down a concrete canyon, apartments rising on either side, but two blocks down I saw a ferocious firefight between a group of Homeland Security officers and a troop of Rebel soldiers. If we went that way, we were getting sucked into a battle.


  “Looks like we’re going to have to fight,” said Nora.


  “Yeah,” I said. “All right. Let’s go through those orcs in front of the museum. They’re scattered, and those assholes are just shooting civilians. Let’s make them regret it.” 


  “You strike them first,” said Riordan, lifting his own AK-47. “We’ll follow you and provide fire support. If we get separated, we’ll try to head for Times Square separately.” 


  “All right,” I said. “Let’s go shoot some orcs.”


  I pushed the throttle, and the bike rolled forward, the engine picking up speed. The SUV followed, and Riordan, Adler, and Russell all lowered their windows one-third of the way down, enough to get the barrels of their weapons through. The SUV was armored, and the glass was ballistic, so they ought to be able to withstand at least some bullets. The ragged mob of orcish soldiers heard the approaching engines and started to turn in our direction, raising their weapons.


  I learned something useful then. Obviously, it is almost impossible to use a firearm effectively from the back of a moving motorcycle. You need your hands to steer, and even if you were riding behind someone, the constant vibrations would throw off your aim. A barrel twitch of half an inch or so can translate to missing the target by a good four or five feet.


  However, as it happens, it’s not all that hard to use magic while riding a motorcycle, at least when you’ve had as much practice as I have. I kept one hand on the handlebars, drew back the other, and cast the fireball spell. A sphere of flame whirled to life above my palm, and I gestured, sending the fireball hurtling towards the orcs. It landed and exploded with a harsh bloom of flame, killing six orcs and throwing several more to the ground. I didn’t hesitate but cast another spell, a volley of lightning globes leaping from my fingers to scream towards the orcs. More dead orcs fell to the ground, and I shot past them, hitting the brakes and skidding the bike. 


  The orcs tried to turn to face me, which was a mistake. Nora wrenched the wheel hard to the side as she slammed on the brakes, and the SUV skidded to a stop and spun around, so the passenger’s side faced towards the enemy. The orcs turned toward the new threat, which was a mistake, because Riordan and Russell raised their AK-47s and started shooting in neat, controlled bursts. Riordan was a better shot than my brother, but Russell was still pretty good. The orcs started falling, and Adler leaned up over the top of the vehicle and added the fire from his M-99 to the fray as well. 


  More orcs died. Some of them tried to charge the SUV, howling at the top of their lungs, and I cast another fire sphere. This one was small and tight, and it zipped forward and drilled tunnels through the skulls of the orcs that got too close to the SUV. Another orc realized the danger and turned towards me, raising an AK-47, and I sent the fire sphere spinning through his head and threw him dead to the ground.


  “Tigress!” shouted Nora, hitting the gas. The armored SUV jerked forward, and Adler grabbed for balance. “Watch out!” 


  I looked over my shoulder and saw that the firefight on 85th Street had spilled to the front of the museum. It looked like the Rebels had punched through the Homeland Security officers, and a mob of Rebel soldiers with AK-47s headed towards us. Worse, two of them carried the long black tubes of rocket launchers.




  “Goddamn it!” I snarled, and I punched the bike’s throttle. I was really tired of having people shoot rockets at me. 


  I didn’t know if the SUV had enough armor to withstand a direct rocket hit, but fortunately, we didn’t have to find out. Nora hit the gas, and the vehicle skidded forward and jumped onto the curb, running over the dead orcs, and I followed suit. There were twin plumes of white smoke as both rocket launchers fired, and the rockets screamed across 5th Avenue towards us. One went wild and blew out a window on the museum. The other was much closer and exploded against the sidewalk a dozen yards away. A blast of hot air washed over me, and I had to grip the handlebars and dig my shoes against the footrests to keep my balance. I felt a few hot stabs of pain in my right arm as chunks of debris nicked me. 


  Russell, Riordan, and Adler all opened up, spraying bullets at the approaching Rebels, and I saw the soldiers with the rocket launchers reloading their weapons. I needed to distract the Rebels so Russell and the Shadow Hunters could keep shooting. I snarled and raked a hand through the air, casting the Splinter Mask spell. 


  As it turned out, I could also extend the Splinter Mask spell to the motorcycle underneath me.


  Silver light flashed around my hands, and seven duplicates of me atop the NX-100 appeared. I sent all seven images screaming towards the Rebels. I had some of the images draw pistols and start shooting, and others started casting spells, fire and lightning dancing around their fingers. The Rebels, confronted by the sight of seven copies of myself hurtling towards them at full speed, did the logical thing and started shooting at them. Russell, Riordan, and Adler kept firing at the Rebels, and I saw more and more soldiers go down. Finally, the Rebels had taken enough losses and scattered, retreating back to 85th Street, and I released the Splinter Mask spell. 


  “Let’s go!” I said to Nora. She nodded and eased the SUV forward, and Russell and the Shadow Hunters used that opportunity to reload. I pushed the throttle and started the motorcycle back towards the street proper.


  Then more things went wrong. 


  During the fight we had drifted south to 84th Street, and further down 5th Avenue I saw more Rebels spilling from the side streets and hurrying towards us. 


  “They’re going to cut us off, tigress,” said Nora.


  “We’ll have to go right through them,” said Riordan, voice grim. “Just run them down and keep going.” 


  “Right,” said Nora. “We…”


  Then I saw gray shapes emerge from the alleys on 84th Street and charge towards us, their black claws clacking against asphalt.


  “Shit!” I said. “Anthrophages. We…”


  Behind the anthrophages came three figures in black uniforms, and I felt the surge of magic as they called power. The three Archons hurled a spell at us, and I cast a spell of my own, pulling as much power as I could through my tired mind. White mist rose up in a curtain and hardened into an ice wall between the Archons and us. I did it just in time because all three Archons had thrown fireballs. Their attacks hammered into the ice wall, and it exploded into a gush of howling steam beneath their fire. That was uncomfortable, but a lot better than getting burned alive. 


  A wave of exhaustion rolled through me, gray mist shimmering over my vision, and I clutched at the handlebars. I hadn’t recovered from the exertions of the last few days, and I was running on a combination of adrenaline, sheer terror, and pure willpower. I shoved the fatigue aside. If I gave into exhaustion, I was going to fall off my bike and crack my head against the pavement. And if we didn’t get loose from this encirclement right now, we were all going to die.


  “Shoot the anthrophages!” I shouted as the steam billowed past us. “I’ll deal with the Archons!” 


  The anthrophages rushed towards us, and Russell, Riordan, and Adler started shooting at them. Nora produced a handgun from somewhere and started blasting away through the driver’s side window. I cast a spell as the three Archons strode towards us. More mist swirled around my free hand, and I sent an ice spike stabbing forward. It blurred towards the Archon on the left, and the Elf’s eyes just had time to widen in surprise before the spike hammered into his chest and blew out his back in a spray of frozen blood. 


  Bet he didn’t see that coming.


  The remaining two Archons finished their spells, hurling blasts of magical fire. I cast the Shield spell, straining through the fatigue clouding my mind, and a half-dome of pale blue-white light appeared in front of the SUV. The Archons’ spells hit the Shield, which collapsed in a burst of blue sparks, but I withstood the attack.


  “Nadia, go!” shouted Riordan, firing his AK-47 at the anthrophages. He was just as good with a firearm as he was with his Shadowmorph blade, and every time he squeezed the trigger an anthrophage went down. “Cloak and get to Times Square! We’ll meet you there!” 


  He had a point. Cloaking myself and the NX-100 at the same time would be hard, but I could manage it for a few minutes. Once I was past this firefight, I could keep going to Times Square and wait for Nicholas to show up with the Sky Hammer. 


  I would just have to leave the SUV behind.


  Abandoning the two people I loved most in the world to their fate.


  Russell had told me it would come to this, that I would have to choose between his life and the lives of a lot of other people. And if it came to that, if the moment came, he had wanted me to choose other people…


  I heard myself growling.


  No, no, no!


  Breaking my arrangement with Morvilind and losing the cure spells was one thing. But abandoning Russell and Riordan to die in a firefight…no, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it any more than I could have cut off my own hand. I just couldn’t. 


  So instead of running, I screamed through the exhaustion and cast another spell, throwing a volley of lightning globes at the Archon on the right. The Elf got a Shield spell up in time, and his Shield was enough to block my first four globes. I don’t think the Archon realized how much power I had behind my spell because the remaining two globes punched through his Shield and struck his chest. The Archon screamed, thrashed, went rigid, and then collapsed as my lightning stopped his heart.


  The final Archon whirled to face me as the others gunned down his anthrophages. He must have been smart enough to see me as the most dangerous threat. Grayish light flickered around his fingers, and I recognized the spell he was using just in time to prepare my Shield. This time my Shield was grayish-white, and the hammer of telekinetic force the Archon threw at us struck my spell instead. Strain flooded through my mind as my will struggled to hold the Shield in place, but I kept the defense in place.


  Russell and Riordan both sent bursts of fire into the Archon. The conventional bullets did nothing against the Archon, but the Elf stumbled as some of the kinetic energy of the bullets drained into him. That staggered him long enough for me to drag together magic for another spell, and I threw a fireball at him. It was a sloppy mess, a sphere the size of my head that wobbled like gelatin, and instead of drilling through the Archon it splashed all over the top half of his head like napalm. The Archon started screaming and collapsed to the ground in a vain attempt to put out the flames, dying a few seconds later.


  By then most of the anthrophages had been shot down, but that had given the Rebels time to take cover behind the parked taxis and food carts that lined 5th Avenue in front of the museum. If they had enough time to aim, they would have some marksmen capable of shooting through the gaps in the SUV’s ballistic windows. Even worse, I saw one of the box trucks from Venomhold rolling towards us. For a wild instant, I wondered if Nicholas had stumbled into our grasp, but it was the wrong truck. The Rebels had converted it into a makeshift tank, with armor plating bolted to the side and a heavy gun mounted on the roof. The SUV’s armor might have been rated for small arms and rifle fire, but I doubted it would stop an artillery piece. Or the rocket launchers some of the Rebels hiding behind a taxi were lining up at us.


  In fact, I saw several Rebels aiming their guns at me. Sitting on the motorcycle, I would make an excellent target. I thrust out my free hand and cast the Shield spell, putting as much power into it as I could manage. The dome of pale light reappeared in front of me, and just in time. The Rebels opened up, and their bullets bounced off the Shield. I started to pull together power for another spell, and then realized I might not have enough stamina left to hold the Shield and cast another spell at the same time. With my free hand, I grabbed one of the pistols from my belt and started shooting. Firing one-handed with a handgun across such a distance isn’t a great recipe for accuracy, but it did force the Rebels shooting at me to take cover. 


  “We have to make a run for it!” Riordan shouted. “If we stay here we’re finished!”


  I nodded and slapped a fresh magazine into the bottom of my pistol. Riordan was right. But the Rebels and their orcish friends had encircled us. We could retreat into the museum, but that would mean abandoning the motorcycle and the SUV, and I doubted we could make it to Times Square on foot. That meant trying to blast our way out of this encirclement, and I only thought we had about a 50/50 chance of getting through that many Rebels.


  I took a deep breath, and then I felt the surge of magical power. 


  A curtain of mist rolled up from the center of 5th Avenue, shining with gray light. The mist brightened, and through it, I glimpsed the bleak plains of the Shadowlands.


  “Shit!” I said. “Another rift way.” 


  “We’ve got to break for it now,” said Riordan. “Nora…”


  A frost giant stepped from the rift way. 


  I blinked in surprise. It was definitely a frost giant because I recognized the creature’s height and the bushy beard hanging from beneath his ornate helmet. Yet the frost giant wore a design of armor I had never seen before. It looked like medieval plate armor, and it covered the frost giant from head to toe in dull silvery-gray metal. The frost giant also wore a metal backpack of some kind and carried a cylinder joined to the pack by a thick chain.


  The frost giant ran onto 5th Avenue, and a dozen more came after him. A score of dwarven soldiers strode into the street, covered in their strange golden armor.


  The Rebels began shooting at the newcomers. That was a waste of ammunition. The bullets sparked off both dwarven and frost giant armor. The frost giants responded by lifting their cylinders and pointing them at the Rebels.


  Then I realized that the cylinders and their attached chains and backpacks weren’t actually cylinders at all.


  They were, in fact, belt-fed miniguns.


  The frost giants opened up with their miniguns, and the roar of the weapons was deafening. I don’t know what caliber of ammo those things used, but I saw one frost giant slice a taxi in half with a spray of bullets, killing all four Rebels hiding behind it. Four more frost giants destroyed the makeshift tank, riddling it with fire. The dwarven soldiers charged forward with terrific speed, their armored boots carving craters in the asphalt with every step. They didn’t have guns, which seemed kind of pointless.




  At least, it seemed pointless until one of the dwarven soldiers rushed a food truck three Rebels were using as cover. The dwarf reached down and flipped the food truck over with a negligent gesture, turning it over as easily as if it had been an empty cardboard box. But it wasn’t a cardboard box, it was an extremely heavy food truck, and it crushed two of the Rebel soldiers. One of the Rebels managed to get out of the way in time and emptied his AK-47 into the back of the dwarf. 


  The dwarf took exception to that. He whirled and punched in a golden blur, and the top third of the Rebel’s body dissolved into crimson mist.


  Belatedly, I realized that the dwarves’ armor augmented their strength. They didn’t need firearms. 


  I dropped the sjolmark on the ground, figuring that I didn’t need to carry it now. The frost giants could collect it if we lived through the battle.


  “Tigress!” said Nora. “We have to go! This is the only chance we’re going to get!”


  “She’s right,” said Riordan.


  “Yeah,” I said, shooting a quick look around the battle. The frost giants and the dwarves were tearing apart the Rebels, but that might change at any moment. For that matter, if the frost giants saw us, they might assume we were Rebels. I mean, I looked pretty disheveled, and Riordan and Russell both had passed as Rebels in Venomhold. “I’ll clear the path, you cover me. Go!” 


  I gunned the engine and sent the bike along the sidewalk, over the curb, and back onto 5th Avenue, heading south towards the Rebels. Nora came right behind me, Riordan, Adler, and Russell holding their guns ready. The Rebels had tried to set up a roadblock there, but now they were rushing to engage the frost giants. I cast a spell, steering the bike with one hand as a fireball whirled into existence above my other hand. 


  The fireball leaped from my palm and landed among the milling Rebels. The explosion knocked a dozen of them to the ground, and I pushed the bike’s throttle. The motorcycle roared, and I hurtled through the Rebels. Some of them tried to line up shots on me, but Russell and the Shadow Hunters started shooting as Nora drove behind me. Some of the Rebels ducked for cover, and some of them went down and stayed down as the bullets punched into their chests.


  I felt a pulse of regret that Russell had to shoot people, then remembered that he had killed Victor Lorenz. Like Riordan had said, Russell had already seen the elephant.


  A second after that we were through the Rebels, and it looked like 5th Avenue was clear ahead, save for pedestrians fleeing from Central Park and into the side streets. I pushed the throttle open, riding down the street as fast as I dared, Nora keeping pace right behind me. Just a little further and we would get to Times Square.




  And then what? 


  It occurred to me that both Arvalaeon and Morvilind would be with the High Queen. Arvalaeon was apparently one of her advisors. And while Morvilind disliked socializing with the other Elven nobles and only did it under duress, he would have to attend the final stop of a Royal Progress. Failure to do so would be an insult to the High Queen, and Tarlia was perhaps the one person on Earth who could command Morvilind. He would definitely be there.


  And if I could get either Morvilind or Arvalaeon to listen to me, that would be that. There was no way Nicholas could get the Sky Hammer into Times Square if either Morvilind or Arvalaeon were watching for him. Come to think of it, I would really enjoy watching Morvilind pound Nicholas into paste. I doubted even Nicholas’s Dark One could recover from the kind of magic that Morvilind wielded. 


  Then several things happened at once.


  We entered a part of 5th Avenue with a big gray apartment building rising on the left-hand side. On the right side, there was a small lake in that part of Central Park, and the city had built a retaining wall along the sidewalk to keep pedestrians from tripping, rolling down the slope, and landing in the lake. 


  Something blocked out the sun, and I looked up to see the outer edge of the Skythrone overhead. 


  We were now under the Skythrone. I had an uneasy feeling at the thought of all that stone floating overhead, waiting to fall and crush us. Of course, if it fell, it would be after Nicholas detonated the Sky Hammer, and we would already be dead in nuclear fire. Cheery thought.


  As we shot under the outer edge of the Skythrone, I heard a roar, and I looked to the left to see two Homeland Security helicopters shoot out from a side street, turn south, and start flying down 5th Avenue. They were big choppers, and each one was large enough to carry thirty officers. Probably some Homeland Security colonel had the bright idea of rushing to join the defense around the High Queen herself or raining fire on a Rebel position from above.


  Unfortunately, one of the Rebels happened to be smarter than whoever was commanding those choppers.


  Just as the helicopters passed overhead, there was a flare of fire atop one of the apartment buildings. 


  Someone had fired a rocket.


  It was like shooting fish in a barrel. The rocket slammed into the helicopter on the left and exploded in a ball of fire. The helicopter spun out of control and crashed into the chopper on the right, and both aircraft plummeted towards the street.


  I was right underneath them, and I had a half-second to decide what to do.


  I slammed the throttle open, and the motorcycle leaped forward as if it had been fired from a gun. At the same instant, both helicopters crashed into the side of the apartment building, and the choppers blew up. The helicopters must have been freshly fueled and had been carrying a lot of ammunition because they made one hell of an explosion. The entire front of the apartment building ripped apart in a jet of howling flame, and the blast hurled a lot of rubble and the smoking wreckage of the helicopters into the street.


  I missed it all by maybe half a second, passing so close I felt the heat of the flames sting at the exposed skin of my arms and neck. I hit the brakes and brought the bike around, looking back for the SUV, my heart in my throat. The wreckage of the choppers and the rubble from the apartment building had created a burning wall that sealed off 5th Avenue. God, had the SUV been under all of that? Had I gone through so much just to lose Russell and Riordan both in a single second?


  No. No, thank God. I saw the SUV on the other side of the burning barrier. Nora had taken the opposite approach. I had sped under the crashing helicopters. She had slammed on the brakes and come to a stop.


  Which meant we were cut off from each other.


  I looked at the nearest side street, saw another firefight underway between a group of orcish mercenaries and a troop of Homeland Security officers. There was no way I could navigate through the side streets and get back to Riordan and Russell and the others. Nora would have to circle around to get back to 5th Avenue or take another route to Times Square. Should I wait for them here?


  I looked south, and then up at the stone bulk of the Skythrone, and then back to the wreckage choking the street and the burning apartment building.


  How many people had just died in that crash? Dozens, at a minimum. Probably hundreds, depending on how many Homeland Security officers had been on those choppers and how many people had been hiding in the apartments. 


  Hundreds of people gone in an instant…and that would be a drop in the ocean of the dead if Nicholas detonated the Sky Hammer.


  If we were separated, Riordan had said we would have to make our way to Times Square separately. 


  And Nicholas might arrive from Venomhold with the Sky Hammer at any moment. 


  I didn’t dare wait.


  With a snarl on my lips, I turned the motorcycle around, hit the throttle, and screamed south down 5th Avenue.






  Chapter 9: Shatter Stone


  




  I came across four more firefights as I hurtled south.


  One of them was between a group of frost giants and three times as many orcish mercenaries. The frost giants were winning decisively, so I raised a Shield to protect myself from gunfire, rode past them, and let the frost giants continue gunning down the orcs. The second fight was a trio of Archons and their pet wraithwolves fighting dwarven warriors. That one was a tie, with the Archons using their powerful magic to attack the dwarves as they struggled against the wraithwolves.


  Unfortunately for the Archons, the dumbasses were standing in a little clump. They had covered themselves with overlapping Shield spells, but the Shields had been tuned to deflect kinetic force, not elemental fire. They looked surprised when my fireball detonated at their feet, at least until the flames consumed them.


  I rode past, figuring that the dwarves would deal with them.


  The third fight was a group of Homeland Security officers pinned behind a pair of overturned SUVs, exchanging gunfire with a group of Rebels taking cover behind bushes in Central Park. I threw a fireball into the bushes, then shot onto the sidewalk behind the Homeland Security officers. They gaped at me, and I think a few of the idiots might have tried to take a shot at me. But I was going too fast, and whoever commanded them had the wit to seize the opening to charge the Rebels as they dealt with the fact that I had set several of them on fire.


  I accelerated and left them behind, the bike roaring beneath me.




  The fourth firefight was a full-scale battle.


  It was just past the intersection of 65th Street and 5th Avenue, between various expensive-looking condo buildings and this old castle-like building that I think was part of the Central Park Zoo. Homeland Security officers, Rebel soldiers, orcish mercenaries, and a mob of anthrophages were attacking each other in a furious melee, fighting hand-to-hand and discharging their firearms at point-blank range. I saw a Homeland Security officer go down, his skull split by an orcish battle axe. Another officer parried the sweep of an orcish axe on the stock of his M-99 carbine, stepped back, and ventilated the orc’s skull with a burst of automatic gunfire. Some idiot tried to throw a grenade. I don’t know which side it was, but a bunch of orcs and Homeland Security officers both got killed in the blast. 


  There was no way I could resolve the battle, and I didn’t dare stop to fight. 


  I accelerated and cast the Splinter Mask spell.


  Silver light shivered around my hand, and seven duplicates of me and the NX-100 motorcycle appeared, and I sent all seven of the illusionary images into the melee. I just had time to note that I looked like hell – bleeding from some shrapnel-induced nicks, covered in sweat, my face pale and my eyes glittering – and then the illusionary motorcycles rolled through the melee. That caused a lot of confusion. The Rebels started shooting at the motorcycles, and so did some of the Homeland Security officers. I think that just made the battle even more confused, which worked for me because I punched through the fight.


  Once I was clear, I dropped the Splinter Mask spell and rode on. I was almost past Central Park. Once I was past the park, I would have to decide on a path to Times Square. I had a decent mental map of Manhattan from previous visits, so I wasn’t worried about getting lost. Should I turn on 59th Street? Or keep going south on 5th Avenue and then take one of the side streets to Times Square? I supposed it would depend on whether or not the street was blocked.


  Then I ran into a big problem.


  The intersection of 5th Avenue and 59th Street was this square called Grand Army Plaza, with this big golden statue of some dead general named William Tecumseh Sherman. I couldn’t remember what he had done – either he had defeated the Native American chief Tecumseh, or maybe he had set fire to Georgia to end the Civil War. (My grasp of pre-Conquest history isn’t all that good, because, you know, I don’t care.) But it was a nice little park with a big hotel on one side, and I had hoped it would be clear and I could ride right through it.


  It wasn’t, and an intense fight was underway. 


  The Rebels had dug into the square, and somehow they had raised a ramshackle barrier of overturned buses, food trucks, and taxis. I wondered how they had done that so quickly, and then I saw a group of anthrophages drag another taxi into the barrier. They sent a steady stream of fire over the barricade, pinning their foes in place. 


  And their foes…


  I had expected Homeland Security officers, but instead, the men taking shelter behind the trees and bushes and concrete benches wore black uniforms. Over the uniforms, they wore black body armor that was a mixture of ballistic plates and chain mail designed to deflect both bullets and the claws of the various creatures of the Shadowlands. They were the men-at-arms of an Elven noble, and men-at-arms were usually better fighters than the Homeland Security officers because incompetent fighters did not last long in the Shadowlands. Likely all the nobles who had come to New York to greet the High Queen had brought escorts of their men-at-arms. Come to think of it, I think the Royal Progress had a parade or something like that while the High Queen reviewed the troops and looked approving.


  I saw an Elven noble crouching behind a tree, clad in a suit of golden armor, a crimson cloak thrown back from his shoulders. There were three other Elven nobles near him and a half-dozen men-at-arms. The men-at-arms sent fire at the barrier, and the Elven noble in golden armor had an Israeli submachine gun in his right hand, adding chattering bursts of fire to the barrage. With his other hand, he was holding a Shield spell in place in front of the tree, which didn’t make sense because bullets wouldn’t work on him or the other Elves. 


  Huh. He was Shielding his men-at-arms from fire. Hadn’t expected that.


  With a sudden burst of memory, I remembered the Elven noble. Duke Carothrace of Madison, that was it. I had seen him when Rimethur had come to Madison all those years ago. And I had known one of his men-at-arms…


  “Move!”


  I turned my head and saw three men-at-arms running towards me, M-99 carbines in hand. The one in the center had a captain’s golden bars on his shoulder. Behind his helmet and goggles he had a handsome face that looked vaguely Hispanic, and…


  I blinked in recognition. 


  “Miss, get off the street!” snapped Captain Robert Ross, who I had last seen on the day after Russell had killed Victor Lorenz. “Get inside and stay off the street…”


  “Captain Ross?” I said.


  Robert skidded to a stop and blinked at me in astonishment. “Miss Moran?”


  “Hey, Robert,” I said. “Bad day, huh?”


  “What the hell are you doing here?” said Robert. 


  “Long story short,” I said. “The Rebels have a nuclear weapon, and they’re going to detonate it under the Skythrone. All this is just a distraction. They’re going to open a rift way from Venomhold, push the bomb into Times Square, and then set it off.”


  The three men-at-arms stared at me.


  “Well,” said Robert at last. “Shit.”


  “Sir,” said one of the men-at-arms. “Who the hell is this woman?” 


  “She’s on our side,” said Robert. “Miss Moran, you’ve got to talk to Duke Carothrace. He needs to know about this.” He hesitated. “I know you need to keep things quiet…”


  “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “If we don’t get to Times Square before that bomb, we’re all dead.” 


  “I don’t think you can get that bike any closer,” said Robert. “The Rebels will see you and shoot you down…”


  “Yeah, let’s move,” I said, scrambling off the bike. A wave of dizziness rolled through my head, and a veil of gray haze went over my vision. I forced it aside through sheer stubbornness. I couldn’t afford to collapse now.  


  “We’ll need to take cover,” said Robert.


  “I’ve got something better,” I said. I cast the Shield spell, calling a dome of kinetic energy between us and the Rebels’ barrier. “Let’s move.”


  We hurried into the plaza, the roar of gunfire a constant snarl in my ears. A couple of bullets cracked towards us, but I kept the Shield angled between us and the barrier. Robert and the other men clustered around me, relying on the Shield to deflect bullets. As we drew closer, Carothrace and the other three nobles frowned at me. Likely they sensed the magical power I was using the maintain the Shield.


  “My lord!” said one of the nobles to Carothrace. “The woman is casting a spell.” 


  “The bullets in one of her weapons have a magical resonance,” said another noble, narrowing his eyes as he looked at me. Huh. He must have sensed the frost giant gun slung across my back. Guess that meant voidslayer bullets would work on an Elf. 


  “Captain Ross, what is this?” said Carothrace. “Is…”


  His head snapped around as a flare of light blazed atop the barrier. I saw an Archon stand, casting a spell, fire burning around his fingers. Carothrace grimaced and gestured, and a Shield of hazy orange-yellow light appeared before the tree. The Archon was casting a fireball, and Carothrace had worked a Shield to deflect elemental fire. Yet I didn’t think the Duke’s Shield would be strong enough to absorb the entirety of the attack.


  I reacted on instinct, throwing up a Shield of my own and overlapping it with Carothrace’s spell. The Duke just had time to blink in surprise, and then the Archon’s fireball slammed into our overlapping Shields. My mind shuddered and wavered under the force of the blast, but I held the Shield in place. 


  “Good timing, woman,” said Carothrace, eyes narrowed. “Now, just who the devil are you?”


  “My lord, I think she’s one of the Graysworn,” said Robert, which was sort of technically true. The Knight of Grayhold had sent me to Manhattan, after all. “I’ve encountered her before. We can trust her.”


  Carothrace nodded. “Very well.” 


  “Lord Duke, I know the reason for this attack,” I said.


  “About bloody time someone does,” said Carothrace.


  “This attack is a distraction,” I said. “The Rebels are sneaking a nuclear bomb into Times Square, and they’ll detonate it to kill the High Queen and knock the Skythrone out of the air. They’ll do it at any minute.” 


  The Elves blinked at me.


  “This perfidious treachery sounds like the scheming of the vile Archons!” said Carothrace. “Men, we must break free of this encirclement and fight our way to the side of our sovereign!”


  Yeah. He actually talked that way.


  “They’ve got us pinned down and outnumbered, my lord,” said Robert. “We break cover they’ll cut us down in five seconds.” 


  “Suggestions?” said Carothrace. 


  I took a deep breath. “My lord, I can help.” The Elves looked at me. Years of old habit screamed at me to keep my mouth shut, but we were way past secrecy now. “I can cast the Cloak spell, and I can move around while Cloaked.”


  “Indeed?” said Carothrace.


  “I’ve seen her do it, my lord,” said Robert. “It’s…uh, rather terrifying, really.”


  “Gosh, that’s so sweet,” I said.


  One of Carothrace’s attendants scowled. “Humans are not supposed to know illusion magic.”


  “We have larger problems just now,” said Carothrace, his eyes fixed on me. “Woman, can you Cloak long enough to get behind the barricade?”


  “Yeah,” I said. It would be tough to bring the motorcycle, but I would manage it.


  “Can you operate a firearm while Cloaked?” said Carothrace.


  “Oh, yeah.”


  Carothrace smiled. “How about a grenade launcher?”


  I blinked, and then I grinned back. “My lord, it would be my very great honor.” 


  “Captain Ross,” said Carothrace. Robert barked an order, and one of the men-at-arms produced a grenade launcher. It was a long, shotgun-like weapon, with the grenades stored in a drum. I couldn’t remember the name of the manufacturer off the top of my head, but it would operate like a pump-action shotgun. “Do you know how to use one of those?”


  “Yep,” I said, taking the weapon. “Er…yes, my lord.”


  “Excellent,” said Carothrace. “Please Cloak and proceed behind the enemy at once. Captain Ross, prepare to charge as soon as our unexpected Graysworn starts blowing up the foe.” He pointed at me. “Woman, if we live through all this, you are welcome to present yourself at my headquarters in Madison. I am always looking for new talent.”


  “Uh,” I said. “Thanks. My lord.” Hell, with my luck I would wind up working as a shadow agent for both Carothrace and Morvilind at the same time. 


  “Good luck,” said Robert, and he began bellowing orders to the men-at-arms.


  I got to my feet and slung the grenade launcher over my shoulder, the heavy weapon bouncing against the frost giant gun. I caught my balance, took a deep breath, and sprinted towards my motorcycle, casting the Shield spell as I did. Again, bullets bounced off the pavement around me, and the Shield intercepted four or five of them.


  I jumped onto the motorcycle, dropped my Shield, and cast the Cloak spell. I made both myself and the motorcycle disappear, and then I seized the handlebars and got the bike moving. Keeping myself and the entire damned motorcycle Cloaked at the same time was difficult, and the dizziness and the gray haze over my vision got worse. 


  But it didn’t matter. I had to keep going. 


  I rode around the edge of the melee, trying to keep out of the lines of fire. No one noticed as I drove around the side of the barricade. I suppose the Rebels and orcs and Archons firing over the top of the barricade would have heard the motor, but they couldn’t see me, and maybe they couldn’t hear the engine over the roar of gunfire. 


  Twenty yards behind the barricade I stopped, still holding the Cloak spell in place, and lifted the grenade launcher. Despite my exhaustion and fear, I still felt a flicker of vicious satisfaction. I had been sucker-punched by rocket launchers a lot. Like, a ridiculous number of times. It felt good to be the one doing the sucker-punching for once. 


  I braced myself, aimed the heavy weapon, and started shooting.


  It operated just like a pump-action shotgun, though the weapon had a hell of a kick. The first grenade soared out of the launcher and landed amid a group of Rebels firing from behind an overturned bus. For such a small grenade, it had a good explosion, and the Rebels went flying, the blast throwing them to the ground. 


  I worked my way methodically down the barricade, blasting holes in it every twenty yards or so. The Rebels, of course, realized that they were getting attacked, and they whirled to face the new threat, but they couldn’t find me. By the time the launcher clicked empty, I had killed maybe a third of them and thrown their entire defense into disarray. One of the Archons must have realized that a Cloaked enemy was shooting at them because he started to cast a spell I recognized as the Seal of Unmasking. I threw aside the launcher and started to release my Cloak, preparing to strike before the Archon could unravel my Cloak and fry me.


  Before I could finish, the men-at-arms of Duke Carothrace attacked. 


  They charged over the barrier and through the gaps I had made, shooting every Rebel and orc in sight. I saw Robert shoot a Rebel soldier, duck under the stab of an orc’s axe, and pump three quick shots into the orc’s face. The Archon whirled to face him, forgetting me, but Duke Carothrace was with his men, spraying fire from his submachine gun into the Rebels. Before the Archon could attack Robert, the Duke threw a lightning globe that hit the Archon in the chest, killing the black-uniformed Elf.


  I’ll say this for Carothrace – he led from the front. He might have been pompous and way too fond of the sound of his own voice, but he wasn’t a coward. 


  But this fight didn’t matter. If I didn’t find Nicholas and the Sky Hammer, none of this would matter.


  I spun the bike around and hit the throttle as I dropped the Cloak spell, turning right and shooting away down 59th Street. There didn’t seem to be any obstructions or battles here, and I rode west for two blocks, and then turned left and drove down 7th Avenue. The motorcycle roared south down the concrete canyon, glass and steel and polished stone flashing on either side of me. I saw some Rebels running down the street, but not that many of them, and I shot past them before they could stop me. 


  But I did see a lot of bodies on the sidewalk and on the streets. Men, women, children. People who had come out to see the Royal Progress, and had been in the wrong place at the wrong time when Nicholas had launched his attack. Probably the Rebels had emptied a few magazines into them to get them out of the way, or they had gotten caught in the firefights.


  Damn Nicholas for this!


  And damn Morvilind for making me work with Nicholas, for helping him to find the Sky Hammer. 


  Ahead I saw the base of the Skythrone, the huge crystal flashing as it hovered directly over Times Square. I was almost to the square, and I saw flashes of light and heard the steady roar of gunfire. There was a furious fight underway in the square, which would make it all the easier for Nicholas to sneak the Sky Hammer in amid the chaos. 


  Then I drove into Times Square, and I saw a battle underway that made all the fighting I had seen so far look like a skirmish.


  Times Square is this big triangular space lined with shops and giant gaudy glowing billboards. If you see it on TV, it doesn’t look all that big, but it’s a lot larger when you see it in person, and it’s capable of holding thousands of people at once when things get crowded. In the center of the square, a stage had been set up where the High Queen and the other chief nobles would greet the various dignitaries.


  Right now, hundreds of Archon Elves were doing their best to kill the High Queen.


  I somehow doubted that Nicholas and Karst had mentioned to the Archons that they planned to use them as sacrificial distractions, which meant the Archons thought this would be their best chance to kill the High Queen. Hundreds of Archons converged on the High Queen’s stage, casting spells.


  Atop the stage, the High Queen and her nobles battled their foes.


  I recognized the High Queen Tarlia. Her image was everywhere in the United States. Hell, her face was gazing down from some of the Times Square billboards, solemn and imperious. The High Queen stood over seven feet tall, clad in form-fitting armor of some metal that looked like silver but probably wasn’t. Her hair was like a banner of flame, mixing with the crimson cloak that streamed from her shoulders. In her right hand was a slender sword that hummed and flickered with lightning as she fought, killing Archons with every blow. Volleys of fire spheres erupted from her left palm, and every single one of them found and killed an Archon. A dozen Royal Guards fought around her, wearing armor of similar design to the High Queen’s, though their swords were thicker. Their movements were dancelike, almost balletic, which would have looked ridiculous if they hadn’t been butchering Archons left and right. 


  The Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon stood a dozen yards from the stage, fighting for his life.


  Even through my exhaustion and terror, I still felt a stab of hatred at the sight of the man who had sent me to the Eternity Crucible. He was wearing the black uniform of a Knight of the Inquisition beneath the gold-trimmed black coat of an Elven archmage. The silver fire glowed in his eyes and his veins, and even as I looked, he cast a spell. Suddenly a dozen Archons near him glowed with silver fire, and they lifted their hands to their heads and cast spells.


  Every single one of those Archons cast lightning globes into their own skulls, killing themselves in an instant.


  Creepy.


  A score more Elven nobles and their men-at-arms fought around the High Queen, struggling against the Archon assault. I saw magical spells rip and snarl across Times Square, saw the men-at-arms trading fire with the Archons’ orcish mercenaries. Normal bullets wouldn’t work on the Archons but they worked just fine on the orcs, and the men-at-arms battled the mercenaries as the Elves fought with magic.


  It was a horrifying display of destructive power, and I saw humans and Elves dying every second.


  But it was nothing, nothing compared to the fury that Kaethran Morvilind unleashed.


  Yes, he was there.


  I saw him standing on the edge of the stage, tall and gaunt in his gold-trimmed black robes and crimson cloak. He looked old and frail, but I knew that was deceptive. I could hold a Shield spell in place while casting other spells.


  Morvilind currently had twelve different Shield spells rotating around him, all of them glowing with arcane glyphs. Lightning and fire and ice snarled and slashed around his hands, and blasts of magic killed any Archons that got too close to him. He gestured, and three Archons went screaming into the air, hurtling skyward as if they had been fired out of a cannon. After a second, I saw the tiny specks of their bodies slam against the bottom of the Skythrone and disintegrate into crimson mist. The Archons hurled spells at him, but the attacks shattered against the revolving armor of his Shield spells, and Morvilind’s answering spells cut down the rebel Elves like grass under a mower. 


  The noise. God, the noise of the battle. It was like the heavens had opened. 


  I froze at the northern edge of Times Square, watching the carnage, and for a moment I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t see any sign of that blue box truck, but I knew Nicholas would be here at any minute. The High Queen and her allies were fully engaged with the Archons, with no attention to spare for anything but their own defense. This would be the perfect moment for Nicholas to slip the Sky Hammer into the square. He would probably wait until there were only ten seconds or so left on the timer, and then he would escape back to Venomhold and leave New York to burn. But he would only have a minute or so to pull it off. The High Queen, Morvilind, and Arvalaeon were all archmages, and they were unleashing appalling casualties on the Archons. Too much longer and they would crush the Archons, and they would be free to deal with Nicholas. Hell, I could even tell Morvilind what was happening. This entire damned mess was partly his fault, and he could help clean it up.


  And then I saw the truck.


  7th Avenue passed through Times Square, and south of the square, the avenue was lined with parked school buses. And there, far to the south, just where I couldn’t look down the skyscraper canyon any further, I saw a blue box truck driving towards Times Square.


  It was the same box truck I had seen in Venomhold. 


  Nicholas was coming with the Sky Hammer. 


  It would only take a minute or two for the truck to reach the square. Come to think of it, he had probably already armed the bomb and started its five-minute countdown. But I wasn’t too late, I could still stop him…


  I heard the roar of helicopters overhead.


  Four Homeland Security helicopter gunships swooped overhead, diving towards the battle around the High Queen’s stage. Each state branch of Homeland Security had its own logo, and these four helicopters had the logos of the Indiana branch of Homeland Security on their side. 


  And Nicholas had suborned large sections of Indiana’s Homeland Security branch.


  “Death to the tyrant!” boomed the loudspeakers mounted to the choppers. “Death to the Elves! Long live the Revolution!”


  Yeah, even Nicholas’s followers couldn’t resist a speech.


  Morvilind’s gaze snapped up as the gunships fired every single one of their missiles at the stage at once. 




  He made a gripping gesture, and the missiles froze in midair. I felt the surge of immense magical power, even across the distance separating us. 


  One of the helicopters whirled out of control, caught in Morvilind’s telekinetic grip, and he spun the helicopter like a top. It smashed into the other three, and all four of them lost control and spun toward the ground. Unfortunately for them, Morvilind was also holding their missiles frozen in midair, and the fuses on the warheads went off. A huge fireball engulfed all four helicopters, and Morvilind made a squeezing gesture.


  The fireball and the twisted metal compressed together in a single roiling sphere.


  Then the sphere hurtled towards Times Square.


  I shouted in alarm. I couldn’t help myself, but no one could have heard it over the howl of the battle anyway. It screamed into Times Square like a comet…and landed at the entrance to one of the side streets just as a troop of orcish mercenaries and more Archons rushed towards the battle.


  The explosion blew out half the windows in Times Square and made my teeth rattle, a hot gale howling past me. The blast knocked half the Archons over while avoiding the High Queen’s forces, and Tarlia and Morvilind whirled and began to butcher Archons in storms of lightning and fire.


  Even after all the carnage I had seen today, I was stunned. Kaethran Morvilind had just wiped out four helicopters and something like three hundred orcish soldiers and a hundred Archons, and he had done it in the space of about fifteen seconds. 


  But it didn’t matter. Morvilind could kill every Archon and Rebel in Manhattan, and it still wouldn’t matter.


  Because when that blue truck got to Times Square, the world was going to end. 


  There was no time left. I had to stop Nicholas…and Morvilind’s attack had left me a clear path through Times Square.


  I slammed the throttle on the motorcycle, and the NX-100 howled forward. I cast the Shield spell, angling it between me and the battle in hopes of intercepting any stray bullets. I screamed past the stage at sixty miles an hour, and I glimpsed the High Queen frown in my direction before she resumed killing. 


  And for an instant, Morvilind’s eyes met mine, and I felt the shock of recognition.


  I had the distinct impression that he had not expected to see me here.


  Then I was past Times Square and hurtling down 7th Avenue towards Nicholas and the Sky Hammer. 






  Chapter 10: Ninety Percent


  




  School buses lined either side of 7th Avenue.


  And, to my horror, they were filled with children.


  Probably every school within driving distance of New York had headed for Manhattan to see the High Queen and the Royal Progress. It would make a heck of a field trip, wouldn’t it? The kids would get to see the big city, the High Queen, and have a history and civics lesson all in one day. 


  Except they had found themselves in the middle of a war zone.


  I caught a glimpse of a little girl as I shot past a bus. She must have been five or six years old. Maybe about the age I had been when my parents had died and Morvilind had found me. She was screaming in fear at the top of her lungs, and I saw a thirtyish woman, maybe her mother or her teacher, trying to pull the girl away from the window. I hoped the kids were sheltering under the seats, for what little cover that offered, because I spotted bullet holes in the sides of some of the buses. 


  And the buses would do nothing to protect the kids from the nuclear bomb, or from the Skythrone falling from overhead like the hammer of God. 


  Suddenly I felt nothing but rage, blind, molten rage. Nicholas and Sergei Rogomil had used to talk about how they would be content to kill ninety percent of the human population if the remaining ten percent could live free of the Elves. The remaining ninety percent of the human population was around me, right now, hiding under their seats and probably crying for their parents. 


  The rage turned to ice, and I suddenly didn’t feel tired.




  One way or another, Nicholas Connor and I were going to settle our disagreements right here and now.


  I sent the motorcycle screaming towards the truck.


  As I drew closer, I glimpsed two men in the front seat. One was Nicholas himself. He was driving the truck, of course. The man next to him was Mitchell Swathe, Nicholas’s security chief, an AK-47 in his hands. Both Nicholas and Swathe saw me at the same moment, and even through the windshield, I saw them flinch with surprise.


  The truck twitched a little before Nicholas got it back under control. 


  Then Nicholas turned the wheel, the truck’s fender swinging towards me. He intended to run me over. Rock beats scissors, paper beats rock, and in a collision between a motorcycle and a box truck, the motorcycle would lose every single time. Swathe leaned out the window, a murderous scowl on his thick face, and raised his AK-47.


  I flung out my right hand and cast the Shield spell, and the half-dome of flickering gray-white light appeared just before Swathe opened up with his AK-47. The truck was still a good distance away, and I was moving quickly, but Swathe was a good shot. Most of his rounds struck my Shield and bounced to the ground. One got through, clipped my left thigh, digging a shallow groove in my flesh. I barely noticed the pain through the cold rage and the plan coming together in my mind.


  The truck hurtled towards me, and at the last possible moment, I let go of the handlebars, jerking my weight to the left. The truck roared past, and in the same instant, I extended my right hand and cast the elemental blade spell. A sword of elemental fire leaped from my fingers and slashed through the diesel tank slung under the truck’s passenger-side door. 


  Naturally, the tank exploded.


  The blast of hot air hit me and threw me from the back of the motorcycle. The explosion knocked the bike to the ground and sent it spinning into the curb with a clang. But I had already dropped my Shield spell and cast the telekinetic grip spell before I hit the ground, my will closing around a streetlamp pole like a vise. I used the telekinetic grip on the lamppost as a fulcrum, spinning around and trying to soak up my momentum from both the explosion and the bike.


  Except I had way more momentum than I had thought.


  I hit the street hard and rolled. Something popped in my left knee with a flare of agony, and I tumbled to a halt, my head bouncing hard off the asphalt, the voidslayer gun digging into my back. I was in a lot of pain, but I ignored it as I pushed off the ground. My left knee blazed with pain, the wound the bullet near-hit had carved into my left thigh throbbed, my arms had lost some skin during the landing, and it felt like I had second-degree burns on my right arm and neck from the explosion.


  Still, not bad for a motorcycle crash. But I didn’t care about the pain. I had been hurt way worse than that in the Eternity Crucible.


  I heard the children in the buses screaming and shouting, and I turned towards the truck.


  The explosion had flipped it onto its side, the cargo door ripped open. Inside, I saw the Sky Hammer lying on its side. The thing was a big metal box that looked like an oversized commercial refrigerator. I wondered if the crash would have been enough to disable it, but given that it had been designed to be launched in a ballistic missile, I doubted it.


  I ran towards the truck. Or I tried to run, anyway. My left knee kept jerking, and the best I could manage was a hobbling run. I grabbed the voidslayer gun as I ran, sweeping it before me as I sought for Nicholas.


  I spotted Swathe first. The explosion had thrown him from the truck, and it looked like he had landed on his head. To judge from the brains puddling around him, he wasn’t getting up ever again. I ran around the burning truck, voidslayer gun held like a rifle, trying to spot Nicholas.


  He sprang through the broken windshield, his face bloody, his eyes narrowed, a pistol in his right hand as he swung the weapon towards me.


  But I already had my gun up, and he did not.


  I yanked the oversized trigger, and the voidslayer gun boomed in my hands. The thing’s recoil was as strong as the grenade launcher I had used in Grand Army Square, but I was ready for it. The voidslayer bullet slammed into Nicholas’s chest, punched through his ballistic armor, and threw him to the ground in front of the truck. 


  Guess his armor hadn’t been rated for voidslayer caliber bullets.


  Nicholas let out a groan of pain, and his blue eyes flashed with sputtering purple fire.


  I shot him twice more in the chest as I approached. Both times blood spattered on the pavement around him, and on the second shot, the purple fire in his eyes winked out. The voidslayer bullets had killed the Dark One inside him, just as Rimethur had promised.


  Nicholas’s eyes, bewildered and full of pain, met mine.


  “Kat,” he rasped. “How?”


  “All those kids, Nicholas,” I heard myself snarl. My voice sounded like tearing metal. “Goddamn it! All those kids. You were going to kill all those kids!”


  I shot him again in the stomach.


  The man who had been my one and only lover let out an agonized croak. He took one final shuddering breath, and his eyes met mine.


  He smiled at me.


  “Too late,” Nicholas Connor whispered.


  Then he died.


  Too late? What did that mean?


  I threw the voidslayer gun back over my shoulder and dropped to my right knee, ignoring the howl of agony from my left leg. The detonator for the Sky Hammer was still clipped to his belt, and I ripped it free. Had he already armed the weapon? The detonator should have a switch to cancel the countdown…


  I stared at the digital display on the device, and my blood froze in my veins.


  “No,” I whispered. “No, no, no.” 


  1:38.


  The Sky Hammer had a five-minute countdown sequence to its detonation. Because of some bit of clever technology, once the bomb reached the two-minute mark, the detonation couldn’t be stopped. The nuclear reaction that would cause the explosion had already begun. 


  In one minute and thirty-eight seconds, New York was going to burn.






  Chapter 11: The Last Death Of Nadia Moran


  




  I stared at the detonator, frantically trying to think of something, anything, to do.


  I couldn’t get the bomb out of the city in time. I couldn’t get it out of the wrecked truck. Hell, I couldn’t even save myself. No matter how fast I ran, no matter where I sheltered, the Sky Hammer would go off and burn the city. With my left knee in so much pain, I couldn’t even run that fast. And even if I by some miracle didn’t die in the blast, I would die when the Skythrone fell and crushed the burning wreckage of Manhattan beneath it. The only possible way to survive would be to take a rift way to the Shadowlands…


  I blinked, my mind screeching to a halt on the idea.


  A rift way to the Shadowlands…and I could take the Sky Hammer with me. 


  Sudden hope stabbed through me, and I clawed through Nicholas’s clothes. If he had it, if he had what I needed…


  There!


  I yanked a golden medallion from one of his pockets, the metal cold and crawling with dark magic beneath my fingers. It was a Sign of the Dark Ones, a symbol carried by Dark Ones cultists. It let the cultists identify each other and augmented their magic.


  And they also had a nasty little side effect that I had discovered by accident.


  Any wizard holding a Dark Ones medallion who cast the rift way spell would open a rift way to Venomhold. 


  The detonator reached 1:30, and I started counting backward in my head from ninety seconds as I heaved to my feet, Nicholas’s medallion clutched in my left hand. I can keep an accurate mental count of seconds in my head, regardless of what I’m doing. It’s a useful skill for a thief, and it’s not that different from the mental discipline required to work magical spells.


  Ninety seconds. I had ninety seconds.


  I ran around the back of the truck and scrambled into the cargo bed. The Sky Hammer lay on its side, and I heard a faint whine coming from the device, a whine that was getting louder. I lost a second examining the bomb, trying to guess the appropriate angle for the rift way, and then I hobbled around to the other side of the device.


  I gripped the medallion, summoned and shaped magical power, and cast the rift way spell.


  Eighty-five seconds were left. 


  A sheet of gray mist appeared beneath the Sky Hammer, angled at forty-five degrees against the floor. Or the wall, since I had flipped the truck onto the side. I concentrated and opened the rift way, the cold edge of the Dark Ones medallion digging into my fingers. The rift way opened beneath the Sky Hammer. Metal grated on metal as the bomb slid forward, and then the Sky Hammer and I both fell through the rift way. 


  Again, I felt that instant of spinning disorientation as I crossed the boundary between the worlds, and I caught my balance as I returned to Venomhold and the rift way snapped shut behind me, the gray grass rasping beneath my shoes, more pain shooting through my left leg. 


  Eighty seconds left. 


  The rift way had deposited me in the Rebel army’s staging area below the citadel of Venomhold. The sky had returned to lightless black, save for twisting ribbons of green energy. I saw a dozen open rift ways within a mile, groups of Rebel soldiers and orcish mercenaries and Archons and Shadowlands creatures rushing towards them. I had just killed their leader, but that didn’t matter. The attack was underway. 


  The Sky Hammer would burn all of them. It would probably destroy the citadel of Venomhold on its mountainside overlooking the valley. 


  Seventy-eight seconds left.




  A half-dozen Archons turned to face me, eyes narrowed. They must have sensed the rift way.


  And some of them might know what the Sky Hammer was.


  “She has the bomb!” screamed one of the Archons in Elven. “Kill her!”


  Seventy-six seconds left.


  And as the Archon said those words, a strange, grim peace fell over me.


  Because I knew, at last, how I was going to die for the final time. 


  I had planned to drop the bomb here, open another rift way, and escape back to Earth. Except I couldn’t do that now. The Archons knew the rift way spell. They would try to send the bomb back to Earth. I had to keep them from doing that.


  No matter what the cost.


  Russell had told me that if the price of his life grew too high, if the cost of saving him from frostfever became too sharp, that I ought to break my deal with Morvilind and let him die with a clear conscience.


  That moment had come. 


  Nadia and Russell Moran were going to die saving the world. 


  I hoped Russell understood. 


  I grinned my mirthless grin at the Archons and cast a spell. A symbol of glowing blue-white light about six yards across appeared on the ground, its circumference large enough to enclose the Sky Hammer. The Seal of Shadows would block all rift ways from opening with its boundary, pinning the Sky Hammer in Venomhold.


  Seventy-three seconds were left.


  The Archons strode towards me. Orcish mercenaries rushed to join them, along with packs of anthrophages and wraithwolves. I called together my power for another spell, the Seal glowing beneath my shoes, and a sudden overwhelming sense of familiarity rushed through me.


  I had done this before many, many times. I had died so many times in the Eternity Crucible, fighting as the creatures of the Shadowlands closed around me. 


  Practice. It had all been a rehearsal for this moment, right now, when I was going to die saving the world. I didn’t mind that. I had died so many times before. 


  Just one more death. One more death to save the world. There were worse ways to die, right? 


  I started to laugh, and the Archons hesitated, eyes narrowed.


  “Come on, then!” I shouted. “Come and get some, assholes! One last death for all of us!” 


  Sixty-nine seconds left.


  They came, and I fought.


  The Archons hurled a volley of fire and lightning at me, but I cast the spell to resist elemental forces, and I shrugged off the attack. The wraithwolves bounded at me, and I sent a fire sphere spinning through them, drilling through their skulls. The anthrophages charged, reaching for me with their black claws, but I cast the spell for lightning globes. Eight lightning spheres, more than I had ever called before, sprang from my fingers and killed anthrophages. 


  Sixty seconds left.


  The orcs sprinted at me in a howling mob, and even as I held the Seal of Shadows and the spell against elemental forces in place, I cast the Splinter Mask spell. Nine duplicates of me, bloody, bruised, battered, and sweating, appeared around the Sky Hammer and charged into the melee. As they did, I struck back, casting spells as fast as I could, fireballs howling and lightning snarling and ice crackling around me. 


  I felt something wet dripping from my nose, felt a thunderous headache start behind my eyes and spread through my skull. Blood, that was it, my nose was bleeding, and I think my ears were bleeding as well. I was pushing myself way beyond my limits, and I had just sailed far beyond mere magical exhaustion. You can exercise yourself to death, run and run on a treadmill until your heart gives out, and I was doing the same thing with magic right now.


  Man, I had a headache.


  But I would only have to suffer it for another fifty-four seconds. 


  One of the Archons tried a telepathic attack, hammering at my exhausted mind through a mental link. I let the Archon invade my thoughts and then flooded the link with a few decades of memories from the Eternity Crucible. The Archon fell to his knees, screaming in horror, and I cast a fireball that consumed him and three others.


  Forty-nine seconds left. 


  A wave of those damned giant beetles rushed at me. I cast an ice wall as they charged, and as the beetles clambered over it, I threw a fireball. The wall exploded into glittering shards, killing most of the beetles, and I finished off the rest of them with two volleys of lightning globes.


  Thirty-eight seconds.


  My head felt like it had been made of molten metal. The pain was unreal, even by my standards. I wondered if I would die of a stroke before the bomb went off. But of all the many ways I had died, I had never been nuked before. 


  I wondered what it would feel like.


  Bet it would be quick, at least. 


  Thirty seconds left. 




  I reeled on my feet, so exhausted and in pain that for a second my mind could not force my body to keep going. Before I could pull my attention back, one of the wraithwolves leaped over the Seal of Shadows and struck me. The impact knocked me back, and I landed hard outside the circumference of the Seal, the wraithwolf’s claws raking at my arms. I hit the wraithwolf with an undirected burst of telekinetic force that snapped its neck and sent it tumbling away, and I scrambled back to my feet and just barely kept myself from falling on my face. 


  Twenty-five seconds left.


  My arms and legs felt hot from the blood dripping across them. Or was it cold? I couldn’t tell any more.


  The orcs and the creatures of the Shadowlands rushed me, and I screamed and fought them with everything I had left, lightning and fire and ice cutting down my enemies. A part of my reeling mind noted that the Archons had fled, that they were opening rift ways. Likely they had realized the Sky Hammer was about to go off and were running to save their own skins. 


  I blew off the top of an orc’s head with a fire blast.


  Ten seconds left.


  Riordan. Oh, God, Riordan. I hoped he understood.




  Nine seconds left.


  I speared a pair of anthrophages with an ice spike.


  Eight seconds.


  I was sorry, I was so sorry. I wished I hadn’t said those things to Riordan. I was just glad that I had a chance to tell him that before I died for the last time. I wish I could have saved Russell. I wish…


  A wraithwolf leaped at me, and I electrocuted it.


  Six seconds.


  Harsh light flared over my shoulder. Shit, one of the Archons must have circled around me to attack from behind. Well, it didn’t matter. Even if the Archon killed me right now, he wouldn’t be able to stop the explosion.


  I started to turn, and hands grabbed my arms and yanked me from my feet. 


  Probably the orcs, holding me down so they could kill me. 


  I didn’t have the strength left to fight them. 


  My head jerked back, and I saw Riordan and Russell drag me towards the light.


  Four seconds.


  The three of us tumbled backward through a rift way. 


  Again, I felt the spinning disorientation, and we returned to 7th Avenue. The blue box truck burned a few yards away, and Nicholas lay dead nearby. I staggered and fell to the asphalt, Russell landing next to me with a wheeze. Riordan dropped to one knee and looked at the Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon, who stood with his hand outstretched. His gaunt, weary face was tight with concentration as he held the rift way open.


  Two seconds.


  “Close it!” shouted Riordan. “Close it, close it…”


  The rift way snapped shut, and Arvalaeon fell to his knees with a groan of exhausted pain. He looked the worse for wear, his coat torn and burned in places, and patches of half-dried blood marked his uniform.


  One second.


  Zero.


  For an instant, nothing happened.


  And then the Sky Hammer detonated. 


  It was in the Shadowlands, but I felt the pressure inside my head. The Shadowlands were the source of magic, and I sensed the bomb go off. Arvalaeon let out a cry of pain, and Riordan’s eyes went wide with a strangled grunt. Russell looked at us in confusion. He wasn’t a wizard so he wouldn’t have felt anything. 


  I turned my aching head and looked at the bulk of the Skythrone floating overhead. Could the EMP pulse reach through the walls between worlds and disrupt the spell on the apex crystal? I saw the crystal sputter and flare, and for an awful instant, I was sure that its light would go out, that the Skythrone would fall and shatter Manhattan.


  But the horrible pressure in my head faded, and the light of the Skythrone’s crystal steadied. 


  It did not fall.


  I guessed today wasn’t going to be the day of my final death after all.






  Chapter 12: Nothing’s Better Than Payback


  




  I gazed at Arvalaeon, and I felt my lip curl back from my teeth in a snarl. 


  “Oh, man,” said Russell. “Oh, man. Oh, Jesus. Let’s never, ever do that again, Riordan.”


  “Agreed,” said Riordan. He sounded a little shaky. 


  I grimaced, pushed my palms against the street, and managed to sit up. 


  “Nadia,” said Russell, his eyes wide. “You’re really hurt. We need to get you to a hospital.”


  “Yeah, probably,” I said. “How…how did you find me?”


  “We saw you,” said Riordan, his voice quiet. “After Morvilind blew up all those helicopters. Nora had gotten the SUV to Times Square. We saw the wrecked truck and Connor’s corpse, and when we drove past the High Queen’s stage, you disappeared into the back of the truck.” He took a shaking breath. “It wasn’t hard to figure out what you had done.”


  “But,” I said, forcing myself to think. “But you can’t cast the rift way spell.”


  “No,” said Riordan.


  “But I can,” said Arvalaeon.


  My eyes turned back to the Lord Inquisitor. He was still on his knees. I don’t think he had the energy to stand up. 


  “You opened the rift way,” I said.


  “That is correct,” said Arvalaeon. “Your brother and the Shadow Hunter told me what was happening…”


  I snorted. “And let me guess. Riordan held a gun to your head and told you to open the rift way or else.”


  “No,” said Arvalaeon. 


  “We didn’t have to force him,” said Riordan. “He came with us.”


  “Did he,” I said.


  “Yes,” Arvalaeon. “For I owe you.”


  Rage blazed through me despite my exhaustion and pain, and my hands moved.


  The next thing I knew, I was holding the voidslayer gun, the barrel pointed at Arvalaeon’s chest. Part of my mind noted that there was a lot of blood on my arms. The wraithwolf’s claws had gone deep.


  Despite that, my hands were rock-steady.


  “You owe me,” I whispered. “You owe me death after death after death.”


  His veins and eyes did not glow with silver fire as they did in response to a lie. 


  I was telling the truth.


  “That is correct,” said Arvalaeon. He seemed only…resigned. “You do.”


  I didn’t say anything. The sounds of explosions and gunfire echoed through Manhattan. 


  “Nadia,” said Russell. “This isn’t a good idea.”


  “He’s right, though,” said Riordan. “He does owe you.” Riordan took a deep breath. “For what he did to you…if this is what you want, I won’t stop you.”


  “Nor will I,” said Arvalaeon. He looked so calm. “I do deserve this. I am responsible for many failures and defeats. If you are the one to deliver my long-delayed retribution, I am content.”


  You can’t lie to the Lord Inquisitor, but neither can he speak lies. He was telling the truth.


  My fingers started to tighten against the oversized trigger.




  He deserved this. Oh, he deserved this. There had been decades where I had dreamed of nothing but how I was going to kill him. In fact, that night in La Crosse, I had told Arvalaeon that if I ever saw him again, I was going to kill him. There weren’t even words to describe what he had done to me. I mean, most of the time, when you kill people, you only kill them once. When you torture people, they die after a while when their heart gives out.


  You can’t kill them fifty-eight thousand times for a century and a half.


  And he had done it because…


  If he hadn’t, a lot of people would have died. 


  Russell and Riordan would have died if Arvalaeon hadn’t put me in the Eternity Crucible. Forty million people would have died when Baron Castomyr tried to summon the Great Dark One. For that matter, a lot of people would have been killed if Nicholas had detonated the Sky Hammer in Manhattan. If Arvalaeon hadn’t thrown me into the Eternity Crucible, then Morvilind would have still made his deal with the Forerunner, but I wouldn’t have been as ready to deal with it. 


  That hadn’t been an idle boast to Nora. The Eternity Crucible had made me strong. Without it, I might have survived the three thefts for Nicholas. But I definitely would not have lived through Nicholas’s attempt to kill me after he had found the Sky Hammer. And I would not have been able to throw the Sky Hammer into Venomhold…


  No.


  Disgust twisted my stomach. 


  Why was I defending Arvalaeon? The ends didn’t justify the means. Arvalaeon had put me in the Eternity Crucible, and I had suffered inside it for twice as long as a normal human lifespan. He owed me fifty-eight thousand deaths. 


  I would settle for killing him once.


  I made up my mind to kill him, but still, I didn’t pull the trigger. 


  He had opened the rift way for Russell and Riordan to get me back. There had been no need for him to do it. There was no way Riordan and Russell could have forced him to do it, either. If they had tried to threaten him, Arvalaeon could have used his magic to kill them or ordered the nearby men-at-arms to arrest them. 


  The Lord Inquisitor couldn’t lie, and he said that he owed me.


  I think, in the end, it came down to a single question. 


  Would I do it over again?


  If I had known everything that I knew now on the day I had walked into the Eternity Crucible, would I do it again? Arvalaeon had put me in there against my will, but if he hadn’t, billions of people would have died. 


  If I could go back in time and have the choice, would I do it again?


  I looked at the yellow school buses lining the street.


  All those kids…


  Yes. Yes, I would do it again. 


  I had realized that when I had told Russell about the Eternity Crucible, and it was even truer now. 


  “God damn it all,” I whispered, and I slung the voidslayer gun back over my shoulder. That really hurt. One of the wraithwolves must have clawed my back.


  “Thank you, Nadia Moran,” said Arvalaeon, his voice quiet.


  “Yeah, well, you’re…you’re…you’re still a stupid asshole with a stupid face that looks stupid,” I said. 


  A terrible insult, I know, but I was exhausted, and I had lost a lot of blood. Give me a break.


  “And you speak the truth,” murmured Arvalaeon. He stood, wincing. “I must return to the High Queen. The explosion will have destroyed the army in Venomhold, but there are still a great many orcs and Archons to hunt down.”


  “Go,” said Riordan. “Thank you again.”


  Arvalaeon nodded and strode away, limping. 


  Riordan and Russell watched him go. I saw the Inquisitors’ SUV parked a little distance away, Nora and Adler watching Arvalaeon walk past with wide eyes. 


  “Hey,” I croaked. “Help me up, will you? My left knee is a mess.”


  Riordan helped me to my feet. “You really wanted to kill him.”


  “Yeah.” I wobbled a little, kept my balance, and started summoning magical power. 


  “But you didn’t,” said Riordan.


  I shook my head, unable to articulate what had gone through my head. “What’s done is done. And I didn’t want you guys to get in trouble when I murdered the Lord Inquisitor.”


  “Nadia,” said Russell. “We’ve got to get you to a hospital as soon as possible.” His voice sounded a little unsteady. “You’re really hurt. I don’t even know how you’re still conscious.”


  “Stubbornness,” I said, shaping the magical force into a spell. The power burned through me, and my fingers started to glow with golden light. I looked at Riordan. “You know what I have to do next.” He nodded. “Can you…”


  “I’ll look after you,” said Riordan. “I’ve done it before.”


  “Yeah,” I whispered, concentrating. “Yeah, you have.”


  “Nadia?” said Russell.


  “Riordan will explain it to you,” I said. I was so, so tired, but I just had to cast one more spell. “This is going to look a little weird. Don’t touch me for this part.”


  I took one deep, ragged breath, and I cast the regeneration spell that Arvalaeon had taught me.


  And pain exploded through my body, exploded through it again and again. Golden light filled my vision, and I heard myself screaming. It felt like every inch of my body had been dipped into acid, or that toxic chemicals had been poured into my wounds. On and on the agony went, and I screamed and screamed and screamed through clenched teeth. I wanted to lie down and die, but I had come this far, and I would not give up, I would not give up, I would not give up…


  Then, all at once, the golden light vanished, and I staggered back, panting and sobbing.


  I glanced at my arms. The cuts and gashes from the wraithwolf had disappeared, as had the burns from the diesel explosion. As I stumbled, I noted that the pain in my left knee had vanished. 


  “You healed yourself,” said Russell, stunned.


  “It’s not fun,” I croaked. 


  My eyes rolled back, and my legs collapsed beneath me. 


  The last thing I felt was Riordan catching me.






  Chapter 13: Summons


  




  The regeneration spell is better than spending months recovering in a hospital, but it’s still an unpleasant experience.


  The hallucinations make it into a kind of hell. 


  When I cast the regeneration spell, I fell into a coma after, and in that coma, I hallucinated.


  This time, I found myself running through Manhattan, the city burning around me. I called Riordan’s and Russell’s name over and over again, but I never found them. I ran into burning buildings, trying to find them, but they always seemed just out of reach.


  Or I saw them lying dead on the sidewalks.


  Then I was back in the Ducal Mall on the day we fought Victor Lorenz and the Elven necromancer Vastarion. Except this time when I rushed to stop them, I found Vastarion smirking as he held the dead infant child of Robert Ross and his wife Alexandra, and Alexandra screamed as Lorenz dragged her by the hair, laughing and jeering at me while he did it. 


  After that I was back in the Shadowlands, fleeing with Alexandra Ross to get away from Sergei Rogomil’s attempted assassination of Jarl Rimethur. But this time, I killed Alexandra to keep her quiet, and laughed as her corpse fell to the ground. I escaped the Shadowlands and joined Nicholas, and I stood with him in Venomhold and laughed as New York burned and the fall of the Skythrone shattered the Atlantic coast of the United States. I stared at this other version of myself, this other path my life might have taken if I had killed Alexandra instead of saving her.


  The version of myself who stood at Nicholas’s side at his consort grinned at me, and the shadow and purple fire of the Dark Ones filled her eyes.


  “It’s not too late, Nadia,” said my other self. “Nicholas was unworthy, but you can still be one of us. You don’t even have to murder someone to invite us in. Just ask, and we’ll be glad to help you. You can kill Arvalaeon for what he did to you. You can make Morvilind crawl and beg. All that can be yours, if…”


  I screamed and called fire, burning the other version of myself.


  Her face grinned at me from the flames as it withered and melted.


  The dreams twisted together, mad vision after mad vision. I raced through the burning ruins of Manhattan, seeking for Russell, but never finding him. Except Manhattan somehow became the Royal Bank in Washington DC, and steel golems stalked from the shadows to kill me. I ran from them, and I fled from the exiled myothar and its undead through the ancient ruins of Chicago. But Nicholas had destroyed this version of Chicago with the Sky Hammer, and the city burst into flames around me.


  And then I was back in the Eternity Crucible, fighting as the creatures of the Shadowlands closed around me. But the Sky Hammer was inside the Crucible, and I had to reach it, I had to find it before it was too late…


  On and on the nightmarish hallucinations went, and I chased my past and all the horrors I had seen and survived through the reeling maze of my exhausted mind. 


  Then I ran through a door and came to a shocked halt.


  I was in the Marneys’ living room back in Milwaukee. 


  It looked just as it had on the day Riordan and I had taken Russell to Reno to meet with Nicholas’s crew. The same couches, the same stack of paperback books by Russell’s spot on the couch (I guess Riordan had actually written a bunch of them), the same big TV and pictures on the walls. Through the door to the dining room I saw the High Queen’s portrait over the table, but now the picture showed her fighting in Times Square, cutting down Archons with every spell.


  A man stood at the foot of the stairs, smiling at me.


  “Dad?” I said, disbelieving.


  I had forgotten how much Philip Moran looked like Russell. Or maybe I had never realized it before. He looked like Russell if Russell had brown hair instead of white and if his features had not been made gaunt by frostfever. He wore the black uniform of a soldier of the Wizard’s Legion, and he filled it out well. 


  “Nadia,” said my father.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so, so sorry. I’ve done so many terrible things. I’ve failed so many times. I’ve…I’ve…”


  I started crying, and I waited for him to rebuke me, to turn his back on me for all the things I had done.


  Instead, he gathered me in his arms, and I cried against him for a while. 


  “Nadia,” he said. “I’m so proud of you. All those people you’ve saved.”


  “I’m so tired, Dad,” I said. “I’ve been fighting for so long. I’m so old now. I just want to lie down, and…and just stop. I can’t…I can’t keep doing this.”


  “Yes, you can,” said my father. “And you’ll do it magnificently. But you won’t have to do it alone anymore. Some things are about to change for you. You’ll see. You saved the world once, and you’ll do it again. You saved Russell. Look, Nadia. Look.”


  I sniffled, wiped at my streaming eyes, and looked up from his chest.


  We looked at New York in the setting sun, and somehow, I could see the entire city at once. It’s a loud and busy and frequently unpleasant place, but in the setting sun, it looked beautiful. 


  “All those people,” said my father. “All those people are still alive because of you.”


  I shook my head. “They were in danger because of me.”


  My father laughed. “You really think so? You really think the Dark Ones wouldn’t have found another dupe like Nicholas? No. You saved them, Nadia.”


  “I wish things could have been different,” I said, wiping at my eyes again. “I wish you and Mom had lived. I wish none of this had ever happened.”


  “I know,” said my father, and he kissed the top of my head. “But you’re special, Nadia. I always knew that, and you just went and proved it. Get your sleep now while you can. When you wake up, you’re going to have a very busy day.”


  The dream dissolved, and I walked alone for a long time through swirling gray mist.


  Bit by bit, I started to become aware of things. 


  Soft. I was lying on something soft, beneath something warm.


  There was something cold against my left wrist, something metallic. Yes, that was it – the little bracelet I had made out of Jeremy Shane’s dog tags, to remind me of what he had said. I heard a clattering noise that I realized was someone typing on a laptop computer, and I smelled something sharp and strong and harsh, something nonetheless pleasant…


  Coffee? Did I smell coffee?


  That was what got me to open my eyes. 


  My vision swam into focus. I was in a good-sized bedroom. Through the window, I could see the towers of southern Manhattan. Not far from the window was a table, and Riordan and Russell sat at it. Russell was wearing a polo shirt and jeans and reading a paperback book with a picture of a medieval knight on it and the words MALCOLM LOCK on the cover. Riordan sat at the other side of the table, typing on a laptop and taking occasional sips from the mug of coffee next to the computer.


  I stared at them for a while and then worked moisture into my throat.


  “Good God,” I croaked. I sounded frightful. “Don’t tell me you’re actually reading a Malcolm Lock book while he’s writing one in front of you. That’s just weird.” 


  I had the satisfaction of seeing their heads snap around in surprise, and then Russell grinned and bounded out of his chair. 


  “Nadia!” he said, and he dropped to his knees next to the bed. “How do you feel?”


  “Um,” I said. “Thirsty. Tired. Woozy. Really hungry.” 


  “Here,” said Riordan, reaching for the nightstand. He picked up a bottle of water, opened it, and passed it to me. I drained two-thirds of it in three swallows. The water felt glorious against my raw throat, and Riordan opened up a protein bar and handed it to me. 


  “You’re probably ravenous,” said Riordan.


  “God, yes,” I said. The protein bar didn’t last long, and I ate another one after it. “How long was I out this time?” 


  “Um,” said Russell. “It’s…July 11th, so…”


  “Seven days,” I said, shaking my head. I didn’t let the dismay stop me from eating a third protein bar. By then the harsh edge of hunger had started to abate. Eating without nausea for once was nice. 


  “You were hurt pretty badly,” said Riordan.


  I grimaced, started to sit up, and then looked down in alarm, fearing that I was naked. Nope – I was wearing an oversized black T-shirt. Probably one of Riordan’s, but it was large enough on me that I could use it as a nightshirt. 


  “Yeah, guess so,” I said. I sighed. “Suppose it’s better than spending a few months on crutches while my knee heals.” I rubbed my face and finished off the bottle of water. “Just where are we?”


  “A safehouse of the Family on the south side of Manhattan,” said Riordan. “Not all that far from Times Square, actually.”


  I snorted. “I suppose we couldn’t go back to the one by Central Park.”


  “The Inquisitors did rip the door off,” said Riordan. “Not that they will have any memory of that, thanks to you. But better not to take the risk.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Uh.” I tried to think of relevant questions to ask, but my brain felt hazy. “Did we…”


  The bedroom door opened, and Nora stepped inside. She wore dark slacks and a purple jacket. “You were right, boss. They shut down the last of the checkpoints today, and…”


  She stopped and grinned at me.


  “Well, well,” said Nora. “The tigress awakens.” 


  “Tigress.” I snorted and looked at Russell. “Has she thought up a clever nickname for you yet?”


  “Iceman.” Russell grinned. “I kind of like it.” 


  I rolled my eyes.


  “You stopped me from getting nuked,” said Nora. “Me and a few million other people. If that doesn’t make you a tigress, then nothing does.”


  “Sure,” I said. “You said something about roadblocks.”


  “Since you’ve been sleeping it off for the last week, you probably want some news, yeah?” said Nora. “Well, they locked New York down after we got you here. Homeland Security and the men-at-arms went block to block, clearing out the Rebels. It got easier once the Rebels realized they couldn’t retreat, on account of all their Gatekeepers being dead and Venomhold being radioactive. The High Queen let any orcs who wanted to surrender return to the Shadowlands, but the Elven nobles killed all the Rebels and Archons they could catch. They just opened the roadblocks an hour ago.”


  “How many people died?” I said. “In the attack, I mean.”


  Nora shrugged. “Don’t know. The last estimate I heard was about seventeen thousand people. It’s probably going to go a lot higher once the final tally is done.” She shook her head. “I doubt they'll ever have an exact count.”


  “Jesus,” I muttered. I rubbed my face. “Seventeen thousand people, all because I helped Nicholas find the Sky Hammer.”


  “It would have been a lot worse,” said Riordan, “if you hadn’t stopped him. And Morvilind forced you to work with him.”


  “I know all that,” I said. “I’m still not happy about it.” 


  The anger that had been simmering in my mind got stronger. Morvilind had forced me to work with Nicholas…and look what had happened. Look at all the people who had died. Morvilind himself had nearly been killed. Archmage or not, he would have burned with the rest of New York when the Sky Hammer went off. Had he known, I wondered, what would happen? Or had his clever plans almost blown up in his face?


  Either possibility just made me angrier.


  “I’m going to have to talk to Morvilind soon,” I said. “He’ll know the deal is done.” My mouth twisted. “I wonder if he got his damned question answered by the Forerunner.” 


  “He’s gone too far this time,” said Riordan, his voice quiet.


  “Boss,” said Nora, a warning note in her voice.


  “This isn’t about my brother, Nora,” said Riordan, still calm. “It’s not even about Nadia and Russell. Morvilind made a pact with the Forerunner, and the Family has been hunting the Forerunner since the Conquest. The Elders have issued writs of execution for anyone who deals with the Forerunner. The High Queen herself has given us writs of execution for Elven nobles who made deals with the Forerunner. Why should Morvilind be any different?”


  I frowned at him. “Do you think…”


  Then pain exploded through me, and I gritted my teeth, blinking.


  “Nadia?” said Russell. 


  “I’m fine,” I said, as the pain drained away. “It’s just the summons spell. Morvilind is summoning me.”


  I had always felt fear before when he had summoned me, but now I was just angry. 


  Seventeen thousand people had died…and we had gotten off easy compared to what might have happened. 


  “You need a phone, tigress?” said Nora.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I have to call Morvilind’s butler.”


  Nora disappeared into the living room and returned with a burner phone. I had Rusk’s number memorized, and I punched in the digits and lifted the phone to my ear.


  He picked up on the third ring.


  “Hello?” Rusk said, his voice cautious.


  “Hi, Rusk,” I said. “It’s Nadia Moran. I’m glad you’re not dead.”


  “Miss Moran!” said Rusk, relief flooding his tone. “I am also pleased you came through the, er, recent difficulties alive.” He sighed. “I thought our recent encounter was the worst fight I had ever seen. I was very wrong.”


  “You’re in New York?” I said.


  “I accompanied his lordship to the city for his attendance at the Royal Progress,” said Rusk. “It has been…a rather unpleasant experience.”


  “You’re telling me.”


  “Her Majesty the High Queen required the nobles to stay at her side as they cleared the city of Rebels and Archons,” said Rusk, “and his lordship has been accompanying her. Has he summoned you?” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Where are you?”


  “Ah, that makes sense,” said Rusk. “We just drove to Battery Park, and are parked in front of…uh, the pier, I believe. I think his lordship will await you there.”


  “Great,” I said. “Tell him I’ll be there in two hours.”


  I hung up and let out a long breath.


  I was so angry that I was afraid of what I might do when I saw Morvilind again.


  “Nadia,” said Riordan.


  I looked at him.


  “I have an idea,” he said. “I won’t do it unless both you and Russell agree. But I think we might be able to force Morvilind to continue healing Russell while releasing you as his shadow agent.”


  I blinked. “And just how the hell are we going to do that?”


  Riordan told me.


  “Good God, boss,” said Nora. “Are you actually going to try to blackmail Kaethran Morvilind?” 


  “He’s crossed the line, Nora,” said Riordan. “The High Queen will forgive a lot of things, but working with the Forerunner isn’t one of them. If he were any other Elven noble, we would kill him for it. Morvilind’s arrogant and cruel, but he’s not stupid. He has to realize that his deal with the Forerunner almost destroyed Earth. If he can get out of this without ruining his standing with the High Queen, he probably will.”


  “I think we should do it, Nadia,” said Russell. “I’m tired of being used as a leash to control you. Lord Morvilind made you work with a monster like Connor. I don’t want that to happen ever again.” 


  “He might kill us all for this,” I said.


  “I’m willing to take that chance,” said Riordan.


  “So am I,” said Russell. “We would have died anyway if the bomb had gone off.”


  “All right,” I said. “We spent the last few weeks risking our lives, why not do it one more time? I think I’m going to need some clothes.”


  “I can help you with that, tigress,” said Nora. 


  Russell and Riordan went to wait in the living room, and Nora found some clothes for me. I closed the door, went into the bathroom, took a shower, and got dressed. The clothes mostly fit. The black T-shirt was the right size. The jeans were a little looser than I would have preferred, but a belt kept them up. I looked at my reflection in the mirror. I looked exhausted, with deep circles under my eyes, my cheekbones sharper than I remembered, that crazed glitter in my eyes. 


  I realized that had been the very last thing Nicholas had seen. 


  Crazed. Yes. I had to be crazy to threaten Kaethran Morvilind.


  What was I doing? 


  Doubt flickered through me, and I remembered those school buses filled with children.


  Seventeen thousand people…


  I snarled in the mirror, tied my wet hair back into a ponytail, and walked to the living room. Riordan, Russell, Nora, and Adler awaited me. Adler was fiddling with a duffel bag holding a laptop and what looked like camera equipment. They all looked up as I approached.


  “Ready?” said Riordan.


  “Yeah,” I said. I looked at Nora and Adler. “Sure you guys want to come? This might get messy.”


  “Tigress,” said Nora, her smile a white flash across her dark face, “we’re the Family. We’ve been looking for the Forerunner for a long time. This is our business just as much as yours. Well, maybe not quite as much, but still a lot.” 


  “Okay,” I said. “Then let’s go.” 


  The condo building had an underground parking garage, and the five of us piled into an SUV. Nora drove, and Riordan took the front passenger seat. I was squeezed into the middle of the back seat between Russell and Adler since I was the smallest one. Sometimes there are downsides to being short. On the other hand, I had enough leg room, and Russell and Adler did not.


  Nora pulled into the street, and I looked around as we drove. The Skythrone still floated overhead, blotting out the sun. Everywhere I looked, I saw signs of damage. Smashed cars and burned-out shopfronts. Walls riddled with bullet holes. The wreckage of a crashed helicopter. 


  And body bags. Don’t forget those. There had been so many dead that Homeland Security had taken to leaving the dead in body bags to be collected later, each one pinned with an identifying note and a warning that tampering with the dead was both a state and a federal crime. 


  Seventeen thousand people. Maybe more. Maybe a lot more. 


  And it would have been a lot more if we hadn’t stopped Nicholas.


  I was usually frightened when I went to talk to Morvilind, but now I was so angry that my hands kept wanting to curl into fists. 


  Many intersections were closed, and though the roadblocks had been opened, Homeland Security and men-at-arms patrolled the streets in force. Twice we were stopped and told to state our business, and Nora produced some official-looking documents that let us through. 


  Because of that, it took us nearly an hour to get to Battery Park. 


  It’s a nice park at the southern end of Manhattan, where the Hudson River and the East River flow into the bay. It’s got a great view of all the ships and boats on the bay and the rivers, and you can see Brooklyn and Jersey City. We drove up to the parking lot in front of the pier, and I saw a row of three black vans parked nearby. That was Morvilind’s preferred way to travel, in several vans with sufficient room for all his human retainers and their equipment and weapons.


  They tended to travel with a lot of weapons. 


  Nora parked a good distance from the vans, and Adler opened his laptop bag and began unpacking the camera. 


  “Ready?” said Nora.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  Adler passed her a bodycam, the kind that Homeland Security officers wore during traffic stops and crime scene investigations, and Nora clipped it to the lapel of her coat. 


  “I have a good angle from here,” said Adler. 


  “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go talk to Lord Morvilind.”


  Russell got out, and I climbed after him. Nora and Riordan emerged and joined us. It was a beautiful day, the sky clear and blue, the air hot but not too hot. I glanced toward the Skythrone just in time to see a trio of helicopters take off from its surface and circle towards the city. Probably a helicopter was the best way to travel up and down from the Skythrone. I looked towards the pier and saw a man in the black-trimmed red uniform of an Elven noble’s household staff emerge from the vans. That would be Rusk. 


  We headed towards the vans, and Rusk intercepted us. He was a balding middle-aged man, and previously he had been on the paunchy side, but he had lost a lot of weight after his wife had been killed and his daughter had been in a coma. 


  “Miss Moran, Mr. Moran,” said Rusk with a relieved smile. He glanced at Riordan and Nora. “I’m afraid I don’t know either of you.”


  “Nora Chandler,” said Nora with a charming smile. 


  “Riordan MacCormac,” said Riordan. “But we previously met as Rory Murdo.”


  Rusk blinked. “We did?”


  “Really good illusion spell,” I said.


  Rusk took this in stride. Working for someone like Kaethran Morvilind probably made him a bit jaded about powerful magic. “It is good you are here. His lordship…has been in something of a grim mood…”


  “Oh, really?” I said. “That’s good. I’m in a bad mood, too.”


  Rusk swallowed and started to say something, and a van door slammed. 


  Kaethran Morvilind strode from the vans towards us. 


  He looked as calm as if he hadn’t just been fighting for his life, but I suppose the battle had been a week ago. His black robes and crimson cloak stirred in the cool wind coming from the bay, and his eyes were colder than the ice magic that the frost giants used.


  It should have frightened me.


  But it just made me angrier.


  “My lord,” said Rusk with a bow. “Nadia and Russell Moran to see you, with, ah…”


  “I know who they are, Rusk,” said Morvilind. His voice was far deeper and more resonant than his frail appearance suggested. “Check the luggage. We are leaving shortly with Miss Moran.”


  Rusk bowed again and hurried to the van. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to get away. 


  “Nadia Moran,” said Morvilind.


  I met his gaze. “My lord.”


  We stared at each other. I realized Morvilind was waiting for me to kneel. 


  I folded my arms over my chest and waited.


  “Why have you brought two Shadow Hunters here?” said Morvilind at last. “This is none of their concern.”


  “Begging your pardon, my lord, but I’m afraid that it is,” said Nora. “I am here as a representative of the Family of Shadow Hunters.” She tapped her bodycam. “I am also recording this for future reference.”


  “I see,” said Morvilind. He looked at Riordan. “And why are you here, MacCormac? Come to complain some more that your brother got himself killed carrying out my wishes?”


  “Not today,” said Riordan.


  “It’s done,” I said. “Your deal with the Forerunner.” Morvilind’s eyes narrowed. He knew just as well as I did that the Family was hunting for the Forerunner. “I stole all three things, and I finished the deal.”


  “And then you shot Nicholas Connor and pushed the Sky Hammer into Venomhold,” said Morvilind.


  “More or less, yeah,” I said. 


  “Very well,” said Morvilind. “Your performance has been satisfactory. You will now accompany us back to Milwaukee. There is a great deal of work to do, and…”


  “No,” I said. 


  Morvilind stared at me, his gaze like ice, and I felt the power around him like a storm.


  “No?” he said at last.


  “No,” I repeated. “I’m not going anywhere with you, and I’m never doing another of your damned missions.” 


  “As you wish, then,” said Morvilind. His right hand disappeared into his robe and emerged holding the crystal vial of my heart’s blood he had taken from me a hundred and seventy-five years ago. “But if you break our arrangement, you condemn your brother to die of frostfever.”


  “Oh, you’re still going to cast the cure spells on him,” I said. “But I’m done working for you.”


  Morvilind raised his eyebrows. “And by what right do you presume to dictate to me?”


  I pointed at New York. “Because this was your fault.” 


  “Have your wits abandoned you? The Rebels and the Archons attacked, not…”


  “This was on you!” I shouted. Some distant part of my mind cringed that I was talking to him like this, but I was too angry to care. “Because you put a gun to my head and you made me work with the Rebels! What the hell did you think would happen?”


  “In all candor, I suspected you would be killed,” said Morvilind.


  I snarled out a laugh. “Did you? Then you don’t understand what you did to me. You made me like this, made sure I would scratch and claw and fight way past the point of sanity to save Russell. Did it even occur to you that sending me to help the Rebels was a bad idea?”


  “The Forerunner chose to have you aid the Rebels, not…” started Morvilind.


  “And who made that deal with the Forerunner? You did,” I snapped. “And they had me dig up the Sky Hammer weapon. They wouldn’t have been able to find it without my help. Seventeen thousand people died during the attack, and if I hadn’t thrown the bomb into Venomhold, millions more would have died. You would have died. Your whole stupid deal would have literally blown up in your face.” 


  Morvilind let out an irritated breath. “I see you have been infected by Arvalaeon’s thinking. The Elves are in a war for our survival against the Dark Ones, a war that will determine humanity’s survival as well. Do you think I wished to kill seventeen thousand people? No. But there are always losses in war. There are always casualties. I judged the risk acceptable, and I took it.”  


  “No,” I said. “No, it wasn’t an acceptable risk. You sound just like the Rebels. The ends do not justify the damned means. I had the argument over and over with Connor over the last damned year.” A flash of insight occurred to me. “Bet the Archons talk just the same way.” 


  Morvilind’s eyes narrowed. No, he hadn’t liked that. 


  “If you are quite finished with your tantrum, Miss Moran,” said Morvilind “perhaps you will explain why you feel entitled to make demands of me.”


  “Because you’re going to meet those demands,” I said. “I’m going to stop working for you, and you’re going to keep casting the cure spells on Russell.”


  “And just why am I going to do that?” said Morvilind.


  “Because if you don’t,” said Riordan, “I’m going to talk to the Firstborn and the High Queen about you.”


  Morvilind’s eyes narrowed again. “Despite your tedious personal grievance against me and your petty infatuation with Miss Moran, my arrangement with my shadow agent is none of your concern.”


  “You’re absolutely right, my lord,” said Riordan. “But your arrangement with the Forerunner is very much the business of the Firstborn and the Family of Shadow Hunters. And if you don’t agree to Nadia’s terms, then I am going to the Firstborn and the Elders and asking them for a writ of execution against you for your deal with the Forerunner.” 


  “You are a fool,” said Morvilind, “to drag the Shadow Hunters into your personal dispute with me.”


  “With the utmost respect, Lord Morvilind,” said Nora, “he’s not. I happen to agree with him. As will the Elders and the Firstborn, because your deal with the Forerunner almost destroyed New York and killed the High Queen. How do you think the Firstborn will view that? Or the High Queen?”


  “Ridiculous,” said Morvilind.


  “I will make sure to mention it to Her Majesty,” said Riordan, “when we collect the payment for fulfilling the writ of execution on Nicholas Connor.”


  Morvilind blinked, once. Ah. He hadn’t known that Riordan had been the one sent to carry out that writ. 


  “Then you resort to blackmail,” said Morvilind.


  “It’s not blackmail,” said Riordan. “It’s coming to an arrangement. I know the High Queen and the Firstborn would be reluctant to move against you. But if they know about your deal with the Forerunner, you’ll leave them with no choice.” 


  Morvilind snorted. “I am trying to save Elves and humanity from the Dark Ones, but I am always hindered by the calumnies and threats of lesser men. And of fools such as yourself, MacCormac.” He tapped the vial of blood in his hand. “You play a dangerous game with her life.”


  “I’m not the one who started that game, my lord,” said Riordan. “Because if you hurt or harm her or Russell in any way, then I’m going to the Firstborn right now.”




  Morvilind smiled his cold, dangerous smile. “It is your word against mine. Which do you think the High Queen will believe? Yours? Or mine, when I have always done what is necessary to save the Elves? Even making deals with the Forerunner to use my enemy’s weapons against him.”


  “That is a good point, my lord,” said Nora. “Which is, after all, why I’m recording this conversation.”


  His cold eyes turned towards her. “Child. Do you really think you can stop me from taking that toy from you? Or from erasing this conversation from your minds? Or from killing all four of you? Because I do not tolerate threats against me and my work, and you are coming dangerously close to making threats.” He looked at me. “Think very carefully, Nadia Moran, about your next words.”


  I grinned my mirthless rictus of a grin at him.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Which is why another Shadow Hunter is in our SUV with a camera and a high-sensitivity microphone…”


  “Another toy,” said Morvilind.


  “And he’s not recording this conversation, he’s live streaming it to the Sanctuary of the Shadow Hunters,” I said. “A bunch of them are watching it right now. And listening. Do you want to wave for the cameras, my lord?”


  He didn’t say anything, but for the first time, I saw his anger, his genuine, terrifying anger, start to creep over his gaunt face. 


  “So, if you do anything,” I said, “if you cast spells or kill us or whatever, a bunch of Shadow Hunters are going to see it happen in real time. You’ll have just declared war on them. The Firstborn won’t even need to know about the Forerunner then.”


  “The Shadow Hunters do not concern me,” snapped Morvilind, but I could tell that he was pissed.


  “They better,” I said. “Do you really think they won’t find a way to kill you? That you won’t have to watch over your shoulder for centuries? My lord, I’ll be blunt. You screwed the hell up.”


  “Did I?” said Morvilind, his deep voice quiet, dangerous. “Perhaps I did. My mistake was that I underestimated you. Your assignment to the Forerunner was…a long shot, let us say. A gamble that I thought would not pay off but was nonetheless worth the risk. I expected you to die, but instead, you triumphed. And it seems the Forerunner underestimated you as well. He expected his pets to kill you, but you slaughtered most of them in nuclear fire.” His eyes dug into me like knives of ice. “Do not make a mistake of your own and underestimate me.”


  “You screwed up,” I said, “and I’m offering you a way out. Keep healing Russell, and once he’s completely healed, we’re done. You can go on stealing magic relics or whatever the hell it is you’ve been doing for the last three hundred years, but I’m done.”


  Morvilind said nothing as he drew himself up, but I saw the rage on his face. The last time I had seen that expression had been when he had butchered those two Archons outside the Marneys’ house. 


  I was suddenly certain that I had made a mistake, that I had pushed him too far, that he was going to kill all four of us.


  A van door slammed in the ominous silence.


  I glanced to the side and saw Rusk scramble out of the van, a computer tablet in his hand. He looked shocked, and he rushed towards Morvilind. 


  “My lord,” he said. “My lord, you need to see this right now.”


  “Not now,” snapped Morvilind.


  “My lord, I apologize for interrupting, but this is extremely important, and I sincerely believe that you will want to see this right now,” said Rusk, coming to a stop and holding out the tablet.


  That caught Morvilind’s attention. I doubt Rusk contradicted him all that often. 


  “Very well,” said Morvilind. “What is it?”


  In answer, Rusk rotated the screen to face us and turned up the volume.


  It was a news report, with two polished anchors looking solemn as they gazed into the camera.


  “More information about the Battle of New York was released today,” said the male anchor. “The Skythrone has announced that the entire battle was, in fact, a diversion to allow the Rebels to sneak a nuclear weapon into the city.”


  “That’s right, Bob,” said the female anchor. “And the Rebels came within a minute of detonating the weapon. We have exclusive footage, just released by the Skythrone, of the Inquisition agent who disarmed the weapon.”


  “What?” I said.


  An overhead shot of 7th Avenue appeared. I remembered that there had been a lot of camera drones flying over Times Square, no doubt to capture footage of the Royal Progress from every possible direction. I saw the blue box truck drive down the street, I saw myself shoot past and blow up the diesel tank. I watched as I killed Nicholas and ran into the truck. 


  “That dramatic footage,” said the male anchor, “was the truck that carried the bomb into the city in a failed effort to assassinate the High Queen. The announcement from the Skythrone identified the Inquisition agent as Nadia Moran of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, age twenty-two.” 


  My scowling driver’s license photo appeared in the lower right-hand corner of the screen.


  “What the hell?” I said, almost shouting. 


  “It looks like she saved a lot of lives,” said the female anchor. “The announcement gave no further details about…”


  “What the hell?” I said, shouting this time.


  I looked at Morvilind. For the first time I could ever recall, he looked puzzled. Even taken aback. 


  “Who told them who I was?” I snapped. 


  Morvilind blinked several times, and then looked up.


  I heard a faint roar, and I followed Morvilind’s gaze.


  Three helicopters were flying low over Battery Park, heading right towards us. As I watched, the helicopters rotated and began coming down, landing in the parking lot by the pier.


  They were the same helicopters I had seen take off from the Skythrone.


  “Boss,” said Nora, her voice uncertain. “That’s not…”


  “That,” said Morvilind, “is the High Queen’s helicopter.” He grimaced. “I suspect she wishes to have a conversation with us.”






  Chapter 14: Thief Trap


  




  I stood frozen with shock as the helicopters shut down with a whine, the rotors coming to a halt. 


  For one of the few times in my life, I had absolutely no idea what to do next. 


  And I wasn’t the only one. I looked at Morvilind, half-expecting him to give orders, but he stood in grim silence, waiting. 


  “Riordan,” I said. “What are we going to do?”




  He opened his mouth to answer, and Royal Guards started to disgorge from the helicopters. They were stern-faced Elven men in gleaming silver armor, crimson cloaks streaming from their shoulders, swords and pistols at their belts. I had seen them fight the Archons with sword and spell, and there was no way I wanted to face them in a battle. Some humans emerged as well, mostly dour-looking middle-aged men in expensive business suits, tablet computers in hand. 


  Then a middle-aged woman, trim and fit, climbed down from the helicopter, and after her came a tall, bony-looking man with a graying crew cut and a cane in his hand, and…


  “Russell!” shouted Lucy Marney.


  She ran across the parking lot and caught him in a hug, James Marney limping along behind her at a good clip despite his scarred leg. 


  “Hi,” said Russell. “Sorry I…uh, sneaked off like that.”


  “It’s okay, it’s okay,” said Lucy, blinking back tears. “Oh, thank you God, you’re safe. They said you were safe, but I had to see it for myself.” She looked at me and grinned, and suddenly she hugged me, too. “Nadia. Oh, we were so worried about you. But look at what you did.”


  James limped up and leaned on his cane. 


  “I’m really, really sorry,” I said. “For the stuff I did, and running off, and…and disappearing like that, and taking Russell with me, and…”


  James put a hand on my shoulder, and I stammered to a halt.


  “Kiddo,” he said. “It’s okay. You kind of saved the world.”


  “You’re not under arrest?” I said. “They didn’t arrest you?” 


  “No,” said James. More Elves emerged from the helicopter. Arvalaeon appeared, his long black coat stirring around him, along with the grim-faced Lord Mythrender, Duke of Manhattan and the High Queen’s Lord Marshal. Lord Mythrender glared at Morvilind, who glared right back at him and Arvalaeon. The Lord Inquisitor ignored the glare, and I did my best not to look at him. “No, they came to Milwaukee to pick us up. The High Queen herself had summoned us, I guess. They also picked up Russell’s shop teacher for some reason…”


  Even as he spoke the words, Nathan Vander emerged from one of the helicopters. He was a thin, rough-looking middle-aged man in a work shirt and jeans. Except he was actually a former Archon, and his appearance was an illusion from the Ghostwright Mask the High Queen had given him. He was also a bloodcaster, able to use his magic to heal nearly anything. I had asked him to heal Russell, and he had been willing, but frostfever was so potent that Vander would have needed the powerful magic of a dragon pearl to make the spell work. 


  Vander looked around, blinked, and hurried to join us.


  “Mr. Vander?” said Russell. “What are you doing here?”


  “I got a phone call after the battle ended,” said Vander. “The High Queen has put me to work healing people in New York, but…I don’t know. I think she has something else in mind for me, I…”


  “Attention!” barked Lord Mythrender. He had a harsh, deep voice. “Her Majesty Tarlia, High Queen of Elves and humans!”


  The High Queen emerged from the central helicopter. 


  She looked just as she did in all her official portraits, tall and beautiful and imposing and terrifying. The High Queen wore armor of similar design to that of the Royal Guard, gleaming and silvery. In her right hand, she carried a silver staff topped by a headpiece that looked like a combination of a rotating gyroscope and an astrolabe.


  The Elves, all of them save for the Royal Guards, dropped to one knee and bowed their heads. For the first time in my life, I saw Kaethran Morvilind, archmage and Elven lord, kneel to someone. The Marneys knelt, though James had to wince a bit to get his knee down. Riordan and Russell and Nora went to one knee.


  “For God’s sake!” hissed Vander. “Kneel!”


  His voice jerked me out of my shock, and I went to one knee.


  I heard the click of the High Queen’s boots as she walked towards us, the staff tapping against the asphalt. Closer and closer she came, and a cold fear gripped me. 


  She was walking right towards me.


  She stopped in front of me.


  Then the High Queen dropped to her haunches, so she was looking me right in the face.


  The fear worsened. The High Queen’s face was alien and beautiful and terrifying, and her eyes were like flames licking the bottom of copper pans. Her red hair streamed behind her like a banner of fire, and she wore a simple golden circlet. I felt the weight of those strange eyes on me, felt the attention of a mind as powerful and as unyielding as Morvilind himself. 


  I shivered in the grip of that gaze like a deer caught by the headlights of an oncoming truck.


  Then something unexpected happened.


  The High Queen winked at me. 


  I blinked in astonishment. The High Queen Tarlia, the supreme ruler of Earth, had just winked at me. A lot of strange things had happened today, but by God, that was the strangest. 


  “So,” murmured Tarlia, her voice like music and thunder. “The girl who nuked Venomhold.”


  I swallowed. “Yes, your Majesty.”


  “Hmm. Thought you would be taller.”


  I blinked again, and Tarlia reached out and took my left hand, turning it over. She ran a finger along the metal identification tags I wore on my wrist.


  “Jeremy Shane,” she said. “I remember him.” The strange blue eyes grew distant. “He was a man of vision. Many things might have been different had he but lived.”


  “He…he left a video, your Majesty,” I said, forcing moisture into my dry throat. “A final message for his successor.”


  She smiled a little. “I imagine he called me impolite names.”


  In point of fact, Shane had called her a cast-iron bitch. 


  No way I was repeating that, though. 


  “He…said that humanity needs to work with the Elves,” I said. “That if we didn’t, the Dark Ones would destroy us both.” 


  “Shane learned that lesson,” said Tarlia. “It seems that you did, too. As I did, a long, long time ago.” She came to her feet in a single fluid motion. “Rise, all of you.” Her voice was imperious, commanding now. I got to my feet with the others, my heart hammering against my chest. 


  “Your Majesty,” said Morvilind. “We must…”


  Tarlia raised a finger, and to my amazement, Morvilind stopped talking. “I’ll get to you in a moment, Kaethran. First, though. I believe that is Riordan MacCormac who now stands before me.”


  “Yes, your Majesty,” said Riordan, stepping to my side.


  Tarlia’s eyes flicked between us, and she seemed almost amused. “As I recall, Mr. MacCormac, I hired the Family to rid me of Nicholas Connor. Instead, it seems that your girlfriend killed him. On national television, no less.”


  “Yes, your Majesty,” said Riordan again.


  “That was very gallant, though,” said Tarlia. “You and young Mr. Moran flinging yourselves into the rift way after her. My Lord Inquisitor’s rift way, as it happened.” She looked at Arvalaeon, who remained impassive. I wondered how much he had told her about the battle. “Now why would the Lord Inquisitor open a rift way for them, I wonder?”


  “He…felt he owed me,” I said.


  Tarlia’s eyes turned to burning ice. “He felt he owed you because he did. I asked him to rid me of Baron Castomyr before the idiot did something foolish. My Lord Inquisitor botched the matter so badly that he was left with no choice but to put a human in an Eternity Crucible to become strong enough to kill Castomyr.” She rapped the end of her staff against the asphalt. “This, despite my explicit command not to put any humans into Eternity Crucibles. I am displeased when my lords fail to follow my wishes. It makes me…cross.”


  Somehow, she filled that final word with deadly menace. 


  “So, Miss Moran,” said Tarlia, turning back to me. “Tell me a story. Tell me how matters came to such a state that the only thing that saved Earth from destruction was a margin of ninety seconds and your actions.” 


  “Uh,” I said. “It’s a very long story, and your Majesty’s time is very valuable…”


  “Darling,” said Tarlia, “I don’t wait on people. People wait on me. Take as long as you like. I will be disappointed if you omit anything.”


  So I told her everything. I didn’t dare lie, not with Arvalaeon standing next to her. I told the High Queen about the Eternity Crucible, about Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner, about Chicago and the Royal Bank and Last Judge Mountain. Tarlia said nothing, her fingers tapping against her staff. She looked at me without blinking as I spoke, which was unsettling. 


  “You threw the Sky Hammer into Venomhold,” said Tarlia. “Clever. How did you plan to escape?” 


  “I…uh, well, I didn’t,” I said. “I thought that was it.”


  “I see,” said Tarlia. “So, both Lord Arvalaeon and Lord Morvilind saw fit to disregard my wishes. Consequently, the only thing that saved all our lives was the bravery and quick thinking of a psychologically disturbed human woman.” Her eyes turned to Morvilind. “I am disappointed with you, Kaethran.” 


  “Your Majesty,” said Morvilind, his voice stiff. “Everything I have done, as always, has been to save our race. To work towards our return and reconquest of Kalvarion.”


  “And, as always,” said Arvalaeon to him, “your methods are too ruthless.”


  “I am not the one who put Miss Moran into the Eternity Crucible,” said Morvilind.


  “Nor am I the one who made a deal with the human Forerunner,” said Arvalaeon. 


  “That’s quite enough. Are you lords of the Elves, or squabbling children?” said Tarlia, and the Lord Inquisitor and the archmage subsided. She looked at me. “Do you see my dilemma? I am never ruthless enough for Kaethran. Nor am I merciful enough for Arvalaeon. It is like those old cartoons that humans made in the pre-Conquest epoch, showing a woman with a devil on one shoulder and an angel on the other.”


  I realized that she was waiting for an answer. 


  “Uh,” I said. “I…I don’t know what to say to that.” 


  “Eloquent,” said Tarlia. “Thankfully, you have other talents. Well, my lords, you have heard her story. What shall I do with her?”


  “Reward her,” said Lord Mythrender. “Because of Morvilind’s bungling,” Morvilind glared at him, “we were almost slain in a nuclear explosion. The girl’s wit prevented that.”


  “I agree with the Lord Marshal,” said Arvalaeon.


  “It is against custom,” said Morvilind, his voice stiff, “for the sovereign to interfere with the shadow agents of his or her vassals.” 


  But he seemed somehow resigned as he said it. As if he had just decided to accept an outcome he didn’t like.


  “I’m afraid you’re outvoted, Kaethran,” said Tarlia. “Two to one. Democracy is at times a useful tool, isn’t it? Nadia Moran, come here.”


  I swallowed and stepped closer to her.


  “I need to cast the mindtouch spell on you,” said Tarlia. “A look inside your head. It’s much more reliable than simply asking you questions about your nature, isn’t it? You can decline, of course, but then I’ll just have to kill you.”


  “No,” I said. “No, go ahead.”


  “Wise girl,” Tarlia said, and she cast the mindtouch spell and put her free hand on my forehead.


  Her fingers felt icy cold, and then I sensed the mindtouch spell.


  It was a peculiarly gentle touch. Hailey Adams had been good with the mindtouch spell but compared to Tarlia, Hailey had been a blundering child. I felt Tarlia’s will probing my thoughts, and as I felt the link, I realized something.


  She hadn’t shielded her mind from me. I could look through the link and into her mind.


  Her voice echoed in my head.


  “Yes, that’s right,” said Tarlia. “Look for yourself.” 


  So I did. I mean, she told me to do it. Right away I realized why she didn’t fear having me look inside her head, because she was strong enough to crush me without much difficulty. Hailey had been good at this, but if she had tried to reach inside of Tarlia’s mind, the High Queen would have reduced her to a drooling vegetable.


  I looked into her mind, and a mixture of fear and amazement went through me.


  Because her mind was a lot like mine.


  I recognized the same ruthlessness, the same contempt for laziness, the same inability to relax. And Tarlia had those attributes because she had gotten them from the same source. Morvilind had trained her as a child with the same harsh lessons and the same brutal training methods. That was why her mind looked like a dim reflection of my own. It was almost like we had endured parallel childhoods.


  And there were other similarities. 


  She felt about the Elves the way I did about Russell. She would do anything to save them, had done things she would never have otherwise contemplated doing.


  And humanity had been to her as Alexandra Ross had been to me. I had almost murdered Alexandra to save Russell. Tarlia had done the same thing to mankind. She had thought about exterminating humanity after the Conquest to save the Elves. She had even planned to do it. Yet in the end, she hadn’t been able to do it, for the same reason that I hadn’t been able to murder Alexandra. 


  She couldn’t live with herself if she did it. 


  “You understand, do you not?” murmured Tarlia’s voice in my head. “The price of power. You wanted power, and now you have it. And the price of power is duty.” 


  The mindtouch spell ended, and Tarlia stepped back.


  “Exeter,” she said. 


  One of the middle-aged men in business suits looked up. “Your Majesty?” 


  “This is my will,” said Tarlia. “I find that Nadia Moran has acted admirably and selflessly, and rendered great service to both Elves and humanity.” Exeter started making notes on his tablet. Tarlia started walking towards Morvilind. “It is my wish that she receive royal thanks, and that she receive a boon.”


  “A boon?” said Exeter.


  Morvilind blinked. “A boon?”


  “Did I tell you to repeat everything I said?” Tarlia stopped in front of Morvilind, considered him for a moment. 


  Then she reached out and calmly plucked the vial of my blood from Morvilind’s hand. 


  “What manner of boon?” I said, wary.


  “Why, what do you want, Nadia Moran?” said Tarlia, turning the vial over in her fingers. “If it is in my power, I will grant it to you. Though I very strongly suggest that you choose wisely.”


  I blinked and looked at the others. 


  Choose wisely…


  I looked at Russell and then at Nathan Vander. 


  Tarlia had winked at me, even before she had said anything. Come to think of it, this entire conversation might have been for show. Why bother questioning me? Arvalaeon had probably told her everything days ago…


  And then I understood what Tarlia wanted me to do. 


  My hands started to shake with excitement, and I made them stop.


  “Okay,” I said. “A boon. I need to ask for three things.”


  Lord Mythrender scowled, but Tarlia inclined her head.


  “Go on,” said Tarlia.


  “First, I wish to ask for retroactive pardons for myself, my brother Russell Moran, and Riordan MacCormac,” I said. Tarlia raised an eyebrow. “Uh. We kind of did a lot of illegal stuff over the last year.” 


  “Just the last year?” said Tarlia.


  I coughed. “And possibly before that.”


  “Very well,” said Tarlia. “Exeter, a pardon.” The man nodded, tapping at his tablet. “And what are your second and third requests?”


  I took a deep, ragged breath, and then pointed at Mr. Vander. “I want to borrow him and a dragon pearl for like five minutes, so he can cast the spell to cure frostfever.” 


  Vander blinked a few times and started to smile. 


  “That’s it?” said Tarlia. “That’s all you want? You wish nothing more for your boon?”




  “Yes,” I said.


  Tarlia smiled briefly, and I had the impression she approved. 


  “Lord Mythrender,” said Tarlia.


  The Lord Marshal stepped forward, lifting a metal coffer. 


  He opened the lid, and I saw a dragon pearl.


  It wasn’t big, no larger than the joint of my thumb. It blazed with fire like a miniature star, and I felt the power radiating from the pearl. It was elemental magic, fiery and potent, and one of the strongest auras I had ever sensed.


  Did Mythrender just carry that thing around with him? 


  No. It was too valuable. The Lord Marshal had brought it with him because Tarlia had told him to do it. 


  Because she had known in advance what I would ask…


  “Behold, a dragon pearl,” said Tarlia. “Though if I give you this boon, Nadia Moran, then you’re going to have to do me a favor.”


  “A favor?” I said. “What kind of favor?”


  She smiled. “Why, a favor whenever I need one, darling girl. You see, people don’t owe me favors. They do favors for me when I ask.” She rolled the vial of my blood over her fingers. “And I will ask you for a lot of favors. Competent help is so hard to find. So, Miss Moran, what do you say? Will you do me favors when I ask?”


  And then all at once, I understood.


  Tarlia had set this entire conversation up from the beginning because this was how she was going to punish Morvilind for the near-catastrophe in New York.


  She was going to poach his shadow agent.


  I took a deep breath and looked her in the eye.


  “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I will.”


  Her eyes glittered, and she smiled. 


  “Excellent,” said Tarlia. “Mr. Vander, proceed.” 


  “Yes, your Majesty,” said Vander. He crossed to Mythrender, offered a polite bow, and took the dragon pearl. It glowed in his hand, so bright that it welled through his hand and outlined the bones in his fingers. He walked to Russell and stopped, taking a few deep breaths. Blood-colored fire shone around his hand, mingling with the light from the dragon pearl. 


  “How long will it take?” I said. 


  “Like I told you back in Milwaukee,” said Vander, raising his hand. “Five minutes.” He looked at Russell. “Are you ready?”


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Nadia…I…I don’t know what to say…”


  I smiled. “You’re welcome.” 


  Vander cast the spell.


  As he said, it took five minutes. A cocoon of crimson fire wrapped around Russell and sank into him. He shuddered several times, the fire shining in his veins and eyes. Bit by bit the fire faded, and at last Vander stepped back, the pearl still blazing in his fingers.


  “Is…is it over?” said Russell, rubbing his face. “That felt really weird.”


  “It is,” said Vander. He grimaced and cracked his neck. “You are now cured of frostfever. God, that stings.”


  “I don’t feel any different,” said Russell. 


  “You won’t,” said Vander. “Not at first.” He walked to Mythrender, bowed again, and deposited the dragon pearl in the Lord Marshal’s waiting coffer. “But your stamina will start to increase, and you won’t need the yearly cure spells any longer to stave off death. Your hair’s going to remain white, though, I’m afraid.”


  “That’s all right,” said Russell. “Girls seem to like it.” 




  “Now, then,” said Tarlia. “That seems all quite satisfactorily resolved.” Her eyes glittered as she looked at Morvilind and Arvalaeon. “I trust my point is made?”


  Neither archmage said anything.


  Tarlia smiled. “Splendid.” Her gaze swung back to me. “I’ll be in touch, Miss Moran. We’re going to have a great deal of work to do, you and I.” She beckoned to the Royal Guard. “Come.”


  “Your Majesty,” I said.


  Tarlia paused and glanced back at me. “Yes?”


  I hesitated. “What…what kind of favors will you ask of me?”


  She paused, smiled, and walked to me. Most people were taller than me, but the High Queen of the Elves towered over me like a silver-armored cliff. She put one hand on my shoulder and started to turn me to face the Hudson River. 


  “Ashes and bones,” she said.


  “What?” I said.


  “Look at it,” Tarlia murmured. “Not at them, but at the city.” She turned me again, and then swept her staff before her, pointing at Manhattan and Brooklyn and Jersey City across the rippling water. “One of the largest human cities on Earth. One of the pinnacles of your civilization. Fifteen million people in the city, and many more south and north and west of here. And if not for you, darling girl, it would all be ashes and bones. I’ve seen that before, many times. I’ve caused it to happen.” Her voice hardened. “But I don’t want to see it again. And you’re going to help me to keep it from happening again.” 


  “Yes, your Majesty,” I said.


  She smiled and stepped back. “It is always pleasant to converse with someone who can see reason. Lord Marshal, Lord Inquisitor, Mr. Vander, come! We have work to do. Dr. and Mrs. Marney, I will leave you with the Morans. No doubt you have a great deal to talk about. Be seeing you soon, Miss Moran.”


  With that, the High Queen turned and strode back to her helicopter, her mind no doubt turned to the next problem of the day. Arvalaeon inclined his head to me and then followed her, as did Lord Mythrender, Vander, and the Royal Guards. Exeter stopped long enough to hand copies of official Royal Pardons to me, Russell, and Riordan, and then followed the other secretaries into the helicopters.


  The rotors started up with a whine, and as they did, a strange surge of emotion unlike anything I had ever experienced boiled inside me.


  All my life, I had tried to save Russell. I had spent a hundred and seventy-five years trying to save him from his frostfever. I had taken insane risks again and again, risked my life again and again, and had gone up against powerful and dangerous enemies.


  And I had won.


  By God, I had won!


  
 


  






  Chapter 15: Duty


  




  We watched the helicopters fly off toward the Skythrone.


  “Well,” said Nora at last. “Wasn’t that something?” 


  “I never thought I would meet the High Queen,” said Russell, “but that was…that was…”


  “Something,” I said. “I guess we’ll have to ride back to Milwaukee with you guys.”


  Lucy blinked in alarm. “We don’t have a car.”


  “No,” said James, reaching into his pocket, “but we do have plane tickets, four of them.” He held them out. “Exeter gave them to me before we took off from the Skythrone. I wondered why, but…”


  “She planned this entire thing out,” said Russell. “The High Queen, I mean. This whole conversation.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I guess…I guess she wanted to recruit me and reward me at the same time. And she also wanted to punish Morvilind for…”


  I trailed off and looked at Morvilind, blinking in surprise.


  He looked…


  Amused? Pleased? Even proud?


  “What the hell is so funny?” I said. 


  “Perhaps I ought to congratulate you,” said Morvilind, “for your acceptance into royal service. Rusk!”


  “My lord,” said Rusk with a hasty bow. 


  “Make ready to depart for Milwaukee,” said Morvilind.


  Rusk hesitated. “Should…we offer transport to the Marneys and the Morans, my lord?”


  Morvilind snorted. “They can fly on the High Queen’s largesse. Nadia Moran, after all, is no longer in my service.”


  “Yes, my lord,” said Rusk, and he hurried back to the vans.


  “You still haven’t said what was so funny,” I said. Morvilind’s gaze turned back to me. I stared at him for a second. “My lord.” 


  “As vexing as it is to have my shadow agent taken,” said Morvilind, “I cannot help but admire the competence of the execution. Do you not see how neatly the High Queen orchestrated this conversation? How she planned it all out from the beginning? Probably from the very moment that fool Arvalaeon told her about you and the Eternity Crucible.”


  “She was your student,” I said. “Wasn’t she? A long time ago.”




  “Yes,” said Morvilind, watching the helicopters fly towards the Skythrone. “One of the early predecessor groups of the Archons killed her two older brothers, so she became the heir to the throne of Kalvarion. Her father the High King bade me to prepare her to take the throne after he died. I needed to make her strong, to make her ruthless, for mercy is a liability in a monarch.”


  “Says you,” I said, but Morvilind kept talking.


  “And did I not succeed beyond my expectations? See how she has kept her grip on power for three hundred years. See how she has trained your race to revere and obey her. Look at how the Marneys are uncomfortable with anything that might even be remotely critical of her.” Come to think of it, the Marneys did look uneasy. Even Nora looked unsettled. “And was it not admirably done? That fool Arvalaeon and I were both rebuked in front of each other. The High Queen rewarded you for your service and recruited you at the same moment.” He laughed, actually laughed, and for a moment he almost looked like a proud grandfather. “You thought me a challenging master, Nadia Moran? Perhaps after a few years in the High Queen’s service, you will look back with nostalgia on your time in my employ.”


  “I really doubt that,” I said. 


  “No,” said Morvilind. “You will. You begin to understand.” He pointed at the ID tags hanging from my left wrist. “Just as Jeremy Shane understood. I told you once that you have power now, and you will need to consider the consequences your decisions will have decades or even centuries from this moment.”


  “Yeah, like stopping Connor from nuking New York,” I said. I folded my arms across my chest. Some part of my mind was still shocked that I dared to speak so harshly to him, but I suppose we both had the same boss now. “Did you think about the consequences when you made a deal with the Forerunner?” 


  “I did,” said Morvilind, “and I judged them worth the risk. And I still would have made the same decisions.”


  I snorted. “Someone didn’t learn his lesson.”


  “Do you think so?” said Morvilind. “Fifteen million people almost died. But I play for the lives of billions, and trillions more yet unborn.”


  All at once I was tired of him and didn’t want to talk to him any longer. 


  “Fine, my lord,” I said. “It doesn’t matter what I think of you, and it doesn’t matter any longer what you think of me.”




  “Indeed not,” said Morvilind. “Goodbye, Nadia Moran.” He paused for a moment. “Tarlia was the greatest of my Elven students…but you, I think, were the greatest of my human ones.”


  I was annoyed that I felt a flicker of pride at that. 


  “I wasn’t your student,” I said. “Goodbye, my lord.”


  I turned to go, hesitated, and then turned back.


  “Wait,” I said.


  Morvilind said nothing.




  “What was it?” I said. “What question did you ask the Forerunner? What was worth all of this?” 


  That cold, dangerous smile returned on his gaunt face. “The location of the nearest Trinity Gate.”


  That meant nothing to me. Nothing at all. He had gambled my life and the lives of millions of others for some bit of obscure magical trivia.


  To hell with him. It wasn’t my problem anymore. 


  I said nothing as Morvilind returned to his vans and his retainers and drove out of my life. 


  “Trinity Gate?” said Nora. “What’s that?”


  “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “It’s not my problem.” I looked at Riordan and hesitated.


  Later, that was what I had kept telling myself. I would deal with my feelings for him later, once the crisis had passed.


  Later had just become now. 


  “We’ll give you a ride to the airport,” said Riordan. “Then Nora and I have to report to the Firstborn. We have many things to discuss with him.”


  “Dear God, do we ever,” said Nora.


  “And then,” said Riordan to me, “I’ll come out to Milwaukee to see you.” He hesitated.  “I think we have a lot of things to talk about.”


  “Yeah,” I said, smiling at him. “Yeah, we do.” 






  Chapter 16: Number


  




  Ten days later, on July 21st, I sat on the couch in the Marneys’ living room and dozed.


  I hadn’t been idle the last two weeks. I had moved back into the Marneys’ house, which had been a surreal experience. Surreal, but it a good way. It was nice to see Russell every day, nice to see James and Lucy. I had moved all my stuff out of my old apartment and into storage, which had been a lot of work. 


  See, remember that bearer bond Nicholas gave me for a million dollars? It turned out to be genuine. Granted, I would have to pay taxes on it and stuff, but it was still a lot of money.


  I was thinking about buying a house. Someplace with a big basement that I could turn into a gym and a workshop, a place where I could train and work. Because I needed to be ready. Sooner or later the High Queen was going to contact me for a favor, and I suspected those “favors” would be just as challenging as anything Morvilind had ever ordered me to do.


  But I didn’t mind. 


  Ashes and bones, she had said. New York had almost become ashes and bones, and the kind of tasks Tarlia assigned me would help to keep that from happening again.


  I still had nightmares on a regular basis, and sometimes the paranoia crept up on me, and I wasn’t sure if I was still in the Eternity Crucible or not. But I kept it together. I didn’t freak out, and I didn’t panic and hurt anyone. I suspected I would have nightmares and paranoia for the rest of my life, and while that wasn’t great, it could have been worse. 


  It could have been worse to the tune of fifteen million corpses.


  And it took some effort not to think about getting caught all the time. My whole life I had been cautious, cautious, cautious, fearing that if the Inquisition or Homeland Security caught up to me, Russell would die of frostfever. Except Russell had been cured and I had an official royal pardon for all my past misdeeds. 


  It was a strange feeling. 


  But the good kind of strange. I thought I could get used to it. 


  Then again, I still kept an eye over my shoulder. Most of the Rebels had been gunned down in New York or nuked in Venomhold, but no doubt there had been others still on Earth. They might want to take a swing at me, along with the remaining Dark Ones cults.


  If they wanted to try, I would make sure they regretted it. 


  For that matter, I had to watch out for reporters. Turns out that if you’re on national television, a lot of reporters want to talk to you. I refused to talk to any reporters and threatened to sue anyone who stuck a camera in my face, and that made them back off. Mostly. 


  So, over those two weeks, I moved out of my apartment, exercised, and started looking for a house.


  And I waited for both the High Queen and Riordan to call. Riordan texted me a few times, saying that Family business was keeping him in New York, but that he would come to Milwaukee as soon as possible. 


  I wondered if I would ever see Riordan again. Doubts chased their way through my mind. Maybe I had changed too much. Maybe I was too dangerous. Maybe he figured it was better to stay away from someone like me.


  On the morning of the 21st, James, Lucy, and Russell went to some sort of church thing. A picnic or a barbeque, something like that. They invited me to come with them, and I almost did, but I declined. I didn’t feel like being around people, and they understood me well enough not to push.


  Instead, I got in a good workout that morning. Weights, and then a six-mile run. After I took a long hot bath, making sure to drink plenty of water. (James Marney, MD, and Lucy Marney, registered nurse, had been lecturing me on the importance of hydration.) After that, I got dressed and ate a smoothie for a late breakfast, and then wandered into the living room and sat down.


  I fell asleep on the couch.


  The rumble of an engine jerked me awake. I blinked, got to my feet, crossed to the window, and saw a black pickup truck stop by the curb. 


  Riordan.


  My heart skipped a beat, and I looked at my reflection in the glass. I was wearing jeans and a black T-shirt, my hair a bit messy. I suddenly wished that I had time to put on something nicer, maybe to fix my hair. I settled for tying my hair back, taking a deep breath, and walking out the front door.


  It was a hot day, so hot that I only felt a little chilly. Riordan got out of his truck and walked towards me. He was wearing a button-down shirt and jeans, and part of me noted the way that the shirt strained against the muscles of his chest and upper arms. 


  “Hi,” I said. 


  “Nadia,” said Riordan, stopping a few paces away. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get back. The Firstborn and the Elders had many questions for me, and then we had to talk to the Inquisition and a few Homeland Security branch commanders. And after that, some anthrophages slipped through from the Shadowlands, and I had to help deal with them.”


  “It’s always one thing after another, isn’t it?” I said.


  I suddenly wanted to kiss him, very badly. But I wasn’t sure why he was here.


  Had he come to say goodbye?


  “And there was some paperwork, too,” said Riordan. “It took a bit to set this up, but it’s done.”


  He passed me a pair of envelopes. I frowned, opened them, and started blinking in surprise. 


  It was a pair of checks. One was made out to me, the other to Russell.


  Both checks were for two and a half million dollars.


  “Riordan,” I said. “What the hell?”


  “The High Queen commissioned the Family to kill Connor,” said Riordan. “Ten million dollars. Connor’s dead, so she agreed to pay out. But you were the one who actually killed him.”


  “With your help,” I added.


  “It took some negotiating,” said Riordan, “but in the end, the money split four ways. A quarter to the Family, a quarter to me, a quarter to Russell, and a quarter to you.” 


  I snorted. “Russell’s talked about starting a business for years. Suppose he’ll get the chance a bit sooner now. Thanks, Riordan.”


  “And I figure you’ll need the money,” said Riordan, “if the High Queen has you doing jobs for her.”


  I shrugged. “She hasn’t contacted me yet.”


  “Well,” said Riordan. He took a deep breath as if bracing himself. “I wanted to make sure you had the money first.” 


  His hand went into his left pocket.


  I realized he was reaching for his car keys. He was reaching for his keys, and he would get into his truck, leave Milwaukee, and I would never see him again.


  Something inside me panicked at the thought.


  “Wait,” I said. “Wait, wait, wait.”


  He froze. 


  “Don’t go,” I said. “Please don’t go. Not until I’ve had my say.”


  “Nadia,” said Riordan, but I talked over him. 


  “I know I said horrible things to you,” I said. “I know I’m…I’m…I’m prickly and tough to be around and sometimes I’m just crazy. But don’t go. Please don’t go. Do you remember the Archon attack? You came here to give me some of the money from Rogomil’s death, and I gave you my phone number. We…we could try again. I could give you my new number, and we could try it again. I’ve really missed you, and I want to try again because I love you and I missed you so much.” I felt the tears burning in my eyes. “Please.”


  I realized I was begging, which was pathetic, but I was too upset to care.


  “I wasn’t going to go…oh,” said Riordan. “You thought I was reaching for my car keys.”


  “Yeah,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “You weren’t?”


  “No,” said Riordan, lifting something from his pocket. “I needed this.”


  He lifted a gold ring. 


  My panicked emotions screeched to a halt.


  “Nadia,” he said. “Marry me.”


  “What?” I said. 


  He took a deep breath. “Will you marry me?”


  “I…I…I…” My brain locked up for an instant, and then I laughed in delight, jumped up, and kissed him as hard as I could. His arms coiled around my back, and we spun around in the front yard. I suppose it was a show for anyone passing by, but to hell with them.


  “Still thinking about it?” he said when we broke apart.


  “For God’s sake!” I said. “Wasn’t it obvious? Yes. Yes, I will marry you. Right now, if you want.”


  I kissed him again.


  It was funny, I supposed. In a way, things weren’t all that different from when I had given him my phone number all that time ago. I was still working for a powerful and dangerous Elven noble. 


  But it could have been so much worse, and my heart felt like it would burst from joy as I kissed him.


   


  
 


  






  Epilogue: Did You Think We Were Done?


  




  About four hours later I drifted back to consciousness.


  I was lying in my bed with Riordan, and I was only wearing my engagement ring and he wasn’t wearing anything at all. I think he would have preferred to wait until we had gotten married, but I didn’t, and it hadn’t been all that hard to persuade him. I had been waiting a long, long time for this.


  A hundred and fifty-eight years, really. I was tired of waiting. 


  The Eternity Crucible had ruined a lot of things for me, but not this. 


  The first time, I admit, was a little awkward. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed it. But Riordan is a lot taller than I am, and it took a bit to work out the optimal angles for everything.


  The second time an hour or so later…


  Let’s just say that was one of the best experiences of my life.


  The third time was pretty good too.


  “I think,” said Riordan, his hand resting upon my bare back, “we had better eat something.”


  I laughed. “That’s probably a good idea. And drink something. James has been lecturing me about hydration.”


  “Dear God,” said Riordan. “I forgot about the Marneys. And Russell. They aren’t home, aren’t they?” He hesitated. “They probably would have heard us.”


  I laughed again. “No, they went to a picnic or something. Come to think of it, they should be home at any minute. We can tell them the news. I suppose Lucy will want to plan a huge wedding. I just want to go to the courthouse tomorrow. Though you probably want it in a church or something.”


  I was babbling, but I was in a very good mood. 


  “We can work all that out later,” said Riordan. He kissed me. “Let’s get dressed and get something to eat. Because if we’re not dressed when your brother gets home, that conversation is going to be a lot more awkward.”


  “Oh, God, can you imagine?” I got to my feet, stretched, and started gathering up my clothes from where they had been discarded in haste. I felt Riordan’s eyes on me as I did that. Being naked in front of him was a new feeling, but I enjoyed it. 


  We got dressed and headed downstairs. I felt good. Really good, I mean. There was a pleasant warmth in my muscles, and it was like a bunch of knots had been untied inside my brain. 


  I had forgotten how much I enjoyed that. 


  “Smoothies?” said Riordan as we stepped into the kitchen.


  “Yeah,” I said. “All my stuff is in…”


  A tearing crash filled my ears, accompanied by the sound of crunching metal and shattering glass. 


  “What the hell?” I said, calling magic on instinct.


  “That sounded like a car crash,” said Riordan. “I think there was an accident in front of the house.”


  “I hope they didn’t hit your truck,” I said, and we hurried out the front door. “Wait. What if was the Marneys? They’re supposed to be home…” 


  I stepped out the front door and came to a shocked halt on the front step.


  The accident had, indeed, missed Riordan’s truck.


  A Milwaukee city bus had jumped the curb and smashed into a tree across the street. The bus must have been going fast, because the front had crumpled, and half the windows had been shattered. Yet the bus looked to have been empty…and come to think of it, the bus route didn’t go in front of the Marneys’ house.


  I saw two people hurrying towards us, and shock rippled through my mind.


  The first was an Elven woman I didn’t recognize, and she was wearing running shoes, black jeans, and a knee-length leather jacket that was an eye-watering shade of pink. She had dark hair and big silver eyes, and she looked terrified.


  The second was Kaethran Morvilind.


  And he was hurt. 


  He staggered towards the house like a drunk, and I saw blood on his gaunt face. For that matter, I saw torn patches on his robe, the fabric stiff with dried blood. I had seen him fight with nothing held back in Times Square, and he had slaughtered the Archons like insects. 


  What the hell could possibly have hurt him?


  Morvilind stumbled to a stop a few yards away and blinked at me, his face a scowl of determination. 


  “What the hell?” I said.


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


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


  “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 END


  Thank you for reading CLOAK GAMES: SKY HAMMER.


  I had thought that SKY HAMMER would be the last book in the CLOAK GAMES series, but there is going to be one more: CLOAK GAMES: MAGE FALL, coming in late summer 2018. Turn the page to read an author's note about the next book. 


  If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page.




  




  




  




   


  
 


  






  An Unexpected Author’s Note


  




  When I started writing CLOAK GAMES: SKY HAMMER, I fully intended it to be the final book in the series.


  But! When I wrote Nadia’s and Morvilind’s conversation in Chapter 15, I realized that the story wasn’t quite done yet. The CLOAK GAMES series has always been about Nadia Moran and Kaethran Morvilind, and their combined story isn’t finished. 


  So we will have one more book in the series: CLOAK GAMES: MAGE FALL. If all goes well, look for CLOAK GAMES: MAGE FALL to be available in late summer 2018. 


   


   






  Other books by the author


  The Demonsouled Saga


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




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


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


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




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


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


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


  Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.


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


  Unless Mazael can stop him.


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


  




  The Ghosts Series


  




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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  






  


  The Ghost Exile Series


  




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


  But the victory cost her everything.


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


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


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


  




  The Ghost Night Series


  




  Caina Amalas was once a deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.


  But civil war grips the Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers of the malevolent Umbarian Order. 




  And Caina has a dangerous connection to the Umbarians. 




  For Caina's mother had many deadly secrets, secrets that might yet kill Caina herself...




  Read Ghost in the Ring and Ghost in the Glass.


  




  The Third Soul


  




  RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.


  Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.


  And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.


  And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.


  If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.


  And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them.


  Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.


  




  The Frostborn Series


  




  A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.


  But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.


  RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.


  But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.


  CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.


  For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.


  The secret of the Frostborn.


  Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, Frostborn: The Broken Mage, Frostborn: The World Gate, Frostborn: The High Lords, Frostborn: The False King, Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince, Frostborn: Excalibur, Frostborn: The Dragon Knight, and Frostborn: The Shadow Prison, and the prequel novels Frostborn: The Knight Quests and Frostborn: The Bone Quest along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, The Knight's Tale, The Soldier's Tale, and The Soldier's Tale. Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.


  




  Sevenfold Sword


  




  Ridmark Arban is the Shield Knight, the defender of the realm of Andomhaim. 


  The realm is at peace after a long and terrible war, but dark powers threaten other lands.




  And when a mad elven wizard comes to the High King's court, Ridmark finds himself fighting not only for his own life, but for the lives of his family.




  For the quest of the Seven Swords has begun...


  Read Sevenfold Sword: Champion, Sevenfold Sword: Swordbearer, Sevenfold Sword: Warlord, and Sevenfold Sword: Necromancer, Sevenfold Sword: Shadow, and Sevenfold Sword: Unity, along with the prequel novellas Shield Knight: Ghost Orcs, Shield Knight: Third's Tale, Shield Knight: Calliande's Tale, Shield Knight: Ridmark's Tale, and Shield Knight: Soulblades. 


  




  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. 


  




  The Silent Order Series


  




  The galaxy is at war, but wars are won and lost in the shadows.


  To the galaxy at large, Jack March is a privateer of the interstellar Kingdom of Calaskar and a former Iron Hand commando of the malevolent Final Consciousness. In truth, he is an alpha operative of the Silent Order, the most efficient and feared intelligence organization in human space. When there is a crisis, Jack March is the man to call. 




  But there are many forces that wish to enslave or destroy humanity...and Jack March stands in their way. 




  


  Read Silent Order: Iron Hand, Silent Order: Wraith Hand, Silent Order: Axiom Hand, Silent Order: Eclipse Hand, Silent Order: Fire Hand, Silent Order: Wasp Hand, and Silent Order: Master Hand, and the short story Rail Gun.






  About the Author


  Standing over six feet tall, USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer repairman, alas.




  He has written the DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous other works. His books have sold over one 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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