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Description
 
Nadia Moran is in serious trouble.
Bad enough that Lord Morvilind is forcing her to work with the Rebels. Even worse that the murderous Rebels want her dead.

But this time, the Rebels want her to rob a bank.

Specifically, the Royal Bank itself, the best-defended building in North America. 

And unless Nadia uses all her magic and all her cleverness, she’s going to take the fall for the heist of the century…
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Chapter 1: Fun With Food Service
 
I had problems. 
Oh, yes, let me tell you, I had problems, both inside my head and outside of it. Dying fifty-seven thousand times isn’t great for your sanity, and I had a whole lot of people who wanted to make sure I died once more. 
Permanently, this time. 
That’s a lot of stress, but to deal with that stress, I didn’t drink, and I didn’t use any drug stronger than caffeine. 
I’d like to say it was because of my moral rectitude and iron discipline, but the truth was it was out of spite.
See, after I escaped from the Eternity Crucible and killed Baron Castomyr, Lord Morvilind said he expected me to develop a substance abuse problem. Just to spite him, I didn’t. I wonder if Morvilind said that on purpose, knowing that I would avoid it just out of my hatred for him. I know that sounds paranoid, but when people want you dead, paranoia is a survival skill. 
Also, alcohol and drugs screw with your perceptions and reaction times, and like I said, some bad people wanted me dead. I couldn’t make a single mistake. If I screwed up, I was dead, but at least if I died again, it would be for the last time. But if I got killed, then I might get Russell and the Marneys killed in the process as well, and maybe a lot of other people.
Maybe a whole hell of a lot of people, depending on what Nicholas Connor planned. 
Problems, problems, problems. To sum up, the Rebels wanted me dead, but thanks to my “employer” Lord Kaethran Morvilind, I had no choice but to work with the Rebels on two more jobs. I had survived Arvalaeon’s Eternity Crucible, but I was nowhere within shouting distance of mental health. I had ruined my relationships with everyone who cared about me. 
But I was dealing with my problems. I was coping. Maybe not well, but I was coping without drugs or alcohol or promiscuity or a dozen other self-destructive activities. 
Specifically, I was dealing with my problems by making trouble for the Rebels. 
That was how I found myself in Red Ditch, Wyoming, on March 9th, Conquest Year 316 (or 2329 AD according to the old calendar). 
It wasn’t a nice town. 
It was in the southeastern part of Wyoming, a couple miles south of Interstate 80, right in the middle of the scrublands of the Red Desert. Granted, it was scenic, with a lot of rocky hills and nice sunrises I sometimes saw when I got up early to go running, but the town was still a rough place. It had started out as a company town built around some natural gas wells. Later, the price of natural gas had dropped, and half the town had fallen into decay. Then the price of natural gas went back up, and Red Ditch became the kind of boomtown where you could buy just about anything for the right price. 
I doubt any Elves had visited Red Ditch for a hundred years. Certainly, the Duke of Cheyanne never came out here. 
It was the kind of place Nicholas Connor and his Rebels preferred to operate.
It was also exactly the sort of place a woman of twenty-two shouldn’t go alone. 
Well. I suppose I wasn’t really twenty-two. And I could make myself look like anyone I wanted. And if I got angry enough, I could probably have killed every living person in Red Ditch and destroyed the town, and no one there could have stopped me. 
I hadn’t, though. 
I was inordinately proud of that fact. Maybe I shouldn’t have been, but I would take what I could get. 
But, anyway. Red Ditch had a strong Rebel presence, and I had spent the last eight months since my encounter with Nicholas and his gang making life harder for the Rebels. Someone had to do it. Arvalaeon had told me that the Rebels had become stronger than most people knew, partly because of Nicholas’s leadership and partly because of their alliance with the Knight of Venomhold. 
And Arvalaeon hadn’t been kidding. 
Nicholas was up to something. Something big, something dangerous. I didn’t know what it was, save that it was going to kill a lot of people…and it was so dangerous that Nicholas had murdered a woman who had been devoted to him to keep it secret. The Rebels wanted to overthrow the High Queen and defeat the Elves, and while I wasn’t all that fond of the Elves, I liked the Rebels even less. The Elven nobles were aloof tyrants. 
The Rebels were much worse.
Nicholas and his lieutenants had told me at various times that they would happily kill ninety percent of the human race if it meant the remaining ten percent could live free of the Elves. 
I wasn’t okay with that. And I was pretty sure that whatever Nicholas had in mind to attack the High Queen would involve a lot of collateral damage. 
Because of that, I walked down Red Ditch’s main street at 11 PM on March 9th, trying not to shiver in the cold. 
It wasn’t that cold – only about thirty degrees Fahrenheit or so. Except ever since escaping from the Eternity Crucible, I had problems with cold. I felt chilly all the time. Even in the torrid heat of a Wisconsin summer, I had felt so cold that I had bundled up in multiple layers while everyone around me went in shorts and tank tops. Today I was wearing thermal underwear, black jeans, a tight sweater, a looser sweater over that, and then my oversized black navy coat. Even with all that, I was still freezing. 
Of course, it actually was cold in Red Ditch. People think of deserts of being hot, but at night they get cold. 
Red Ditch’s main street was all bars, twelve of them lined up along the crumbling asphalt. Rows of pickup trucks and battered work vans lined the curbs as the workers from the gas fields came to enjoy themselves. Music blared from the bars, and I heard laughter and loud conversations and a few fights. The men were either young, fresh off their tours of duty with Elven lords, or grizzled and middle-aged. The only women I saw were working in the bars, prostitutes, or both. 
Prostitution was illegal in the United States, but this part of Wyoming was kind of a gray area. According to the last census, only two hundred thousand people lived in Wyoming, about a third of them in the city of Cheyenne. The rest were scattered around a really big state. Homeland Security had only three branches in Wyoming, one in Cheyenne, one to guard Yellowstone National Park, and the other to cover the rest of the state, and I knew that the rural branch took bribes to look the other way. 
Like I said, the main street Red Ditch was the kind of place a twenty-two-year-old woman shouldn’t go alone at night. Of course, I looked twenty-two, but thanks to the Eternity Crucible, I was older. 
Much older.
And thanks to my magic, I could Mask myself to look like whoever I wanted. 
At the moment, I had Masked myself to look like a middle-aged worker from one of the gas wells. The Mask made me look six feet tall, with graying black hair and beard, and my false appearance  wore dusty jeans, a battered tan work jacket, and a work shirt with a few stains. I looked little different than hundreds of other workers, and no one paid me any attention whatsoever. 
Sometimes I based my Masking spell off real people, and sometimes I just made something up. This time, my Mask duplicated the appearance of someone real, specifically a guy named Walter Dale. Dale was fifty-three years old, a gas mining engineer…and currently he was a courier for the Rebels, hand-delivering important messages the Rebels wouldn’t trust to the cell phone network or the Internet. 
Presently, Walter Dale was unconscious in his room in Red Ditch’s only hotel, sleeping off the drug I had given him. He ought to wake up tomorrow with a bad headache, but for tonight, I was stealing his identity. 
I walked to the last restaurant on the street. It occupied the lowest floor of an old brick building, with apartments on the top two floors. All the windows in the apartments were dark, but light streamed from the restaurant’s windows. A sign over the door said the restaurant was the Hearty Hammer Platter, open 24 hours with breakfast (and world-famous pancakes) available for all 24 of those hours. 
I blinked at the sign. Hearty Hammer Platter? 
It was a hell of a coincidence. 
I remembered that plaque outside of Jeremy Shane’s tomb, the words OPERATION SKY HAMMER spelled out in letters of bronze. 
I pushed open the Hearty Hammer Platter’s door and stepped inside. It looked like a classic American diner, with booths along the walls and a long chrome counter facing the kitchen. It was past 11 PM, but there was still a good crowd, mostly older men eating dinner and reading the news on their phones. I suppose the younger, rowdier men went to other places. 
I took one of the stools at the counter, the red vinyl of the cushion squeaking a bit as I settled into place. A waitress approached from the cash register, a fit middle-aged woman in a green uniform with a bright smile and hard eyes that warned anyone against screwing with her. 
The pistol at her belt, just visible behind her white apron, sent the same message.
“What can I get you, hon?” said the waitress. 
I bet she called everyone that. 
“Coffee, please,” I said, the Mask making my voice gruff. “Then a menu.”
The waitress produced a cup of coffee and a laminated menu. I sipped the coffee as I glanced over the list of meals. For convenience, the meals were numbered – eggs and bacon and toast were number one, pancakes and sausage number two, and so on. I couldn’t eat any of it. After my experiences in the Eternity Crucible, I had trouble with a lot of food, and I mostly ate protein powder and vegetable smoothies. 
The coffee was good, though. 
The menu had thirty-two different numbered meals. 
“Made up your mind, hon?” said the waitress as she returned. She refilled my coffee cup.
“Thank you,” I said, setting down the menu. “I would like to order a number 49.”
Her smile didn’t waver, but I saw a flicker of uncertainty go through those hard eyes. 
“I don’t think we serve a number 49 here, hon,” said the waitress.
“I’d still like one, please,” I said. I smiled, making sure my Mask’s face followed suit. “I insist.” 
“All right,” said the waitress. “I’ll have to get the night manager. Wait here, please.” 
I took another sip of the coffee as she disappeared into the kitchen door. It really was quite good. I hoped I didn’t wind up having to blow up the building. That had happened a few times during my travels over the last eight months.
I didn’t have to wait long. The door swung open, and the Hearty Hammer Platter’s night manager walked out and glared at me.
Okay. Imagine what the night manager of a diner usually looks like. Now imagine the exact opposite. This guy was big, but from muscle, lots of muscle, and the sleeves and chest of his polo shirt bulged with it.  There were a lot of tattoos on his thick forearms, which was not something respectable people did in Conquest Year 316, and there were old scars on his face. 
He looked like a veteran who had fallen on hard times.
In other words, he looked exactly like the sort of man who Nicholas Connor liked to recruit. 
A little bronze nameplate attached to the left side of his chest read ERIKSON
“I hear you want to order a number 49, buddy,” said Erikson without preamble.
“Yup,” I said. 
Erikson rubbed his thick jaw, giving me a once-over. He would only see a tired middle-aged man in work-stained clothes. Nothing threatening. Of course, if he was a cultist of the Dark Ones, he might have magical abilities, and that meant he would be able to sense the Mask. 
I must have passed inspection because he grunted. 
“I’m going to need more details for the order,” he said. 
“My name’s Walter Dale,” I said. “I’m supposed to pick up an order for Mr. Lorenz.” 
Erikson nodded. “How does Mr. Lorenz like his eggs?” 
It was a code question, and I had used the mindtouch spell to fish the answer out of Dale’s thoughts.
“Fried,” I said. “With salt and pepper, hash browns, three strips of bacon, and a muffin on the side.” 
Erikson stared at me for a moment and then nodded. 
“I’ll get started on that order,” he said, leaving a small business card on the counter. There was an address on the card.
And just like that, I knew where to find Victor Lorenz, one of the key people in Nicholas’s Rebel organization. The Rebels had excellent security measures, but they weren’t prepared to deal with someone like me. 
But as I was beginning to realize, they were more than prepared to deal with Homeland Security should the need arise. And maybe they were even ready to deal with the High Queen’s Inquisition.
“All right,” I said. “I’ll take delivery of the order there.” 
Erikson nodded and stepped back into the kitchen. I pocketed his card, got to my feet, and headed out the door. The chill of the night washed over me, and I took a moment to orient myself, the throbbing music from the nearby bars filling my ears.
I figured I had maybe twenty seconds before Erikson followed me or sent someone to tail me. I strolled to the left until I was out of sight of the diner’s windows (and the security camera mounted above the door), and I ducked into the alley. 
As I did, I dropped my Mask spell and cast the Cloak spell, vanishing from sight. 
I stepped back onto the sidewalk, leaned against one of the windows, and waited. 
About ten seconds later Erikson burst onto the street, followed by two guys who had the same air of incipient violence. All three men had donned jackets, partly because it was cold, but mostly to conceal their handguns. 
“Damn it,” said Erikson. “Where did he go? You, check the alley.”
One of the thugs walked right past me and peered down the alley as Erikson and the other goon surveyed the sidewalk and the street. I grinned my humorless grin. There was no place I could have run to, no place for me to hide in the alley, and not enough time for me to have jumped into a waiting car. 
Of course, considering what they would have done to me, they deserved a little confusion. The address on the card was fake. Well, it wasn’t fake, not exactly. Instead of taking me to Mr. Victor Lorenz’s hideout, it would have brought me to a group of waiting Rebels who would have interrogated me thoroughly. Once they realized I wasn’t actually a Rebel, they would have killed me.
Well. They would have tried. 
Let’s just say that scenario would have ended with a lot of dead Rebels.
After a minute, the two thugs gave up and walked back to Erikson. “There’s no trace of him.” 
“Fine,” said Erikson, his aggravation plain. “You two keep watch here. I’ll go talk to Mr. Lorenz myself. See if he knows this Walter Dale guy. Lorenz is in charge, and he can decide what to do.”
The two thugs acknowledged his orders and disappeared into the diner, and Erikson started walking across Red Ditch.
I’ll say this much for him – he did his very best to keep anyone from following him. He doubled back. He cut through alleys and then an apartment building. Erikson kept looking over his shoulder, which looked suspicious, but no one cared in a place like Red Ditch. He would have lost or spotted anyone else attempting to trail him.
But I had a Cloaking spell. 
Granted, I had to duck into doorways a few times to drop the Cloaking spell and catch my breath. I could usually walk around for about nine or ten minutes while using a Cloak, depending on how fast I was moving. I could use it for longer if I rested for a few moments, and I managed to do that and keep after Erikson.
At last, my quarry came to an abandoned gas station at the edge of Red Ditch. It had been a big gas station with an attached a convenience store, and sheets of plywood had been placed over the windows. The pumps stood like rusted monoliths beneath the metal canopy. 
It was the perfect place for someone like Victor Lorenz to hide between jaunts to Venomhold.
Erikson jogged up to the door and knocked, and I waited behind him. 
A few moments later the door opened a few inches. Harsh halogen light spilled from the crack and across the crumbling parking lot. 
“Yeah?” said a raspy voice through the crack.
“There might be trouble,” said Erikson. “A guy named Walter Dale turned up at the diner and claimed to be a courier. He had all the right code phrases, but he disappeared before we could take him for questioning.”
There was a pause.
“Dale is Mr. Lorenz’s usual courier,” said the voice. “We were expecting him six hours ago.” 
“Well, he turned up at the Hearty Hammer Platter an hour ago,” said Erikson. “I was going to take him in for verification. But instead of waiting, he just went outside and disappeared.” 
“Disappeared?” said the voice.
“Into thin air,” said Erikson. He pulled out his phone and glanced at it, scrolling through the messages. “No one has shown up at the interrogation site, and my men have checked the security footage from the restaurant. Dale stepped out of sight of the camera arcs and disappeared.”
I grinned without humor behind my Cloak. My disappearing act had worked rather well.
“This is disturbing,” said the voice. “Mr. Lorenz is one of the Gatekeepers, and he will not approve of your incompetence.”
“My incompetence?” snapped Erikson. “I’m not set up to deal with Inquisition agents. How else could Dale have disappeared but through magic?” 
“Fine,” said the voice. “Come inside. Mr. Lorenz will want to hear this in person.”
The door opened wider, and I glimpsed a figure in combat fatigues, a handgun in his right hand. Erikson stepped through the door, and the man in fatigues slammed the door shut behind him, the thump of a deadbolt following a second later. 
I glanced at the security camera visible over the door, and then jogged a quick circuit around the building. There was a truck door at the back and another door for employees on the side. I spotted a camera at the truck door, and another over the employee door, but it was pointing at the street, not at the door itself. 
Oops.
I stepped to the employee door, out of sight of the camera’s lens, and checked it over. It was padlocked, but nothing that I would slow me down. I listened at the door for a moment and heard angry voices. It seemed that Erikson’s news had inspired an argument. 
I dropped by Cloak, summoned magic, and worked a quick spell to undo the padlock. It opened with a soft click, and I slid it aside and set it on the ground. I opened the door as quietly as I could and closed it behind me.
I found myself in a small, filthy kitchen. Likely it had once been where the convenience store employees had prepared overpriced and unhealthy food. A half-opened plastic door stood at the end of the kitchen, and through it came the sound of angry voices. Erikson was arguing with a deep-voiced man who spoke English with a pronounced Mexican accent. 
I grinned my humorless grin. I had found Victor Lorenz, one of the Rebels’ Gatekeepers.
I reached into my pocket, drew out a ski mask, and pulled it over my head. Beneath my coat, I had a Royal Arms. 45 semiautomatic pistol with an eleven-round magazine and I made sure the gun was ready. 
Then I cast the Cloak spell once more and eased through the half-open door, taking care not to disturb it.
All the racks and shelves and freezer cases had been taken out of the convenience store, and the empty space seemed cavernous, almost like a mid-sized church. At least it would have, had not half the floor space been filled with wooden crates and metal cases of varying sizes. To judge from the black stenciling on the sides of the crates, they held a variety of explosives and firearms. A plastic folding table had been set up near the cash register, holding several computer monitors displaying the camera feeds of the surrounding area. I spotted Erikson a few yards away, his face darkening with anger. On the other side of the computer table stood five men dressed in combat fatigues and holding AK-47s that weren’t quite pointed at Erikson.
Victor Lorenz stood between them, frowning. 
Good God, but he was a handsome man. He looked like a Mexican soap opera star, which was a fair thing to say because he actually used to be a Mexican soap opera star. Lorenz had a chiseled physique, a close-cropped black beard, flashing brown eyes, and a lustrous mane of gleaming black hair, and while he wore combat fatigues like the other men, Lorenz made them look good.
I had found out a great deal about him during my harassment of the Rebels over the last year. After Lorenz had completed his term of service as a man-at-arms for the Elven nobles, he had gone into acting, and ended up as one of the male leads on a Mexican soap opera that had been airing continuously for the last one hundred and fifty years. Unfortunately for Lorenz, money and fame let him exercise the darker side of his nature with near-impunity, which included repeatedly forcing himself on his female co-stars, one of whom was only fourteen. Finally, the Mexican police agency caught up with him, and Lorenz would have been a prime candidate for a Punishment Day video in Mexico, a salutary example to show that even the rich and famous were not immune from the High Queen’s stern justice. 
Instead, Lorenz had taken refuge with a Dark Ones cult and then Nicholas Connor’s Rebel organization.
And now he was one of the Rebels’ fourteen Gatekeepers. 
Which meant Lorenz was one of the most dangerous people on Earth. 
The Gatekeepers were something else I had discovered during my one-woman campaign against the Rebels over the last year.
Thanks to Nicholas Connor and the Knight of Venomhold, the Rebels were much more powerful and dangerous than most humans and Elves knew. 
Nicholas had allied with the Knight of Venomhold, and her demesne in the Shadowlands was beyond the High Queen’s reach. That meant the Rebels had a base of operations secure from the Elven nobles and the Inquisition, and so long as the Rebels had a wizard who could cast the rift way spell, they could retreat to Venomhold whenever they wanted. They had built a town for themselves in the shadow of Venomhold, a place where they could gather soldiers and supplies under the protection of Natalya Karst. The Rebels had fortified themselves in Venomhold, and they were getting ready for something big. 
And it was the Gatekeepers, the Rebel wizards who could cast the rift way spell, that made it all possible. 
I had learned the Rebels had a grand total of fourteen Gatekeepers. I had already met three of them – Nicholas Connor himself, Martin Corbisher, and Nicholas’s current girlfriend Hailey Adams. Victor Lorenz was another of the Gatekeepers. Evidently, after the cultists had taken Lorenz in, he had shown an aptitude for magic, and when the cultists had allied with Nicholas, Lorenz had risen high in the organization. 
I disliked Lorenz on sight, and not just because I knew about his past. He had the same sort of charisma that Nicholas did, but something about Lorenz just seemed false. Like every movement and gesture and expression was a calculated pose.
Right now, he was striking an angry pose as he argued with Erikson. 
“What do you mean he disappeared?” said Lorenz. He spoke English perfectly, though with a Mexican accent that I suspected he deliberately exaggerated. 
“Just what I said,” snapped Erikson, scowling. He didn’t seem to like Lorenz any better than I did. “He showed up at the Hearty Hammer Platter and had the right code phrases. I sent him to the interrogation house, and he just walked out the front door and disappeared.” 
Lorenz arched one black eyebrow. “Perhaps he is there even now. Are you sure you didn’t just lose him? After filling up on the greasy peasant slop at the Platter, I doubt Mr. Dale could move very fast.” 
“Don’t make jokes,” said Erikson. “Something is going on. Couriers aren’t supposed to be late. And they don’t disappear into thin air.”
Lorenz said nothing. He stared off into the air, thinking. Still Cloaked, I circled to the computer table and examined it. Two of the monitors displayed images from the cameras watching the parking lot, and the third was a spreadsheet. I looked under the table and saw a pair of computer towers, both linked to scrambling devices that let them access the Internet with a degree of anonymity. There was an external hard drive, so I unplugged it and slipped it into a pocket of my coat.
“Sir,” said Lorenz at last, his dark eyes swinging back to Erikson.
“What?” said Erikson. 
“Don’t make jokes, sir,” said Lorenz. “I outrank you, I’ll have you know. At least, I think a Gatekeeper outranks a night manager at a diner. Is there a table of ranks somewhere we can consult?” 
I walked past them and examined the piles of crates along the opposite wall. I didn’t want to open them since I couldn’t do that without making a lot of noise, but the crates had the familiar smell of machine oil and grease. Machine guns, probably, or maybe just AK-47s. One of the crates was open, and I saw sticks of dynamite stacked within, wrapped in orderly bundles. 
Lorenz and Erikson had a lot of firepower stored here. Most likely they were getting ready to transport it to Venomhold. Guns and bombs didn’t work in the Shadowlands since the laws of reality functioned differently there, but they would work just fine once taken out of the Shadowlands again. The Rebels had been stockpiling an enormous quantity of armaments in Venomhold, buying up every gun they could find. 
They were getting ready for something big. I just didn’t know what. 
“For God’s sake, Lorenz,” said Erikson. “This is serious. If one of our couriers has gone missing, or if something is controlling him, then…”
“I know the seriousness of the situation,” said Lorenz, his dark eyes narrowing. The mocking charm dropped from his manner, and now he seemed cold and dangerous. “Fine. We’ll just have to move up the timetable.” 
Erikson shook his head. “The Knight isn’t expecting us for another two days, and we have a second delivery of missiles coming.”
Lorenz sighed. “This is why I’m in charge, and you’re not. The Knight cares about the big picture. The Revolution needs weapons. We have some weapons here. If we take the weapons to Venomhold right now, then the Revolution will have more weapons.” He spoke slowly, like he was addressing a child, and Erikson’s face darkened further. “But if Dale’s been compromised, then we’ll all be killed, and the Revolution will get none of these weapons.” He gestured grandly at the stack of crates. “Do you understand? Or should I get a chalkboard and draw it out for you?”
A few of the other Rebels chuckled. 
“Don’t be an idiot,” said Erikson. “You want to do it this way, fine. You’re the one who’s going to be accountable to the Overseer, not me.”
That was what they called Nicholas. The “Overseer.” Nicholas wouldn’t have called himself the General or the Admiral or the Warlord or whatever, not Nicholas. That was too grandiose. He preferred a subtler approach…right up until he tried to set off bombs in stadiums full of children. 
“The Overseer doesn’t care,” said Lorenz. “Some weapons are better than no weapons. Complain to him all you want. The bald fact is that I can open rift ways, so I’m more valuable than you are.” 
Erikson scowled, his thick hands balling into fists, but he said nothing. Nicholas would probably get upset if Erikson punched a Gatekeeper.
Lorenz smirked and then turned to the men. “Well, you heard us. Thanks to Mr. Erikson’s incompetence, we’re going to have to move out early. Start loading the…”
A cell phone started ringing. Lorenz looked at his men with irritation, and then at Erikson. 
“Is that yours?” said Lorenz.
“Yeah,” said Erikson, pulling his phone from the holster at his belt.
“Then for God’s sake, answer it,” said Lorenz.
Erikson's eyes widened. “It’s Dale’s number.” He put the phone to his ear. “What is it?”
Uh-oh. I think that the drug I had given Dale must have worn off. 
I was standing a good distance away from Erikson, but I still heard the panicked shouting on the other end of the phone. 
“Slow down,” snapped Erikson. “That is…wait. All right. I’m with him now. Get out of town. I think we’ve been compromised.”
He ended the call and lowered his phone.
“That was Dale,” said Erikson. “He said he just woke up in his hotel room. He thinks someone drugged him.” 
“I see,” said Lorenz.
He stepped back, and he seemed to become a different man. All the bluster and posing vanished. Now he looked like a cold, hardened killer, a man accustomed to violence. I realized that I was looking at his true self. Victor Lorenz might have been a Rebel and a Dark Ones cultist, but he was still an excellent actor.
But in a crisis, he would dispense with the games. 
“I see,” said Lorenz again, his voice flat. He flexed his right hand, harsh blue light glowing around his fingers. “I wonder…well, it is worth the trying, isn’t it? Prepare your weapons. All of you! Prepare your weapons now!” 
Both Erikson and the rest of the Rebels obeyed, and Lorenz himself drew a pistol. 
I stepped away from the crates and towards the kitchen door. Things were starting to go sour, and I had what I needed. The hard drive might prove useful, and even if it did not, I had caused enough disruption and fear to the Rebels here. They would panic and abandon their base at Red Ditch, and whatever Nicholas was planning would get disrupted a little bit more. 
“What are you doing?” said Erikson, his pistol in hand.
“Playing a hunch,” said Lorenz, and he cast a spell. The blue-white light exploded from his fingers and leaped to the floor, rearranging itself into an elaborate, intricate symbol. The symbol flowed across the floor of the entire convenience store, illuminating the walls with harsh light. 
Right then, I realized I had made a serious mistake. 
Lorenz had cast a Seal spell, a ward designed to cover a small area. The only Seal spell I knew myself was the Seal of Shadows, designed to block access to the Shadowlands, but there were many other types. I had seen the Seal spell that Lorenz had used before. The myothar lurking in the ruins of Chicago had cast that Seal, and later I had learned it was called a Seal of Unmasking.
It inhibited the use of illusion magic within its boundaries. 
Which meant that my Cloak spell collapsed and I became visible.
Belatedly I realized that Lorenz might have smarter than I had thought. 
Lorenz’s eyes swept the room, and his dark gaze locked onto me.
“There he is!” he shouted, swinging his pistol to point at me. “Kill him!”
Him? Oh, right. I had been smart enough to don my mask and goggles before I went through the kitchen. Between that and my coat and heavy clothes and the bad lighting, there was no way to tell that I was a woman. 
Erikson swung towards me, as did the rest of the Rebels.
They were fast, but I was faster.
Already I had called my magic, and I thrust out my gloved hand and cast a spell. The air in front of me shimmered and turned from rippling air to white mist and then a solid wall of granite-hard ice. The wall bisected the convenience store, cutting off Lorenz and Erikson and their Rebels from me.
I did it just in time. 
The same instant the wall appeared I heard eight guns going off at once, and cracks spread through the wall as the bullets hammered into it. There was a flash of harsh orange-yellow light, and the entire wall of ice shook. More cracks spread through it, and beads of water appeared on its surface and dripped towards the floor. 
Lorenz had hit it with a blast of elemental fire. If he hit the ice two or three more times, it would shatter, and the Rebels could storm through and find me. For an instant I hesitated, wondering if I should stand and fight. If I did, there was a good chance I could kill all of them. I had a lot of magical power, and it wouldn’t take much to mow down the gunmen like grass. 
Except...I hadn’t equipped myself for this kind of fight. I didn’t know the extent of Lorenz’s magical abilities. I had already underestimated him, and if I guessed wrong, then I was going to die. And if I died, then Russell was going to die as well. 
And something within me recoiled at the thought of killing all those men. 
Arvalaeon had sent me to the hell of his Eternity Crucible, and I had died again and again and again. I had gone to hell and come back again, and the experience had left me a ruined and broken person. 
Had it turned me into the kind of woman who reveled in wanton slaughter?
No. No, I didn’t want to do that, not even to Rebels, not unless I had no other choice. 
Which meant I had to get away. Unfortunately, my wall of ice had cut me off from the door to the kitchen and the front doors. Which meant I needed another way out, and I had to distract the Rebels so they didn’t shoot me as I fled the building. 
The bathrooms. The bathrooms had windows facing the desert, and I was sure Lorenz’s Seal of Unmasking would not extend far beyond the convenience store itself. If I could get out of the building, I could Cloak and escape with ease. 
I just needed a distraction. 
I looked at the wooden crates of ammunition and grinned. 
That would make a hell of a distraction.
A sphere of fire whirled to life over my hand, and I flung it at the far side of the crates. It was a far weaker sphere than I could unleash, so the explosion only engulfed about half of the wooden boxes. That was enough, so I spun and ran for the bathroom. The door was closed and padlocked shut, but I cast another of the spells Arvalaeon had taught me, sheathing my right hand in an invisible gauntlet of telekinetic force. 
I punched the door, and the power of the spell wrenched the door off its hinges and smashed the padlock. Beyond lay a deserted, dusty men’s room, and on the far wall, I saw a window of security glass. At the same time, I broke the door, my wall of ice shattered into glittering shards, and I heard Lorenz shouting.
“Stop him!” he said. “He’s…”
“Shit!” said Erikson. “The dynamite’s on fire!” 
“What?” said Lorenz. 
I still held the gauntlet of telekinetic force ready, and I punched the window. It had security wire embedded in the glass, so I aimed my blows at the frame. On the third punch, the volleys of telekinetic force made both the window and the frame pop out and clatter into the night. I seized the sill, heaved myself over, hit the ground, and started running like hell. 
Yeah. I might have been a mess, but I hadn’t been neglecting my workouts. 
Given how often I found myself in trouble, I needed to be fit and strong, mostly because I sometimes needed to move in a hurry.
Such as when running away from an abandoned convenience store full of burning crates of unexploded dynamite.
I sprinted away from the store and into the desert. Grit and tough weeds rasped beneath my shoes, and suddenly I was clear of the Seal of Unmasking. I took a deep breath, preparing to Cloak myself once more…
A wall of hot air knocked me from my feet, and the night filled with fiery light.
An instant after that, I heard the roar of the explosion.
As it turned out, that had been a lot of dynamite. 
I had gotten far enough away that none of the shrapnel caught me, but the shock wave still knocked me over. I pushed off the ground, went to one knee, and squinted, and saw the roiling fireball where the convenience store had still been. The roof and most of the walls had been blasted away, and the canopy over the gas pumps lay sprawled and twisted across the road. Just as well that the gas tanks below the store had been empty. Otherwise, the explosion might have burned down half of Red Ditch.
I cast the Cloak spell once more and stood, squinting into the fire. I didn’t see any sign of Lorenz, Erickson, and their men. Maybe they had all gone up in the explosion. Maybe they had escaped through one of Lorenz’s rift ways. Or maybe they had gotten out the front door in time, and were even now preparing to search for me. 
Either way, it was past time that I was gone. 
I ran back to the town proper. Once I was there, I dropped my Cloak spell, which was something or a relief, and instead used the easier Mask spell to disguise myself as another gas field worker on his way to the bars for a night of hard drinking. If Lorenz got close enough, he would be able to sense the magical power of the Masking spell, but I didn’t intend to linger in Red Ditch long. 
It was time to get out of town, but I needed to do a few things first.
I returned to the Hearty Hammer Platter diner, dropped my Masking spell, and Cloaked myself instead. I made my way to the manager’s office, which was presently deserted since Erikson was either dead or fleeing for his life. I helped myself to the laptop computer on the desk, used a spell to open the safe, and took all the money inside, which amount to about three thousand dollars in small bills.
Petty robbery, I know. But this place was a front business for the Rebels, and I needed the money. As it turns out, driving around the country harassing the Rebels doesn’t pay well. 
Once I had the money and the computer secure in a laptop bag, I dialed a number on the desk phone and lifted the handset to my ear. 
“Citizens’ reporting line,” said a cool female voice.
Yeah, I had just called the Inquisition’s anonymous reporting number. 
“Howdy,” I said. “There’s a Rebel cell operating out of Red Ditch, Wyoming. They’re using the Hearty Hammer Platter restaurant as a base, and an abandoned gas station on the edge of town, but it just burned down. They probably have a few other buildings scattered around town, so if you hurry, you might catch a few of the rats before they finish jumping ship. Have a nice day.” 
I hung up and left. Once I slipped out the kitchen door of the restaurant and was out of range of the cameras, I dropped my Cloak and cast my Masking spell once more. Already I heard the wail of sirens as Red Ditch’s volunteer firefighter department kicked into motion. It was faster than I expected, but I suppose a town built near gas wells ought to have an excellent fire department. 
Needless to say, it was time to get the hell out of Red Ditch.



Chapter 2: Take The Edge Off
 
Considering the mess I had made in Red Ditch, it was good that I hadn’t taken my van to the town. 
Instead, I had parked my van at Rock Springs, Wyoming, a town of about fifteen thousand people forty miles west along Interstate 80. I had gotten to Red Ditch by “borrowing” a used car from a disreputable-looking car dealership on the outskirts of Rock Springs. It was an elderly Duluth Motors sedan with 150,000 miles on the odometer, and I hoped it wouldn’t die before I got it back to Rock Springs. 
But the old car held up, and I returned the car to its slot in the dealership with no one the wiser. I had chosen to “borrow” the car from this dealership because it didn’t have any security cameras, but I nonetheless Masked myself as I walked to where I had parked my van.
My van was in the parking lot of a grocery store about a half mile from the dealership. It was a Royal Motors Caravanserai cargo van with a dent in the fender (I had run over an anthrophage), an unappealing beige paint job, and over three hundred thousand miles on the odometer. Yet the old van kept running, which was just as well since I had been living out of it since July. I did a quick check to make sure no one had planted a bomb or a bug on the van, then I climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine.
You might think all this was excessive – the constant Cloaking and Masking, the swapping vehicles, the preparations, and so forth. 
It wasn’t. 
One screw-up, one mistake, and I would have the Inquisition on my tail. And Red Ditch might have been a screw-up. 
But I was more frightened of the Rebels than the Inquisition. 
I had set myself in the path of some very bad people. The Rebel leaders were the sort of men and women who would not hesitate to shoot children to intimidate or punish their enemies. If Nicholas Connor figured out who I really was, he would come after my brother and the Marneys. I had ruined my relationship with my brother and his guardians when I had lost control of myself after the Eternity Crucible, but I could at least keep them safe from the Rebels. 
I was tired, and my mind was buzzing like a swarm of disgruntled bees. I wanted to lie down and sleep in a real bed. 
I drove my van to a chain motel on the outskirts of town. It wasn’t fancy, but it wasn’t a dump, and more importantly, it had a gym. I Masked myself as a middle-aged traveling salesman and rented a room from the bored clerk on duty at the front desk. I dropped my bags in my room and changed into an exercise shirt, shorts, and a pair of running shoes.
That made me start to shiver. It was cold outside, but it was a pleasant 72 degrees Fahrenheit in the hotel room. Nevertheless, it made me shiver, and I still felt cold in the thin shirt and shorts. I didn’t know why. Maybe it was a side effect of the Crucible, like someone suffering accidental nerve damage after an operation. 
I was so tired of being cold all the time. 
But I knew a good way to warm up, and to take the edge off at the same time. I was wound up after escaping from Red Ditch, and I felt one of the black moods coming on. During one of the first nights after the Eternity Crucible, I had dealt with my emotions by getting drunk in a parking lot.
That hadn’t been a great idea. 
So, I had figured out another way to take the edge off, and it involved working myself to exhaustion.
I kept my Mask in place as I went to the hotel’s gym. As you might expect from a hotel gym in rural Wyoming at two in the morning, the place was deserted, which suited me just fine. I started with strength exercises, bench presses, squats, and deadlifts, and I kept the Mask in place as I went through the movements. Once holding a Mask in place while performing strenuous exercise would have been a challenge. Now it was barely an afterthought. 
I performed the exercises to exhaustion, and when I was done, my arms and shoulders and hips had the loose feeling of tired muscles. I still wasn’t done, though, and I walked to the treadmill, set it to manual, and started running. 
I got to nine and a half miles before the ache in my knees and hips told me it was time to stop. I was absolutely drenched in sweat, my breathing a constant rasp, and I was starting to feel light-headed. You’re supposed to rehydrate regularly while exercising, but I hadn’t bothered. 
It would defeat the point. 
I wiped my sweat from the treadmill and walked back to my room, my heart rate finally slowing. There had been a security camera in the gym, of course, and I wondered what the clerk had thought of the middle-aged salesman exercising for an hour and a half at two in the morning. I supposed it didn’t matter. Once Homeland Security and the Inquisition started investigating the explosion in Red Ditch and the anonymous report I had sent them, perhaps the clerk would remember the odd stranger, but by then I would be long gone.
Once I got back to my room, I ran a bath, as hot as I could endure. I locked the door and shut off the vent fan so the bathroom turned into a sauna, and then I dumped my sweaty clothes on the floor and slid into the tub.

It was so hot I had to grit my teeth as I sat down. I started sweating heavily, and once I had acclimated, I slumped into the water, with only my face above the surface. That was one nice thing about being short – it was easy to fit into a bathtub.
I floated that way for about an hour, sitting up every so often to run more hot water. Every time I did, I felt a little woozier. Finally, I felt so dizzy that I drained the tub and got out. I had to grab at the wall to keep from falling over, and I staggered to the sink and drank five or six glasses of water in rapid succession.
Then I wrapped myself in a bathrobe, tottered to the bed, buried myself under the blankets, and fell asleep. 
Or passed out, one of the two.
I woke up about six or seven hours later with a full bladder, but I otherwise felt calm. I suppose exercising to exhaustion followed by dehydration isn’t the best way to deal with a hard day, but my mind was clear. Most of the time, my moods veered between furious rage, bleak depression, and sort of tired numbness, but right now I felt fine. 
Well, mostly fine. I got up, shivering as I pulled off the robe and blankets. I started the coffee maker and went to deal with my full bladder. To my annoyance, the bathroom door had a mirror so you could look at yourself as you sat on the toilet. I hated when hotels did that. I didn’t like looking at my reflection. I looked…
Actually, I looked pretty good. At least below the neck. All that exercise, I suppose. Above the neck…my face was thinner and sharper than I remembered, and my eyes had a strange glitter to them, madness or exhaustion or something. 
Maybe they were the eyes of a woman who had died fifty-seven thousand times. 
I didn’t like looking at myself, so I stared at the ceiling instead. My mind wandered, flickering over my life before Arvalaeon and the Eternity Crucible. I hadn’t lived an easy life, but it sometimes seemed like a pleasant dream that had happened to someone else. I thought about Russell and the Marneys, and I was gripped by the overwhelming urge to visit them or to at least call Russell…
No. I was dangerous, and I had dangerous people after me. Russell and the Marneys were safer without me. It was for the best.
I finished and stood up, and my reflection in the mirror did the same. I did look good, and I was amused that even after dying fifty-seven thousand times, even after seeing my heart ripped from my chest a few thousand times, I was still vain enough to be pleased by my appearance. It was a strange, strange feeling. My mind was a hundred and eighty years old, and I had spent most of those years getting killed painfully every single day. I felt older than dirt. But my body was still twenty-two years old and in excellent physical condition, and it looked good, and that pleased me, absurd as the vanity was. 
That ridiculous bit of vanity made me feel…I don’t know. Closer to human, I guess, instead of what I had become. 
Pity that a murderous asshole like Nicholas Connor was the only one to ever see me undressed. (Well, and a mob of Inquisition soldiers, but let’s not count them.) 
Riordan had never gotten the chance. I wished I had taken that chance with him while there had still been time. 
Then I realized that thanks to the mirror, I was quite literally navel-gazing. 
For God's sake! Annoyed with myself, I took a shower, since I was pretty gross from all the sweat. Then I dressed in jeans and a heavy sweater and a jacket, and I got to work. 
I drank bad hotel coffee as I examined the hard drive I had taken from Lorenz’s lair, plugging it into my own heavily secured laptop and running diagnostics. As I suspected, Lorenz had been careful, and the hard drive was locked down with heavy-duty encryption. I couldn’t get anything useful out of it. Best thing to do would be to drop it in an envelope and mail it to the Inquisition. 
Fortunately, Erikson hadn’t been nearly as careful with his laptop, and it was easy to remove its hard drive, plug it into my machine, and dig through his files. Most of the data on the laptop dealt with the management of the Hearty Hammer Platter – food suppliers and building inspections and maintenance bills and so on. But Erikson’s sloppiness extended to his email, and I read through his cached message. He paid way more money to various suppliers than he should have, which meant he was making secret payments to front companies. Erikson also regularly drove to Las Vegas to meet with a “restaurant supplier” there, which was probably another front company. In an hour of searching, I found a dozen good leads to continue my campaign against the Rebels.
I took a break to have some breakfast. In the Eternity Crucible, I had often been torn apart with enough force that bits of my flesh landed in my mouth as I screamed and screamed. Because of those delightful memories, I had trouble eating anything that reminded me of that, since the gag reflex kicked in. So, I had gotten really good at making smoothies, and I brought my blender with me wherever I went. This morning I used vanilla-flavored protein powder, some powdered peanut butter, dried fruit, and a whole lot of leafy vegetables.
The trick was to make it thick enough that I had to eat it with a spoon.
I flipped on the TV as I ate breakfast and drank more bad hotel coffee. I found a local news station from Cheyenne and watched the biggest story of the day, which was the unexpected explosions in the town of Red Ditch. The talking head on the TV (blond, blue-eyed, and teeth as white as blank paper) assured the viewers that the incident had been a gas explosion and that Homeland Security had the situation under control.
Gas explosion. Right. Well, the Inquisition was good at covering things up, and when it couldn’t cover something up, it made sure to present the situation in the best possible light for the High Queen. The whole situation in Milwaukee with Sergei Rogomil had nearly been a disaster, but for weeks after I killed him, the TV shows and the Internet had been filled with stories celebrating our victory over the Archons.
Disgusted, I shut off the TV, and started making myself a second smoothie. I hadn’t eaten much of anything yesterday. Once I was done with breakfast, I decided to head for Las Vegas to follow up the leads from Erikson’s computer. I still had to steal two more things for Nicholas Connor thanks to Lord Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner, but until Nicholas summoned me, I was going to continue to harass the Rebels…
My phone rang. 
I blinked in surprise and looked at where my phone sat on the desk next to my portable blender. It was a standard-issue smartphone (albeit with some security modifications I had added), one churned out by the millions by an electronics manufacturer in Texas. It wasn’t a very good phone, but I had destroyed my main phone in a fit of temper last year, and I had been using this phone ever since. 
Except nobody ever called me.
For a wild instant, I wondered if it was Russell or the Marneys or Riordan, if they had tracked me down…
I put the childish fantasy aside. They wouldn’t have been able to find me. Lord Morvilind? No, I hadn’t given him this number. And if Lord Morvilind wanted to summon me, he wouldn’t bother with a phone call. He would use that nasty pain-inducing summons spell until I called his butler Rusk.
And I had only given this number to one person in the world. 
“Shit,” I said. I felt a strong urge to disconnect the call, but Nicholas would only keep calling until I picked up. 

I hit the connect button and lifted the phone to my ear. 
“Hello, Nicholas,” I said.
There was a pause, and then my murderous ex-boyfriend’s voice filled my ear. He had a nice voice, calm and deep and commanding. Nicholas was smart, strong, and handsome, and unlike some to whom God had given brains and good looks, he didn’t coast on them. He worked as hard as anyone I ever met. 
All he lacked was any trace of a conscience. 
“Katrina Stoker,” said Nicholas. “I am very surprised to hear that you are still alive.”
“Why?” I said. “Did your best to kill me, I assume?”
“Not at all,” said Nicholas. His amusement sounded genuine. “If I had done my best to kill you, Kat, we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now. How are your husband and son? Healthy, I hope?”
Yeah. That wasn’t creepy or a veiled threat or anything. I had told Nicholas I was married with a son, which turned out to be a good idea since all his threats had been directed at my imaginary family. 
“I just told my son he couldn’t have cake for dinner,” I said. “He threw an epic tantrum. He had the same expression you did when I didn’t come back with that briefcase the first time.”
“Indeed?” said Nicholas. “Are you sure he isn’t mine?”
Damn it. I had walked into that one.
“We were always quite careful, of course,” said Nicholas, his amusement increasing, “but I imagine your husband would be distressed to learn that he was raising another man’s child.” 
“I am entirely certain,” I said, “that he’s not yours.”
I was certain of that because he didn’t exist. You know how all your teachers and pastors told you that honesty is better than lying? I bet they didn’t mention that honesty is a lot less work than lying. I also bet honest people don’t exchange insults over the phone with a homicidal ex-boyfriend about a child that doesn’t actually exist. 
“Well,” said Nicholas. “They say the woman always knows.”
“She does.” 
“I wonder what else she knows,” said Nicholas. 
“That you don’t know? I’m going to run out of voice minutes before I can finish listing them.” 
“Someone has been going to a lot of trouble to harass my organization lately,” said Nicholas. “A lot of petty disruption. No real trouble, but it has become annoying. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Kat?”
Damn. He knew what I had been up to. Well, he hadn’t been able to find me or stop me, and I had proof of that. If he had been able to find me, he would have had one of his goons put a bullet in my head. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “Your organization is filled with incompetents, and you have some powerful enemies, Nicky. You would have all kinds of trouble even if I sat at home in my sweatpants eating potato chips.”
“Really? You’ve put on weight? Well, I suppose women do let themselves go after the first child.” 
I decided on a new line of attack. “What about Hailey? You get her pregnant yet?”
Nicholas laughed. “No. My devotion is to my work. As is Hailey’s. We have no time to spare for children.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, if one of your Gatekeepers got herself pregnant, that might be inconvenient.”
He didn’t say anything for about five seconds.
“One of my what?” said Nicholas. His voice was still calm, but I recognized the hard edge there.
“One of your gardeners,” I said. “Did I say something else? Well, I slur my words. I try to get drunk before lunch.”
“I’m sure,” said Nicholas. 
I smiled. I had just let Nicholas know that I had indeed been behind his troubles, even if he couldn’t prove anything and I hadn’t admitted anything. We both knew that we couldn’t talk freely over the phone. The Inquisition theoretically had the ability to listen to any phone call in the world, though in practice they only observed people who had drawn their interest. I think they had software to detect certain keywords. So, if I started shouting that Nicholas was a Rebel against the High Queen into the phone, the conversation would likely come to the attention of the Knights of the Inquisition. 
For an idle moment, I thought about doing just that. Except if I did turn Nicholas in, it would break Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner, Morvilind would stop casting his cure spells, and my brother would die of frostfever. For that matter, turning Nicholas in would accomplish nothing. He would fade away or escape to Venomhold, and since we were both using burner phones, not even the Inquisition could find either of us before we escaped. 
Morvilind’s warning flickered through my thoughts. I had raged against him when he had sent me to steal three things for the Forerunner. With his usual cold, brutal logic, Morvilind had pointed out that throwing a tantrum would accomplish nothing, and that if I wanted to defeat the Rebels, I had to work with them. 
So, here I was, talking on the phone to one of the most brilliant and worst men I had ever known…and I was pretty sure that the time had come to steal the second thing for him. 
“It’s always delightful chatting with you, Nicky,” I said, “but I’m betting you didn’t call just to chat.” 
“And as enjoyable as it is to talk to you, Kat,” said Nicholas, “I’m afraid work must come before pleasure.” That was his veiled way of saying he was going to enjoy killing me once I had stolen all three things for him. “And the time has come for us to work together once again.”
“Well, super,” I said. “What is it this time?”
“You will recall the deal your employer made?” said Nicholas. “That you would perform three contracted tasks for me?”
“Gosh, I forgot all about it. All that drinking before noon, I suppose.”
“The time has come,” said Nicholas, “for the second task.” 
“Great.” I rubbed my temple. I felt a headache coming on. “Where’s your office this time?” 
“You won’t come directly there.” 
“That just seems rude,” I said. But he had no reason to trust me. 
“Where are you right now?”
I grinned. “Eating potato chips on the couch while watching daytime TV.”
“I hope you are close to Denver, Colorado,” said Nicholas.
I was, come to think of it. If I took the interstate, it would only be about three hundred and thirty miles to Denver.
“Why?” I said.
“Because you will meet one of my associates,” said Nicholas, “who will then escort you to my temporary office.” 
“Your associate,” I said, wondering if he was sending Swathe or Morelli or, God forbid, Hailey to come pick me up.
“Yes, a new recruit,” said Nicholas, “but one who has already proven his value several times over. The two of you ought to get along splendidly. His name is Rory Murdo.”
“Rory Murdo?” I said. “Sounds like an Australian game show host.”
“To the best of my knowledge, Mr. Murdo was born in the United States.” 
“Right,” I said. “Fine. Where I am supposed to meet the non-Australian Mr. Rory Murdo?”
“You will be meeting Murdo at the Rocky Mountain Mile Hotel And Restaurant,” said Nicholas, and he rattled off an address. “It’s a pleasant enough place. Most of the customers are retired tourists on their way to Rocky Mountain National Park. Wait for Murdo in the lobby of the hotel. I have given him your physical description. When he approaches you, he will use the password ‘Five Minutes To Midnight.’”
“Yeah, that’s not overly dramatic,” I said. “What then?”
“Then you will depart with Murdo in his SUV to join me for our next enterprise.” 
I thought about it for a moment.
“That’s unacceptable.”
“Why?” said Nicholas. 
Well, there were just all kinds of reasons, but I couldn’t go into them on the phone. For one, I didn’t know this Murdo character, and I couldn’t lower my guard around him. For another, the whole setup sounded fishy. Nicholas knew that I was a deadly threat to his plans, and he might decide to cut his losses and kill me before I stole two more things for him. This whole setup seemed like an elaborate trap. 
But I couldn’t discuss any of that over the phone.
“What if he hits on me?” I said. “I would have to file a harassment complaint with your HR department. That would be just all kinds of awkward.”
Nicholas laughed, long and loud. “Really, Kat? I think you are perhaps uniquely equipped to discourage unwanted suitors.”
He wasn’t wrong.
“Fine,” I said. “Then let’s be blunt. I don’t trust you.” 
“And I don’t trust you, either,” said Nicholas. He said it without rancor, but some coldness crept into his tone. He had sounded like that after he had murdered Dr. Andrea Tocci for developing moral qualms about his plan. We had almost come to blows then and there. “But trust is not required for this deal. I need your assistance to complete a task that would otherwise be near-impossible. If I wanted to terminate your involvement with my company, I would not be wasting time talking to you.”
That was true. Someone like Martin Corbisher or Swathe or even Victor Lorenz would have gloated before killing me. Nicholas, when he decided to kill me, would do it in the most efficient manner possible, and only allow himself to gloat when I was safely dead. He had already tried that once before, attempting to leave me behind in the ruins of Chicago for the myothar and its pet undead to kill. If I hadn’t anticipated his treachery and prepared for it, I would have died.
No doubt he had something similar in mind. 
Once again, I was going to have to play the game and keep my guard up.
“Whatever,” I said. “When I am supposed to meet Murdo at the Rocky Mountain Mile?”
“8 AM on March 12th,” said Nicholas. That would give me two days to get there, which was more than I needed. It would only take six or seven hours to drive there, and then I would have ample time to look around and make sure that there wasn’t an ambush waiting. 
“Fine,” I said. “I’ll have to leave immediately. If I drive all day and all night, I should be able to make it in time.”
“Where are you located now?” said Nicholas.
Like I was telling him that. 
“Under a Cloak spell in your office, watching you,” I said. “I don’t like your shirt.” 
“Fashion tips are always appreciated from a woman who wore a sweater and a navy pea coat in July,” said Nicholas. “Be seeing you soon, Kat. I look forward to working with you again. It’s always so…stimulating.” 
I wanted to get the last word, but then he would also want to get the last word, and we would spend the next ten minutes trying to upstage the other with clever insults. So I just said “Bye” and hit the disconnect button on the phone. 
I stared at the screen for a moment, then set the phone back on the desk. 
“Shit,” I said at last. 
The last time I had worked with Nicholas and his crew of Rebels, I had almost been killed by an alien tentacle monster and its army of undead. 
Somehow, I just knew this time was going to be even worse.



Chapter 3: Unmarked Vans
 
It was still early enough that I thought I could get to Denver a little before dark, so I packed up my stuff, checked out of the hotel (while Masked, of course), loaded up my van, and headed out. 
I’ll admit the drive from Rock Springs to Denver was beautiful. I headed east on Interstate 80, and then south on Interstate 25 once I got to Cheyenne. In the process, I drove through deserts and forests and scrublands and rocky hills, all of them scenic. There was nothing quite like it back home in Wisconsin. I could almost understand why many retirees liked to buy RVs and ramble around the country from national park to national park. 
I wondered why the High Queen let them do that. I mean, I wondered why she didn’t command elderly people to stay at home and look after the grandkids or something. She was so ruthless…but many of the RV-owning retirees were former men-at-arms who had fought in her wars for six, twelve or even twenty-four years.
Maybe the High Queen was grateful. 
What an odd thought. But I suppose long cross-country drives are the time for odd thoughts. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough of them to distract me from my other thoughts, which were full of blood and death. 
What did Nicholas Connor want me to steal for him this time? 
I brooded on that as I drove. I also thought about the Eternity Crucible and what Arvalaeon had done to me. I thought about Russell and the Marneys. I wondered how Russell was doing, if he was still dating Lydia Valborg. I wondered how Riordan had handled our breakup. I hoped he had moved on. I hoped Riordan had forgotten me, maybe found someone better. The awful things I said when I broke up with him had to have hurt, but I hoped he had put it behind him and forgotten me.
Guess I hadn’t gotten over him. Not if I was still thinking about him eight months after I had broken up with him. 
But it was for his own good. I was a mess, and I was bound to get killed in some destructive way sooner or rather than later, and the fewer people around me when that happened, the better. 
It was for the best.
If I kept telling myself that, maybe I would believe it someday.
Because of my brooding, I was in a foul mood when I arrived at Denver, the sort of mood where I had to grit my teeth and stop myself from summoning a fireball when someone cut me off in traffic. Another vigorous exercise session and a searing hot bath sounded nice, but first I had work to do.
I had to get ready for my meeting with Rory Murdo, whoever he was. Probably another one of Nicholas’s crew of killers and crazies. I hoped I wouldn’t have to spend a lot of time with him. If Murdo tried to bully me the way Corbisher and Swathe had, I would slap him down fast. I suppose Nicholas would get pissed if I just killed Murdo, but if Murdo showed up with a broken leg or a few burns, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. 
The Rocky Mountain Mile Restaurant And Hotel was on the west side of Denver, facing Rocky Mountain National Park and the mountains themselves. As it turned out, calling the place a “restaurant and hotel” was an understatement. It was huge, twelve stories tall, with an enormous attached convention center and acres of parking lots. I suppose come summer this place was going to be full of tourists and retirees visiting the national park. 
Right now, it was nearly deserted. The only cars I saw belonged to the employees and a few business travelers. Denver in early March was cold – it was 20 degrees Fahrenheit when I arrived – and it had been necessary to drive carefully on the way south from Cheyenne because of a light snowfall. 
As night fell, I drove past the Rocky Mountain Mile and instead checked in at a much shabbier (and cheaper) hotel, and did my usual routine of exercising to exhaustion, taking a bath so hot that I could barely stand it, and passing out in bed after. The next morning, I got up and set to work. 
Oddly, that made me feel better and helped shake off the dark mood that had gripped me. Or maybe it wasn’t surprising. Ever since the Eternity Crucible, ever since I had left Russell and Milwaukee and broken up with Riordan, the only time I had ever felt…well, if not happy, then not terrible, had been when I had been working, when I had been setting up for a job, and all my jobs had been harassing the Rebels and stealing from them to fund further harassment. 
I was good at this kind of thing, and I enjoyed doing it. Even before the Crucible had enhanced my magic, I had been a very good thief and covert operative. 
Everyone needs to be good at something, I guess.
I headed back to the Rocky Mountain Mile, noted the color of the uniforms worn by the staff, and then Masked myself as a middle-aged woman in the jumpsuit of a housekeeper. I then made a thorough exploration of the Mile, walking through every floor and the convention area, noting the layout of key features and the position of the main rooms. Whenever someone drew close enough to speak with me, I dropped my Mask and Cloaked before they could notice me. 
After a day of exploration, I found absolutely nothing. The Rocky Mountain Mile seemed like nothing more than an expensive hotel, and I found no trace of lurking Rebels or bombs or traps. If this was all an elaborate scheme to kill me, it was so subtle that I couldn’t see it.
Nicholas didn’t like subtle. No, that was wrong. When necessary, he could be as subtle as a snake and as charming as the devil. What Nicholas didn’t like was complicated plans, and I agreed with him. Too many things could go wrong in a complicated plan. If someone like Martin Corbisher wanted to kill me, it would involve an elaborate ambush with overwhelming force. When Nicholas decided to kill me, he would have a sniper put a shot through my head at a maximum safe distance. Or he would have someone drive a truck bomb into the lobby of the Mile, especially since he didn’t care about casualties so long as his goal was met. If forced to choose between a surgeon’s scalpel or a sledgehammer, Nicholas would choose whichever one was the most effective. 
It was one of the reasons he was so dangerous.
Once I had finished scouting the Mile, I rented a storage unit for three months and stashed my van inside. I loaded up a big backpack with everything I would need, clothes, tools, ammunition, guns, and so on, and then walked back to my motel. One more session of rigorous exercise and one more hot bath, and I passed out on the bed.
The next morning, I got up at 5 AM and dressed in thermal underwear, black jeans, a black T-shirt, a heavy gray sweater, and my black pea coat. I tucked my little revolver in the coat’s interior pocket, hefted my backpack, and set off for the Mile. It was a walk of about four miles in lightly falling snow, and it helped clear my head and get me focused. 
I shivered, but I was cold all the time anyway.
I got to the Mile and walked inside. The lobby was a big space, with dark carpet and tasteful green chairs, while four levels of balconies looked down from overhead. A gift shop sold various souvenirs of Denver, the state of Colorado, and the Rocky Mountains, including an entire wall of cowboy hats of various colors, sizes, and designs. There were a pair of decorative fountains and a tasteful minibar that offered complimentary doughnuts, cookies, and coffee. I hadn’t been big on sugar even before the Eternity Crucible, but I still drank coffee, so I helped myself and sat down in a chair that had a good view of the parking lot and the front doors, and I waited.
Rory Murdo walked through the doors at exactly 8 AM.
Whatever else he might have been, at least he was punctual. 
It had to be him. A few dozen people had come and gone in the last two hours, and most of them had been either elderly tourists or business travelers, and business travelers all had the same well-dressed, overfed look.
Not the man who strode through the doors at 8 AM.
He was tall, well over six feet, and impressively broad in the shoulders and chest. He looked about forty, and his black hair was close-cropped, and his black eyes swept the entire lobby at a glance. I recognized the stance. He was someone acclimated to violence, someone who automatically assessed a room for enemies whenever he entered it.
I suppose I did the same thing. 
He also wore a dark three-piece suit and a red tie knotted around his throat, the coat just loose enough to conceal a shoulder rig. He wasn’t particularly handsome, but he looked strong and dangerous, and strength is better in my book any day of the week.
Of course, he was working for Nicholas, so I supposed that made him a murdering scumbag. 
The man in the suit stood motionless for a few heartbeats, and then turned and walked towards me. I watched him, keeping my expression blank, my hands under my coat. My chair was in a little conversation circle around a table of expensive wood, and the man in the suit sat in the chair across the table facing me. 
For a moment, we stared at each other. His expression was just as blank as mine, but the black stare was intense. It was like having a wolf stare at you.
“Miss Katrina Stoker?” he said at last. His voice was flat and unemotional.
“Who’s asking?” I said. My smart mouth kicked in. “If you want to give me pamphlets about Jesus or the Church of Mormon, it’s not going to go well.”
He blinked, and then he almost smiled. “My name is Rory Murdo.”
“Is it?” I said. I jerked back the coat just enough to let him see the revolver pointed at him. “I think you’re supposed to say something else with that.” 
The sight of the gun did not faze Murdo. “Five minutes to midnight.” 
That had indeed been the code phrase Nicholas had given me.
“Yeah.” I held the gun on him for a bit longer, then flipped on the safety and tucked it back into my coat. “Then I guess you’re really Murdo.”
“To my lasting regret,” said Murdo in a quiet voice.
I blinked. Something had slipped through his cold mask then.
He had seemed sad. Deeply, profoundly sad. 
“We’ve all got regrets, buddy,” I said. “Tell you what, if you don’t tell me yours I won’t tell you mine. You’re my ride?”
“Yes,” said Murdo, the hint of sadness vanishing as if it had never been there. “I have an SUV outside. We should leave at once. We have a long drive, and our mutual employer wants to see us by tomorrow night.”
“Where are we going?” I said.
“Washington,” said Murdo.
“Washington State?” 
Murdo shook his head. “Washington DC.”
I didn’t like that at all. 
If Nicholas was planning something in Washington DC, that meant it would deal with the federal government, or maybe the headquarters of Homeland Security. The Elves were the true rulers of Earth, but the federal government still had lots of power, and it wasn’t staffed by nice people. Like, if Corbisher hadn’t been a Rebel, he would have made an excellent Senator. Come to think of it, he had been running for governor of Minnesota when I had blown up his life. 
“I don’t suppose you know what this is all about?” I said.
“I am afraid not,” said Murdo. “Our mutual employer, as I am sure you have realized, likes to play his cards close to his chest. But we should go. If you have questions for me, I will be happy to answer them on the drive.”
“Fine.” I held up three fingers. “But I have three conditions.”
Murdo inclined his head. I found his calm annoying. 
“First,” I said, “while we’re traveling, you might get ideas about stealing a kiss or copping a feel. If you do anything like that, I’m going to kill you.”
Murdo nodded again. “It would be best to keep our interactions professional, Miss Stoker.” 
It had been a little insulting how quickly he had agreed. 
“Second,” I said, “if there’s a crisis, listen to me. I know I don’t look it, but I have more experience with fighting than you do.” More experience getting killed, that was for sure.
Again, Murdo nodded. “You do seem the sort to enjoy taking charge.”
I scowled. “Third. What’s up with your name? Rory Murdo? Are you an Australian game show host?”
I expected him to get angry or to shoot back, but he only smiled. “I’m afraid not, Miss Stoker. I was born in the United States, and I spent most of my childhood in Texas.” He rose to his feet. “I can take your bag, if you wish.” 
“How chivalrous,” I said, picking up my backpack and pushing my arms through the straps. “But no.” Actually, the damned thing was kind of heavy, but I wasn’t going to show weakness in front of one of Nicholas’s crew. Best to just think of it as extra strength training. 
Murdo shrugged and turned towards the doors, and I followed him. 
“Where are you parked?” I said.
“The outer lot,” said Murdo. “Out of range of the security cameras.”
“Sensible,” I said. 
I took two steps after him and came to a sudden stop.
Murdo turned at once. “What is it?”
“Hey,” I said. “Did you invite your church group here or something?”
I asked because five big white vans were pulling up to the hotel’s front doors. The outer walls of the lobby and the doors themselves were panes of glass, so I had no trouble seeing the vans. They were big people-mover vans, the kind that can seat sixteen passengers, and every single van had tinted windows.
That set off alarm bells in my head. 
It was eight in the morning, on a weekday in the winter. There was no reason for five big unmarked white vans to be driving up to the front doors of the hotel.
“What do you think?” said Murdo, his voice quiet and calm, but I saw the sudden tension in his stance. “The cleaners, maybe?”
I shook my head. “Cleaning company would have its logo painted on the side of the vans.” I would know, given how often I had hired onto a cleaning company as part of my cover for Lord Morvilind’s various jobs. “Same thing for a church group or a company retreat or whatever. Hell, even if they were rentals, they would have the rental company logo.” 
“Maybe we should go out the back,” said Murdo.
“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. Let’s…”
The vans stopped at the curb, the doors sliding open, and a man in a suit got out.
A bolt of alarm went through me.
The man was thin, almost gaunt, his face emaciated. He had black eyes and slicked-back black hair, his skin pale and unhealthy-looking. I had never seen this man before, but I recognized him at once.
Because that was the form anthrophages liked to use when masquerading as humans.
More gaunt men got out of the vans, more and more. Five sixteen-passenger vans, plus the driver and the front passenger, meant ninety anthrophages. And the only reason ninety anthrophages would drive to a tourist hotel in Denver was to kill me. 
Which meant that Nicholas had set this up to kill me.
“You son of a bitch,” I snarled at Murdo, gathering power for a spell that would turn his skull into charred coals, “you set me…”
I fell silent. 
Murdo…well, Murdo looked surprised. I think he was as surprised to see the anthrophages as I was. Come to think of it, he looked pissed. 
“Connor set us up,” said Murdo in a calm voice. “He set both of us up.” He looked down at me. “Guess he decided to get rid of two of his problems at once.” 
“Then you didn’t know about this?” I snapped.
Murdo reached into his coat and produced a Royal Arms .45 semiautomatic. I tensed, but he took the pistol in both hands, shifting into a shooter’s stance as he faced the doors. “I might be an idiot, but I’m not dumb enough to walk into a trap with ninety anthrophages waiting for me.” 
“Really?” I said. “Because it looks like we were both dumb enough to do that.” 
Most of the disguised anthrophages had gotten out of the vans by now. Many of them carried AK-47s. Any minute now they would see us through the glass doors and start spraying fire. Their accuracy wouldn’t be great, but with a few dozen of them shooting at us, they wouldn’t need to be accurate. 
“We need to run,” said Murdo. “If they surround us we’re finished.”
“Nope,” I said, flexing my fingers as I summoned magical power.
“Do you have another plan?” said Murdo.
“Yup.”
He raised an eyebrow. “And that is?”
“I’m going to kill them all,” I said. “You can help if you want.” 
Murdo’s expression was dubious.
The initial shock had worn off, and my mind kicked into overdrive as I drew together magic. Had Nicholas sent the anthrophages to kill me? This kind of thing wasn’t his style. Granted, he had planned to bomb a soccer stadium, but he absolutely hated anything that drew attention during the planning phases of an operation, and he was planning something huge right now. So why throw a small army of anthrophages at me? 
Maybe one of the other Rebel leaders had decided I was a liability and wanted to present Nicholas with a done deed. Or maybe the Dark Ones cultists had caught up to me. Every day I cast the spell to block my psychic spoor to keep the anthrophages from tracking me down, but maybe they had followed me through good old-fashioned detective work, the way I had been harassing Nicholas’s organization. 
Whatever. I could think about it later. Right now, it was time to fight.
I took a few steps forward. Murdo frowned at me, and then walked next to me in silence, gun held ready. He was brave enough not to turn and run. 
“We should leave,” he said. “Slip out through the back.”
“Nope,” I said again.
Murdo frowned. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
“Not particularly,” I said. “But there must be two or three dozen people working here, and at least as many guests. If the anthrophages can’t find us, they’ll go berserk and kill everyone they can catch. And Connor or whoever else sent those anthrophages probably told them to kill everyone in the hotel to leave no witnesses behind. I’m not letting that happen.” 
“And how do you intend to stop it?” said Murdo.
I shrugged. “I’m going to kill all the anthrophages.” 
I waited to see his reaction. Nicholas would have simply left without another word, leaving me to my fate. Someone like Corbisher or Swathe would have insulted and mocked me, and then run like hell. Or, if Nicholas had ordered them to bring me back, they might have tried to overpower me and take me with them. 
I wondered which kind of man Murdo was.
Instead, he only nodded, his pistol in both hands.
“All right,” said Murdo. “How are we going to do this?”
I blinked in surprise. “You’re not going to run?” 
Murdo shrugged. “I’m not letting those workers get slaughtered by the anthrophages, either.”
What the hell kind of Rebel was he? I had never met a Rebel who cared about collateral casualties. I could worry about it later.
“Well, super,” I said. “Let’s kill some anthrophages.”
“And just how are we going to do that?” said Murdo.
“Weren’t you listening?” I said. “I’m going to kill them all.” More anthrophages had spilled out of the vans, AK-47s in hand. “Follow my lead.” 
I stepped past him, flexing my fingers as I held the spell ready in my thoughts. 
“Hey, guys!” I shouted. 
A dozen anthrophages looked in my direction. 
I grinned my mirthless grin at them. “Remember me?”
They did. Oh, they did. Or at least they knew of me. Several of the anthrophages screeched something in their hideous language, and in unison, all the anthrophages abandoned their human disguises for their true gaunt, gray-skinned forms. Their yellow eyes burned as they stared at me, and the black claws on their fingers clicked as they lifted their AK-47s, which unfortunately had not disappeared with their disguises.
I just had time to note that Murdo had not flinched at the sight of the anthrophages, which any sensible person would have done. That meant he had seen and fought the creatures before. Or worked with them.
Then I cast my spell. 
I thrust out my hand and sent a sharp push of telekinetic force into the doors. It was a lot of force, and I concentrated the push into an area about six inches across at the meeting point of the two doors.
The impact made the doors explode outward in a rain of glittering glass shards. It hit harder than I expected, because multiple panes of the massive windows on either side of the doors blew apart as well, throwing a rain of plate glass shards into the anthrophages. The anthrophages stumbled back, arms raised to shield their faces from the rain of glass. A few of them squeezed off shots at random from their guns, but the bullets didn’t come anywhere near Murdo and me. For that matter, the glass didn’t hurt the anthrophages that much, and once they recovered themselves, they would kill us both.
Fortunately, I had only intended the broken glass as a distraction.
I cast my next spell and hurled a spinning globe of fire about the size of my fist at the anthrophages. The anthrophages were all packed together, which made them a marvelous target. The fireball landed in their midst and then exploded in a snarling bloom of flame. A dozen anthrophages went up like candles, and a dozen more were thrown to the ground, parts of their bodies aflame. The van behind them rocked from the explosion, the interior catching fire.
A savage thrill of mixed glee and rage went through me. The Eternity Crucible had broken me, but I didn’t want to turn into a monster. I didn’t want to start slaughtering people just because I could. But the anthrophages…the anthrophages were monsters. And they had killed me. 
They had killed me over and over and over again for decades.
I always enjoyed the chance to pay them back.
But I didn’t let the glee override my self-control. Before the anthrophages could recover, I cast another spell, opposite to the one I had just used. I had thrown elemental fire into the anthrophages, and now I used elemental frost and ice. I called up a wall of elemental ice about eight feet tall and two thick, and it was wide enough to seal off the doors, the shattered windows, and some of the adjacent window panes.
It was just in time. Twenty of the anthrophages opened fire with their AK-47s, pouring bullets into the wall of ice. The ice held, shivering from the impacts, but it would not last long. Another thirty seconds or so, I thought, and the wall would shatter. 
I shot a glance at Murdo. His face was still calm, but his black eyes had gotten a little wide. I had wielded this level of magic power for decades, and I had forgotten that most human wizards couldn’t do the kind of things that I could do. 
“Come on,” I said. “We need to get on the second-floor balcony by the time those anthrophages get through the ice.”
Murdo nodded and followed me as I ran for the stairs to the second floor. I dashed up to the balcony and whirled to face the doors, Murdo a half-step behind me. From here I had a good view of the front doors of the hotel, and the rapidly disintegrating wall of ice. 
“Listen to me,” I said. “I can kill them all, but you’ve got to keep them off me. They’ll come up the stairs, and they can climb the walls like insects…”
Murdo nodded. “I’ve fought anthrophages before.”
“Goody for you.”
“You be the artillery,” he said, checking something inside his coat, “and I’ll be the shielding infantry.”
“Great,” I said, starting another spell. The ice wall was shuddering. “Get ready to…”
The ice wall shattered, and a mob of angry anthrophages poured into the hotel lobby. 
I was ready for them, and I drove my hand forward, hurling another fireball just as the wall broke and the anthrophages stormed inside. The glowing sphere hurtled forward and struck the carpet a few feet in front of the anthrophages, and exploded with a roar and a flash of light. Again, I killed a dozen anthrophages and threw another dozen burning to the ground. 
I noticed two things then. 
Murdo had started shooting, the muzzle of his pistol flashing. My first thought was that he was just firing at random into the anthrophage mob, but every time he squeezed the trigger, an anthrophage went down with a bullet through the head. Murdo was a good shot. A really good shot. I mean, it’s hard enough to hit a stationary target at a distance with a pistol, and he was hitting moving anthrophages. 
The second thing I noticed was the sprinklers. 
The Rocky Mountain Mile Restaurant And Hotel had an excellent sprinkler system, and my little display of pyrotechnics had set it off. A shrill alarm was ringing, and every sprinkler in the lobby had started spraying water. Thankfully, the ones on the balcony hadn’t been triggered, since I was cold enough as it was. But water poured down on the anthrophages, covering their gray hides in glistening dampness. 
It didn’t improve their appearance, but water does conduct electricity, and I could call a lot of electricity when I wanted. 
I grinned as I cast the lightning globe spell. 
Riordan had taught me that spell long ago, and after a hundred and fifty-eight years of practice with it in the Eternity Crucible, I had gotten really good with it. Five globes of spitting blue-white lightning spun into existence around my outstretched head, whirling around me like moons orbiting a planet. They made a harsh buzzing, snarling noise, like a transformer about to overload, and the sound made me think of a power saw. 
I gestured and sent the lightning globes hurtling towards the charging anthrophages.
That made a mess, let me tell you. The lightning ripped through nearly twenty of the anthrophages, fingers of blue-white power shooting up and down their limbs. Sparks exploded from the carpet, which caught fire again despite the downpour from the sprinklers, and several more anthrophages burst into flame as the current tore through them.
The stench was nasty. 
But the anthrophages kept coming, and I flung spell after spell at them. I cast a sphere of fire that shot forward and zipped back and forth, drilling smoking holes through the gaunt skulls of the anthrophages. I hurled a lance of ice a dozen feet long that speared four anthrophages and threw their bodies to the floor and followed it up with a burst of telekinetic force that threw anthrophages back with enough force to shatter even their black bones.
But still the damned things kept coming. The survivors darted under the balcony, out of reach of my spells, and I heard the rasp of their claws on their stairs. I cursed and turned towards the stairs, already calling more magic. Murdo still stood there, gun leveled at the stairs. 
“They’re also crawling up the pillars,” said Murdo, voice calm. “I’ll cover the stairs. You deal with the ones climbing up the side of the balcony.” 
That meant turning my back on him. I didn’t like that thought at all. But he was right. I couldn’t fight in two opposite directions at once. 
Fine. If Murdo tried to shoot me in the back, I would blast a hole through his chest. 
I shifted position, letting me keep an eye on the edge of the balcony and the stairwell at the same time, and started throwing fire and lightning at any anthrophages as they leaped over the railing, sending their burned and smoking bodies tumbling to the lobby. 
Murdo sent shot after shot down the stairs, killing anthrophages as they appeared. Black slime exploded from their skulls and spattered against the walls as his bullets drilled through their heads. Once again, he didn’t miss, not even once. His gun clicked empty, and he ejected the spent clip and jammed another into the weapon.
I killed another half-dozen anthrophages with a whirling sphere of fire and then shot a glance at Murdo just as his gun clicked empty. He didn’t reach for another clip, which I supposed meant he was out of ammo and was about to die. My conscience overrode my ruthlessness, and I started to turn, preparing to attack the anthrophages rushing up the stairs towards him.
Instead, Rory Murdo cast a spell of his own.
He made a sharp gesture, and a twin pair of lightning globes whirled into existence around him. The globes leaped forward and slammed into two of the charging anthrophages. The creatures rocked back with their usual metallic howls of pain, but the globes hadn’t hit them hard enough to kill.
But before the anthrophages could react, Murdo cast another spell.
A sword of lightning appeared in his right hand.
I mean, an actual freaking sword, but instead of steel, it was made of snarling, spitting blue-white lightning. Riordan had been able to do something like that, but that had been a function of his Shadowmorph symbiont, and he had called forth a blade of pure darkness. Murdo’s lightning sword proved no less effective than Riordan’s Shadowmorph blade. He slashed the sword, taking off the head of one anthrophage, and then drove the blade through the chest of another.
Turns out that he was just as good with a sword as he was with a gun.
We wound up fighting back to back as I unleashed fire and ice and lightning with my magic and he wielded that lightning sword. Anthrophages died, frozen and burned and electrocuted, and black slime spattered across the carpets and the wallpaper. Murdo stood behind me, whipping that sword back and forth as he took limbs and heads from anthrophages with sharp, economical motions. Again and again, they almost ripped off his head or opened his throat, but he stayed ahead of them by mere inches, and they never laid a claw on him.
I had been wrong. He wasn’t a good hand-to-hand fighter. He was masterful. 
I blasted a hole through the chest of another anthrophage, and I looked around, seeking more.
But there weren’t any. We had killed them all.
Rage boiled through me, my hands hooked into claws, and for an instant I was back in the Eternity Crucible, fighting the monsters of that place, and I had the sudden overwhelming urge to burn down the building. 
Murdo was staring at me like I was a bomb about to go off. 
I can only imagine what my expression looked like. I forced myself back to calm.
“We need to get out here now,” said Murdo.
“Right,” I said, “but first we have to do something about the cameras.” I pointed at the little black dome of a camera on a ceiling overhead. “All our fun is recorded somewhere. Fortunately, I know just where it is.” 
Murdo followed me as I ran back down the stairs to the sopping, smoking lobby. Dead anthrophages lay everywhere, alongside wrecked furniture and shattered glass. I had done a number on the place. Hopefully, the Rocky Mountain Mile had good insurance, but I wondered if any insurance covered anthrophage attacks. 
I jogged behind the front counter and into the security office. The door stood open, the chair inside lying on the ground. Whoever had been inside had wisely fled for his life when the fireworks started. One wall had flat-panel monitors showing dozens of views of the hotel and the grounds, and beneath the desk was a humming black box the size of a small refrigerator. It was the server that managed the hotel’s camera systems and stored the archive of the recordings. 
“Let’s wreck that,” I said.
Murdo frowned. “Won’t it have already uploaded the video recordings to off-site data storage?”
“Nah,” I said, flexing my fingers as I drew together power for another spell. “That’s a WTS Mark VIII control server. The Mark IX uploads its recordings every five minutes. The Mark VIII only does it every day at midnight to cut costs. The hotel went cheap, so…”
Murdo nodded and slashed his lightning sword into the box. There was a snarling groan, a spray of sparks, and the server’s front plate fell to the ground with a clang.
“Get the hard drives,” I said, pointing at the row of metal racks in the interior that held the server’s drives. 
“I have destroyed evidence before,” said Murdo in a dry voice, but he raked his sword across the drives, melting them to slag. The sword winked out of existence. “It’s done. Let’s get out of here.” 
I nodded and followed him. We ran through the wreckage of the lobby and out a side door. I saw a group of employees huddled at the far end of the vast parking lot, and the distant wail of approaching sirens, but no one stopped us. Murdo’s vehicle was a blue Royal Motors Adventurer SUV, and I scrambled into the passenger seat and tucked my backpack behind me as Murdo started the engine. 
We got the hell out of Denver. 



Chapter 4: Elemental Blade
 
We drove in silence for about three hours. 
I remained tense, expecting to find Homeland Security on our tail. Murdo drove through Denver and got onto Interstate 70 East, and I spent the first two hours looking backward, watching for any signs of pursuit. Murdo had a radio scanner, and I made good use of it, listening to local Homeland Security radio chatter and the talk between long-distance truckers. I heard reports of an incident in Denver, and most of the local Homeland Security branch had been mobilized, but it didn’t seem like Colorado had been put on lockdown. 
After about three hours, we had gotten out of the mountains and crossed the border into Kansas, trading the mountains for endless plains, and I started to relax a little.
But only a little.
I was, after all, alone in an SUV with a very dangerous man, who was taking me to a meeting with a lot of other dangerous men. 
“All right,” I said into the silence. 
“Miss Stoker?” said Murdo. The black eyes glanced at me and then back at the interstate. There wasn’t much traffic in this part of Kansas. Oddly, he had seemed almost sad as he looked at me. 
“I think we’ve probably gotten away clean,” I said.
Murdo grunted, his calm, professional expression settling back into place. “Most likely. The state branches of Homeland Security don’t cooperate well unless an Elven noble forces them into it. Which might happen once they find all those dead anthrophages at the hotel, but we’ll be on the other side of the Mississippi by then.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “I think it’s time we had a little chat. Lay down some ground rules.” 
I expected him to take umbrage, but he only nodded. “That seems reasonable. I suspect we have a lot of problems to discuss.” 
“And I’ve got a hell of a lot of questions you’re going to answer,” I said.
“Funny,” said Murdo, “because I’ve got questions for you.” He frowned. “I suppose we should do this in an orderly fashion. We’ve no reason to trust each other, so let’s take turns. You ask a question, and then I’ll ask one.” 
“Fine,” I said. “First question. Did you deliberately walk into a trap to get me killed?”
Murdo let out a long breath. “If I did, I’m the world’s biggest idiot.” 
“That doesn’t answer the question, buddy.”
“No, it doesn’t,” said Murdo. “I don’t know if you’ll believe me or not, but I had no idea what was going to happen. Our mutual employer…”
“Nicholas Connor,” I said.
Murdo nodded. “Connor told me to pick you up at the Rocky Mountain Mile and to bring you to the meeting point at Washington DC. For obvious reasons, he said to do it via car, rather than plane, train, or zeppelin.” I traveled everywhere by car because you needed to show ID to use planes, trains, and zeppelins, and that caused problems. “We are supposed to be at the meeting point by 8 PM tomorrow.” 
“And that was all he told you?” I said. 
Murdo’s lip twitched. “He…did make some impolite observations about you.”
“Yeah, I can imagine,” I said. “But he didn’t say anything at all about the anthrophages? Nothing to give away that this was a trap?” 
Murdo shook his head. “No.” He switched lanes to pass a truck pulling a trailer full of cows. “Nothing. I know you don’t believe me, but I think this was a setup.” He shrugged. “If they had told me to kill you, I wouldn’t have done it like that. Sniper would have been better. Or a bomb under your chair.” He snorted. “And given the kind of magic I just saw you use, that might be the only way to safely kill you. A face-to-face confrontation would be suicide.” 
“Aw, that’s so sweet,” I said. “We just met. Save some of that sugar for later.”
He gave me a flat look, and then snorted. “My turn for a question.”
I nodded.
“Do you think Connor set this up?”
I thought about it for a moment. “No.”
Murdo grimaced. “Why not?”
“How long have you known Nicholas?”
The grimace sharpened. “Too long.” 
“Then you know this isn’t how he operates,” I said. “He’s not above using big, showy terrorist tactics like bombs and mass shootings.” I thought of that stadium in Los Angeles. “But he knows my capabilities. Even without your help, I had a good chance of winning that fight at the Rocky Mountain Mile. Sending a mob of anthrophages after me was just sloppy and stupid, and that’s not his style.”
“Then who did it?” Murdo held up a finger. “And that’s not my next question. It’s a continuation of the first one.”
“What, were you a lawyer before you turned Rebel?” I said. “I don’t know. I pissed off some high-ranking Rebels last year, and the Dark Ones cultists don’t like me.” Corbisher and Swathe both might have the authority to summon that many anthrophages, and Nicholas’s girlfriend Hailey might know the spells to command them. 
Murdo frowned. “Connor’s lieutenants would go behind his back like that?”
“I bet you haven’t been with the Rebels long.” I stared at him, wondering how he would react. “The Rebels are a bunch of mass-murdering scumbags, and they think they can use the Dark Ones like toys, which is pretty stupid. They talk about freeing mankind, but all they want to do is set up a government worse than anything the High Queen has ever done, and they want to be in charge of that government. One of the Rebel leaders I met said he would be happy to kill ninety percent of the human population if it meant the other ten percent could live free of the Elves, and he was probably one of the less extreme ones. So, yes, I’m entirely certain they would go behind his back to kill me if they thought they could get away with it.” 
“Suppose they’ll try something different next time,” said Murdo.
“Yeah.” I stared out the window for a while. Kansas in late winter is kind of a bleak place. “All right. My turn for a question.”
Murdo inclined his head.
“Do you think someone set this up to kill you?”
He considered it. “It is possible. I only recently joined the Rebels. I am afraid I am not yet held in high trust, which is likely why Connor sent me to pick you up since I doubt he trusts you either. I’m afraid that if I had been caught in that anthrophage ambush without your help, I would have had a much harder time of it.”
I snorted. “Doesn’t look like you needed much help.”
He smiled, briefly. “Nevertheless. Maybe Connor, or one of his lieutenants, arranged the trap to get rid of two problems at once.” His smile faded. “But that was a lot of anthrophages. I don’t think anyone in the Rebels or the Dark Ones cults would expend that much effort to kill me.” 
“Is that insulting or flattering?” I said.
Again, Murdo gave me that flat look, and then, almost against his will, he smiled. 
“Given that bullets are involved, I’ll go with flattery,” said Murdo. “My turn for a question.” 
I nodded. 
“Are you a Rebel?” 
I frowned. “I just made that speech about how much I hate the Rebels, and you’re asking if I’m one of them?”
“You made that speech as I’m driving you to meet with Nicholas Connor,” said Murdo, “and you’re not meeting with him for the first time. I already know a lot about you, Miss Stoker, but…”
“Oh, yeah?” I said. “What do you know about me?” 
“You’re the shadow agent of an Elven lord or lady,” said Murdo. “That’s where you learned magic. The Elven noble has a hold over you, likely an illness with one of your family members, and that’s how the lord or lady compelled you into working for them. Except something awful happened to you, and now you’re working for the Rebels.”
I felt a chill. “Nicholas told you all that.” 
“Connor didn’t tell me anything useful,” said Murdo. “I’m not blind, and I’m not stupid. I’ve seen this kind of thing before. So. Are you a Rebel or not?”
The question hung in the air. It seemed important to Murdo. Maybe he was trying to find out if I was on his side or not.
“You know what?” I said, annoyed. “You want the truth, buddy? I’m not a Rebel. I’m not part of your glorious Revolution or whatever the hell Nicholas is calling it this week. I’m only helping Nicholas because my Elven noble forced me to do it. She made a deal.” I remembered my lie to Nicholas that I worked for an Elven noblewoman. “I have to steal three things for Nicholas, and then I’m done with him and his stupid Revolution.”
“I see,” said Murdo. 
His flat tone only made me angrier, so I leaned closer to him. 
“And when the deal is done,” I said, “I’m going to stop him and whatever murderous thing he’s going to do. So, Rory Murdo, if you’re spying for Nicholas, you can take that back to him. Tell him everything he already knows.” I dropped back into my seat. “I’m not a Rebel.”
“Then why does Nicholas tolerate you?” said Murdo. 
It was my turn for a question, but I was too angry to care. “Because he needs me. I can do things that no one else can. But once he doesn’t need me, he’s going to kill me. At least, he’ll try.” 
Murdo grunted. “I guess his lieutenants might not see it that way. Which is why they sent the anthrophages to kill you. That explanation makes the most sense.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Now. My turn. Are you a Rebel?”
Murdo sighed. “Yes. I have committed myself to the Revolution.” He did not sound happy about it. “I share your assessment of their unsavory nature. But suffice it to say, I was…compelled to join them.” 
“Right,” I said. I started to say that was a bullshit answer, but he spoke first.
“My question,” said Murdo. “Something terrible happened to you. What was it?”
I blinked, caught off guard. “What?” 
“I just killed twenty-three anthrophages,” said Murdo. “You killed four times as many.” His dark eyes regarded me for a moment, and then turned back to the road. “I have never, ever seen a human use magic of that potency before, and I have seen some powerful human wizards. Watching you fight was like watching an Elven noble in battle in the Shadowlands. And yet you look like a human woman of…what, twenty-five?”
“Twenty-two,” I said in a quiet voice. My body was nearly twenty-two years old.
My mind was much, much older. 
“Then…what happened to you?” said Murdo. “It had to have been something terrible.”
He sounded almost concerned.
For a moment or two, I couldn’t find the words to answer.
You have to understand. I hadn’t talked to anyone about the Eternity Crucible, not ever. Well, I had talked to Morvilind, but that didn’t count. I hadn’t talked to anyone who might care. I mean, what could I do? Burden the Marneys and Russell with that knowledge? Walk into a therapist’s office and tell him that I had died every day for a hundred and fifty-eight years, and ask if he had some pamphlets about breathing techniques for managing stress? 
I hadn’t realized how badly I wanted to talk about what had happened to me. No one could fix me, but I wanted someone to at least listen. 
“Miss Stoker?”
I blinked. I had been quiet for a while. I heard a creaking noise, and realized that I was gripping the armrests hard enough that my knuckles had turned white.
I made myself relax. 
“Bad things,” I said in a quiet voice. “Bad things happened to me. I’m not going to talk about it.” 
Murdo nodded.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
On reflex, I started to snarl at him, started to tell him to go to hell, started to tell him just where he could stuff his words. 
But he sounded like he meant it, and the lines on his face seemed to have gotten a little sharper.
Maybe it was all just a ploy to win my trust.
Or maybe bad things had happened to him too. 
“Thanks,” I said, and I stared out the window for a while. 
We didn’t talk again for an hour. The scenery didn’t change. God, but driving across certain parts of the Great Plains can be monotonous. 
“It’s your turn for a question,” said Murdo at last.
“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Hey, wait, yeah. I’m not the only one in this SUV who knows magic. You cast spells during the battle. Where did you learn them? Are you some Elven lord’s shadow agent as well?” 
“No,” said Murdo. “I’ve encountered shadow agents before, but I’ve never been one. I was in the Wizard’s Legion.”
“Huh,” I said. “Aren’t the men of the Legion supposed to be all enthusiastic for the High Queen? You’re her personal troops.”
“Yeah,” said Murdo. 
“So how do you go from a soldier of the Wizard’s Legion to the Rebels?” I said.
Murdo sighed. “I was compelled. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, or at least my necessary ally.”
“You’re not a Dark Ones cultist?” I said. 
Murdo scowled. “No. The Dark Ones are dangerous and malicious. The Rebels might have had the moral high ground, once upon a time. The High Queen has brought order and peace to Earth, but she does it with a ruthless hand. But to worship the Dark Ones…the Rebels have crossed every line. Have you ever encountered someone possessed by a Dark One?”
“A couple of times, yeah,” I said. “You have, too. Nicholas has one in his head, and so does his girlfriend Hailey. They use the Dark Ones to augment their magic.” Nicholas could also use his Dark One to change shape, becoming something that looked like a panther crossed with a nightmare. 
“The Dark Ones will only enter someone in exchange for a human sacrifice,” said Murdo.
“You mean Nicholas had to kill someone to get a Dark One inside his head?” I said.
“Yes,” said Murdo. 
“God,” I said. I shook my head. “That’s just like him. All those fine speeches about liberating humanity, and then he’ll kill someone to put a demon into his head.”
“It is contemptible, isn’t it?” said Murdo.
I looked at him, and another suspicious idea occurred to me.
Was Rory Murdo an Inquisition agent? 
It made sense. His skill at magic and fighting, his contempt for the Rebels for whom he worked, his loathing of the Dark Ones cultists…all of that would fit. Except it was too obvious. Way too obvious. If he was a deep cover agent, he sucked at it. Maybe he had murdered his superior officer in the Legion or something and had no choice but to take refuge with the Rebels.
Or maybe this was all an act calculated to win my trust. 
“That sword of yours is pretty handy,” I said instead. 
“The elemental blade spell?” said Murdo. “It has its uses.” He glanced at me. “Would you like to know the spell?”
“What?” I said. 
Murdo hit the turn signal lever and took an off-ramp leading to a rest stop. The rest stop wasn’t anything fancy, just a cinder block building housing a pair of bathrooms. It was deserted, and I watched as Murdo pulled into a parking space and put the SUV into park. 
“What are you doing?” I said.
“Would you like to know the elemental blade spell?” said Murdo. “I think you would put it to good use. With all the fire, ice, and lightning you used during the fight, you would be able to use all three elements to fashion different blades. That would be useful in some dangerous situations.”
I stared at him. “Why are you teaching me a spell?”
“Because you saved my life, and I pay my debts,” said Murdo. He shrugged. “Is that good enough? Or maybe it’s because you hate that scoundrel Connor too. Or that we both hate the Rebels but have to work for them anyway.”
“Or maybe you’re trying to win my trust to screw me over later,” I said.
“Very possible.” Murdo considered that. “But if I do, you can always chop off my head with an elemental blade.”
I laughed, despite myself. “All right. Fine. Teach me the spell. But if you try to hurt me, I’m going to blow up this SUV with both of us inside it.”
“Fair enough.” Murdo took a deep breath, flexing his fingers, and then leaned close, resting the fingers of his right hand against my forehead. His fingers felt surprisingly hot. Or maybe it was because I was so damned cold all the time. 
Then he cast a spell.
I felt a surge of power, like electricity crawling through my brain, as if every neuron in my skull had lit up at once. 
Then there was a new spell inside my head.
Murdo pulled back, and I blinked several times, turning over the new spell in my head.
“Okay,” I said. “Okay. That’s complicated. I think I’m going to give it a try.”
“Roll down the window first.” Murdo smiled. “It’s hard to get insurance when you’re a fugitive fighting to overthrow the government.”
“Right,” I said. I rolled down the window and lifted my right hand, gathered my will and magic, and cast the new spell.
A sword of elemental fire sprang into existence in my hand.
I turned the sword back and forth, concentrating. It was a powerful spell, and it took considerable concentration to maintain. Yet I was used to that kind of concentration, and I opened the SUV door and got out. I slashed the sword, and it cut a smoking gash in the asphalt at my feet. 
That would be useful.
An echo of an old thrill went through me. Before the Eternity Crucible, before Arvalaeon, I had lusted for magical power. I had the thought that if I gained enough power, if I became strong enough, I could save Russell and no one could ever control me again. 
The Eternity Crucible had blown that fantasy to pieces. I had power now, a lot of power, and I still couldn’t save Russell or be free of Morvilind and Nicholas. Granted, I had a lot more bargaining power now, but I still wasn’t free. 
But a hint of the old excitement remained.
I dismissed the elemental sword and got back into the SUV.
“Okay,” I said, and almost against my will, I smiled. Not my usual mirthless grin when dealing with the Rebels, but an actual smile. “That’s a pretty nice trade for saving your life. Thanks, Murdo.” 
He inclined his head. “You are welcome. I wish to ask a favor.”
I raised my eyebrows. “If it’s an inappropriate favor I’m going to cast the elemental sword spell and make a mess all over your upholstery.”
He blinked and then burst out laughing, and to my surprise, I laughed with him. 
“No, no, nothing of the sort,” said Murdo. “Can you drive for a while? I need to sleep.”
I blinked, surprised. “You would trust me to drive? What if I decide to kill both of us by driving into an overpass support?”
Murdo shrugged. “If I fall asleep and drive into an overpass support, the effect will be the same.” 
“Mmm. Good point. All right. Let’s trade seats.” I opened the door. “You’ll have to tell me where we’re going, though.” 
“Just keep heading east on I-70 for now,” said Murdo. “Once you take the bypass around the ruins of St. Louis, switch to I-64 and then I-68.” I climbed into the driver’s seat and immediately pulled it forward. Murdo was a lot taller than I was. “We’re meeting Connor and his friends at an address in northern Washington DC, not all that far from the ruins of Baltimore.”
“Super,” I said. The High Queen had destroyed three major American cities during the Conquest – Chicago, St. Louis, and Baltimore. I didn’t really want to see the ruins of St. Louis and Baltimore. I had already seen way more of Chicago than I wanted.
Murdo reached into the glove compartment and handed me a road atlas. “The address is written on the inside of the front cover, but I should wake up long before that.” 
“Right,” I said. I started to ask Murdo another question, but I saw that he had already fallen asleep. 
I blinked in surprise. I guess he must have really been in the Wizard’s Legion. James Marney and Riordan had both been men-at-arms, and they had both told me that soldiers learned how to sleep anywhere when they were tired. 
Murdo knew how dangerous I was. He had just seen me kill a whole bunch of anthrophages. Yet he had just handed me the steering wheel and fallen asleep.
Weird.
And as I looked at him, I realized that I had a new problem.
I kind of liked Murdo.
Not like that. I mean, Murdo hadn’t hit on me or anything, but if he had, I don’t think I would have minded. Not that romance was an option for me any longer. I was crazy, and I had a head full of nightmares, and I hadn’t even kissed anyone for a hundred and fifty-nine years. (Well, Nicholas had kissed me, but I had almost killed him for it, so that didn’t count.) I hadn’t known that when I had kissed Riordan goodbye that last time that it would be the final time I ever kissed him.
Or the last time I ever saw him, really. 
A wave of black melancholy rolled through me, and I shoved it aside. Or tried to, anyway.
But romance wasn’t the point. I detested all the other Rebels I had met and worked with. I could respect some of them, yes – Enzo Morelli knew his business, Vass was a hell of a helicopter pilot, and I had to admit that Martin Corbisher was a logistical genius – but I hated all of them. 
I had never met a Rebel I liked and respected before. 
I grimaced, put the big SUV into reverse, and backed out of the parking spot. It didn’t matter whether I liked Murdo or not. He was still a Rebel, and sooner or later Nicholas and I were going to try to kill each other. Most probably it would be after I stole those final two things for him, but it might be sooner. 
And when the day of our confrontation finally came, if Murdo got in my way or tried to stop me, I would have to kill him too.
Though after seeing him fight, I realized that might be harder than I thought.
With those cheery thoughts in my head for company, I drove across Kansas as Murdo slept.



Chapter 5: Road Trip
 
Once again, I drove across the United States, though this time I had Murdo for company.
I had driven across the United States a lot. Driving was the least regulated form of travel in the US. If you took a plane, train, or zeppelin, you had to present proper ID, and while I could forge an ID, that left a paper trail. If someone really wanted to find me, they could backcheck the records. For that matter, if there were any flags on those false identities in the Homeland Security databases, that would draw attention very quickly. 
For cars, on the other hand, all you had to do was get in and drive. So long as you didn’t break the speed limit and do anything suspicious, the Homeland Security traffic patrollers left you alone. So I made sure to stay just under the speed limit. 
Considering how explosively the trip had started, the drive across Kansas and Missouri was uneventful. There wasn’t much traffic, and I made good time while Murdo slept in the passenger seat. He must have driven all night to make it to the Rocky Mountain Mile in time for our meeting. Once I got to the ruins of St. Louis, I took the bypass around the wreckage of the ancient city to get to I-64. 
As I did, I tried not to stare at the grim spectacle. 
According to official history, the populations of Chicago, St. Louis, and Baltimore had rebelled against the High Queen a few years after the Conquest, and she had used her magic to destroy all three cities and put down the Rebels. Nicholas’s research had turned up a fuller version of the truth. The Rebels in all three cities had been an insurgency group assembled by a former Army general and Secretary of Defense named Jeremy Shane. Shane had been assassinated by rivals in his own organization before he could finish his plans, and his insurgency had launched their attack prematurely. The High Queen had been caught off-guard, but she recovered and used a magical weapon called the Reaping to destroy the rebelling cities. 
But Shane had been working on something when he had been murdered, some project, some weapon against the High Queen.
It was called Operation Sky Hammer. I didn’t know what it was. My best guess was that it was a weapon left over from the pre-Conquest era. The historical propaganda videos from the Department of Education regularly explained that the pre-Conquest American government had kept all sorts of nasty secrets, like secret prisons where government scientists used biological and chemical weapons to conduct horrific experiments on prisoners, and storehouses holding weapons of mass destruction capable of destroying the world a thousand times over. The broadcasts regularly praised the High Queen for dismantling those projects and protecting mankind from its self-destructive tendencies, which left a sour taste in my mouth since I knew the High Queen had been willing to nuke Milwaukee to stop the Archons. 
But now there was a bit of fear mixed with the sour taste. 
The High Queen had dismantled all those weapons or claimed them for her own.
What if she had missed one? 
And what if I was helping Nicholas to find the thing?
I tried not to dwell on that thought as I drove past the ruins of St. Louis. Unfortunately, keeping my eyes on the road meant that I had no choice but to keep my eyes on the ruined city. The Reaping had destroyed Chicago, and a myothar had taken residence in the city, killing any human who entered and raising them as its undead servants. I wasn’t sure what had happened in St. Louis, but a huge cloud of whirling black smoke rose from the ruins, miles high. Anyone who ventured into the city died an agonizing death as their lungs melted and their skin dissolved. I wondered if some nasty creature like the myothar lurked in the ruins.
I didn’t want to find out, so I kept driving. 
Once night fell and we got across the Mississippi River and into Illinois, I pulled over at a rural gas station to fill up and trade places with Murdo. 
“Do you want anything to eat?” said Murdo, stretching.
“No,” I said, watching the numbers tick by on the gas pump. “Too much junk food here.” I didn’t like junk food, that was true. The real reason was that too many kinds of junk food reminded me of the Eternity Crucible and would make me throw up. 
“Agreed,” said Murdo. “Smoothie?”
I blinked. “They don’t smell smoothies at gas stations.”
“I brought my own stuff,” said Murdo. He walked to the back of the SUV, opened the door, and in the cargo area I saw a cooler, a bag of various cylinders of protein and vegetable power, and…
I blinked. “Is that a battery-powered blender?” 
“Yes,” said Murdo. “I travel a lot, and it’s hard to eat healthy on the road. So, I come prepared.” He looked in the cooler and frowned. “I think we might need some milk, though. What kind of protein powder would you like? I’ve got vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, peanut butter…are you all right?”
I was staring at the blender. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just…I used to know someone who had a battery-powered smoothie blender like that. A real long time ago.” 
Riordan’s portable smoothie blender had been nicer than Murdo’s, but then, Riordan had been loaded. He’d been a Shadow Hunter for decades, so there had been time to build up a fat nest egg. Not that he had been pretentious about it – he had been frugal in a way that only someone who had been broke for a long time could be. But Riordan hadn’t skimped when it had come to healthy food, which made sense. Both Shadow Hunters and the shadow agents of Elven nobles had to stay in good shape. I guess former Wizards of the Legion turned Rebels on the lam needed to stay in shape as well. 
Huh. I hadn’t seen Riordan in nearly a hundred and sixty years, at least from my perspective, and I was still torn up about breaking up with him. I had just been so harsh about it. But it had been for his own good. 
I just had to keep repeating that to myself.
“I’ll get some milk,” I said. “Peanut butter powder, please.”
“Not chocolate? I thought women loved chocolate.” 
“Do you want to pay for the milk?” 
Murdo laughed and reached for a packet of peanut butter flavored protein powder.
I went into the gas station, paid cash for the gas, a half-gallon of milk, and a 24-ounce mug of coffee without sugar or flavoring. When I returned, Murdo made the smoothies with practiced efficiency, and then I started the SUV and pulled it into a parking spot away from the gas pumps. 
Then we sat and ate our smoothies and watched traffic rumble past on the freeway.
A weird little picnic, I suppose. 
It was a strange feeling, but not a bad one. I couldn’t remember the last time I had done this. Not the smoothies, I mean. I ate smoothies all the time. But I couldn’t remember the last time I had sat down and had a pleasant meal with someone I didn’t hate, someone I kind of liked…
The weird thing was that I felt comfortable around Murdo. That didn’t make any sense. I ought to have been on my guard around him. Granted, we had fought alongside each other at the hotel, but I had fought alongside Nicholas against the myothar, and that hadn’t changed anything between us, especially since he had tried to get me killed like two minutes later. 
I wondered if Murdo had drugged me, but that didn’t make any sense. Drugs weren’t magic. He could have knocked me out, but there weren’t any drugs that made you comfortable around someone. (Well, alcohol, but I wasn’t drunk or even buzzed.) Maybe he had used magic on me, but he couldn’t have done that without my noticing it. If Kaethran Morvilind himself couldn’t enter my mind without my knowledge, then Rory Murdo sure as hell couldn’t. 
So why did I like him?
“Have we met before?” I said at last.
I took another spoonful of smoothie as I waited for his answer. It was a really good smoothie. Murdo hadn’t skimped on the protein powder. 
“I think I would remember if we had met before,” said Murdo at last. 
“There’s a vague non-answer.” 
Murdo shrugged. “How often do you meet women who can kill that many anthrophages? It would be very memorable.”
“True,” I conceded. 
“Out of curiosity,” said Murdo, “are you actually an Elven noble in disguise?”
I blinked. “What?” 
“I’ve never seen a human use magic like that,” said Murdo. 
If he didn’t make sense to me, then I must have made even less sense to him. After all, I looked as I ought to be working at my first job while hoping to marry a man-at-arms at the end of his term of service. I didn’t look like someone capable of killing that many anthrophages.
“Nope,” I said. “Human, not Elven or orcish or dwarven or anything. Go on, cast the spell to sense the presence of magic.”
He frowned at me.
“Come on,” I said. “I double-dare you. Didn’t they teach you that at Legion wizard school?” 
Murdo laughed. “Legion wizard school? It’s called the Royal War College.”
“I like my name better.”
Murdo shrugged and cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. He peered at me, shrugged, and went back to eating his smoothie.
“See?” I said. “No illusion or mind-controlling spells.” 
“All right,” said Murdo. “That must be why Connor managed to get your Elven lord or lady…”
“Lady,” I said, sticking to my earlier lie.
“That must be why he wants your help,” said Murdo. “You can cast illusion spells. None of the Rebel wizards I’ve met so far know how to do that.” 
“Yeah.” I took another spoonful of smoothie. Just how much did I trust Murdo? I liked him, and he made a good smoothie, but I didn’t trust him much. Then again, if Nicholas had some big heist or job planned, Murdo was going to find out about all of this anyway. “I’m good at them, too. Better than any other human wizard I’ve ever met.” 
Murdo grunted. “None of the Gatekeepers can do illusion spells.”
My spoon paused halfway to my mouth. “You…know about the Gatekeepers.”
“Connor’s one of them,” said Murdo. “That petulant blond girlfriend of his is another. I think there are fourteen Gatekeepers total. They’re all possessed by Dark Ones, and they all know how to cast the rift way spell to the Shadowlands. The Gatekeepers all carry enchanted medallions or rings or talismans of the Dark Ones. That lets them escape back to Venomhold whenever they need to flee. It’s also why the Rebels have gotten so powerful over the last few years. The Inquisition and the Elven nobles used to be able to crush the Rebels at will. But they can’t chase the Rebels to Venomhold, so the Rebels have become a lot stronger and far better organized.” 
I wondered what he would think if I told him I had spent the last eight months harassing the Gatekeepers.
“You’re very well informed,” I said. 
Murdo shrugged. “Since I had to join the Rebels, it’s become necessary. They’re…not pleasant people.”
I snorted. “Understatement. And if you needed more proof, one of them just sent a mob of anthrophages to kill me, and you got in the way.”
“When it rains, it pours,” said Murdo. 
As if on cue, it started to snow.
“See?” I said. “You were right.”
We finished off our smoothies, and Murdo washed out the cups and the blender, which was good since I wasn’t going to do it. 
“Shall I drive?” said Murdo. “You did the last couple hundred miles.”
I hesitated and then nodded. “Yeah, why not? I could use a break. You know how to drive in snow?”
“I’ve done it once or twice,” said Murdo. “I’ll try not to slide off the road.”
“Super,” I said. We traded places, and Murdo started the SUV and got back onto the freeway. I watched the passing traffic for a while, the snowflakes blurring through our headlights, and to my surprise, I fell asleep. 
I slept deeply enough that I had dreams, a tangled mixture of my memories of the Eternity Crucible and things I had done since. In the dream, I ran through the ruins of Chicago, trying to find Riordan and Russell. They were always just around the corner, and I could never quite seem to catch up to them. The undead were chasing me, and I kept running …
I woke up with a start.
I must have been asleep for a while because daylight stabbed into my eyes. I also saw a lot of low, wooded mountains in the distance. 
“Sleep well?” said Murdo from the driver’s seat.
I grimaced and massaged my neck. “Yeah. Swell. Where are we?”
“Kentucky. Almost to West Virginia. I figured it was best to let you sleep.”
“Thanks,” I said. I gave Murdo a suspicious look, but he couldn’t have done anything to me without waking me up, and my backpack was undisturbed 
“In another four hours,” said Murdo, his voice hardening, “we’ll be able to ask Connor some questions.” 
“Great.” I grimaced. That wasn’t going to be fun.
Still, it was a nice drive through the mountains. I had never been in this part of the Appalachians before, and the scenery was beautiful. I watched the green mountains as they rolled past, and there was very little traffic.
Then we came down the other side of West Virginia and arrived in Washington DC. 
The High Queen and the Elven nobles ruled Earth, but the United States still had a federal government. Granted, the government was limited in what it could do, since the Elves didn’t allow human nations to war among each other. The Elves also required taxes and men-at-arms, and they took slaves and filmed Punishment Day videos instead of maintaining an expensive prison system (I guess the pre-Conquest Presidents had kept millions of people locked up in their very expensive prison systems), but beyond that, they let humans run their own affairs. 
For the most part, anyway. 
Based on what Arvalaeon had told me during our hellish little interview, I suspected the Elves had spent the last three hundred years basically brainwashing humans to rule themselves in the High Queen’s name. Most people regarded the thought of rebelling against the Elves with the same revulsion as a devout Catholic would regard the desecration of a crucifix or a font of holy water. 
Those who didn’t, I suppose, became Rebels. 
Of course, while the High Queen ruled Earth, someone needed to do all the work of gathering taxes and staffing Homeland Security and filing the proper paperwork, and that’s where the federal government came in. We had a President and Congressmen and elections, but basically, all the politicians ran on platforms of who loved the Elves more and who could more efficiently administer the nation. 
In kindergarten, everyone saw that video of the High Queen executing the last pre-Conquest President and Congress, and that made sure everyone knew where the real power resided.
I didn’t like the Rebels, but I didn’t like politicians, either. There’s something repellent about lying to people for votes. Granted, I’m a thief, so I don’t have a claim to virtue, but I was forced into it, and people went into politics of their own free will. Politicians seemed like teachers’ pets, for lack of a better word. They spent all their time sucking up to the Elves and then  screwing over humans whenever they could get away with it. Of course, the Elves didn’t like human politicians all that much either. A Congressman who got caught taking bribes would end up flogged on a Punishment Day video just as quickly as a common citizen.
But thoughts of the government fled as we drew closer to the northern side of Washington DC.
Specifically, closer to the ruins of Baltimore.
I knew about the Reaping and what the High Queen had done to Chicago and St. Louis. 
In Baltimore, the destruction had come in the form of fire.
And three hundred years later, the city was still burning. 
“There’s a sight I could do without,” said Murdo.
“Yeah,” I said.
The northern edge of Washington DC was mostly deserted, filled with warehouses and storage facilities, places people wouldn’t visit all that often. The reason for that was the sight of Baltimore burning with smokeless fire on the horizon. It was like looking at a sea of flames. I saw the skeletons of the city’s high-rise buildings, saw a carpet of fire blazing where the city had once been. Here and there I glimpsed charred buildings rising from the carpet of flames. It was a terrible, impossible sight. The fire should have burned out centuries ago, and the buildings collapsed into ruin long since.
But still the pyre of Baltimore burned. 
I laughed at myself a little.
“Is something funny?” said Murdo.
“No,” I said. I waved a hand at the distant inferno. “But looking at that…I can understand why someone would join the Rebels.”
Murdo gave me a sharp look. “Do you?” 
“I wonder how many people died there,” I said. “Half a million? A million? Maybe more?” 
“Then why not join the Rebels?” said Murdo. His voice was calm, but the question seemed important to him. Maybe he was trying to recruit me. Maybe he had his own doubts about the Rebels.
“Because if the Rebels take over, they’ll do the exact same thing,” I said. “I’ve seen them do it on a smaller scale. I hate the Elves, but I hate the Rebels more. I don’t…”
I fell silent. I couldn’t quite articulate it, and I didn’t want to tell too much to Murdo. I hated Arvalaeon. He had taken the young woman I had been and turned me into the powerful, unstable madwoman I was now. He had inflicted the kind of agony on me that the human mind hadn’t been designed to process. Hell, my mind couldn’t process it, which was why I was such a mess.
And yet…
We have saved forty million lives that day. The central third of the United States would have looked like the pyre of Baltimore if Arvalaeon and I had not done what we had done. Russell and the Marneys and the Valborgs and everyone else I had ever met would have died. 
“You find yourself caught between two mortal enemies,” said Murdo in a quiet voice. “You hate both, but one is worse than the other.”
“Yes,” I said, looking at him. “Life is complicated, isn’t it? No, wait, it isn’t.” I pointed at Baltimore. “People shouldn’t kill children. And that’s what Nicholas wants to do. Kill a lot of people to make his new damned world.” 
I sighed and leaned back in my seat.
“I think,” said Murdo, “that right and wrong are really black and white.” 
I looked at him. “Sucks to be me, then.”
“I also think,” said Murdo, “that human nature means we have to live our lives in shades of gray. Every choice has consequences. Maybe the trick is to get to the lightest shade of gray that we can manage, and trust to God for the rest.” 
“Hmm.” I thought that over. He had a point. Maybe that was what I had been doing. I could have just slaughtered everyone in my path, but I hadn’t. “That’s actually kind of profound.”
“Thank you.”
“And surprising,” I said. “You look so thuggish.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Thuggish? This is a nice suit.” 
I laughed. “A thug in a nice suit, then.” 
“A compliment, then. A man would rather be told he looks thuggish than helpless.”
I laughed again, surprised that I found it funny. But Murdo kept surprising me. 
“And here we are,” said Murdo, his voice quiet. 
My amusement faded. 
It was time to talk to Nicholas and his goons. 
We pulled up to a big building that looked sort of like a distribution center for a grocery or retail chain – an enormous cinder-block rectangle with dozens of truck docks. A chain link fence topped with barbed wire encircled the yard, and there was a security booth with a gate blocking the driveway in. Three men in gray coveralls occupied the booth, and…
“Aw, hell,” I muttered. 
I recognized one of the men. It was my old buddy Swathe, Nicholas’s chief of security. 
“Mitchell’s a friend of yours?” said Murdo.
I frowned. “Mitchell?” 
“Mitchell Swathe,” said Murdo. “Former Homeland Security. Does Connor’s dirty jobs.”
“Huh,” I said as Murdo turned the SUV towards the gate. “Guess I never found out his first name.” 
Swathe walked towards us, left hand held out, right hand resting on a holstered pistol at his hip. Murdo brought the SUV to a halt, and I got a good look at Swathe. He was a middle-aged man in fit condition, with the thick build of someone who had spent a lot of time lifting weights. There were old scars on his hands and face, and he had the flat, cold eyes of a reptile.
Murdo rolled down the window as Swathe stepped closer.
“You’re back,” said Swathe in a flat voice. “Did you…”
He stopped as he saw me, his perpetual scowl deepening. 
I grinned my mirthless grin at him and offered him a cheery wave. “Hey, Mitch. Long time, no see. Bet you poisoned, like, a dozen doctors since last year.”
Murdo blinked. 
“Miss Stoker,” said Swathe, making no effort to hide his hostility. “I would just like to say, for the record, that I completely disagree with Nicholas’s decision to bring you here, and in my opinion, we should kill you immediately.” 
“Well, in my opinion, that coverall makes you look stupid,” I said. “Just for the record, you know.”
“Park over there and wait for me,” said Swathe, jabbing his finger at the gate as the arm rose. Murdo steered his SUV into the yard and parked by one of the emergency doors to the warehouse. Swathe closed the gate behind us, spoke to the two other men in the guard booth for a moment, and then walked back to us.
“All right,” he said. “You’re going to come with me.”
“Why?” I said.
Swathe grimaced. “Nicholas wants to talk to you both. You’ll speak with him, and then there’s a meeting. We have a job to plan.”
“Why?” I said again in a sing-song voice.
“Ask Nicholas,” snapped Swathe. “Let’s move.”
I got out of the SUV, as did Murdo, and the three of us walked into the warehouse. 



Chapter 6: Rebels
 
The last time I had visited Nicholas, he and his gang of Rebels had been operating out of a warehouse owned by an actual shipping company, though I suspected the company was just a money-laundering front for the Rebels’ organization, kind of like that diner I had robbed back in Wyoming. 
This place, though, looked like it had been abandoned for a long time. 
We walked through a dusty front office and then into a cavernous warehouse area. Stacks of pallets stood here and there, along with rusting forklifts and pallet jacks. Water dripped from the ceiling, and large puddles covered portions of the cracked floor. The only light came from the half-open truck doors lining the walls. 
“Nice place you’ve got here,” I said. 
Swathe smirked. “All the comforts of home.” 
“Yeah, your home must suck.” 
Swathe did not answer. Guess he wasn’t in the mood to enjoy my wit, such as it was. 
We crossed the warehouse area and came to a locked metal door. Swathe opened it, and we stepped into a large room that looked as if it had once been a machine shop or maybe a maintenance garage for truck cabs. Metal cabinets lined the walls, and there were engine parts heaped in one corner. Two wooden tables had been set up in the center of the room, holding a variety of electronic components and several computers with flat-panel monitors. 
Nicholas Connor sat at one of the computers, frowning as he typed. 
He hadn’t changed in the last year. He was still tall and strong, with thick black hair and deep blue eyes. Today he wore gray cargo pants, a black T-shirt, and a heavy green jacket with a lot of pockets. Somehow, he made that look good, though he made almost anything look good. He looked up as the three of us approached, and that slow, lazy smile spread across his face as he saw me. 
I had loved that man once, and now I hated him more than anyone. Even Morvilind. 
Even Arvalaeon, come think of it. 
“Sir,” said Swathe. “Murdo has returned with Miss Stoker.” 
“So I see,” said Nicholas, getting to his feet. “Thank you, Swathe. Tell the others to meet in the planning room in fifteen minutes. I’ll want a word with Murdo and Stoker first.”
Swathe nodded and crossed the room to another door. It opened into a stairwell, and he disappeared up the stairs.
The clang of the door closing behind him was loud.
I stared at Nicholas. He was still smiling.
“Well, Kat,” he said. “Here we are again.”
I opened my mouth to snap at him, but to my surprise, Murdo spoke first.
“Connor,” he said, “what the hell is this?”
Nicholas blinked, his smile vanishing. “What are you talking about?”
“Why did you double-cross me?” 
Nicholas’s hard eyes turned to Murdo. “Explain.”
“I did exactly as you asked,” said Murdo. “I drove to Denver and picked up Miss Stoker at the Rocky Mountain Mile. And while I was talking with her, six vans full of heavily armed anthrophages pulled up and attacked us.”
Nicholas frowned. “What?” 
“Six white vans,” said Murdo. “Nearly ninety anthrophages, all of them armed to the teeth. They had come to kill us.”
“Then how are you still alive?” said Nicholas. He glanced at me and snorted. “No, never mind. I assume you and Miss Stoker went on the warpath?”
I gave him a thin smile. “We made a mess.” 
Murdo pointed a thick finger at Connor. “Was this a double-cross, Connor? Did you set me up to get me killed? Because if it was, I have a problem. I said I would work for you. I said I would fight for you. Everyone said Nicholas Connor was a man of his word.” I made a show my rolling my eyes at that. “But if you double-crossed me, then our deal is off.” 
“I see,” said Nicholas, his voice cold. “Would you believe me if I told you that I had no idea why those anthrophages were there?” 
“Maybe,” said Murdo. “Persuade me.”
“Most probably it wasn’t about you at all,” said Nicholas. “Those anthrophages were almost certainly there to kill Miss Stoker.” 
“Oh, sure,” I said. “See, Murdo, Nicky didn’t betray you. He was just going to kill you because he wanted to get at me.”
“Really, Kat?” said Nicholas. “You’re smarter than that, at least when your mouth doesn’t run away with your brain.” He started ticking off points on his fingers. “First, your patron’s deal with the Forerunner isn’t finished yet.” Murdo frowned at me. “You’re still of use to me. Second, when I do kill you, it won’t be in such a public and wasteful manner. The last thing I want right now is an incident that would draw the attention of both Homeland Security and the Inquisition.”
“Then where did those anthrophages come from?” said Murdo. 
“Most probably,” said Nicholas, “either one of the Dark Ones cults allied with the Revolution sent them after Miss Stoker, or one of the Gatekeepers used a spell to bind them.” He offered me a thin smile. “After two days in the car with Miss Stoker, I’m sure you can appreciate she has such a way of winning friends.” 
“But you’re the one in charge,” I said. “They wouldn’t have done it without your orders.”
Nicholas let out an exasperated sigh, which seemed odd, but then I realized it hadn’t been aimed at me.
It was aimed at his underlings. 
“You’ve never overseen a large organization, have you, Kat?” he said.
“No.” 
“There are two problems with managing a large organization,” said Nicholas. He leaned against one of the computer tables and put his hands in his jacket pockets, perfectly at ease. “One is that people refuse to take the initiative and wait for orders from above. The other is that people take too much initiative and overstep their bounds. I suspect that is what happened here.” His thin smile returned. “Not everyone in the Revolution agreed with my decision to employ your talents in pursuit of our goals. They see you as a threat, and might have decided to take preemptive action to get rid of you.” 
“Corbisher,” I said. “He’s one of your Gatekeepers.” I laughed aloud. 
“What?” said Nicholas.
“Maybe Hailey did it,” I said. “Just out of pure and simple jealousy. She’s a Gatekeeper too, isn’t she?” 
“She is perfectly capable of murdering you out of jealousy,” said Nicholas, “but she wouldn’t have been able to arrange something of that scale. Her talents do not lie in logistics.” 
“Yeah, I think we both know which assets of Hailey’s you value,” I said.
Nicholas only smiled. 
Another idea occurred to me. “Or maybe Karst sent them after me. The Knight of Venomhold. She would have the authority to do it. She outranks you.”
“The Knight and I are allies in this venture,” said Nicholas. 
“Sure. Allies.” 
“And, truth be told, I don’t think the Knight knows or cares that you exist,” said Nicholas. “We share a common strategic goal. She is not terribly concerned about the tactics that I use to reach that goal.”
“Then find out who ordered the attack,” said Murdo. His voice was flat, but his eyes flashed with anger. “I was betrayed once. I don’t intend to be betrayed again.” 
“Rest assured,” said Nicholas, “I shall find out who acted contrary to my instructions.”
Yeah, sure. Both Nicholas and I knew that once I had stolen two more things for him, he was going to come after me and I was going to try and kill him. He needed me now, but once he didn’t need me, all bets were off. And if one of his lieutenants did kill me, I didn’t think he would be all that upset. 
Or maybe he would. This thing he was after, Operation Sky Hammer, whatever it was, he couldn’t find it without my help. Nicholas couldn’t have gotten Jeremy Shane’s documents out of the ruins of Chicago without my skills.
So, what did he want me to steal now? 
I had been so focused on the anthrophage attack that I hadn’t thought about what Nicholas wanted me to do now. Since we were near Washington DC, I assumed he wanted me to steal something from the federal government. That was bad.
Or maybe he wanted me to go into the ruins of Baltimore.
That would be much worse. 
“Very well,” said Murdo. “I will hold you to that. But you of all men should know I will not respond well to treachery. That was why I left the Wizard’s Legion.” 
“As it happens,” said Nicholas, “I don’t care for disobedience myself. Which is why I am going to get to the bottom of this.” He looked at Murdo, at me, back at Murdo, and then smiled. “Have you taken a liking to our Miss Stoker, Murdo? I should warn you that you could do much better if you desire female companionship.”
“I just saw her kill about sixty or seventy anthrophages, Connor,” said Murdo. “Is this really a woman you want to pick a quarrel with?” 
“Not at all,” said Nicholas, his smile taking a hard edge. “But she picked a quarrel with me in Los Angeles. Didn’t you, Kat?”
“For God’s sake,” I said, my patience collapsing. I didn’t want to be here, and I didn’t want to be talking with Nicholas. “Can we get to business already? If you want to stand here trading insults for another couple of hours, I’m good with that, but I think we all have better things to do.” 
“A sound point,” said Nicholas. He straightened up. “The others should have gathered by now. This way, please.” 
He led the way, turning his back to me without fear. Murdo and I followed him in silence to the stairwell that Swathe had taken, and we climbed up to the second floor. The stairs ended in a concrete corridor that seemed to stretch the length of the building, metal doors on either side. A few flickering fluorescent light bulbs threw down pale shafts of light from the ceiling. 
Nicholas crossed to one of the doors, unlocked it, and stepped inside.
The first thing I noticed was the window. On the far wall were three large windows, all of them facing north, which meant I could see the inferno of Baltimore from here. It was a hell of a bad view. No wonder the warehouse had been abandoned. Who wanted to go to work every day and see a centuries-old pyre? 
The second thing I noticed was the conference table. It had been set up in the center of the room, and Nicholas’s lieutenants sat around it. 
Yep, the whole miserable gang was there.
As one they turned to look at me.
Swathe had taken a seat, and he glared up at us. Next to him sat Martin Corbisher. He wore an expensive suit, and he had been handsome until a bloodrat in Venomhold tried to bite off his head. On the other side of the table sat a smiling, paunchy, dark-skinned man with arms like tree trunks. Vass had piloted the helicopter that had taken us to Chicago and the tomb of Jeremy Shane, and he had been perfectly willing to leave me behind to die at Nicholas’s orders. Enzo Morelli sat next to him, sinewy and calm and unobtrusive. I had worked well with him, but if Nicholas gave the order, Morelli would put a bullet in my head and sleep soundly after. 
Hailey Adams sat away from the others, near the head of the table where Nicholas would sit. She was tall and blond and pretty and busty, and I suppose it was cold enough that she couldn’t dress as revealingly as she usually did. Nevertheless, she wore a snug blue sweater with a plunging neck and skin-tight jeans with high-heeled boots. She was a wizard skilled with mind magic, had a Dark One inside her skull, and she also was one of the Gatekeepers.
Oh, yeah, and she hated my guts. She was in love with Nicholas, a sentiment I’m sure Nicholas did not return even though they slept together, and Hailey was certain I wanted to steal away Nicholas for myself. As far as I was concerned, Hailey was welcome to him, but she still thought I wanted him back. 
All five of them looked up as we entered the room. Swathe, Corbisher, and Hailey glared at me in unison. Vass smiled his big white smile. Morelli only glanced at Murdo and me, but he always had the coiled tension of a serpent about to trike. 
For a moment, we looked at each other. 
Nicholas broke the silence first. “Where’s Lorenz?”
Lorenz? Uh-oh. 
I kept the recognition from my face. Evidently, Lorenz had escaped that explosion in Red Ditch. 
Hailey’s mouth twisted. “He was still preening, I think.” I guess she shared my opinion of Victor Lorenz. “The damned peacock will be here once he finishes putting on his hair gel.” 
“I see,” said Nicholas. “Go…”
No sooner had he spoken than the door on the far wall opened, and Victor Lorenz himself stepped into the room. He was wearing what I could only describe as Rebel chic – cargo pants, a camouflage jacket, a pistol at his belt, and a red beret. And he didn’t step into the room. He strode into it with a commanding expression, like he was playing a heroic general on some movie set. 
He stopped, looked around, saw Murdo, and grinned. 
“Well, well, well!” said Lorenz. “Rory Murdo returns! The strong but silent oaf! What, no word of greeting for me? Not even a disdainful grunt?”
“Victor Lorenz,” said Murdo, his voice flat. I wondered why he disliked Lorenz so much. But Murdo had been a man of the Wizard’s Legion, devoted to duty and discipline, and Lorenz had been a philandering actor. For that matter, Murdo didn’t seem to like the Dark Ones cultists, and Lorenz had a Dark One inside his head to fuel his magic. 
Which made me wonder again what had driven Murdo to the Rebels. Honestly, Murdo didn’t seem the type.
“Eloquent as ever,” said Lorenz. “Someday, you’ll manage a complete sentence, and your brain cells will catch fire from the strain. You…”
He looked at me, and I saw the flicker of lust go over his expression. Then his bearded face spread into a wide white smile. 
“Well,” he said, walking towards me. “Hello, beautiful.”
Great.
“You must be the famous Katrina Stoker,” said Lorenz. He sauntered up, snatched my left hand, bowed over it, and planted a kiss on my knuckles. 
“And you,” I said, “look like you just escaped from Central Casting. What, are you auditioning for the role of Drug Cartel Soldier #6?”
Lorenz only smiled, keeping my left hand grasped between both of his. He gripped my hand with just enough force to be painful. 
“Nicholas, Nicholas, Nicholas,” said Lorenz. “From all that you told me of Miss Stoker, you neglected to mention that she was so beautiful. Such fierce eyes! Like a lioness. And the curve of her neck…ah, graceful indeed.”
I glanced at Nicholas. He looked amused, damn him. Morelli and Vass seemed bored, as if they were waiting for a tedious preliminary to finish so the real work could begin. Corbisher and Swathe both were amused. Hailey was glaring daggers at Lorenz, oddly enough. Maybe she had realized what a perv he was. 
Murdo was giving Lorenz a flat, blank stare that promised murder. Huh. 
“Careful, Victor,” said Corbisher. “She’s one of Nicholas’s cast-offs, and has a temper like a sow in heat.” 
“Gosh, Marty,” I said. “Maybe Lorenz will be so grateful for the advice he’ll tell you where to buy some hair plugs.” 
That shut him up. For a man who’d nearly had his face bitten off by a bloodrat, Corbisher was vain. 
“A waspish temperament,” said Lorenz, still grasping my hand. “I know what Miss Stoker needs. It’s clearly been too long since she had enjoyed the attentions of a man.” He tugged me closer. He was a lot stronger than he looked. “What do you say, Nicholas? Delay the meeting by an hour, and I’ll have her purring like a kitten when she comes back…”
With that, one of his hands released mine and gave my right breast a hard squeeze. 
Okay, then.
I cast a spell at once, sheathing my right hand in an invisible gauntlet of telekinetic force, and I hit him in the chest. His smug smile turned to wide-eyed shock as the force of the spell threw him backward. He hit the arm of Corbisher’s chair, which had amusing side effect of knocking the chair over and spilling Corbisher to the floor. 
Lorenz hit the wall, and I wondered if he had broken any bones.
He hadn’t. In fact, he came back to his feet a lot faster than I would have thought, lips peeled back in fury…and the purple-black fire of a killing spell fueled by his Dark One around his fingers. 
He wanted to fight? Well, I was game if he was. I called more power, and five lightning spheres crackled into existence around me, snarling and sparking with restrained force. Morelli surged to his feet with the speed of a snake, pistol in hand, and Swathe followed suit more slowly. Corbisher rolled to one knee, snarling, and started to cast a spell of his own. Hailey got to her feet and moved to stand near Nicholas, calling magic, and Murdo grimaced, drawing his pistol with his right hand and calling a blade of elemental force with his left.
“That is enough!” 
Nicholas’s voice boomed out. 
We all froze and looked at him. Nicholas remained sitting, his expression calm, but his voice was hard and cold.
“There is a greater objective here,” said Nicholas, “and there are far more important matters at stake than your petty personal dislikes. The Revolution is on the cusp of its greatest victory in the three centuries since the Conquest, perhaps even on the verge undoing the Conquest itself.”
Really? How was he going to manage that?
“But victory can only be achieved if we are disciplined and remained focused on our objectives,” said Nicholas. His eyes turned to Corbisher. “History will not be kind to those who allowed their personal vendettas to override their thinking. Such as, for example, wasting resources and risking premature exposure of our plans due to a petty grudge.”
Corbisher scowled back at Nicholas. The two men stared at each other, but Corbisher looked away first. 
Yeah. My suspicions hardened into certainty. Corbisher had been the one to order the attack at the Rocky Mountain Mile. Either he wanted payback for what I had done to him at Venomhold, or he saw me as a future threat to the Rebels’ plans and wanted me out of the way.
Or, you know, both. No reason not to multitask. 
“But,” said Nicholas, “what’s done is done. You don’t have to be friends. You don’t have to like each other. But we are soldiers in a great cause, and our animosity must be set aside in the pursuit of victory. You will work together, or you will answer to me.” 
No said anything for a bit, then Lorenz waved his hand, dismissing the power he had summoned, and sat next to Corbisher. Murdo grunted and lowered his pistol, dismissing his blade of elemental force, and stood next to the door with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. 
“Miss Stoker?” said Nicholas.
I let the lightning globes whirl around me for a few more revolutions, just to remind Nicholas that I could probably wipe out half his team before he killed me, and then released the power. “Great speech, Nicky.” I looked at Lorenz. “You could learn a few things about acting.”
Lorenz leaned back in the chair. “It really has been a while since you’ve gotten laid, hasn’t it?” 
“I don’t think I’m your type,” I said. “You haven’t drugged my drink enough yet.” 
Lorenz smiled. “I am quite…”
“That is enough,” said Nicholas. 
“Yeah, Vicky,” I said. Lorenz’s eyes flickered. He hadn’t liked that one. “Listen to Nicky.” 
“Enough, Miss Stoker,” said Nicholas, his voice and stare level.
I sighed, raised my hands in mock surrender, and yanked out a chair. I sat and folded my arms over my chest. “Fine. So, what do you want? The deal was that I would steal three things for you, and I’ve already done one. So, what’s the second thing? Hair plugs for Corbisher? A voucher for acting lessons for Vicky?” 
“Something far more valuable and far more difficult to obtain,” said Nicholas. 
“And just what is that?” I said. The sinking feeling came back. I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like what he said next. 
Nicholas smiled. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are going to rob the Royal Bank of Washington DC.” 
Silence answered his pronouncement. Both Corbisher and Lorenz looked alarmed. I guess Nicholas hadn’t mentioned his plans to them. Hailey’s eyes had gone enormous, and Vass’s mouth had fallen open. Even Morelli looked mildly surprised. 
“Oh,” I said. “Shit.” 
“That’s…ambitious,” said Murdo at last. 
“Yes,” said Nicholas. “Which is why we require a thief of Miss Stoker’s particular talents.”
“But what’s the big deal?” said Hailey, though she looked uncertain. “It’s the Royal Bank, yeah, but it’s still just a bank. We’ve robbed banks before to finance the Revolution.”
“I’ve even landed helicopters on the roofs of a few to help escape,” said Vass. “But I bet the Royal Bank is more heavily defended than most.”
“Martin,” said Nicholas. “You’re our expert in finance. Explain.” 
Corbisher made a little tent with his fingers in front of his chest. When Nicholas did it, he looked thoughtful. It just made Corbisher look even more pompous. “Most banks in the United States are heavily regulated and limited to human use. Historically, one of the chief ways human societies have collapsed is due to misbehaving bankers, so the High Queen keeps bankers and financiers on a very short leash, and isn’t hesitant about executing them on Punishment Day videos. The Royal Bank, however, is the only bank in the United States that services Elven nobles and the Elven commoners. It is also one of the few banks allowed to operate internationally, and so the Royal Bank has branches in nearly every nation on Earth.”
“So, there will be a lot of money there,” said Hailey.
“Quite right,” said Corbisher, forgetting his disdain for her as he warmed to his subject. The man did love money. “Additionally, only privileged humans can use the Royal Bank. Decorated veterans, for one. Humans who have performed extraordinary services for Elven nobles. The Family of the Shadow Hunters and similar organizations that operate under the High Queen’s imprimatur. The Wizard’s Legion, for that matter.” He glanced at Murdo. “You must have had an account there.”
“I did,” said Murdo. “It was frozen when I…left.”
“Pity. We all must make sacrifices for the Revolution,” said Corbisher. “Anyway, human members of the Royal Bank receive numerous benefits – reduced-rate loans, special retirement accounts, access to bond sales, and so forth. Elven nobles also store rare treasures and special relics within the Bank’s vaults. Naturally, the Bank’s headquarters in Washington DC is one of the best-guarded buildings in the Western Hemisphere.”
Vass frowned. “If we need the money so badly, why not pick an easier target?”
“It’s not about the money,” I said in a quiet voice.
Nicholas smiled. “Go on, Miss Stoker.” 
“Vass is right. If you assholes need money, there are easier ways to get it,” I said. “Go rob a bunch of local banks or something. If you really needed money that badly, I bet the Knight of Venomhold would give you a couple of bags of diamonds or something. No.” I leaned forward. “It’s about the vaults, isn’t it? There’s something in the vaults of the Royal Bank that you want.”
Nicholas smiled. “Very good.”
The smile left me cold. Whatever Nicholas wanted, whatever was waiting in the vaults of the Royal Bank, I was pretty sure it had something to do with Jeremy Shane. More to the point, it had something to do with Operation Sky Hammer, that mysterious project Shane had been working on when he had been assassinated. 
And I didn’t like the thought of someone like Nicholas having something called a “Sky Hammer.” 
“So why do we need her help for this?” said Hailey. “Robbing banks isn’t that hard. We’ve done it before.”
“Not like this,” said Corbisher. “The Royal Bank will have the best security in the US…”
“What Marty is trying to say,” I said, “is that Elven nobles and Elven commoners bank there.” I rubbed my forehead. I felt a nasty headache coming. “Which means that the bank will have Elves on its staff. That means the security guards can use magic, which also means that the bank will have magical defenses in addition to conventional ones.” 
We considered that in silence for a moment.
Morelli muttered something in Italian.
“I don’t speak Italian,” I said, “but if he just said this is an incredibly stupid idea, I agree.” 
“You can see,” said Nicholas, “why we required your unique talents for this task, Miss Stoker.” 
I sighed. I could have argued. But to be blunt, I was over a barrel. The Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind required that I steal three things for Nicholas. The first thing had been Jeremy Shane’s briefcase from the ruins of Chicago. 
It looked like the second thing was in the Royal freaking Bank of Washington DC. 
“Fine,” I said. “All right. If we’re going to do this very stupid thing, let’s get on with it. What are we stealing from the Royal Bank?”
“Fortunately, the item we are stealing is neither large nor unwieldy,” said Nicholas. “I require you to steal the contents of Deposit Box 547, Vault 19. The item itself weighs only a few ounces, and is two inches long and about an inch wide…”
I blinked. “A thumb drive? You want me to steal a thumb drive?” That brought back a wave of déjà vu. Morvilind had sent me to steal thumb drives several times. Granted, the drives had never been in the Royal freaking Bank. 
“A very old thumb drive,” said Nicholas.
I let out a long breath. 
I was willing to bet that thumb drive held information about Operation Sky Hammer and Jeremy Shane. 
“Okay,” I said. “Before we start, I have to make one thing clear.”
“Oh,” said Lorenz with a smirk, “she’s going to make a speech now, is she? Silence, ladies and gentlemen, and…”
“Shut up,” I said. “This isn’t a game, and this isn’t a movie set. We got into Chicago and got out alive again, yeah.” I overlooked the fact that Nicholas had tried to abandon me there. “That was hard enough, but all we had to deal with was one myothar and its army of insane undead. This is going to be a lot harder. Everyone working at the Bank will be looking out for Rebels or thieves or saboteurs, and one screw-up and we’re all dead.”
“Your point?” said Nicholas.
“That we must do this properly,” I said. “I doubt I can do it by myself. We’re going to need a plan, and a damned good one.”
“As it happens, I agree,” said Nicholas. “Which is why you’re going to the Royal Bank tomorrow to have a look around.”
“Oh, I am, am I?” I said.
“You are,” said Nicholas. “Swathe, Morelli, and Murdo will accompany you.” Swathe looked displeased, while Morelli only nodded. Murdo remained impassive. “Your objective tomorrow is to look around the Bank and assess its defenses. Your ability to Cloak will allow you to access areas none of the rest of us could visit, and if possible, I want you to look at the vault level. It will be heavily defended, but we’ll need to have a better idea of those defenses before we can prepare a plan of operations.” 
“I don’t suppose you have a floor plan or any useful information about the building, do you?” I said.
“Fortunately, I do,” said Nicholas.
Corbisher smirked. “It’s amazing what bribes to the right officials can accomplish.”
“It’s about time for lunch,” said Nicholas. “I suggest we get something to eat and reconvene here in one hour to begin planning.”
“Yeah, you guys go do that,” I said. There was absolutely no way I would eat or drink anything Nicholas or one of his crew prepared for me. If Corbisher really had sent those anthrophages after me, I had no doubt that he would try to drug me if he could get away with it. Maybe his financier’s brain would realize that a drug would be way more cost-effective than ninety anthrophages with AK-47s. 
“You will not join us?” said Nicholas.
“Nah,” I said. “I ate like, fifteen donuts this morning. I’m stuffed. Maybe I’ll take a nap.” 
“Fifteen?” said Hailey, her disdain clear.
“All right, all right, I’m exaggerating,” I said. “It was actually more like twelve.”
Hailey rolled her eyes, got to her feet, and stalked out of the room. I knew she was using contempt to hide the fact that I frightened her a great deal. Which was an odd thought. I didn’t want to frighten people, mostly because I had been trained to be unobtrusive. But after the Eternity Crucible, it had become harder and harder to pretend to be anything than what I really was.
And what I had become a dangerous, possibly crazy, wizard of considerable power. 
“I’ll keep an eye on Miss Stoker, Connor,” said Murdo. “After all the work it took to get her here in one piece, I don’t want her wandering off and getting shot by one of the security guards.” 
“As you wish,” said Nicholas. He got to his feet, and the others followed him into the hallway, leaving me alone with Murdo. I wondered where they would get food. Maybe Nicholas had a cafeteria hidden in the basement. I had worked in a cafeteria a few times as a cover during some jobs for Morvilind, and it had been hard unpleasant work. Working in a Rebel cafeteria had to be even more unpleasant.
I shook my head to clear away the odd thoughts and looked at Murdo. He still stood by the door, as motionless as a statue, albeit a muscular statue in a good suit. He looked as if he could stand there all week. 
We looked at each other for a while.
“What,” I said at last, “a bunch of assholes.”
Murdo coughed. “You realize this room is bugged.”
“Of course it’s bugged,” I said. “That’s what they’re listening to while they eat lunch.” I leaned back in my chair and crossed my legs. “You realize that Corbisher was probably the one who sent the anthrophages after me.”
Murdo nodded. “He did look guilty.” He sighed. “If he’s gone off the reservation, Connor will have to slap him down.”
I blinked. “What reservation?”
“Off the reservation?” said Murdo. When I showed no sign of comprehension, he kept speaking. “It’s a slang term from the Wizard’s Legion. When someone violates official rules or orders, we’d say he went off the reservation.” 
“Huh,” I said. Guess you learn something new every day. 
“Corbisher doesn’t seem to like you very much,” said Murdo.
“Really? I thought he hated my guts.” 
Murdo waited.
I sighed. “Did you know he was running for the governor of Minnesota about a year ago?” I almost said a hundred and sixty years ago, but I stopped myself in time. 
“And now he’s not,” said Murdo. “Guess you had something to do with it.”
“Yeah. I got an elder bloodrat mad at me and escaped, so the bloodrat took out its temper on Corbisher instead,” I said. “That was before I got tangled up with these jerks.”
“Why don’t you turn them in?” said Murdo.
I blinked. “Sorry?”
“Turn them into the Inquisition,” said Murdo. “You could do it easily. Especially if you really can cast a Cloak spell. If the Elven noblewoman you work for is dealing with the Rebels, the Inquisition will come for her as well. You could be free of them all.”
“Yeah.” I grinned my mirthless grin at him. “Little problem with that, though. I’m married.”
Murdo blinked. “Married.” 
“With a toddler, too,” I said. “Cute little boy.” I recalled the details of the lie I had told Nicholas in Indiana. “So, the Elven lady who trained me as a shadow agent made a deal with the Forerunner. I would steal three things for the Forerunner, and in exchange, the Forerunner would give some information to my lady. So, yeah. I know enough to take down Nicholas and to take down my Elven lady. Except if I do…”
“The noblewoman will kill your husband and child,” said Murdo.
“Yup,” I said. 
And it was almost the truth, except for the details. I didn’t serve an Elven noblewoman, but an Elven lord who also happened to be the most powerful wizard of the Elves. And if I screwed this up, Morvilind wouldn’t kill Russell. He wouldn’t bother. He just wouldn’t cast Russell’s yearly cure spell in July, and Russell would die of frostfever sometime in August. 
“I’m sorry,” said Murdo. “That’s a difficult position.”
I folded my arms over my chest. “So why are you here?”
Murdo didn’t say anything.
“You’re not an asshole, and you’re not a coward,” I said, “and you’re not a bitter loser like Swathe or Corbisher. So why leave the Wizard’s Legion and join the Rebels?”
“I had no other choice,” said Murdo.
“Come on,” I said. “That’s a non-answer. What’s the real reason? What, did some Elven nobleman shoot your dog or steal your car or something?” 
Murdo almost smiled. “I’m not really a dog person.”
“I know why I’m here,” I said. “Why are you here, Rory Murdo?”
Murdo didn’t say anything. His hard face remained a cold mask, but I had the impression he seemed…relieved, somehow. Like he had been afraid I might say something else. I didn’t understand why. And didn’t understand why I liked him. In fact, my instinct was to trust him, but I couldn’t understand why.  
Murdo tensed, opened his mouth, closed it again. I waited. 
He started to speak…and then the door swung open.
Victor Lorenz strolled into the room. He even managed to do that dramatically. 
“Isn’t this cozy?” said Lorenz, looking back and forth between Murdo and me and smiling. “I do hope I haven’t interrupted the interesting parts.”
“Hi, Vicky,” I said. “If you’ve come here to grope me, I have a witness present.” I jerked my head at Murdo. “Also, if you try it again, I’ll shoot a fire sphere through the front of your skull and out the back. Just so we’re clear.” 
Lorenz only smirked and strolled forward a few paces. Murdo tensed. I just stared at Lorenz, my arms crossed, though I called power for a spell.
“I know it was you, Katrina Stoker,” said Lorenz.
“Gosh, are you trying to be mysterious?” I said.
“I know it was you at Red Ditch,” said Lorenz.
I didn’t say anything to that.
“I thought I recognized that stupid ugly coat of yours,” said Lorenz. “Someone who looks a lot like you blew up my supply dump. But, well, I wasn’t sure. It was dark, and we were in a hurry. But then you used magic in front of me, and I recognized the feel of your spells. It’s one of the things I’m good at, magically speaking.”
“If you’re trying to hit on me, it’s a really weird way to go about it.”
Lorenz laughed. “Hit on you? Why do you think I groped your admittedly disappointing breast? Because I’m that hard up? No. I wanted to see what you would do. And when you summoned magic, I recognized the feel of your power. You were the one who wrecked our operation at Red Ditch.” His smile widened. “So, what do you have to say to that?”
I stared at him, and I felt a cold prickle of unease.
This was a dangerous man. 
He seemed like a self-absorbed, shallow, cruel former celebrity, which was because he really was a self-absorbed, shallow, cruel former celebrity. But underneath all the vanity and ego was a clever mind. I had known it at Red Ditch, and I saw more proof in front of me now. Despite all my precautions, he had realized that I was the one he had seen in Wyoming.
And if he taunted me into admitting it, and the room really was bugged…then Nicholas and the gang would hear everything I said. And if I admitted that I had caused so much trouble for the Rebels, Corbisher would jump on it, and he might be able to force Nicholas to kill me. A leader can’t look weak in front of his followers. 
It was a neat little trap, and Lorenz had managed to think it up on the fly during the meeting. 
A very dangerous man. 
“What do I have to say to that?” I said. “I thought it was a stereotype that all actors were on cocaine, but given the level of paranoid delusion I see here, I wonder if you just snorted your lunch.”
Lorenz smiled and gestured at himself. “Cocaine? And risk damaging this face? Certainly not, Miss Stoker. But don’t bother denying it. I know it was you. I know you’re too clever for me to prove it. But you can’t keep that up forever. Sooner or later you’ll slip up, and when you do, I am going to execute you as an enemy of the Revolution.”
“Nicholas will be pissed,” I said, “especially since he’s listening to this conversation.” 
“Why would Nicholas be upset?” said Lorenz. “I am merely stating simple facts. When you show yourself as a traitor to the Revolution – and you will – I will deal with you as a traitor deserves. I am just informing you of that simple fact.” He flashed his too-white smile at me. “Though we can come to an arrangement. If you take off all your clothes and get on your knees…”
“Get out,” I said.
“Goodbye, Miss Stoker,” said Lorenz. “I enjoyed meeting you, and I do look forward to continuing this conversation.”
With that, he strolled out of the conference room, the metal door clicking shut behind him. 
I scowled at the door. This was bad. Nicholas and Corbisher were dangerous enough. But I knew Lorenz was capable of finding a way to kill me that looked like an accident. He had already decided that I was a threat to the Rebels, and he might decide that it was better to beg forgiveness than to ask permission about killing me. 
Especially if Nicholas decided my help was more trouble than it was worth.
I looked at Murdo, and he stared back.
“I don’t like him very much,” I said at last.



Chapter 7: A Cold-Blooded Woman
 
Nicholas and Morelli returned after lunch, carrying architectural blueprints and diagrams. Murdo departed on some errand or another for the Rebels, and Nicholas spread out the plans and we got to work. I wondered why Morelli was here, and then I remembered he was an expert at security systems and explosives. 
Having seen him use plastic explosives to blast the door off a vault in the ruins of Chicago, I knew that firsthand. 
After about five minutes of looking over the plans, I was impressed.
“Where did you get all this stuff?” I said. “If these are accurate, they’ll be incredibly helpful.” 
Nicholas smiled. “The Revolution has its sources.”
“No,” I said. “Tell me. Because we’re risking our lives on this information, and I need to know that it’s accurate.” 
Nicholas tapped his fingers against the table a few times and then nodded. “Very well. The current Bank building in Washington DC was constructed fifty-three years ago after the last one was damaged due to storm-related flooding. The Royal Architects & Construction Company received the contract, designed the building, and built it. As part of the contract, they are on retainer to do any necessary structural maintenance or repairs, and so they keep a set of blueprints on file. There are no Revolution sympathizers in Royal Architects & Construction, but the employees in charge of the archives are not paid very much, and so it was a simple matter for Corbisher to bribe them to look the other way while we made some copies. Satisfied?” 
“No,” I said. “But then you were never good at satisfying me, and you know it.”
That was a lie. Regrettably.
Nicholas only smirked and turned his attention to the plans. 
“I see one problem right away,” I said. “The plans reference wardstones in the walls. What kind of wardstones?”
“Stones inscribed with permanent Seals of Shadows,” said Nicholas. “If this were a normal bank, we could simply shoot our way into the vaults, take what we needed, and open a rift way back to Venomhold and safety. Because of the geometry of the placement of the Seals, no rift ways will open anywhere within the Bank or for about three hundred yards outside of its walls.” 
“Great,” I said.
“It does pose a challenge,” said Nicholas.
We gazed at the blueprints in silence for another few moments. 
“There’s a big gap,” I said. “There are no security systems in any of these plans.”
“Unsurprising,” said Nicholas. “The director of the Bank is Lord Maelaeyar, the Duke of Washington DC himself. Duke Maelaeyar is responsible for the security of the Bank and contracted with the Inquisition itself to set up the building’s security systems. As you can imagine, the Inquisition is rather more stringent with its security than Royal Architects & Construction.”
“Yeah,” I muttered. I wondered if Arvalaeon had a hand in the Bank’s security. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing he would do. 
“But we can make an educated guess about the security systems,” said Morelli, tapping the plans. “There are ways. You just need to look for the wiring conduits, the ducts, and the gaps left into the concrete. Based on that, we can make a guess on what kind of security the Elves have to guard their treasures.”
“A guess is better than nothing,” I said.
Except with this kind of thing, if you guessed wrong, you were dead in a hurry. 
“The point of your reconnaissance,” said Nicholas, “is that we have something better than a guess.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Where’s Vault 19?” 
Morelli produced the appropriate chart. The Bank was a larger underground than it was above, and in the three levels of its basement were something like twelve hundred secure vaults, each one about the size of a rented storage unit. The vaults were even laid out like storage unit facilities, with long corridors marching past rows of metal doors. Fortunately, Vault 19 was in the first basement, and it wasn’t all that far from either the stairs or the elevator.
“Cameras,” I said, pointing at the lines on the blueprints. “There are definitely conduits and mount points for cameras every few yards in the vault levels. I think every single square inch of the vaults is recorded at all times.”
“The door to the stairs and the elevator have space for security systems as well,” said Morelli. “At a start, it looks like Bank employees need to use keycards to access either the stairwell or the elevator. All access is therefore recorded, and the elevator and stairs have camera coverage.”
“What about the vault doors?” I said. “You know more about them than I do.”
“More conduit under the floor,” said Morelli. “Almost certainly every vault door is wired with an alarm.”
“Any lethal alarms?” I said.
Morelli hesitated. “Mmm…probably not.”
“Probably,” I said. “I don’t like that.” 
“Any lethal defenses in the Bank’s vaults,” said Nicholas, “are almost certainly magical in nature.”
Great. 
“Okay,” I said. “Honestly, I think my best bet is to keep this as simple as possible. I don’t dare use a Masking spell in the Bank. Any Elf who comes close enough will sense it. I’ll just Cloak near the door, wait until someone goes downstairs, and follow them to the Vaults. I’ll have a look around and then follow an employee back upstairs. Then I’ll get the hell out of there, and I can come back here to plan the next step.” 
Morelli grunted. “Waiting for an employee to access the vaults is a bad idea. There might not be anyone wishing to access the vaults that day.”
“We may be able to take a more direct hand with that,” said Nicholas. “One of Corbisher’s businesses has a deposit box at the Royal Bank.”
I frowned. “How does Corbisher have any businesses left at all? Both the Inquisition and Homeland Security want his head.”
“Really, Kat,” said Nicholas. “Don’t be naïve. Corbisher was a politician, and he conducted a great deal of his business under the table. He retains a controlling interest in several companies via false identities and shell corporations. Eventually, the Inquisition will track them all down, but they have numerous other concerns just now. Anyway, we will send you with some papers to secure in the deposit box. A Bank employee will collect the papers, and place them in the vault. You can then Cloak and follow the employee to the vaults, and then come back up again.” 
“All right,” I said with a frown. The plan made sense. And if it went wrong, if I was captured or killed, Nicholas would lose nothing. He could regroup and try something else. 
“We’ll send you in two cars, I think,” said Nicholas. “You and Murdo in one, Swathe and Morelli in another. False ID cards will be easy enough to prepare by tomorrow.”
“We’ll need them,” said Morelli. “The guards at the front door do an ID and weapons check.”
“Will I be able to get a camera inside?” I said. “I want an earpiece like I used in Chicago, something that will capture video and store it on a phone. I might not have the time to examine things properly.”
“It shouldn’t be a problem,” said Morelli. “They will wand us down at the doors for weapons and explosives, but simple electronics shouldn’t pose a challenge.” He peered at the side of my head. “Are your ears pierced?”
“Yep.”
Morelli nodded. “We have a set of earrings with a concealed camera.”
I grimaced. “I suppose they’re big and ugly and chrome.”
“Actually, they’re quite tasteful,” said Morelli. “To the naked eye, they appear to be set with 12-carat diamonds.”
Both Nicholas and I stared at him in surprise. 
Morelli remained unruffled. “When I was still with the Men of Honor, one of my duties included handling the import of recently acquired diamonds.” That was a polite way of saying he handled diamond smuggling and theft for the mafia. 
“Very good,” said Nicholas. “We have a plan. I will instruct Corbisher to prepare the appropriate documents, and to give you the account information.” He rose. “If there’s nothing else…”
“There is,” I said. 
Nicholas waited, his eyebrows raised.
“Why does Murdo obey you?” I said.
“Ah,” said Nicholas. “I’ll need a moment alone with Miss Stoker, Enzo.”
Morelli nodded, collected the blueprints, and departed.
I looked up at Nicholas. It felt strange to be alone with him, both strange and unpleasant. He was the only man I had ever slept with, and it had ended badly. I no longer felt any affection or physical attraction for him, but I regarded him with a mixture of loathing and respect. He was brilliant, though he had no conscience whatsoever and used people the way most people used paper towels. He was as smart as I was. 
Smarter, if I was honest. 
“So,” I said. “Are you going to answer the question?” 
“Why do you ask?” said Nicholas. 
“Answering a question with another question doesn’t answer the first question.”
Nicholas smiled. “I can guess. Murdo seems so…so very knightly, doesn’t he? The paragon of a soldier, one of the High Queen’s elite. His disdain for me personally is obvious, as is his disdain for my methods. He’s so squeamish. He wants to be a good soldier, but he doesn’t have the stomach to do what is necessary to make a better world.”
“Yeah,” I said. “He won’t blow up a soccer stadium or poison a doctor when she has a flicker of conscience. What a jerk.”
Nicholas’s smile was thin. “We’re at war, Kat, and it’s a war that the Elves started. Any tactic is legitimate in a struggle to the death.” 
“Like murdering children?” I said.
“The children of collaborators,” said Nicholas, “are entirely fair game. Perhaps the pain of their loss will make their parents wake up and realize that they’ve chosen the wrong side.”
God, I hated that man.
Nicholas leaned forward a little. “You see, Kat, we’re at war. There are the Elves and the High Queen, and there is the Revolution. There’s no such thing as remaining neutral in a war like this. Either you’re on the side of the Revolution and victory…or you’re a collaborator of the Elves. The veteran man-at-arms who pays his taxes, goes to work, drives his children to school, and takes his wife out to dinner once a week? He’s part of the system of oppression we are fighting against. Which means he is as much of a legitimate target as the High Queen herself.”
“And his wife and kids?” I said.
“Yes.” 
We glared at each other for a while.
“Gosh, what an inspiring speech,” I said. “Is that how you got Murdo on your team? Join the Revolution and shoot kids?”
Nicholas laughed. “You are persistent. Very well. If you must know, Murdo murdered his commanding officer in the Legion and made it look like an accident. It was the sort of murder that would warm your heart, Kat. His commanding officer had a habit of forcing his attention on teenage girls, and the Elves looked the other way because he was so useful. Murdo caught him in the act, shot him in the head, and made it look like a suicide. But there was video…”
“Ah,” I said. “And if the video comes out, Murdo gets in trouble. No. I doubt he’d care. No, if the video comes out, his family gets in trouble. And you’ve got the video.”
“Just so,” said Nicholas. “Men who think themselves honorable are so very easy to control.” 
It made sense. I had seen Murdo fight, and he was the sort of fighter Nicholas would want to recruit. And if Nicholas could ruin Murdo’s family, it was the lever that would compel Murdo’s obedience. 
Which meant if I could get my hands on that video file, or if I could find a way to protect Murdo’s family…then I would have my own ally against Nicholas.
Assuming Nick was telling the truth, of course. 
I jumped to my feet and was amused to see Nicholas take a cautious step back.
“Great story,” I said. “Tomorrow’s going to suck, so I’m going to get some sleep.” 
Nicholas inclined his head. “We have a room for you on the third floor. Along with a selection of clothing for tomorrow.” He smiled. “Given that you were pregnant only two years ago, it is surprising that your sizes haven’t changed at all.”
“What can I say? I like to exercise after eating potato chips on the couch,” I said, turning towards the door. 
“Kat.” 
I looked back at him. “What?”
“You will have to choose a side,” said Nicholas. “You like to think you can keep to yourself and your family, but you will have to choose. Right now, you’ve chosen the side of the Elves. But it’s not too late to choose the Revolution. Because if you’re still on the side of the Elves when our deal is done, I will kill you.”
There was no bravado, no boasting. Just a simple statement of fact. 
His eyes were as cold as I felt.
I walked away without another word.
About an hour later I sat on the bed in my room on the top floor.
It was a grim-looking place, all concrete floor and walls and steel beams in the ceiling, but it was clean and reasonably warm, and it had a private bathroom. There weren’t even any cameras, and I had checked thoroughly. A couple of plastic storage containers held a variety of women’s formal clothing, all in my size. I would need to pick an outfit for tomorrow since people dressed up to visit the Royal Bank. 
I was hungry, but I didn’t feel like finding anything to eat. What I really wanted to do was to exercise to exhaustion, take a dangerously hot bath, and then pass out. But I didn’t dare lower my guard here. That was why Nicholas had sent Murdo to pick me up. He didn’t want me disappearing at will and making trouble for him the way I had during the Chicago operation. I was in a building full of people who wanted to kill me, who had tried to kill me in several cases, and that made me…
I knew ought to stand up, eat something, do something.
But I was frightened and exhausted. Listening to Nicholas describe how he was comfortable killing children had left me feeling sick and weary. 
I had just run out of steam, or fighting spirit, or whatever you call it. 
I guess I was depressed. And I was so, so tired. I was tired of the century and a half of horrible memories in my head. I was tired of running, tired of hiding, tired of fighting. I was tired of keeping my guard up around people like Nicholas and Corbisher and Hailey and Lorenz. I was so tired of being alone all the time. A year ago (or a hundred and fifty-nine years ago), I had seen my brother several times a week, and I had a boyfriend I loved. I mean, my life hadn’t been great, but it could have been worse.
And now it was worse. I was surrounded by murderous enemies, and I was helping Nicholas to find that Sky Hammer thing.
I sat with my head in my hands for a while, trying to think of what to do. 
And I have to admit that for the first time in my life, I thought about killing myself.
Yeah. I might have been depressed.
I didn’t seriously consider it because if I did then Russell would die when Morvilind stopped his cure spells. But for the first time in my life, I started to see the appeal of the idea. I was trapped, and this was either going to end when I was killed, or Nicholas killed me…
No. I couldn’t think like that. For Russell’s sake, I had to keep going. 
So, instead, I did something else I had never seriously done before. 
I prayed.
Lucy and James Marney had done their damnedest to make a regular churchgoer of me, but it hadn’t taken. For one thing, I tended toward the antisocial and didn’t like talking to strangers. For another, it wasn’t that I didn’t believe in God, more that I was mad at God. Like, if God was good, why was everything so messed up in the world? Why were we ruled by the High Queen? Why did people like Nicholas seem to get away with everything they did?
Why had Russell’s frostfever blighted both his life and mine? 
“If you’re listening,” I muttered. “I could use some help. Any help. Anything at all.” 
It was silent in the room. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Whatever.” 
I lay down and drifted off to sleep.
I awoke about four hours later in the dark. No one had tried to kill me, which was good, but I was so hungry that my stomach felt like it was trying to rip its way through my skin. Murdo and I had passed a gas station on our way here, and I thought it was a mile away. I suppose walking alone at night in an industrial area of Washington DC wasn’t a great idea, but anyone who tried to rob me would regret it.
I opened the door and froze in surprise.
Murdo stood outside the door, his hand raised to knock. 
“How did you know I was there?” he said.
I had no idea that he had been there.
“Magic,” I said. “What do you want?” 
Murdo hesitated. “I need to talk to you for a moment.”
“Why?” I said.
“I think I can help you with something.”
I frowned and stared at him. His rough-featured face was solemn. He was armed, of course, and he had his magic, but if this was some sort of trap or game, it was a good one.
“All right,” I said. “Come on in.”
I stepped back, flipped the light on, and stood by the window with my arms folded. The fluorescent lights sputtered a bit before they stayed on. 
“So,” I said, “what’s this about? If you’re trying to ask me out, this is a really weird way to do it.”
He smiled a little. “Is there anything about this situation that isn’t weird?”
“Fair point,” I said. I hesitated. “Then you are trying to hit on me? That’s a bad idea. I should warn you…”
Murdo spread his hands. “If it will put your mind at ease, I’m not going to sleep with you or anyone else tonight, or for the foreseeable future. I think I am confident when I say that you’re not going to sleep with anyone, either.” 
I was surprised that I was a little disappointed. I mean, I barely knew him, but I was attracted to him. I hadn’t slept with anyone in my life except Nicholas. I hadn’t even gotten to sleep with Riordan before I had broken up with…
The disappointment just turned to sadness.
“Okay,” I said. “Just say what you want.”
Murdo nodded. “I know why you’re cold all the time.” 
I blinked. “Who says I’m cold all the time?”
“During our drive here,” said Murdo, “you kept turning the SUV’s heater up to maximum while wearing a heavy sweater and a heavy coat. And I didn’t see you sweat, not once.”
“Maybe I’m just cold,” I said. “Or sick.” But I was curious. I had been cold all the time ever since I had escaped the Eternity Crucible and killed Castomyr. I had never been able to figure out why. 
“It’s a kind of post-traumatic stress disorder,” said Murdo.
“I thought that was just flashbacks, nightmares, irritability, sleeplessness, that kind of thing,” I said. All of which I had. 
“It’s a type of post-traumatic stress disorder that only affects magic users,” said Murdo. “You’re constantly holding your magical power clenched and ready to fight, even if you’re not entirely conscious of it. The gathered magical energy keeps sucking away at your body heat.” 
I opened my mouth to say that was ridiculous.
Except…it really wasn’t, was it? I was always on my guard. I sometimes saw anthrophages and wraithwolves lurking in every shadow. I couldn’t relax, not ever. The only time I ever managed to get my guard down was by exercising to exhaustion and then getting dehydrated and woozy in the bath. 
“You did say,” said Murdo in a quiet voice, “that something bad had happened to you.”
“Yeah,” I said, not looking at him. 
“And I know what I’m talking about,” said Murdo, “because I used to have the same problem.”
“You did?” I said. I wondered if this was a trap or a game of some kind. It was the perfect con, right? Make friends, express sympathy, all while holding a knife behind the back? Yet I was curious. And…it would have been nice to talk to someone who understood.
And I was so damned tired of being cold all the time.
“My first year in the Legion,” said Murdo. “I had a friend who came through the Royal War College with me. The first time we went into the Shadowlands, we were attacked by cowlspawn. One of their tentacles closed around his neck and ripped his head off.” He shook his own head. “I killed the cowlspawn, but I couldn’t save my friend. After that…after that, I couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t sit still. Couldn’t relax. I held my power clenched all the time, and I was freezing.” 
“How did you deal with it?” I said. “Being cold all the time, I mean.”
“There is a mental technique,” said Murdo. “It’s…not that different from casting a spell, to be honest. I can show you how.” 
“Why?” I said. “Why would you help me like that? What do you want in return?”
We looked at each other in silence for a moment.
“I don’t want anything in return,” said Murdo, “and I’m helping you because you seem so profoundly miserable. But…unlike everyone else here, I don’t think you deserve it.” 
“So, you deserve to be miserable?” 
Again, we lapsed into silence.
“I’ve made a lot of mistakes,” said Murdo, “and I deserve worse than I’ve gotten.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve made a lot of mistakes, too,” I said. “How else do you think I wound up in this mess?”
“Maybe,” said Murdo. “But I still think you deserve better than the hand you’ve been dealt.”
For some reason, I laughed. “Fine. All right. I’ll give it a try. What do I need to do?”
“First,” said Murdo, “close your eyes.”
I frowned. “If this is so you can cop a feel, it’s not going to go well.”
Murdo snorted. “I saw what you did to Lorenz. I’m not going to touch you. Close your eyes.”
I sighed and closed my eyes. 
“Okay,” I said. “Now what?” 
“Whoever your Elven noblewoman is,” said Murdo. “Did she teach you the basics of clearing your mind in preparation for working magic?”
“She did,” I said. I had learned a lot of mental disciplines from Morvilind since magic was driven by thought and will. I focused my will and cleared my mind, emptying it of thought and emotion. I felt all my worries and fears…well, they didn’t quite go away, but they were no longer the center of my attention. “All right.”
“Do you remember the elemental blade spell I taught you?” said Murdo.
I resisted the urge to stick out my tongue at him. “Yes.”
“Start to cast it,” said Murdo. “Go through the mental disciplines of beginning the spell. But don’t summon any magic to empower it. Instead, try to empower it with the clarity of your mind.”
Incredulity tried to dissolve my clarity. “You want me to make a blade of…mental clarity?” 
“No,” said Murdo. “I want you to clear your mind and try to cast the spell using the mental clarity. It will have an interesting effect.”
A dozen barbed retorts came to my tongue.
“Fine,” I said instead. I had to clear my mind again since I had gotten annoyed. I slowed my breathing, focusing on emptying my thoughts of fears and distractions. My breathing got slower, and I had to admit I did feel a little more relaxed. No warmer, though.
I started the mental discipline of the elemental blade spell, but I drew no magic to empower it. Instead, I fed the clarity into the spell. 
Nothing happened. I felt foolish. I wasn’t really doing magic, I was just engaging in mental gymnastics. Still, I kept doing it, enjoying the brief calm in my head, my breathing and heartbeat both slowing…
And then, on my next breath, warmth flooded through me. 
My eyes popped open as I gasped in astonishment, and my legs suddenly got wobbly. Murdo was at my side in an instant, his strong hand closing about my left elbow. 
“Sorry,” he said. “I should have warned you. It can take you off guard the first time.”
I blinked up at him, too stunned to speak. For the first time since the Eternity Crucible, I didn’t feel cold. 
I actually felt warm, honestly warm. 
Unless you’ve constantly been cold for some time, you don’t know how nice it feels to be warm. 
“How?” I croaked. “How…how did you do that?” 
“I didn’t do anything,” said Murdo. “It’s the mental discipline. It forces your mind to clarity, and when it does, you relax your subconscious grip on your magic. Then the magic stops leeching away your body heat…”
“And I feel warmer,” I said. I closed my eyes and performed the exercise once again. The coldness had started to creep back over me, but once again warmth flooded through my limbs. 
Oh, God, it felt wonderful. 
“Yes,” said Murdo. He looked at my arm, realized that he had said he wasn’t going to touch me, and then let go of my elbow. “You’ll have to keep practicing it, of course, but after a few months your subconscious will ease its grip on your magic and you won’t be so cold all the time.” He took a step back. “It seems to have worked since you’re smiling.”
“Yeah,” I said. I smiled at him. It was an actual smile, not that mirthless rictus of a grin that seemed to be my default expression these days. “Hey…um, thanks. Seriously, thank you. That…that’s the nicest thing anyone has done for me in a really, really long time.”
“You’re welcome, Miss Stoker,” said Murdo. 
He hesitated, seemingly caught between wanting to say more and some instinct of caution. 
Caution won out. 
“Good night,” he said. 
“Good night,” I said, and he slipped through the door and closed it behind him. 
Huh. I wondered why Murdo had helped me. For a moment, he had looked almost happy. Was he trying to seduce me? If he was, this was an inefficient way to go about it. For that matter, Murdo didn’t seem like the kind of man who would be nice to a woman in hopes that she would suddenly notice him. That never actually works, and while Murdo was quiet, he didn’t strike me as suffering from shyness or bashfulness. 
Maybe he just had felt like being nice.
An odd thought occurred to me.
Maybe God had sent him. 
“If you did,” I said to the ceiling, “thanks.”
Did it count as talking to yourself when you talked to God? 
I don’t know. But I do know that I performed the mental exercise one more time before I went to sleep, and then I slept better than I had since before the Eternity Crucible. 



Chapter 8: Banking For Fun And Profit
 
At 6 AM, I woke up and got ready. 
Weirdly, I was in a good mood. Some of it, obviously, was the fact that I been warm while I slept. 
And some of it was because I was good at what I did and enjoyed it. I admit it was kind of perverse. I mean, I was a thief who used illegal magic to steal things. I shouldn’t have enjoyed my work, but I did. I was good at it, and there’s pleasure in doing something that you’re really good at.
And some of my good mood was because I hadn’t been in a good mood for over a century and a half. 
A thorough search of the bathroom turned up no cameras, but I might have missed one, so I Cloaked before I took a shower. I had never taken a shower while Cloaked before, but since I wasn’t moving much, it wasn’t a magical strain. After that, I got dressed in the clothes Nicholas had provided – a black knee-length skirt, a white blouse that buttoned up to the throat, and a black jacket. The clothes fit, but they were looser than I expected. That confused me for a moment since the sizes were right, then I remembered my problems with food over the last year. I had probably lost more weight than I realized. 
I checked my reflection in the mirror, and to be honest, I was pleased with what I saw. For the last one hundred and sixty years, I had been basically wearing jeans, t-shirt, and a jacket every single day. I hadn’t dressed in a feminine way in just as long. 
I liked it. I think Riordan would have liked it, too, and…
Riordan.
That put a damper on my mood. 
I shook my head and finished getting ready. Morelli had delivered those camera earrings, and they did look nice. There was also a small black purse that matched the dress, and it held a wallet, fake identification with my picture, and a small phone that had been wirelessly paired with the camera in the left earring. I checked my hair in the mirror one last time, took the purse, donned a pair of high-heeled shoes, and headed downstairs. I spent so much time being stealthy that I took a sort of gleeful amusement in the loud clicks the shoes made against the concrete. 
The conference room was already occupied when I arrived. Vass sat at the table drinking coffee, a paper plate with three donuts in front of him. There were two boxes of donuts on the table, along with a pair of big metal coffee pots. I wondered how much coffee and how many donuts Nicholas and his crew intended to eat, then I remembered that he likely had a bunch of soldiers based here. 
Nicholas didn’t eat donuts. Or sugar or carbohydrates in general.
“Good morning, Miss Stoker,” said Vass around a mouthful of frosting. “Care for a donut?”
“I do not,” I said, crossing to the window and looking at the warehouse yard. The fires of Baltimore glowed in the north. 
“Mmm. Pity. You could use some fattening up,” said Vass. I gave him an incredulous look. “More cushion for the pushing, as my second ex-wife liked to say.”
“I thought it was your third ex-wife who liked to say that,” I said. 
“It may have. It may have.”
I rolled my eyes and turned around just as Murdo strode into the conference room. Like yesterday, he wore a three-piece black suit, a red tie around his neck and tucked into his waistcoat. He still kind of looked like a thug, but he looked like a thug in a nice suit. 
“Hey.” I smiled at him. “You clean up real well.”
Murdo stopped at the end of the table and brushed some dust off his sleeve. “You think so?”
“I know so,” I said. 
Vass rolled his eyes and took another bite of donut. 
“Well,” said Murdo, “you don’t clean up bad yourself, Katrina Stoker.”
I smiled. I didn’t mean to, but I did. 
“Well, isn’t that sweet,” came Swathe’s voice.
My smile vanished as Swathe and Morelli walked into the conference room. Both men had donned suits themselves. Swathe had a nice suit, but he didn’t wear it as well as Murdo did. Morelli merely looked sleek and efficient and deadly. 
“Swathe,” said Murdo. “Morelli.”
Swathe smirked at me and then looked back at Murdo. “What’s this, Murdo? You’re sweet on Nicholas’s leftovers?”
“You ought to keep your mind on the mission,” said Murdo. “This isn’t a game.”
“Yeah, Mitch,” I said. “I’d hate for you to get shot because you couldn’t keep your insults to yourself.” 
“Or maybe she’s sweet on you, Murdo,” said Swathe. “She seems the sort of woman who would like it rough.”
“Given that the success of our mission depends on her abilities,” said Murdo, “maybe you shouldn’t go out of your way to insult her.” 
Swathe’s smirk widened. “Or maybe you’re just hard up, Murdo. I offered to take you to the brothel in Venomhold. The women there will do whatever you order them to do. When you turned me down, I thought you were just a prig. But maybe you would prefer Miss Stoker.”
A wave of anger rolled through me. 
“The slaves in your brothels are so drugged up they don’t know what they’re doing,” I said. “Of course, that’s the only way any woman would ever sleep with you, Mitch.” 
Swathe took a step towards me, his smirk turning into a snarl. “You’re a mouthy bitch.”
“And you’re a moron.”
I started flexing my fingers, drawing magic. Murdo stepped to my side, his face a cold mask. Swathe took another stride forward, his hand coiling into a fist. I think he wanted to sucker-punch me, or maybe Murdo. Vass smiled his big white smile as he watched us, no doubt enjoying the show with his breakfast. 
Another half-second and we might have killed each other.
Then Morelli drew a pistol and shot one of the coffee makers.
We all froze. Hot coffee started spilling out, and Vass cursed and jerked back. 
“Goddamn it, Enzo, that was my breakfast!” said Vass.
Morelli ignored him, holstered his pistol, and turned his bland gaze towards me, Swathe, and Murdo. 
“That’s enough,” said Morelli in a calm voice. “You’re going to conduct yourselves as professionals, all of you. We’ve got a mission to do, and I’m not going to get myself killed because you’re squabbling. You.” He leveled a finger at Swathe. “Stop acting like a horny teenager. You.” He pointed at me. “It wouldn’t hurt to close your goddamn mouth occasionally. And you.” He pointed at Murdo. “If you want to play the white knight for Miss Stoker, do it on your own goddamn time. Now all of you shut up and follow me to the cars.” 
I almost pointed out that it was the longest speech I had ever heard him make, but he was right. Sometimes I ought to close my goddamn mouth. 
“You can’t talk to me that way,” said Swathe. “I outrank you.” 
“Don’t act like an idiot and I won’t talk to you that way,” said Morelli. “Let’s go.”
We headed out the door. Vass continued munching on his donuts behind us, though he winked at me before the door closed.
Morelli led us to the yard. Two nondescript Royal Motors sedans, one blue, one black, sat outside the building next to Murdo’s Adventurer SUV. Morelli tossed a set of keys to Murdo, and he snatched them out of the air.
“You and Miss Stoker will take the blue one,” said Morelli. “Swathe and I will take the black one. Follow us into Washington DC. If you get pulled over by Homeland Security, there are falsified insurance and registration documents in the glove compartment.”
“But don’t get pulled over?” said Murdo.
“Exactly,” said Morelli, unlocking the front door of the black car.
I got into the passenger seat, Murdo started the engine, and we followed Morelli and Swathe out of the yard and onto the street. A few minutes later we were heading south on I-95, keeping a sedate speed in the right-hand lane as Murdo followed Morelli’s car. I fished the various documents out of the glove compartment and started going through them. 
“Okay,” I said. “Looks like Corbisher’s shell company is named…Universal Importation.” I shook my head. “That even sounds like a fake shell company.” 
Murdo grunted. “I wonder what we’ll be leaving in the deposit box.” 
“Probably backup drives,” I said, drawing on my own previous experience of robbing safe deposit boxes for Morvilind. “That’s what companies usually store in safe deposit boxes. Either backup drives or legal documents. Individuals usually store gems, artworks, precious metals, that kind of thing.”
“How much experience do you have robbing banks?” said Murdo. 
“Um,” I said. “What’s the statute of limitations for bank robbery?”
Murdo thought for a moment. “I don’t think there is one.” 
“Then none. I have no experience robbing banks whatsoever.” 
Murdo laughed and turned his attention to the freeway. I alternated between leafing through the documents and watching the scenery. I wanted to be familiar with the documents since I would be playing the part of Morelli’s personal assistant for our little ruse. 
We got off the freeway and drove through the crowded surface streets of Washington. I watched all the landmarks– the Washington Monument, the Capitol, the Smithsonian, the Lincoln Memorial, and all the others. I caught a glimpse of the White House as we went past, and I tried to remember who was President now. Some nonentity in a suit, probably. Not that it mattered who was President and who was in Congress and who sat on the Supreme Court. The High Queen was the one who really ruled the world. The job of the President and Congress was to administer the United States for her. 
The Royal Bank was on the south side of the Mall, behind the Smithsonian. Of course, this was downtown Washington, so we had to pay to park in a structure about a third of a mile away. I got out of the car and followed Murdo as we joined Morelli and Swathe, adjusting my purse strap on my left shoulder. 
“We’re ready?” said Morelli. We all nodded. “Then let’s go.”
The four of us walked to the Royal Bank of Washington DC. 
Most of the buildings in Washington DC had either one of two looks – a sort of faux Roman style with marble and pillars and domes and cornices and all that, or squat featureless blocks that looked as if they were designed by a committee of unimaginative bureaucrats. The Royal Bank was neither. It had been built in the Elven style, which looked like a blend of Roman and Imperial Chinese, with lots of pillars, lots of marble, and lots of high windows with sloping roofs. It looked big and imposing and rich. 
We climbed the stairs, opened the glass doors, and stepped into the lobby. It was a huge space, with marble pillars, windows overlooking the busy street and crowded sidewalks, and a long marble counter with tellers’ windows. Huge portraits hung on the wall between the pillars, showing the High Queen, Duke Maelaeyar, Lord Mythrender, Duke Tamirlas, and the other chief Elven nobles of the United States. There were desks in orderly rows in the lobby, a junior banker seated at each one. Some of them typed busily at their computers, and others spoke with customers in low voices. It all looked expensive and tasteful and reeked of lots and lots of money. 
Right now, the security arrangements held my attention. 
A few yards in front of the doors stood a row of body scanners. Four middle-aged men approached. They all wore good suits, and they had the grizzled look of veteran men-at-arms who had kept themselves in shape. I noticed the faint outlines of shoulder holsters beneath their coats. 
“Good morning,” said the lead security man. “Your names?”
Morelli produced his falsified identification and claimed to be a senior finance analyst with Universal Importation, come to secure legal documents in the company’s safe deposit box. Swathe identified himself as a lawyer in the company’s general counsel (which was kind of hilarious), Murdo as a security consultant, and myself as Morelli’s personal assistant. The guard scanned our ID cards with his phone, and then two more men stepped forward with metal detecting wands. Security guards sometimes used these procedures to steal quick grope, but the Royal Bank didn’t tolerate that kind of unprofessionalism. The guards waved the wands over me, searched my purse, handed it back to me, and directed us to one of the bankers on the left side of the cavernous lobby. 
As we crossed what seemed like acres of marble floor, I fiddled with my left earring, activating the hidden camera. I glanced around, keeping an expression of wide-eyed admiration on my face. I noted the position of the security cameras as I did. There were at least forty of them covering the lobby, one on every pillar and at junctions in the ceiling. 
I also saw eight Elves standing at guard posts throughout the lobby. The Elves wore standard formal clothes for Elven men, knee length coats of blue or red buttoned to the throat, black trousers, and polished black boots. I suspected all eight men were Elven commoners and likely maintained magical detection spells at all times. 
That meant no Masking or Occlusion spells. If I kept an active spell on myself here, they would sense it. If used any spell and they sensed it, we were all going to die. 
We walked to the desk that the guards had indicated. The banker, a hungry-looking man in his thirties, rose and gave us enthusiastic handshakes. As we took our seats, the timer I had set on my phone went off, and I looked at the screen. 
“Sir?” I said. “It’s the planning meeting at the central office. It’s starting in ten minutes.”
“Ah, damn it,” said Morelli. He pretended to think. “This shouldn’t take more than a half an hour. Your laptop’s still in the car?” I nodded. “I don’t need you here for this. Go back and transcribe the meeting notes. I’ll want to review them later.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, standing up. Morelli, Murdo, and Swathe all turned their attention back to the banker. I walked back to the security checkpoint at the front doors, and one of the security men stopped me. 
“Just so you know, miss,” said the guard, “if you come back in, you’ll need to go through the entry procedure again.”
“It’s okay,” I said. “My boss wants me to take a call for him in the car, so I shouldn’t have to come back.”
The guard nodded. “Have a pleasant day, miss.”
“You, too,” I said.
I walked back through the metal arch of the body scanner, opened the door, and stepped outside.
And as I did, I moved to the right and cast the Cloak spell. 
This was the tricky part. Once I was Cloaked, any magic user couldn’t sense me unless they dispelled the Cloak first. But if any of the Elves were close enough, they might have sensed the surge of power from the spell. 
I slipped back through the heavy glass and steel door before it closed, walked past the guards and through the scanner, and looked around. There was no sign of alarm. None of the Elves had moved from their posts. 
I took a deep breath and walked back to the banker’s desk.
Morelli was filling out forms while Murdo made polite chit-chat with the banker. Swathe looked irritable, which made me want to smack him. Looking irritable was a great way to draw attention. Still, I supposed cranky middle-aged men in suits frequently visited the Royal Bank, so maybe he wasn’t out of place.
I stood motionless a few feet away, holding the Cloak spell and focusing on my breathing. I could stay Cloaked almost indefinitely so long as I did not move, but once I was moving, I could only manage about nine minutes or so until I had to rest. I wasn’t sure how long I could stay Cloaked if I paused and then moved about. 
It took Morelli about five minutes to finish the paperwork, and the banker tucked it all inside a translucent plastic envelope. He lifted his phone and made a call, and a moment later a woman in her middle twenties approached, wearing a dark skirt and jacket that looked a lot like mine. There’s not a lot of variability in business formalwear.
“Sarah?” said the banker.
“Yes, sir,” said Sarah. 
“Take these to the vault levels, please,” said the banker, handing over the plastic envelope and the legal documents that Morelli had brought. “Vault 12, Deposit Box 9834.”
“Yes, sir,” said Sarah. She glided away across the marble, high heels clacking against the floor. I followed. I suppose my shoes would have been just as loud, but the Cloak spell helped with that. 
Sarah walked to the tellers’ counter and pushed through the gate, and I slipped through before the gate closed. She went to a massive steel door in the far wall, took an ID card from the lanyard around her neck, and swiped it through the lock. There were a series of beeps, the sounds of multiple steel bolts pulling back, and then the door made a hissing sound. 
I stepped right behind Sarah as she opened the door, and managed to get through it without losing any fingers when it slammed shut, but it was close. Sarah descended the stairs, humming to herself, and at the next level, she stopped before another steel door with a swipe lock. A plaque with the words VAULT LEVEL ONE had been affixed to the door. 
Then she took a deep breath and braced herself. 
I stepped right behind her, careful not to breathe onto the back of her neck. She was a little taller than me, annoyingly. Sarah swiped her card through the lock, and the door clicked open. She stepped through it, and I darted after her and into the first of the bank’s vault levels. 
And right away I noticed a whole bunch of potential problems. 
The corridors were big. Like, big enough to drive a moving truck through them with room to spare. Walls, ceiling, and floor were built of polished concrete, and harsh fluorescent lights banished every single shadow. Vaults lined the walls. Each one was about the size of a rental storage locker or maybe a large garage, their doors built of massive grills of steel bars as thick as my arm with narrow gaps between them. I knew quite a bit about locks, and the Bank hadn’t skimped on the locks for their vaults. There were cameras everywhere, mounted every three yards on the ceiling and above each of the vault doors. If Sarah decided to grab something on her way out, she wouldn’t get three feet back into the lobby before security tackled her. Each camera also had a motion detector, and I suspected the cameras switched on whenever something triggered the motion detectors. Likely an Elf in the Bank’s security department was watching Sarah right now to make sure she stayed out of mischief. 
All that would have made breaking in here a challenge.
The magical defenses made it much worse. 
The first thing I saw were the Seals of Unmasking, dozens of them. The floor was squares of poured, polished concrete, each about five yards by five yards, and each square had a Seal of Unmasking on it written in lines of glowing blue-white light. It was like the spell Lorenz had used against me back in Wyoming, except much more competently executed. Each Seal filled up about two-thirds of the concrete squares. I managed to move around them, but it was a challenge to keep up with Sarah. 
The second thing I saw was the golems. 
I thought they were statues at first. At the end of every corridor stood a steel statue of a man in ornate Gothic-style plate armor, each one about seven feet tall. That seemed like an odd decoration for a bank vault, but as I drew closer, I saw the sigils of harsh white light glowing on the plates of armor, and I sensed a strange force from the statue, like it was watching everything around it with an invisible eye. 
I realized what it was. Morvilind had told me about golems, but I had never seen one. It took an extremely powerful wizard to make one, and the Elves had lost most of their golems during the long war with the Archons on Kalvarion and their exodus to Earth. Each golem I saw down here would be over two thousand pounds of solid steel, an automaton bound to the service of its controller. The thing would be nearly impervious to any form of attack, not because of magic, but because it was two thousand pounds of ambulatory steel. 
The third thing I saw was the elementals. 
Things that looked like panthers made of smokeless flame prowled up and down the corridors, heads swinging back and forth. Whenever one approached Sarah, she held up her lanyard, showing her ID card and a sigil printed on the back side of it. The creatures scrutinized the card and then continued onward, and several times I had to get out of the way to let them pass, taking care not to step on one of the Seals of Unmasking. 
I knew what elementals were, but I had never encountered one before. From what I understood, the Shadowlands were infinite, stretching between all worlds, though each world cast its own unique umbra into the Shadowlands. But beyond the Shadowlands were other…I don’t know, dimensions or planes or realities or whatever. The Void of the Dark Ones was one of them. But there were others, realms of elemental fire and ice and stone, and the panther-things must have come from one of the dimensions of elemental fire. It took a powerful wizard to summon one. Calling up a wraithwolf or an anthrophage wasn’t that hard. Getting an elemental summoned here was much harder. 
Between the magical guards and the conventional security systems, the Royal Bank of Washington DC was awesomely well-defended.
Cold sweat gathered between my shoulders, sliding down my back in icy drops. 
The only thing keeping me safe from all those defenses was my Cloak spell, and if I put a single foot down wrong, one of those Seals of Unmasking would collapse my spell. The motion detectors would go off, the cameras could see me, and the golems and the fire elementals would sense me. And if the cameras saw me, the humans and Elves manning the security center above would see me, and they would likely send an armed response team to capture me.
So best keep my Cloak spell up. 
I followed Sarah to a computer terminal between two of the vaults, dodging elementals and Seals of Unmasking as I did. Sarah stopped there, tapped a few commands, and the large monitor lit up with annotated map of Vault Level One. I moved close, letting the camera in my earring get a good look. Sarah looked up the location of Vault 12, Deposit Box 9834. 
As she did, I looked for the location of Vault 19, Deposit Box 547. The computer display listed the box’s renter, and it looked like a single organization rented the entirety of Vault 19…
An alarmed chill went through me. 
The renter of Vault 19 was listed as INQUISITION: ARCHIVAL DEPARTMENT. 
The High Queen’s Inquisition rented Vault 19? 
We were stealing from the Inquisition? 
Just what the hell did Nicholas want to steal from the Inquisition? 
Guess I was going to find out. 
Fortunately, Sarah’s path took her past Vault 19. I slowed long enough to take a good look at the inside, sweeping my head back and forth so the camera could record the interior. Hopefully, we could get some useful information from the video. Then I hurried to catch up to Sarah. She unlocked Vault 12’s door by swiping her card and punching in a number. The massive door slid open with a resounding clang and the accompanying whir of an electric motor, and I stood motionless as she stepped into the vault, unlocked box 9834 with a key, and deposited the plastic envelope and the legal documents. I kept my breathing slow and shallow as she did, trying to conserve my strength. 
I wasn’t sure I would be able to stay Cloaked for much longer. Holding still let me recover my strength a bit, but I was still maintaining the Cloak spell. Too much longer and I would need to rest. 
Sarah closed the deposit box, locked it, stepped back into the corridor, and triggered the lock on the vault door. It slid back into place, and she waited as the massive metal mesh locked into position. 
Then she turned and headed briskly for the stairs.
I headed after her, avoiding both the Seals and the prowling elementals, my heartbeat starting to thunder in my ears. I gritted my teeth and pressed on. If I had to drop my Cloak spell down here, I was dead. I could deal with the fire elementals with my ice spike spells, but I had no idea how to fight the golems, and there were so many of them. For that matter, any fight would show up on the cameras, and that would bring down Elven wizards and human gunmen. There was no way I could fight all of them.
I only had to die one more time, but I didn’t want to die down here.
But I held it together. I slipped through the door after Sarah and followed her upstairs to the main floor. I darted through the door without getting my fingers or my skirt caught between the door and the frame, and I followed her into the lobby. Murdo, Swathe, and Morelli were gone, and they should be waiting for me on the sidewalk outside.
My heart was racing in my chest, so violently that I almost felt it flexing against my ribs. Sweat poured down my face, and my arms were starting to shake. This was the longest I had ever stayed Cloaked without stopping for a rest. Even when I had gone to Chicago, I had needed to duck into doorways and stay out of sight of the undead to recover my strength for a few moments. 
Just a little further. Just a little further and I could rest. 
I walked through the security checkpoint, slipped out the doors, and went down the front stairs. Murdo, Morelli, and Swathe waited next to the stairs, Morelli and Swathe both smoking cigarettes, Murdo as still as a statue. He was staring up at the doors, waiting for me. 
I stepped next to the stairs, out of the cameras’ field of vision, and dropped my Cloak with relief. 
Swathe flinched as I appeared. Murdo smiled, and Morelli merely took another draw on his cigarette.
“Well?” said Swathe.
“Wait,” I said, leaning against the cool stone of the stairs. “Give me a minute.” My breath was coming hard and fast, and I wiped the sweat from my forehead. 
“What’s wrong with you?” said Swathe.
“You try making yourself invisible,” I snapped. “It’s a lot harder than it looks.”
Swathe opened his mouth to argue back, but Morelli spoke first. 
“Bicker on your own time,” he said. He dropped his cigarette and ground it out beneath his heel. “Were you successful?” 
“Yes,” I said, glancing around at the people on the sidewalk. “I got the video. And I saw all kinds of interesting things. This is going to be a hard nut to crack. I’ll tell you all about it back at the Universal Importation office. I hope your boss is good at coming up with plans because we’re going to need a really good plan.”
“That’s his responsibility,” said Morelli, glancing at the towering Elven edifice of the Royal Bank. “Let’s go.” 
We walked back to the parking garage. I was cold, very cold, partly because it was still March, and partly because I had been gripping my magical power so hard. I tugged my jacket as tight as I could around myself and followed the others to the garage. Morelli and Swathe drove off, and Murdo and I got into our vehicle. We would take separate routes back to the base at the warehouse yard, just in case someone had followed us from the bank. I didn’t think anyone would, but better to be safe.
“How did it go?” said Murdo, starting the engine.
I sighed, leaned back in my seat, and rubbed my face. “Not great. Wait. No. I got in fine, and I got out again. But the defenses are amazing. They’ve got golems, elementals, magical Seals, and cameras and motion detectors everywhere. Getting into Vault 19 and getting out again without getting detected is going to be a hell of a problem.”
Murdo grunted as we left the parking garage. “Well, everyone says Connor is so clever.” 
“He’d better be,” I said. “This isn’t going to be easy.” I watched as Murdo drove south. The plan was to get on Interstate 495 and circle around Washington from the east while Morelli and Swathe circled the city around the west. “And knowing him, he’ll think up a plan that will either kill a lot of innocent people or get both of us killed while he waltzes off with whatever the hell he wants.”
“What do you think he wants from the Bank?” said Murdo. In the distance, I saw the freeway. We’d have to drive under the overpass to get to the onramp. “It can’t be about money.”
“No,” I said. I hesitated and then decided to tell him. “Have you ever heard of something called Operation Sky Hammer and a man called Jeremy Shane?” 
Murdo’s usual frown deepened. “No. Not Operation Sky Hammer. But Shane…I know the name, I think. It’s from ancient history, right? He was a general before the Conquest. Right before the Conquest. I think he was one of the American generals in charge of the war against the various terrorist groups that eventually turned into the modern Caliphate.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “But he…”
Murdo blinked. “What the hell is that?”
I looked up, trying to see what had caught his attention. 
An intense wave of déjà vu rolled through me. 
We were approaching the overpass, and a man stood braced against the railing, looking down at us. He was holding something round and cylindrical on his right shoulder, and that seemed familiar, oddly familiar, like something I had seen a long time ago.
Then the memory burned through my mind. It had been a hundred and fifty-nine years ago from my perspective, but about a year and a half ago from everyone else’s. Riordan had been driving me back to my apartment after we had met with Robert Ross and Hakon Valborg to plan our raid on Venomhold. Riordan had been trying to cheer me up, and I had spotted a man on the median of the road. Except he hadn’t been a man, he had been a banehound in human form called Mr. Cane, and Rosalyn Madero had sent him to kill me. 
He had tried to do so with a rocket launcher, and he had almost killed both me and Riordan.
Then my mind noticed three things through the déjà vu.
First, the man on the overpass wasn’t actually a man. It was a gaunt, gray-skinned anthrophage.
Second, the black tube was a rocket launcher. 
Third, five SUVs were driving the wrong way down the street. 
Which meant they were heading right towards us.
“Murdo!” I shouted. “Rocket launcher!”
Comprehension flashed over his face, and he cursed and wrenched the wheel to the side as the SUVs hurtled towards us. 
The anthrophage on the overpass fired its rocket launcher in a plume of smoke.



Chapter 9: Urban Warfare
 
We should have died. 
The anthrophage on the overpass had us dead to rights. Its shot had been perfect. The rocket should have smashed through the windshield and exploded inside the car, killing us both in the resultant fireball. 
The anthrophage’s shot was perfect…but so was Murdo’s reaction. 
He wrenched the wheel hard to the right, so hard that car almost flipped over. It would have flipped over, except that the rocket slammed into the street and exploded. We were close enough that we caught the edge of the shock wave, and that threw the car back onto all four wheels. 
It also blew out the windows and the windshield, diamonds of safety glass spraying in all directions. I had buckled my seat belt, thank God, but my head still bounced hard off the window frame, glass spilling onto my lap. The car jumped the curb, the tires squealing as Murdo slammed on the brakes, and so we shot past some terrified pedestrians and slammed into the side of an office building at about thirty miles an hour.
That hurt. 
My aching head snapped forward as the car’s hood crumpled like an accordion. The seat belt dragged into my chest and waist like iron bars, and coming to a full stop was a horrible sensation. I jerked back into the seat, my head throbbing, the flood of adrenaline making my hands twitch. 
“Go!” said Murdo. 
I blinked, looked him, and my shocked brain snapped back into focus. 
Right. The SUVs. I heard tires screeching, and through the broken window on Murdo’s side, I saw the SUVs skidding to a halt. If the previous attack at the Rocky Mountain Mile was any indication, those SUVs would be full of anthrophages armed with heavy weapons. 
And there were lots of people on the sidewalks. It was only by the grace of God and the sharpness of Murdo’s reflexes that we hadn’t killed any pedestrians. There were a lot of innocent people nearby, and the anthrophages wouldn’t hesitate to mow them down to get at us. 
We had to get the hell out of here, right now.
“Yeah,” I said. I unlocked my seatbelt and tried to open my door. It was warped shut, but my window was gone, so I scrambled out the window as Murdo ran around the car. I checked my purse, making sure the phone with the video recording was secure and shifted the strap so that it went diagonally across my chest. I was going to have to run for my life, and I didn’t want to lose the phone with the video recording.
Murdo threw open the trunk and reached inside. You couldn’t take guns into the Royal Bank, but the Rebels never liked to go anywhere unarmed, so Murdo passed me a Royal Arms .45 semiautomatic pistol with an extended eighteen-round magazine. 
Against a mob of anthrophages, it was like using a toothpick to fight an angry dog, but it was better than nothing. 
But I could do far more damage with my spells than with any firearm. 
“We need to get under cover,” said Murdo. “This is downtown DC. Every Homeland Security unit for ten miles in all directions is getting scrambled.”
“Yeah,” I said again, a plan coming together in my mind. “Let’s find someplace and hide. I’ll use a Cloak, and we’ll wait till Homeland Security deals with the anthrophages. Then we’ll go back and complain to Nicholas.” Because I was going to rip Nicholas a new one. All his big damned talk about controlling his people and the Revolution. This was probably Corbisher’s doing. No wonder the damned rat hadn’t wanted to come to the Bank. He knew he would have gotten caught in the crossfire. “Someplace without cameras, though.”
I looked around, trying to decide where to run, and then two distractions demanded my attention. 
The first was a middle-aged man in a suit with the overfed look of a long-term bureaucrat, his eyes wide as he ran up to me. 
“Are you all right, miss? What’s going on? Did a gas line explode?” His eyes got even wider as he saw the pistol in my right hand.
The second thing was the passengers of the SUVs. The doors of the SUVs opened, and I saw anthrophages wearing dark suits over their gaunt, gray forms, AK-47s and M-99 carbines in hand. 
However, I also saw orcish mercenaries. 
The High Queen doesn’t like orcs, so the only time they turn up on Earth is in the employ of her enemies. The orcish soldiers stood nearly seven feet tall, their skin a peculiar metallic blue, their eyes black, their faces fierce with tusks rising from their lower jaws. The orcs wore a peculiar mix of modern armor and armor suited for the Shadowlands, with chain mail beneath ballistic vests and black carbon-fiber impact plates. The orcs carried AK-47s and had pistols at their belts, but most of them also had double-bladed battle axes and greatswords strapped to their backs. Backed by an orc’s strength, those weapons could split a man in half, and even a glancing hit from an orcish axe had left James Marney in need of a cane for the rest of his life.
Of course, orcish mercenaries were practical. Why bother doing all the hard work of cutting off my head when it was more efficient to simply shoot me dead?
The AK-47s swung in our direction. 
“Run, you idiot!” I shouted. “It’s an Archon attack!” 
The middle-aged man whirled and sprinted into the fleeing crowds, and I cast a spell a heartbeat before the orcs started firing. White mist swirled around my hands, and it hardened into a wall of ice six feet high and eighteen feet wide in in a shallow arc in front of us and the wrecked car. 
The bullets slammed into the ice wall.
“Come on!” said Murdo. “The lobby of that office building. I don’t think we’ll be able to do any better than that.”
I started to protest, but I realized that he was right. We needed to get someplace out of Sight so I could cast my Cloak spell. There would be cameras in that lobby…but, hell, we were already on camera someplace, weren’t we? Homeland Security and the Inquisition would examine this incident with a fine-tooth comb. Our wrecked car would be on video entering and exiting the parking garage. We were on camera at the Royal Bank. That wouldn’t have been a problem if there had been no reason to review the footage, but with a gun fight in downtown Washington DC, the footage was going to get reviewed. 
Goddamn it! The next time I saw Corbisher I was going to blast that smirk right off his ugly scarred face. 
I nodded and followed Murdo as we ran towards the office building. 
Right about then, something else went wrong. 
Lines of blue light burned across the sidewalk, as far as I could see in either direction. It was a Seal, a massive magical Seal, and my heart sank as I recognized it.
It was a huge Seal of Unmasking. 
“How the hell are the anthrophages doing that?” I said. Had Corbisher sent a team of anthrophage elders after us? Anthrophage elders could use dark magic, but it would take several anthrophage elders to cast a seal of that size.
“Orcish battle wizards, probably,” said Murdo. “They’re good at wards. Go!”
I nodded and ran alongside him towards the office building. Our only chance was to get out of range of the Seal so I could Cloak us both and wait out the battle. The orcish mercenaries and the anthrophages would not be able to operate for long without Homeland Security, the Inquisition, and the local Elven nobles responded with overwhelming force, and all Murdo and I had to do was to stay alive and uncaptured until the local defenders struck back.
And not get killed in the crossfire as well. 
We pushed into the building’s lobby. It was a big lobby, though not nearly as impressive as the lobby of the Royal Bank. Neutral beige office carpet covered the floor, and a plaque on one wall listed the various useless bureaucracies housed here. On the far wall, I saw a row of three elevators and a door leading to a staircase. There was a long receptionist’s counter halfway across the lobby, and behind the counter, I saw four terrified-looking middle-aged women. 
The glowing lines of the Seal stretched across the beige carpet of the lobby.
“Run!” I shouted to the receptionists. “Get to your shelter locations!” I vaguely recalled that government employees did drills for this kind of thing. “It’s an Archon attack! Move!”
The women pushed away from the desk and disappeared into a door on the right-hand wall. 
“The stairs,” said Murdo, pointing at the door. “Says there’s an underground parking garage there. If we can’t get beyond the boundaries of the Seal, we’ll steal a car.”
It was as a good a plan as any.
We headed for the stairwell door, and as we did, my brain started working again, and a disturbing idea pushed its way through my aching head.
This whole ambush had been specifically designed to kill a wizard who could cast a Cloak spell. No doubt Corbisher had told them all about me when he had ordered up his anthrophages and hired his orcish mercenaries. But they had done a thorough job of it. The rocket launcher, the SUVs full of mercenaries, the Seal – they had planned it out well. Likely they had an open rift way somewhere nearby to let them retreat to Venomhold in a hurry.
Had they planned for me to run into this building?
The elevator doors dinged and started to slide open.
“Shit,” I said. “Murdo. We’re being herded. We’re…” 
The elevator doors opened, and inside each of the elevators stood three orcish mercenaries in full battle armor, AK-47s in hand. 
I was already casting a spell, and Murdo raised his pistol in a two-handed grip and started shooting. Two orcs in the left-hand elevator fell dead, blue blood erupting from their foreheads, and I flung a sphere of fire, all my power in the spell. The sphere landed in the central elevator, and it exploded in a howl of flame and smoke, killing all three orcs in a single heartbeat. The blast made the floor shake beneath my shoes, and it also staggered the orcs. Murdo blew away the last orc in the left-hand elevator, and I twisted to face the right-hand elevator, casting another spell. I flung a volley of lightning globes into the right-hand elevator, killing two of the orcs at once and the third a heartbeat later.
But in that heartbeat, the final orc shot me four times.
The first bullet hit me in the left thigh. Two more punched through my stomach and burst out my back, and another one buried itself in my chest just below my left breast. 
I missed the next few seconds. 
When my brain came back, I was on the floor, staring up at the ceiling, trying to catch a breath and not quite making it. 
I was in a hellish amount of pain. Though it didn’t freeze my thinking. I had been in a lot of pain for a long time. Getting shot wasn’t fun, but it was better than getting burned to death, and I had gotten burned to death a few thousand times. I had also been ripped apart a few thousand times. Overall, I would rate getting shot as more pleasant than getting burned alive or getting ripped apart by anthrophages or wraithwolves. 
It still wasn’t pleasant.
It really hurt. Felt like I’d had metal rods punched through my body and out the other side. Suppose I had if you considered bullets to be metal rods. All the muscles around the entry wounds were clenching up, which hurt even worse. I couldn’t seem to get a good breath, which meant one of the bullets had torn up a lung.
“Nadia!”
And I was hallucinating, too. No one here knew my name. That meant I was going into shock. Maybe the bullet had hit my heart. Maybe I was going to die here. I hoped Russell knew that I had tried my hardest, that I…
I growled and made myself sit up. 
Oh, that hurt. 
I hadn’t tried my hardest, not yet. And if I could get the hell out of here, not even four direct hits from an AK-47 were going to kill me. 
“Miss Stoker.” Murdo went to one knee next to me, the smell of cordite heavy around him as smoke curled from the end of his pistol. “You’re hurt.”
“Bad, isn’t it?” I croaked. 
Murdo hesitated. That was all the answer I needed. 
“Get me to a car and get us the hell out of here,” I said.
I got to my right knee. That made the torn muscles in my left thigh flex, which sent fresh agony shooting down my nerves. Odd how familiar it felt. But I was used to agony, wasn’t I? 
“We need to get you to a hospital,” said Murdo. 
“No,” I rasped. “Car. I can take care of this. For God’s sake help me up.” 
He grimaced, grabbed my hand, and pulled me up. I shrieked a little as I got to my feet, wobbled, and leaned on him. I happened to glance at myself and wished that I hadn’t. My white blouse had turned red, and my black skirt was sticking to my leg from all the blood. I switched my pistol’s safety on, shoved it into my purse (I didn’t want to leave it behind because of the fingerprints), and patted at my chest. That hurt, but it didn’t feel like I had a spurting wound. 
That was good. I could hold on until Murdo got me to a car.
“We need to get you to a hospital,” said Murdo as he kicked open the stairwell door. “If you don’t have a doctor look at those gunshot wounds you’ll be dead in an hour.”
“Nope,” I said as we started down the stairs. “Get me to a car, and I’ll be fine. I’ll…ah!” 
I had run for my life in high heels before. I had run for my life down stairs in high heels before. I had not, however, ever attempted to run for my life in high heels with a gunshot wound in my thigh. 
I don’t recommend it.
My left leg seized up, agony blazing up my hip and spine. I would have lost my balance and cracked my head open on the metal railing, but Murdo’s arm coiled around my waist like a steel band.
“Damn it,” I said. 
“Hell with it,” said Murdo. “Let’s run. This is going to hurt.”
Before I could protest, his right arm went under my shoulders, his left under my knees, and he picked me up as if I weighed nothing at all. He was right. It did hurt, but I could still think. I wanted to protest that I could walk on my own, but I had been badly injured enough times to know that I could not. Usually when I was this badly hurt in the Eternity Crucible, the wraithwolves or the cowlspawn or the anthrophages or those damned beetle things (I never did find out what they were called) finished me off. 
“If they have anyone in the garage, I’ll have to put you down to fight,” said Murdo.
“No, don’t,” I said. “I can still cast spells.” I focused my will and called lightning globes. Five of them sputtered to life and started whirling around us, sputtering and throwing sparks.
“Fine,” snapped Murdo. We reached the door to the parking level, and he kicked it open, turning sideways to get me through without banging my head on the doorframe. 
The parking level looked like every other underground garage I had ever visited, with long rows of cars and SUVs parked under harsh fluorescent lights. Unlike many other parking garages, this one had a pair of orcish mercenaries with AK-47s. They started to turn as Murdo stepped through the door, but I was ready for them. I thrust out my hand and sent my volley of lightning globes hurtling towards them. Orcs were tougher and stronger than humans, but not strong enough to withstand a pair of lightning globes to the chest. 
They went down, and Murdo ran into the parking garage, looking back and forth.
“This one,” he said, stopping next to a battered-looking gray SUV. 
“Why that one?” I said. I didn’t like how weak my voice sounded. 
“I know how to hotwire this model,” he said. “I’m going to have to set you down. Lean against the wall.” He set me back on my feet, and I winced as a bolt of agony shot up my leg, mixed with the blazing pain in my torso.
“Great,” I said. A wave of gray went over my vision. Too much longer and I was going to pass out from blood loss, and if that happened, I was going to die. 
For the last time, admittedly. But I couldn’t give up. Russell needed me. And I had to stop Nicholas, stop whatever he was trying to dig up from the past.
Murdo ripped off his jacket, wrapped it around his left fist, and smashed the SUV’s driver-side window. 
“More safety glass,” I said as Murdo opened the locks. “Yay.” 
Murdo opened the back door, picked me up again, and lay me down in the flat space in the back of the big vehicle. That was one advantage of being short – I fit comfortably. Some empty soda cans and chip bags littered the back of the SUV, but Murdo swept them out and used his rolled-up jacket to make a pillow for my head.
“Aw,” I said. “Aren’t you sweet. You don’t look sweet but you are.”
Yeah, I was getting woozy. 
“I’m getting you to a hospital,” said Murdo, climbing into the driver’s seat. He ripped open a panel on the dashboard and started fiddling with the wires. “To hell with Connor and his games and to hell with the Rebels.”
“Nope,” I said. “Nope, you’re not going to need to get me to a hospital.” 
“You’re not going to die,” said Murdo, but the grimness in his voice betrayed his doubts.
“Not from this,” I said, and I cleared my mind and started summoning magical power. “At least, probably not from this. I should warn you. This…this is probably going to look a little weird.” 
“What are you doing?” said Murdo. The engine sputtered to life, and he backed out and spun the SUV around with a squeal of tires. 
“I think,” I said, summoning as much magical energy as I could manage, “I think I’m about to find out if I can trust you or not.” 
Murdo glanced back at me and did a double take. “What are you doing?”
My hands were glowing with harsh golden light, so bright that I could see the shape of the bones in my hand. 
“Just drive,” I gasped, trying to concentrate. I had called as much magical force as I could hold, but I wasn’t sure if it would be enough. If this didn’t work, I was going to die in the back of a stolen SUV. Of course, if I did nothing, I was going to die in the back of a stolen SUV before Murdo got me to a hospital. 
Murdo cursed and hit the gas. The SUV jolted as he drove right through the arm at the security booth, and the tires squealed as he spun the wheel and sent us careening around a turn.
It was now or never.
I cast the regeneration spell that Arvalaeon had taught me before sending me into the hell of the Eternity Crucible. 
Agony exploded through me. 
I screamed as the pain of the gunshot wounds multiplied through my flesh again and again until it felt as if every inch of my body had been shot. My nerves caught fire, and every single muscle clenched at once. My back arched with enough force that I almost folded double. My jaw clenched, and I kept screaming through my clenched teeth. 
The amount of power the regeneration spell required depended on how badly I had been hurt, and I had been hurt badly. The pain roared on and on, golden fire filling my vision. The magic burned through me as if I had been dipped in acid, and I wanted nothing more than to let go and die at last.
But I held on, fighting through the agony. I had to keep going. Russell would die without me. And Nicholas was going to do something horrible, something to make Baron Castomyr and his Great Dark One look harmless by comparison. 
I had to stop him, I had to stop him, I had to stop him…
Then the golden light vanished as if it had never been, and I collapsed back against the carpet, the agony vanishing.
The relief was so welcome I sobbed a little.
“Miss Stoker?” said Murdo. 
I reached down, grasped my blood-sodden jacket and shirt, and managed to pull them open with a last spasm of strength. The skin of my stomach was smooth and unmarked, and the bullet wound in my chest was gone. Something hot and metallic rolled against my stomach, and I picked it up.
It was one of the bullets. The regeneration spell had expelled them from my flesh.
“Oh,” I said. “It worked. That’s good.”
“Miss Stoker?” said Murdo again.
I would have answered him, but every shred of strength faded my body.
I collapsed against the carpet and knew nothing more.
 
###
 
The regeneration spell can heal almost anything, but there are nasty side effects. 
The roaring agony, for one. Still better than dying.
Then there are the dreams. 
Imagine a fever dream. Then imagine a bad trip from powerful hallucinogens. Mix them together, and you get the kind of dreams I experienced after using the regeneration spell. 
In this dream, I walked through a fancy cemetery. 
Well. I suppose the proper term is “memorial garden,” one of those nice park-like cemeteries where the dead are interred in tombs that look like big marble file cabinets standing ten drawers high. Metal letters on the front of the marble drawers show the name and dates of the deceased, and there’s usually a little symbol to indicate whether they were Catholics or Lutherans or Masons or veterans or whatever. 
Every single drawer said the same thing.
NADIA MORAN read each drawer.
Under that was a cheery little epitaph. 
SHE DIED AGAIN AND AGAIN. SHE DIED AND WENT TO HELL AND CAME BACK. SHE DIED AND IT BROKE HER.
I wandered down the aisles of my tombs, my shoes clicking against the marble paving stones. In every direction, I saw more tombs, more and more tombs, all of them marked with my name. And why not? I had died fifty-seven thousand eight hundred and nineteen times, so why shouldn’t there be fifty-seven thousand eight hundred and nineteen tombs with my name on it?
Maybe this was the last death. Maybe I was about to die for the fifty-seven thousand eight hundred and twentieth and final time. 
I reached an intersection of two aisles of tombs. I found myself in a little park, with a fountain and a garden of massive flowers, stone benches ringing the fountain. A plinth of white marble rose from the center of the fountain, and atop the fountain stood a woman. She was short and wore a heavy gray sweater, a long black pea coat, black jeans, and black running shoes. Her brown hair had been pulled in a ragged ponytail, and her gray eyes glittered with feverish intensity. Her face was haggard, maybe a little gaunt, and did not look healthy. 
I was looking at myself. 
Huh. I did look like hell, come to think of it.
The flowers shivered. I looked down and saw that they were closed. 
Once more the flowers shivered, and then every single one of them opened at once.
Faces stared at me from inside the flowers, pallid and dead. There was Paul McCade, who I had fought the first time I had encountered the Dark Ones. Sergei Rogomil, who I had killed in Milwaukee. Armand Boccand, who I had hunted and then allied with against Corbisher. Baron Castomyr, who I had killed in La Crosse. Rosalyn Madero, Morvilind’s former shadow agent turned court artificer for the Knight of Venomhold. 
“Look at me,” whispered Rosalyn’s head, her dead eyes turning towards me. “I am your future. I was once as you are now, and you will be as I am now.” 
“Come, join us,” said Sergei Rogomil’s head. “We wait for you in death.”
“You’ll fail,” said Russell’s head, blood leaking from his eyes. “You’ll fail and follow me to the grave…”
I snarled, summoned magic, and hurled a fireball that consumed the garden of twisted flowers. The liquid in the fountain exploded as if it was gasoline, and the replica of myself on the plinth burned alive. I watched my clothes take fire, watched my hair burn, watched my flesh char and crisp.
“It is inevitable.”
I turned. 
A short man in a black suit stood a few paces away, watching me burn. He was middle-aged and handsome, with olive colored-skin, graying black hair, and black eyes like pits into nothingness. 
The Forerunner. The herald of the Dark Ones on earth, older than human history. The founder of the Dark Ones cults, and the man who had made the deal with Morvilind that had forced me to work for Nicholas. 
“You,” I spat.
“It is inevitable,” repeated the Forerunner. “We have consumed many worlds, and your world and the world of the Elves are next.” 
“Are you really here?” I said. “Or is this just a stupid dream?”
The Forerunner smiled. “Perhaps I am real wherever darkness dwells in the hearts of men.”
“That’s a bullshit answer, and you know it.”
The Forerunner blinked, and then laughed. “Indeed. Then behold a true answer. Look and see the future.”
He pointed upward, and I saw the sky was burning. 
The sky was burning because of the hammer.
It was a hammer made of molten fire, as large as the world itself.
“Operation Sky Hammer,” I said.
“Do you know what your race fails to understand about history?” said the Forerunner.
I looked at him. 
“You think of history as something forgotten,” said the Forerunner. “As bones lying in the dust of the past. Nothing could be further from the truth. The past lies unquietly in its shallow grave. You poke the bones…and then the skeletal hands reach from the earth to strangle you. Behold!” 
The land changed. I was standing on a freeway outside a major American city. I didn’t recognize it. New York? Los Angeles? Maybe a mixture of both. 
Children ran past me, thousands of children, desperate to get away. Their mothers ran with them, some carrying babies, some grabbing their children’s hands and helping them run along. Something terrible was about to happen. 
Then I saw Nicholas. 
He held that colossal hammer of molten fire, raised it high over his head, and brought it thundering down. 
“No!” I shouted, drawing power for a spell.
It was too late. 
Nicholas drove the hammer into the ground.
There was a brilliant flash of light, and fire swept through the city, incinerating it in an instant, turning the skyscrapers into infernos. The wall of the firestorm howled out of the city, roaring up the freeway and turning the children into twisted black husks. 
I screamed in rage and started a spell to kill Nicholas, and then the wall of fire hit me, and everything vanished.
I drifted in nothingness for a long time after that. 
Then I started to become aware of things. Maybe they were dreams. Maybe they were real events filtering to my tired mind. 
Someone carrying me, my arms and legs hanging limp.
The clatter of plastic wheels against concrete. Harsh lights overhead. Was I on a gurney?
A woman’s voice speaking with a strong English accent. She sounded alarmed. 
I think I saw Murdo then. He was arguing with two people. I couldn’t make out their faces. One was an old man in a suit, the second was a tall woman with dark skin. 
A constant beeping noise and the smell of antiseptic. 
And then, bit by bit, I regained consciousness. 
I opened my eyes.
There was a gray concrete wall in front of me. I turned my head and saw that I was in a concrete room with steel rafters. There was a slow, steady beeping noise in my ears. I was lying propped up in a bed, something cool and soft against my body. Was I naked? I looked down at myself and saw that I was wearing a hospital gown, the blanket pulled up to my chest. There was a plastic clip on the middle finger of my right hand, and I grunted and pulled it off.
The slow beep turned to a steady electronic tone. I saw a rack of medical equipment next to the bed. A heart monitor, that was it. 
The door opened, and a fiftyish woman in blue medical scrubs stepped inside. I felt like I should have been alarmed, but I was too groggy to do anything. 
“Hi,” I said. “Am I dead?”
“Apparently not,” said the nurse. She leaned back out the door. “She’s awake.” 
The nurse stepped into the hallway, and Rory Murdo took her place. He was wearing a three-piece suit similar to the one he had worn on the day I had met him, and he looked…
Relieved. Overwhelmingly relieved. 
I didn’t get it. We had just met. Why did he give a damn about what happened to me?
Still, it was nice that someone cared. 
“Miss Stoker,” he said, stopping by the edge of the bed.
“Mr. Murdo,” I said. I blinked. “Um…is that a water bottle?”
He nodded and handed it to me. “Though you might be thirsty.”
My mouth felt like the desert outside of Red Ditch. “You’re a saint.” I opened the bottle and drank two-thirds of it in about five seconds. While I did that, Murdo grabbed a folding chair from the wall, slid it over, and sat next to the bed. 
“You probably have a lot of questions,” said Murdo, “so we should start with that.”
“Yeah.” I took another drink of water, a smaller one this time. “First. Uh. How long was I out?”
“Nine days,” said Murdo. “It’s March 22nd.” 
I rubbed my face. “Good God.” That was the longest I had ever been unconscious after the regeneration spell, but I had never used it after getting shot four times. “Okay. Next question. Where am I?”
“Manhattan,” said Murdo.
I blinked. “Manhattan. Where in Manhattan?”
“John Doe Hospital.”
“I’ve never heard of it,” I said.
“Not many people have,” said Murdo. “Certain private organizations operate out of New York. Sometimes their members take injuries, and they want the injuries treated quietly and off the books. Hence, the John Doe Hospital.” 
I frowned. “This is a Rebel place?”
Murdo shook his head. “No. They won’t work with the Rebels or the Dark Ones cultists. Fortunately, I still have some friends in the organizations that bankroll the Hospital, and they let us in.” 
I finished off the water, and Murdo took the bottle. “So, um…what happened? After I passed out, I mean.” 
“I managed to get out of DC without getting arrested or questioned,” said Murdo. “After that, I headed up here to have a trustworthy doctor look at you.”
“Trustworthy?” I said.
“Keeps his mouth shut after getting bribed,” said Murdo. “You…that was an Elven regeneration spell you cast, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
His frown deepened. “How did you learn to do that? I’ve never heard of a human who could cast that spell, not even a shadow agent.”
“Like I told you,” I said. “Something bad happened to me. I learned the hard way.” I didn’t want to dwell on that, so I kept talking. “Have you talked to Nicholas?”
Murdo scowled. “Yes. He called a few hours after the attack. He claimed to have no idea who was behind it. He wanted us to head back to base and hand over the video, but I refused. I told him I wasn’t going to come back until you were healthy, and then I hung up on him. He’s tried to call a few times after, but I didn’t pick up.”
“Good,” I said. “It was probably Corbisher. That attack…it was custom-made to kill me.” 
Murdo nodded. “The Seal of Unmasking. They knew you could Cloak, and they were prepared for it. Else you could have just Cloaked and shot them all in the back.”
“That would have been easier,” I said. 
A thought occurred to me. Murdo had said we were in Manhattan. And Riordan had told me that the Shadow Hunters were based out of Manhattan.
“Murdo,” I said. “Who pays for this hospital?”
Murdo shrugged. “Various organizations. There are private organizations that the High Queen allows to function so long as they don’t cross her and are helpful to her.”
“Is the Family of the Shadow Hunters one of those organizations?” I said. 
“I think so, yes,” said Murdo. “Why?”
“Shit.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “We need to get out of here, now.” 
“Why?” said Murdo. “We’re safe enough here.”
“Maybe we are,” I said, pushing away the blanket. I scowled at how much of my legs the hospital gown left bare. At least I could see that the bullet wound in my thigh had been healed. “If we stay, I’m going to get someone killed who doesn’t deserve it.”
Murdo folded his arms. “Explain. You’re not going anywhere until you start making some sense.”
I glared at him, but he only looked…concerned. Like I might hurt myself if I rushed off. Given how woozy I felt, it was a reasonable fear. 
“Fine,” I said. “Fine. You want to know the truth? I used to have a boyfriend who was a Shadow Hunter.”
Murdo blinked. “Seriously? Didn’t he…you know, eat your soul?”
I scowled. “The Shadow Hunters aren’t like that. There’s a lot of misinformation about them. Which they prefer. But...something bad happened to me, and that’s why I broke up with him.” The words were tumbling out of me. Some part of my brain screamed for me to shut up, but I was exhausted, woozy, and frightened. “I knew he would have tried to help me, but he couldn’t. I was too dangerous to be around. If he tried to help me, he’d have gotten sucked into this mess, and he’d have been killed. I had to break up with him. It was for his own safety.”
Murdo inclined his head. “You wanted to protect him from all this?”
“Yes,” I said. “Yes, that was exactly it. I hated it…but I had to do it.”
He smiled. “What did your husband and toddler think of your plan?”
I blinked. What was Murdo talking about? I wasn’t married, I had never been married…
Oops.
I had forgotten the cover story I had told Nicholas and then repeated to the other Rebels. I cursed myself as a damned fool.
“This was…before,” I said. It sounded lame. “The bad thing happened, and I broke up with my boyfriend, and then I met my husband.”
“I see,” said Murdo. “So, to summarize, you broke up with your boyfriend because you were afraid that he’d get tangled up in this and get hurt trying to protect you…and then you got married and had a baby.”
I was a very good liar. The trouble was that I was such a good liar that I didn’t have much practice recovering from my lies when they blew up in my face like this. Once more I cursed myself as a damned idiot. Granted, I had never woken up from a regenerative coma after getting shot four times, but still. This was a dangerous game I was playing, and in this kind of business, no one got good grades for effort. 
I met Murdo’s eyes.
“Yes,” I said. “That’s exactly what happened.” 
We didn’t say anything for a moment. 
Murdo snorted. “All right. I believe you.”
I blinked. “You do? I mean, of course you do. Because it’s the truth.”
“Yes, of course, it is totally the truth,” said Murdo. “But I get it.”
“You do?” I said. 
He smiled. It looked a little out of place on that hard face. “I understand what it’s like to try to protect someone you love. I understand what it’s like to fail at it.”
“Do you?” I said, watching him. 
“Well.” Murdo got to his feet. “Right before you cast that regeneration spell, you said you were about to find out whether you can trust me or not. I’ll keep your secrets.”
“Will you?” 
“Yes.” Murdo paused next to the bed. “Of course, the only way to prove that is to keep your secrets. If you want to leave, we’ll leave. And then once we’re on the road, we can decide what to do next.”
“What is there to decide?” I said. “We have to go back to Nicholas.”
“Maybe not,” he said. “Maybe there’s a way around it. But we shouldn’t talk about it here.”
“No.” I looked around the room. “Hey. Um…you don’t know what happened to my clothes?”
“They went into the incinerator as medical waste,” said Murdo. “They were absolutely soaked with your blood.” 
“Right,” I said. “Uh. Do you know…”
“I’ll have the nurse bring you some clothes while I deal with the formalities,” said Murdo. 
“Thanks.” I hesitated. “Murdo…I mean it. Thanks. For not…well, for looking after me. You didn’t have to.”
Murdo paused. “I told you. I think you’ve been dealt a bad hand.”
With that, he disappeared through the door and into the concrete corridor I had seen earlier. 
The nurse returned a few minutes with clothes. She was apologetic – these were the only clothes they had on hand that would fit me. The underwear was still in its original packaging, thank God. The other clothes were a pink hooded sweatshirt with the black letters FITNESS GIRL 4 LIFE across the chest, black yoga pants, and a pair of pink running shoes. I wondered where the clothes had come from and decided not to think about it. At least they were clean.
The nurse handed over my purse and earrings, and I saw that they hadn’t been tampered with. I got dressed, slung the purse strap over my shoulder and followed the nurse down the concrete corridor and into a space that looked like a converted warehouse. Granted, it was the cleanest converted warehouse I had ever seen, and it smelled like disinfectant. I saw Murdo speaking with a gray-bearded man in surgical scrubs, and Murdo passed him a small object. The two men shook hands, and Murdo turned towards me. 
As he did, I saw the gray-bearded man pocket the object.
It was a tight little roll of hundred-dollar bills.
Just where had Murdo gotten that kind of money? 
“We’re all set,” said Murdo. “Nice look, by the way.”
I smiled and did a little twirl, partly to amuse myself, partly to test my balance. “Do you like it?”
His eyes flicked back up as I turned around. He’d been staring at my rear in the yoga pants. Oddly the thought did not displease me. 
“Suits you,” said Murdo. “Let’s go.” 
I nodded and followed him, using the mental exercise he had taught me to keep the chill at bay. That was just as well because it was a cold, blustery day outside, flurries of snow whipping past. I looked around and saw that the John Doe Hospital was a former warehouse and parking garage facing the Hudson River on the west side of Manhattan. Right in front of me, I saw several wharves jutting into the river, and all around me I saw the sprawl of New York City. 
“Couldn’t the hospital have a stairwell up to the parking levels?” I said, following Murdo around the block. I wrapped my arms around myself, tugging the heavy pink sweatshirt tighter. 
“There’s an elevator for patients,” said Murdo, “but you’ve been discharged. The Hospital takes its security seriously.” 
“Good for them,” I said. “They could have given me a coat.”
Murdo ignored my half-hearted griping as we climbed the stairs to the parking garage. We walked past the rows of parked cars, and Murdo unlocked the doors of an old Duluth Motors sedan painted an unappealing shade of brown.
“Nice wheels,” I said. 
“Cheap and unobtrusive,” said Murdo. 
We got in, and Murdo drove out of the garage and headed through midtown Manhattan towards Interstate 278. We sat in silence, and I watched the traffic and the crowds as Murdo drove. I always liked cities, and I especially liked New York. I mean, I know, it’s crowded, and the traffic is horrible, the local government is staffed by petty martinets on a power trip, and large parts of it sometimes smell like a sewer, but it’s the biggest city in the United States, and it has an energy you can’t find anywhere else. I had come to New York a few times on jobs for Morvilind, and I had always wanted to come here with Riordan someday…
A deep stab of regret went through me. Part of me had secretly hoped I would see Riordan at the John Doe Hospital, that I could tell him that I was sorry, I was so sorry, that I hadn’t wanted to hurt him…
With the morning traffic, it took us about an hour and a half to get out of the New York area, and Murdo took us southwest on I-95 towards Washington and the ruins of Baltimore. 
I was ready to talk.
“All right,” I said. “What next?” 
“There may be a way,” said Murdo, “to get you out of your deal with Connor. At least a way to break the deal your Elven lady has with the Forerunner.”
“I’m game,” I said. If I could get out of this mess…God, that would be a miracle. “What do you mean?”
“Your lady and the Forerunner likely made a pact,” said Murdo. “Pacts like that have a common structure and common terms. Likely your lady and the Forerunner agreed not to harm each other for the duration of the pact. So, when your lady lent your services to the Forerunner, and the Forerunner then sent you to Connor, that means Connor is under an obligation not to kill you.”
I snorted. “Yeah, Nick’s been so keen to keep me safe. He’s tried to kill me already.”
“Has he?” said Murdo. “Has he explicitly tried to kill you himself? Ordered his men to kill you? Or has he done it a way that would leave him plausible deniability?”
“I don’t…actually, yeah,” I said. “My first job for Nicholas we went to Chicago. The plan was for all of us to escape in a helicopter. Nicholas tried to leave without me while I was distracted with the undead.”
Murdo nodded, accelerating to pass a semi in the right lane. “If you were killed, he could claim it wasn’t his fault. He had been forced to retreat, and you were too slow. Unfortunate, but not his fault.”
“Huh,” I said. That made sense. “Then Nicholas was telling the truth when we talked to him. He really was trying to find out who ordered the attack at the Rocky Mountain Mile. Because if he doesn’t deal with this, I can go back to my Elven lady and tell her that the Forerunner’s minions broke the deal.”
Murdo nodded. “Your patron would have to keep her word. The Elven nobles are many things both good and bad, but they keep their word. If you can prove to your patron that Connor broke the deal, she won’t be able to take any action against your husband and son.”
“That could work,” I said. If I could convince Morvilind that it was Nicholas’s fault the deal had fallen apart, I might get out of this mess yet.
“And if we formally break the deal,” said Murdo, “that means you can go to the Inquisition with everything you know about Connor and bring him down.” He paused. “Anonymously, of course.”
“Yeah,” I said. I wouldn’t even need to do it anonymously. I had the personal phone number of the Lord Inquisitor himself. Arvalaeon had locked me in the Eternity Crucible for a century and a half, and the asshole owed me a favor. I would be more than happy to point him at Nicholas. “But what about you?”
“Eh?” said Murdo. 
“Nicholas has proof that you murdered your superior officer in the Legion,” I said. “If he goes down, I have no doubt he’ll make sure you go down with him.”
Murdo smiled, one of the few genuine smiles I had ever seen on him. “Is that what he told you?” 
I frowned. “It is.”
“Good thing Connor never lies to you, right?” said Murdo. “Because I didn’t murder my superior officer and I left the Legion voluntarily. Connor does have a hold over me, yes. But it’s not what you think it is, and it’s not what he thinks it is. He is in a position to hurt someone I love. But if he goes down, he’ll lose that power, and we’ll both be free of him.” 
I said nothing for a moment, thinking it over. 
“Then we’ll try it your way,” I said. “Let’s go to Baltimore and play this out.” 
Murdo nodded and kept driving.
I thought about what he had said and came to two conclusions.
One, Murdo was lying to me.
I knew he hadn’t told me the whole truth. He had paid for my stay at the John Doe Hospital, and I was pretty sure Nicholas hadn’t given him a company credit card or a briefcase full of hundred-dollar bills. Murdo had known about the John Doe Hospital, as well. Whoever Rory Murdo really was, he had high-level connections. 
Was he a Homeland Security operative? An Inquisition agent? Maybe even a Shadow Hunter? I hadn’t seen any sign of a Shadowmorph symbiont on him, but Shadow Hunter training might explain his superb combat skills. 
He had his own secrets, just as I had mine. 
My second conclusion was that he was right. I was about to find out if I could trust him, and so far, he had kept faith with me. 
I would keep giving him opportunities to prove worthy of trust. 
And if he betrayed that trust…well, with my brother’s life on the line, to say nothing of Nicholas’s plan, I would do what I had to do.
But I hoped I wouldn’t have to kill him. I was beginning to like Rory Murdo. 
He was the closest thing to a friend I’d had in a long, long time. 
 



Chapter 10: Conflict Mediation
 
We drove past the burning ruins of Baltimore and arrived at Nicholas’s base late in the afternoon. 
Murdo rolled up to the front gate, and I stared at the warehouse yard. It was deserted, the grim concrete building rising against the harsh light of Baltimore’s pyre to the north. There were three men in jumpsuits manning the security booth at the gate, and as Murdo came to a stop, I saw Mitchell Swathe emerge from the warehouse and run towards us. 
I took a deep breath and cleared my mind, calling magic to fuel my spells. I didn’t know what was going to happen, and I didn’t know how Nicholas would react when I threw the treachery of his underlings in his face. I knew he wanted me dead. On the other hand, I was pretty sure he couldn’t rob the Royal Bank without my help, and whatever it was he wanted in Vault 19, Deposit Box 547, he couldn’t continue his grand plan without it. 
He might try to kill me. He might try to force me to stay. 
Either way, I had to be ready. 
Swathe jogged towards the car. “Murdo, where the hell have you been? We…”
Murdo leveled a pistol at Swathe’s face. “Back the hell off. Right now.”
Swathe’s eyes went wide, and he took a step back. Behind him, the other guards raised their weapons. I lifted my hand and called magical fire, a whirling sphere of flame appearing above my palm. Murdo blocked most of the driver’s side window, but my control was good enough that I could send my sphere zipping past Murdo and through Swathe’s skull with an effort of will. 
“You were supposed to have reported back days ago,” said Swathe. 
“To do what? To get stabbed in the back again?” said Murdo. “Someone almost killed Miss Stoker and me in Washington, Swathe. Someone with the authority to order up a bunch of anthrophages and orcish mercenaries from Venomhold. Real convenient how you weren’t there when the hammer dropped. Like you knew it was coming in advance.” 
“For God’s sake, Murdo,” said Swathe. “I didn’t know a damn thing about this. I was in Washington. What kind of idiot orders an attack near the headquarters of Homeland Security and hangs around for it? Morelli and I sat in a roadblock for three hours until we got away. Why would I put myself at that kind of risk?”
“Don’t know and don’t care,” said Murdo. “Where’s Connor? We need to have a word with him.”
“He’s waiting for you in the conference room,” said Swathe. “I’m supposed to take you up there as soon as you arrive.” 
“Then let’s go have a talk with Connor,” said Murdo. 
He parked by the door, and we got out, the cracked asphalt gritting beneath my pink running shoes. Swathe gave me an incredulous look, and I grinned my mirthless grin at him, the fireball still spinning above my palm. 
Murdo gestured with the gun. “You go first.” 
Swathe started to protest, then looked at my fireball and then nodded. “Fine. Follow me.” 
We walked through the abandoned truck docks, past Nicholas’s workshop, and climbed the stairs to the conference room. Inside a crowd had already gathered. Hailey, Morelli, and Vass sat on the left side of the table. Hailey was scowling, Morelli was calm, and Vass was cheerfully sipping from a cup of coffee. Corbisher and Lorenz sat on the right side. Corbisher was wearing his usual suit, and Victor Lorenz had donned his Rebel uniform of cargo pants and camouflage jacket and beret. He made a show of ogling me as I walked into the conference room, but I ignored him. 
Nicholas stood against the back window, outlined against the distant pyre of Baltimore. Like Lorenz, he was wearing combat fatigues. Lorenz made them look good. Nicholas looked both good and dangerous. There was a pistol at his belt, and his cold blue eyes settled on Murdo and me as we entered.
Three anthrophages stood near him. 
They wore black suits, but they were in their true forms, their yellow eyes fixed on me, their thin gray lips peeling back from their black fangs. I felt their hunger as they stared at me, but it was something different from the hunger in Lorenz’s eyes. The anthrophages want to rip me apart and feast on my innards, as they had done so many times in the Eternity Crucible. 
Wretched damned things. If this came to a fight, I was going to enjoy burning them. 
“You’re late,” said Nicholas as Swathe moved to the wall. 
Murdo shut the door behind us, his pistol still in hand. 
“We’ve been looking forward to seeing your video, Miss Stoker,” said Nicholas. “I think we…”
“Shut the hell up, Nick,” I said in a quiet voice.
His eyes narrowed. The tension in the room tightened further. 
“We’re done,” I said, pointing at him with my left hand, the fireball still whirling above my right hand. “You broke our deal.”
“I did nothing of the sort,” said Nicholas, voice calm, eyes hard. 
“Yeah?” I said. “Twice now you’ve tried to kill me. And not in a plausibly deniable way like at Chicago. You sent the anthrophages after me at the Rocky Mountain Mile, and you sent them after me in Washington.”
“Neither attack was carried out under my orders,” said Nicholas. “Do you really think I would be foolish enough to order an explicit operation in Washington DC itself? It was nearly a disaster. Homeland Security and the Inquisition are on high alert, and the Elven nobles of Washington are keeping their men-at-arms ready for battle. Breaking into the Bank will be all the harder after that fiasco.” 
“And yet the attack happened,” I said. “Either you ordered it, which means you’re a moron, or one of your toadies here ordered it, which means you need to grow a pair and get your pet morons under control.” I had never challenged his authority in front of his people like this, but it was my best chance to get out of this deal. “When the Forerunner made his deal with my Elven lady, I bet that deal included the provision that you wouldn’t try to kill me until I had stolen all three things for you. Oh, sure, you could try to bully me and threaten me and arrange unfortunate and tragic accidents, but you couldn’t kill me or order my death.” I grinned my joyless grin at him. Hailey flinched a little. “Well, you either ordered the attacks, or one of the people under your command did it. That makes it your responsibility. I’m walking out of here, returning to my patron, and telling her that the Forerunner’s pet broke the deal.”
“And if I try to stop you?” said Nicholas.
I kept grinning. “Then we’re going to have it out and see who walks alive out of this room.”
The anthrophages hissed at me, snapping their fangs. The others remained motionless, tense with the promise of impending violence. 
“I see,” said Nicholas. “Well, Murdo, what do you think of this?”
“I left the Legion and joined your organization because I was betrayed,” said Murdo. “If you betray us in turn, then I know I made the wrong choice.”
“Us?” said Nicholas in a quiet voice. “You and Miss Stoker are ‘us’ now? How very interesting.” 
“It doesn’t matter what you think about anything,” I said. “Consider this the formal notice that my lady’s pact with the Forerunner has been violated. Either we’re walking out of this room and reporting to her, or we’re walking out of this room after we kill you all.”
The silence stretched on and on. I saw Morelli’s hand gliding towards his pistol, I felt the pulses of magic as Hailey and Corbisher and Lorenz all began pulling together power for a spell. I watched Nicholas’s hard, handsome face, his cold blue eyes digging into me.
And then he did something I did not expect.
He smiled.
“And what if, Kat,” said Nicholas, “I agreed with you?”
I blinked. “What?” 
“The terms of the Forerunner’s agreement with your patron have been breached,” said Nicholas. “I did not order the attempts on your life, Kat, but men under my command did, which means the responsibility is mine. I accept that fully…and I accept that it is necessary for me to make restitution under the terms of the agreement.”
I hadn’t expected that. “Restitution.”
“Yes,” said Nicholas. “By punishing the guilty parties.”
He moved with lightning speed, drawing the pistol at his belt and leveling the weapon at his target. 
Corbisher flinched, gazing at the barrel of the weapon pointed at his skull. It was a big pistol, a .50 caliber semiautomatic. The recoil would be monstrous, but Nicholas was strong enough to handle it, and he had taken a proper shooter’s stance. 
Just one of those bullets would collapse Corbisher’s forehead. 
“Nicholas,” said Corbisher, his scarred face gone bloodless, “I…”
“Stop talking, Martin,” said Nicholas.
Corbisher swallowed, his eyes darting back and forth, the vein in his temple throbbing.
“Someone,” said Nicholas, “has been going behind my back. Despite the necessity of including Miss Stoker’s skills in my plans, someone has undertaken to kill her without my permission. One of you wasted valuable resources in a futile and stupid plan to kill Miss Stoker. Even worse, one of you went over my head and contacted the Knight of Venomhold without my permission.” I blinked in surprise. “That led to the waste of a squad of skilled and very expensive orcish security contractors, to say nothing of the anthrophages, vehicles, and a large quantity of ammunition and supplies.” 
“Nicholas,” stammered Corbisher. “I…I didn’t…”
“We are at war, ladies and gentlemen,” said Nicholas. “We are fighting for the victory of the Revolution and the survival of humanity itself. In a time of war, there can only be one punishment for mutiny and insubordination.”
Corbisher’s face had gone bone white beneath his scars. He was a reasonably powerful wizard, and he had already gathered magical power, but he would not be fast enough to cast a spell before Nicholas’s bullet redecorated the inside of his head.
Then Nicholas pivoted, swinging his pistol to aim at Vass.
Vass didn’t notice for a heartbeat. He had been watching Corbisher’s terror with obvious amusement, but now his eyes went wide.
“You disappointed me, Vass,” said Nicholas.
“What?” said Vass. “You don’t understand! That girl will be the ruin of us all! I had to do it! She will…”
He started to rise, but before he did, Nicholas fired three times. The top of Vass’s head blew off and spattered against the wall, his heavy body landing back in his chair. Hailey shrieked in surprise as some of Vass’s blood splattered on her sleeve. Morelli only raised an eyebrow. 
Nicholas lowered his gun. The harsh smell of mingled blood and gun smoke flooded my nostrils. 
“I trust,” said Nicholas at last, “that since the traitor has been punished for his misdeeds, that this is adequate restitution for the attack, Miss Stoker.” He smiled. “Certainly, if you run back to your Elven lady and pour out your tale of woe, she will tell you that restitution has been granted and that you ought to return to fulfill the deal.”
I glanced at Murdo. 
He grimaced, nodded at me, and returned his pistol to his shoulder holster. 
“Yeah,” I said, looking at Vass’s corpse. “You’re a real leader of men, Nicky.” 
“You three,” said Nicholas, gesturing at the anthrophages. “Clean up the mess.”
So that was why the anthrophages were here. Nicholas had planned this little bit of theater from the beginning. Two of the anthrophages grabbed Vass’s corpse and carried it out of the room. The third cleaned up the spilled blood and brains by the simple expedient of dropping to its knees and licking them up with grisly grunts of pleasure.
Hailey turned a shade of green, got up, and walked to the other side of the room, her arms wrapped around herself. 
“I find it hard to believe,” said Lorenz, “that Vass could betray us like that.”
“The evidence is all there,” said Nicholas. “He had been sending messages through our regular couriers to Venomhold, arranging for both the attack at Denver and the second in Washington. The Knight of Venomhold was most displeased when I spoke with her.” He shrugged. “If you don’t believe me, I have all the evidence gathered, and you may review it at your leisure. Vass was indisputably guilty.” He looked at Corbisher and smiled. “A salutary lesson for us all, is it not?”
Corbisher managed a nod.
Right. This little murder hadn’t just been staged for my benefit, had it? I was willing to bet that Corbisher had been the mastermind. He had just used Vass as his courier. Plus, to be blunt, Corbisher was far more valuable to Nicholas than Vass. Helicopter pilots were common. Financiers of Corbisher’s skill were not, and Corbisher was also a Gatekeeper and a wizard.
Nicholas had killed Vass, punishing him for his role, and Vass’s death had also kept me working for the Rebels and had given Corbisher a warning against any further attempts at insubordination. To judge from the sickly look on Corbisher’s face, the lesson had been learned.
It had been cold and brutal and cruel…and brilliantly done. 
I already knew that Nicholas Connor was a dangerous man, and he had just proven it once again. 
The last anthrophage finished licking up Vass’s blood and left.
“Now,” said Nicholas, taking his seat at the head of the table, “since that bit of unpleasantness is resolved, let us turn our attention to more urgent business.”  
“What, right now?” I said. “You just shot a man, and you want to plan the operation now?”
“I executed an insubordinate who threatened the Revolution with his reckless actions,” said Nicholas, calm as ever. “And as I’ve said, Miss Stoker, this is war. War waits for no man.”
“Fine.” I dug out the phone from my purse and slapped it onto the table. “Watch the movie. Make some popcorn, if you want. I’m going to go change and be right back.”
Nicholas frowned. “Why?”
“Because I’m cold,” I said, which was true. I also felt a little ridiculous in a bright pink sweatshirt. 
“Very well,” said Nicholas. “I suppose it would seem strange to plan a bank robbery while wearing a FITNESS GIRL 4 LIFE sweatshirt.”
I gave him the middle finger and left the conference room. 
I did want to change, yes. I also wanted to search my room for cameras again, and to check my bag for any tracking devices or bombs. Ten days had been more than enough time for Nicholas to have my stuff searched. 
I also wanted to calm down. I hadn’t liked Vass, but we had mostly gotten along, and to see him murdered in cold blood in front of me had still been shocking. I needed to keep my wits about me when dealing with Nicholas, and spending ten minutes or so searching my room for cameras would help me calm down.
I didn’t find any cameras in my room. My stuff had been searched, obviously, but Nicholas wouldn’t have been able to break into my phone, and I didn’t find any tracking devices or bombs. I then Cloaked and changed from the sweatshirt and yoga pants to my usual outfit of gray sweater, black jeans, black running shoes, and black pea coat. I suppose if I concentrated I didn’t need all the layers to stay warm, but it was still cold in the warehouse. 
I tucked my main phone and the little .25 revolver into my pockets and returned to the conference room.
Nicholas had plugged the phone from my purse into a projector, and the video of my trip into the Bank’s vaults played on the wall. 
“I must say,” said Lorenz, “that you’re a terrible cinematographer.” 
Murdo had seated himself at the other end of the table opposite from Nicholas. I sat next to him. 
“Really, if you had been working on any of my productions, I would have made the director fire you on the spot,” said Lorenz. “Though if you had slept with me, of course, I would have let you be…say, an extra, in one of the background shots. Maybe a waitress in a bikini during a restaurant scene. I think…”
“For God’s sake, you preening jackass,” said Hailey. “This is serious. Do you ever shut up?” 
“Oh, I know why he doesn’t like us,” I said. Hailey looked at me in surprise. “He’s only ever slept with women when he could force or coerce them, and we have too much magic for him to coerce. He can only run his mouth because he’s not going to get to run anything else.” 
Hailey laughed, and then scowled, likely annoyed to find herself agreeing with me. Lorenz glared at her, opened his mouth, glanced at Nicholas, and then closed it. He was smart enough to realize that getting into a fight with Hailey would inevitably lead to a conflict with Nicholas. 
And Nicholas had just blown off the top of Vass’s head. 
An old proverb popped into my head. How did it go? Kill the chicken to scare the monkey? Something like that. 
Whoever had thought that proverb up had been on to something.
“If you’re quite done amusing yourselves,” said Nicholas with some asperity, “focus on the task at hand, please.”
We sat in silence as he watched the video and then restarted it again. Lorenz did have a point. I wasn’t a very good cinematographer, but to be fair, the camera had been tiny, and it had been dangling from my left ear. Nevertheless, the software on the phone had been good, and it had done a decent job of stabilizing the picture. Nicholas scribbled furiously on a legal pad as the video played. I knew him well enough to realize that he already had a plan and was working out the details.
That was good. Between getting shot, the regenerative coma, and my hope of breaking out of the deal between the Forerunner and Morvilind, I had forgotten what a hard target the Royal Bank was.
I hoped Nicholas had a good plan. 
We watched the video once more, and then Nicholas shut off the projector. 
“Thoughts?” said Nicholas. “Miss Stoker and Morelli. Of all of us, you have the most experience with this kind of operation.” 
Morelli let out a long breath. “We face five separate problems. First, entering the bank undetected. Second, bypassing the conventional electronic and mechanical security systems. Third, nullifying the abundant magical defenses Miss Stoker observed. Fourth, entering Vault 19 and opening Deposit Box 547. Fifth and finally, escaping alive and uncaptured with the contents of the deposit box.” He leaned back in his chair. “If we fail at any one of those points, we shall all likely be killed or captured.”
“Or both,” I said. “The capture would probably proceed the execution.” 
“Yes, clearly,” said Nicholas. “Do you have anything to contribute, or are you going to state the obvious?”
I sighed. “Look. The Bank’s security is too good. Disable the conventional systems, and you’ll run into the magical defenses. Disable the magical defenses, and you’ll trigger the conventional security systems, and that doesn’t even account for the Elven and human security personnel at the Bank. They won’t be passive. If they notice anything weird, they’ll investigate it, and we’ll have to deal with them as well.”
Nicholas nodded. “Go on.”
“And that means,” I said, “the only opportunity we’ll have is when the Bank’s security is overloaded dealing with another problem. Like if they’re hosting some kind of event, or if a dignitary is visiting the bank, or they’re receiving a big shipment of gold bullion or something.”
A dark thought occurred to me. A massive attack in Washington was exactly the sort of thing that would divert the attention of the Bank’s security. Like, say, if a bomb went off across the street, or if the Archons launched an attack, or if the Knight of Venomhold sent a raid of orcish mercenaries through a rift way. Nicholas was perfectly capable of killing innocent people to achieve his objectives, and dread gripped me as I expected him to start talking about bombs and targets.
“Or, perhaps,” said Nicholas, “a gala banquet?”
I blinked. “What?”
“As you may know, Baron Castomyr of La Crosse was killed last year in a gas explosion,” said Nicholas.
“Yeah,” I said. “Heard something like that.”
“The High Queen has finally gotten around to selecting a replacement,” said Nicholas. “An Elven commoner named Tagmatyr, who happens to be one of Duke Maelaeyar’s retainers. The Duke was sufficiently pleased by his friend’s promotion to the nobility that he is holding a gala banquet to celebrate the new-made Baron Tagmatyr.”
“Which, of course, will be held in the lobby of the Royal Bank,” I said. 
“Yes,” said Nicholas.
“Will this be a sufficiently large event?” I said.
Nicholas smiled. “Several of the Dukes of the United States are attending, along with many of their vassals. The High Queen will not since I believe she and the Skythrone are currently in Spain, but the President of the United States and several state governors will be there, along with various wealthy business owners. Each dignitary will bring their own guests and security personnel.”
“Okay,” I said. “That’s what…a couple thousand Elves and humans all told?” 
“Conservatively,” said Nicholas. 
“When’s this gala?”
“April 8th.”
“God,” I said. “That gives us just under three weeks to prepare.” 
“We’ll be rather busy,” said Nicholas. 
Corbisher cleared his throat. “I could likely obtain invitations for us under false identities…”
“No,” said Nicholas, Morelli, Murdo, and me in unison.
Corbisher wilted. 
“We can’t attend as guests,” I said. “That would be too risky. Guests have too much scrutiny.”
“Then how else do you suggest we get in?” said Corbisher with some acerbity.
“As service workers,” I said.
Corbisher’s mouth twisted in distaste. “Service workers?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve done this kind of thing before. Parties like this always need an army of workers to support them. You know – caterers, cooks, janitors, valets, drivers, all that. It’s a lot easier to get in as a temp worker than as a guest.”
“Really?” said Corbisher.
“I’ll be blunt, Corbisher,” said Murdo. “It’s a failure of perception. You’re a rich man, and you’ve been a rich man your entire life. People like you don’t pay attention to service workers until you have to. You just don’t. It’s a lot easier to get into someplace unnoticed as a caterer or a janitor than as a guest in a tuxedo.” 
“I fear that the lovely Miss Stoker is right, Martin,” said Lorenz. “The easiest way to hide is to remain in plain sight.” 
“Fine,” said Corbisher. “I yield to your proletarian sensibilities. We’ll disguise ourselves as caterers and janitors…”
“You won’t,” said Nicholas. “With all respect, Martin, infiltration is not in your skill set.” 
“So that solves Morelli’s first problem,” said Corbisher. “What about the next four?”
“A power outage,” said Morelli. “We’ll need to disable both the main power to the bank and its backup generator. That will knock out the lights and the electronic systems, and between my explosives and Mr. Murdo’s elemental blades, we can get into the vault levels and Vault 19 itself.” 
“I can cast the elemental blade spell as well,” I said. I wanted to keep that information to myself, but I saw what Morelli was driving at. He wanted Murdo to use his elemental blade to cut through the vault door like a cutting torch, and it would go twice as fast with two blades. “He taught me.”
Lorenz leered. “Of course he did.” 
“But we can’t get into the vault if the elementals and the golems kill us first,” I said.
“That is where Hailey and I will come in,” said Nicholas. “Have you ever heard of a spell called the Seal of Binding?”
I shook my head. 
“You’re familiar with the Seal of Shadows,” said Nicholas. Corbisher scowled at that. He had tried to use the Seal of Shadows on me, and that had ended with him getting gnawed on by an angry bloodrat. “You’ve already had an unfortunate encounter with the Seal of Unmasking.” He was talking about the attack in Washington, but Lorenz winked at me, no doubt thinking of our encounter in Red Ditch. “The Seal of Binding is designed to disable both summoned creatures and magical constructions. Neither golems nor elementals can enter a Seal of Binding, and any golems and elementals caught within the Seal will be disabled, left frozen and unable to move.”
“So where did you learn this?” I said, though I suspected the answer. 
“From the Knight of Venomhold,” said Nicholas, “during our last visit. Both Hailey and I learned the spell from Karst.”
Hailey stared at the table. I guessed that the Knight of Venomhold did not make a kindly teacher. 
“While Hailey and I maintain the Seals,” said Nicholas, “you and Murdo will cut an opening in the vault door. Likely one large enough to allow you to enter, because you are the smallest of us.”
“Gosh, thanks.” I rubbed my face, blinking. “We knock the power out, and the Seals keep the magical defenses from killing us all. How do we get away?”
“With a helicopter on the roof of the bank,” said Nicholas. “Several of the dignitaries will arrive via helicopter. We’ll just steal one of theirs.”
“The security on the upper levels is not nearly as robust as on the vault levels and the Bank’s server rooms,” said Morelli. “We’ll be able to bypass it relatively easily.” 
“You just shot our helicopter pilot and fed his corpse to anthrophages,” I said. “Might not have thought that one through, Nicky.”
He smiled. “The Revolution has other helicopter pilots, Kat. One will be procured. We’ll use the helicopter to escape the immediate vicinity. Then we’ll land on the other side of the Potomac, abandon the helicopter, and scatter. We’ll then return here before we abandon this base.”  
We sat in silence for a moment. 
“Let me get this straight,” I said at last. “The plan is to get hired as service workers for the gala. We’ll plant bombs to disable the main power to the Bank and its own backup generators, and in the chaos of the blackout, we’ll go to the Vault levels. I’ll grab the thumb drive you want, and then we’ll run to the rooftop and escape via helicopter.” 
“That’s right,” said Nicholas.
“And we’ve only got three weeks to get this all ready?” I said.
Nicholas smiled. “We had better get started, hadn’t we?”



Chapter 11: Former Loves
 
Every single one of us worked eighteen hours a day for the next three weeks. 
A couple of times I just skipped sleep entirely. 
Nicholas’s plan was a good one. I had pulled off more dangerous jobs with less preparation. His plan would probably work.
Probably. 
I don’t like that word.
But the better prepared we were, the better our chances of getting out alive. 
And because I was the most experienced thief and the only one who could Cloak, I was involved in every single one of the preparations. 
The first step was getting the catering company up and running. As it turned out, Corbisher already owned a catering company that operated in the Washington DC area. However, the company didn’t exist. It was just a shell designed to launder money for the Rebels, and it didn’t have any assets and staff. Worse, the Duke’s staff had already hired caterers. 
So, I engaged in a bit of dirty business. I found our rival catering company, broke into their building, and set fire to the kitchen. It wasn’t a bad fire, and I did it in such a way that their insurance ought to cover all the damages, but it forced them to shut down for a month until the fire damage was repaired. That threw Duke Maelaeyar’s staff into a panic, until Corbisher’s company swooped in at the last moment to offer a reasonable product at a discounted price. Desperate, the Duke’s people accepted the bid, and so the Rebels won the contract to feed the gala to celebrate Baron Tagmatyr’s ascension. 
I really hoped Swathe didn’t get creative and decide to poison all the food. But perhaps Vass’s death had warned the rest of Nicholas’s crew of the danger of independent action. Fortunately, Corbisher got the job of getting a functioning caterer up and running in under three weeks, and he became even crankier than usual. 
After that, I had to help Morelli with the task of disabling the power to the Royal Bank.
The Bank’s main connection turned out to be easy enough. The primary power connections came through four utility tunnels since the Bank drew a lot of electricity to run its HVAC and data center. There was cell phone signal underground, so it was easy enough to rig up four bombs linked to burner cell phones to disable the power lines. We wouldn’t place them until the morning before the gala, lest some unsuspecting utility worker stumble across the devices and disable them, or worse, call Homeland Security. 
The Bank’s dedicated power generator would prove much harder.
It sat on the roof of the building with the HVAC equipment, conveniently shielded from sight by the elaborate marble cornices and other architectural flourishes. To make things worse, the Bank actually had two generators, each one capable of running the Bank’s systems for twelve hours each. Even better, security cameras covered every inch of the rooftops to deter thieves from making high-altitude entries. 
Murdo, Morelli, and I managed to work around that problem. The Bank’s HVAC systems received regular maintenance, and we tracked down the company that did the work. With the aid of forged documents, Morelli and Murdo disguised themselves as HVAC technicians from the company, and they went onto the roof to service the machinery. While they did that or pretended to do that (I doubted that either man knew the first thing about HVAC repair), I Cloaked myself and carefully hid cell phone bombs in both generators. We would have to detonate the generator bombs before the bombs we had placed in the utility lines, to make sure there was no power to the Bank at the critical moment. 
I didn’t like it. For one, I was helping to place bombs around the capital city of the United States. I wasn’t a Rebel, but I sure as hell was acting like one. I imagined having to tell that to Russell and watching his face twist with revulsion and horror.
For another…we were leaving a lot of breadcrumbs.
Like, everything was legit on paper, but if someone looked too hard for too long, it would all collapse. Let’s say someone on the Duke’s staff decided to double-check the references of the catering company and noticed some of them did not exist. Maybe this intrepid staffer would do some more checking, grow suspicious, and call Homeland Security. Or maybe the HVAC equipment would break down, and when the Bank’s maintenance staff called the HVAC company, they would realize that the company hadn’t sent technicians to do maintenance. Or, worse, they would find the bombs.
We were building an excellent tapestry of lies, and all our forged documents and credentials were superb. Yet all it would take was one too-curious person pulling too hard on a loose thread, and the whole thing would collapse. At best, we would have to flee, and Nicholas would have to think up another plan. At worst, we would all be killed. 
I spent a lot of time breaking into places, planting documents, stealing documents, and helping Morelli and Murdo produce falsified documentation. We rarely saw Corbisher, which was pleasant, since he was busy with the fake catering company. Food service was a lot of work – in the unlikely event I lived long enough that Morvilind finished curing Russell and I had to go find a real job, I wasn’t going into food service. Nicholas and Lorenz were busy handling various other aspects of the “enterprise” so I didn’t see them often, either.
That suited me just fine. Of everyone in Nicholas’s crew, Murdo was the only one I liked. He had had every opportunity to betray me, and he had kept faith with me so far. Despite the conflicting stories that Murdo and Nicholas had told me, I had come to suspect that Nicholas had gotten Murdo into the Rebels through coercion or blackmail. 
Or maybe Murdo was an Inquisition agent and would kill us all at some point.
I didn’t like Morelli, but we could work together without getting on each other’s nerves. If I had been forced to work with Corbisher and Lorenz, we likely would have killed each other at some point. One of Nicholas’s talents was that he really was a good manager, even if he sometimes shot his employees in the head. His crew would have torn itself apart without him. 
But he still was still a ruthless man.
I was reminded of that a week before the day of the gala. 
It was about 11 PM, and I returned to the base exhausted. Nicholas had dug up a helicopter pilot from somewhere, a guy named Geoffrey Turner, and Turner needed documents so he could be inserted into the staff of the Governor of New York, who would be flying to Washington DC via helicopter from Albany. I had forged the necessary documents, gotten up at 5 AM, driven in one of Nicholas’s vehicles to Albany, broken into a few offices, and handed off the documents to Turner, who turned out to be a nervous-looking man who smiled a lot while refusing to make eye contact. I really hoped he kept his cool when the time came for action. 
Breaking into the offices wasn’t hard, and I turned around and drove back to Washington. It was a long drive, and I was tired, and I wanted to sleep once I got back to base. No one stopped me as I walked up the stairs, down the hall, and I opened my door.
I took one step into my room and froze. 
The first thing that hit me was the smell. It was a mixture of sweat and other bodily fluids.
Then I saw the clothes scattered across the floor, along with both a man’s and a woman’s undergarments.
Right after that, I saw Hailey Adams. 
She was stark naked, and she was on her hands and knees atop my bed. Her face was a rapturous mask, red-faced and sweating, and her mouth hung open as she moaned. Nicholas was just as naked, and he was kneeling behind Hailey. 
For an instant, pure astonishment froze my brain. I had done a lot of strange things in my life, but I had never actually walked in on a couple in the middle of the act. My surprised mind noted all sorts of little details – the way Hailey’s arms were trembling with fatigue, how the muscles in Nicholas’s legs and back kept flexing, the fact that if Nicholas had ever tried to sleep with me in that position while we had been together, I would have lost my temper. 
Then rage overruled shock. 
“What the hell?” I shouted. “My bed!”
Hailey’s eyes popped open with near-comical surprise. She let out a little shriek and tried to pull away from Nicholas, but his hands were already wrapped around her hips, and he yanked her back against him. 
Nicholas met my eye, smirked, and kept at it. 
Disgust mixed with my anger. 
“For God’s sake!” I snarled. I grabbed my backpack, stalked out of the room, and slammed the door behind me. I strode down the hallway, not caring where I was going, just so long as it was away. I stomped down the stairs, pushed open a door, and wound up in Nicholas’s workshop. I looked at the tables of computer equipment and electronics, and decided to push them over and break whatever was he was working on…
I stopped myself. 
Why? Why did I care? I didn’t love Nicholas. I had been powerfully attracted to him once, but the knowledge of his merciless nature had killed that attraction, and the thought of being in Hailey’s place made my skin crawl. Truth be told, if I could have found a way to kill Nicholas, I would have done it, and I had already done my best to get him killed in Los Angeles three years (or a hundred and sixty-one years) ago.
No. It was the petty cruelty of it that upset me. Hailey loved Nicholas. I had seen into her thoughts with the mindtouch spell on the day we had met, and she adored Nicholas. She loved him more than I had once loved him, and she all but worshiped the ground he walked on. And to Nicholas, I knew, Hailey was nothing more than a toy, a means of enjoyable physical release. If necessary, he would kill her as quickly as he had killed Vass. 
Hailey adored him, would do anything for him…and Nicholas had used that love to irritate me by making her sleep with him in my bed. Just to annoy me, he had been willing to force a woman who adored him into a humiliating situation. 
Still. I was irritated with myself for reacting that way. I should have hit Nicholas’s naked backside with a blast of magical ice. He deserved that and worse. Though that might have triggered the fight to the death that we were going to have one of these days. 
And I still had to find a damned place to sleep for the night. 
I shook my head and walked to the table. Maybe I ought to throw it over just from sheer irritation. Or, at the very least, go through his files. But the computers were all locked, and knowing Nicholas, he had the hard drives secured with encryption. Instead, I looked at the various disassembled electronic components. Some of them looked ancient. Like pre-Conquest ancient. Just what was he trying to…
The door opened, and Nicholas stepped into the room. 
He had gotten dressed again and wore an untucked button-down shirt over jeans. His hair was mussed, and there was a satisfied smile on his face. 
I glared at him, and he smiled back.
“I’m surprised to see you down here, Kat,” said Nicholas. “Are you volunteering for round two? Well, I’ll need a little while to recover first, but once I do, I promise you that I will be up for…”
“For God’s sake,” I said. “You just slept with your girlfriend, and now you’re propositioning me? What the hell is wrong with you?” 
“Nothing,” said Nicholas. He walked to the table and sat down, picking up a piece of old electronics. 
“She loves you,” I said, folding my arms. “She loves you, and…it was your idea to use my bed, wasn’t it? Just to annoy me?”
“Well,” said Nicholas. “You do seem annoyed. I would say it worked.”
“She loves you, and you treat her like this?”
Nicholas looked up at me, amused. “Two weeks ago, you saw me shoot Vass in the head, and you’re concerned about where I sleep with Hailey? Your sense of priority is certainly skewed, Kat.”
“Vass wasn’t in love with you,” I said. 
“I should certainly hope not. He really wasn’t my type.” 
I shook my head in disgust. “Vass thought he was acting in your best interests, I’ll bet, and you still shot him. Hailey loves you. I wonder what you’ll do to people you hate.”
I turned to go, picking up my bag. I wondered where I would sleep tonight. I sure as hell wasn’t going to sleep in my room again. Maybe the car I had used for my trip to Albany? 
“Kat.”
I stopped and looked back at Nicholas. 
He leaned back in his chair and looked up at me. 
“A question.”
“If you proposition me again,” I said, “that fight you keep saying we’re going to have? It’s happening right now.”
He laughed. “No. A serious question.” 
“Fine. Ask.” 
He tapped his fingers against his leg for a moment. “Why do you hate the Revolution so much?”
I paused. “What do you mean?”
“I know you’re lying to me,” said Nicholas. “Your story about your Elven noblewoman and your husband and your child…I know that most of the story is false, even if some of it is true. But I know you are the shadow agent of an Elven noble, and I know the Elven noble has treated you badly. So. Why not join us? Why not fight for your freedom?”
“Because,” I said, “if I do, my husband and son die.” 
“If you help us,” said Nicholas, “then perhaps we can free your husband and son. Perhaps one day you can stand with your foot upon your former Elven master’s throat.” 
“Or maybe we’ll all be dead,” I said. “And I’m already helping you.”
“Against your will,” said Nicholas. “Just think of how much more you could do if you helped us voluntarily.”
I laughed. “I’m not that powerful, Nicholas.”
He leaned forward, those blue eyes suddenly intense. “But you are, though.”
I didn’t say anything. 
An uneasy feeling fluttered through my stomach. I had reflected before that a long time ago, when I had been young, I had wanted power more than anything. I had the idea that if I had become strong enough, that if I had become powerful enough, I could save Russell and make sure that no one would ever harm us again.
I recognized that it had been an adolescent fantasy because now I had power. In all probability, I was likely one of the strongest human wizards on Earth. And what had it gained me? To obtain that power, I had been tortured for a century and a half. I had nearly been eaten by a myothar, and I had been shot four times. It had brought me no more security. All the magical power had done was to let me play at a higher level, where the stakes were so much bigger. 
I didn’t know what Nicholas wanted, not yet, but I was willing to bet the stakes involved hundreds of millions of lives. 
“No, I’m not,” I said in a quiet voice.
“Don’t lie to yourself, Kat,” said Nicholas. “Lie to me all you wish, but don’t lie to yourself. You can Cloak at will and move about undetected. No human wizard has that power. Many Elven wizards do not! You can call firestorms and volleys of lightning globes, and if you had felt like it, you could have killed Lorenz with a thought when he provoked you.”
I didn’t say anything. He was right, and I didn’t like it. 
“And you didn’t use to have that kind of magical power,” said Nicholas. “Not in Los Angeles. Not when we first met. In the three years since something happened to give you that power.” He leaned back again. “And I bet it was something terrible, and something that the Elves did to you.” 
“You don’t…” My voice cracked, and I made myself calm down. “You don’t know anything about it.” 
“No, but I can guess,” said Nicholas, “and I think my guesses come close to the mark, don’t they? What did they do to you, Kat? What made you like this?” 
We started at each other for a while. Contradictory emotions fought for control inside my head. I hated him, and he disgusted me. But there was something else. I still had never spoken to anyone about the Eternity Crucible. (Well, Morvilind, but he didn’t count.) And who could I talk to about it? Who could possibly understand? I had endured things that the human mind was not equipped to handle.
And I was so tired. 
“Hell,” I said. “I was in hell, Nicholas. You think I’m exaggerating, but I’m not. Have you ever seen someone rip open your chest and pull out your heart?”
“No.”
“I have,” I said. “Not once, but many, many times. I’ve known just about every kind of physical torment it is possible for someone to experience. That’s what happened to me. That’s where the power came from.” 
He leaned forward again. “So. The Elves did that to you. Why do you hate us instead of them?” 
Suddenly I didn’t have an answer for him. 
A wave of black loathing went through me, but not for Nicholas. It was aimed at Arvalaeon, who had made me into the creature that I was now. Morvilind, who had taken a little girl and made her into a cold and cynical thief. The High Queen, who had been willing to nuke Milwaukee to stop the Archons. Maybe without them, I would have been someone else, someone better. Someone like Alexandra Ross, happy and content, with a husband who loved me and a baby on the way.
Nicholas’s words blazed like lightning inside of my head. 
My foot on Morvilind’s throat…
God, wouldn’t that be sweet? To repay them for all they had done to me?
Then other memories rose in my churning mind. 
Standing with Arvalaeon outside that restaurant in downtown La Crosse, the Lord Inquisitor pointing out the children in the restaurant and describing how they would have died if I hadn’t killed Castomyr. 
All the pregnant women and children that Sergei Rogomil’s troops had killed at the Ducal Mall in Milwaukee.
The horror I had felt when I had realized what Nicholas intended to do in Los Angeles, how he had been planning to bomb that stadium to kill Duke Wraithmyr. There would have been fifty thousand people in that stadium, maybe as many as a hundred thousand. And the stadium had been running a family discount for that game. There would have been thousands of children there. 
Nicholas would have killed them all. 
“I don’t like the Elves,” I said. Nicholas inclined his head. “They’re cruel and aloof and don’t care what happens to us. But if we killed all the Elves, people like you would take over, and that would be worse.”
Nicholas looked amused. “In what way would I be worse, Kat?”
“All those children, Nicholas,” I said. “All those children you would have murdered in Los Angeles. I don’t know what you’re working on now, but whatever this Operation Sky Hammer thing is you’re looking for, it will probably kill a lot of innocent people.”
“Most likely,” said Nicholas, and then he laughed. 
“What the hell is so funny? You think this is funny?”
“There is nothing funny about war,” said Nicholas. “But you are. I had no idea you had such…maternal stirrings. Just as well I broke up with you when I did. Else you would have shown up with a baby and demanded that I pay for it.” 
“Then you’re happy that your plan will kill a lot of innocent people?” I demanded. 
Nicholas shrugged. “I don’t worry about it one way or another. And I don’t see why you do, either. You’re hardly a saint, Kat.”
“No, I’m not,” I said. “I’ve done all kinds of bad things. Maybe I’ll go to hell for it, I don’t know. But there are worse things than what I’ve done. There are lines I haven’t crossed and that I don’t want to cross. The mass murder of children is one of them.”
“It’s not mass murder,” said Nicholas. “It’s war. There is collateral damage in war.”
“That’s just a rationalization,” I said. “I know all about rationalizations, and I can smell their stink a mile away.” 
“This is total war, Kat,” said Nicholas, “and in a total war, every option is on the table.  There are no neutrals, no rules, and no bystanders. Every single man, woman, and child in that stadium was an enemy collaborator. The soccer game had been held in honor of Duke Wraithmyr. Every spectator there was participating in a system of oppression, the system that makes the Elves into the ruling class and humanity into the ruled class, and by participating in that system, the spectators made themselves into legitimate targets of warfare.”
“God damn it, Nicholas,” I said. “That’s monstrous.”
“Monstrous?” said Nicholas. He raised his eyebrows. “As compared to remaining under the rule of the Elves? Would that not be more monstrous?”
“Depending on the cost,” I said, “it might not be.”
Nicholas snorted. “A collaborationist mindset, Kat. We’re trying to build a new world. There are going to be costs…”
“That you’re quite happy to have other people pay for you.” 
“You cannot build a new world,” said Nicholas, “without first tearing down the old one.”
“Remember Sergei Rogomil?” I said. I felt the sudden urge to throw Rogomil’s death in Nicholas’s face, to tell him that I had been the one to kill him and capture the Cruciform Eye. Fortunately, I stopped myself. That would tell Nicholas I had been in Milwaukee during the Archon attack, and that might be the loose thread that would lead him to Russell.
Nicholas’s lips thinned. “Yes.” 
“I heard him once tell you that if by killing ninety percent of humanity he could make sure the remaining ten percent lived free of the Elves, he would do it,” I said. “Do you still agree with that?”
“With all my heart,” said Nicholas.
I rolled my eyes. “Just so long as you get to rule over the remaining ten percent, of course.” 
His smile returned. “Someone has to guide humanity into its golden age.”
“Goddamn it.” I sighed. “I don’t know why I’m talking to you. We won’t agree. We won’t ever agree. Once the deal is done, either I’m going to kill you, or you’re going to kill me.”
“Most probably,” said Nicholas. “Though I do know why you’re talking to me.” 
“Just why is that?” I said.
“Because you’re my equal.” 
I stared at him.
“Of all the women I’ve slept with,” said Nicholas, “and there have been many, I will admit, you are the only one who is my equal.” 
“Don’t tell Hailey.”
“Hailey isn’t all that bright,” said Nicholas. My mouth twisted at the insult. I didn’t like her, but she loved him. He ought to treat her with more respect. “You are. You are my intellectual equal, and even with my Dark One to enhance my abilities, you’re still my equal in magical power. Frankly, you’re one of the bravest people, man or woman, that I’ve ever met.” He shook his head. “It is a waste. If we could work together, think of all we could accomplish.”
“We could kill ninety-nine percent of humanity instead of just the ninety,” I said. 
Nicholas laughed a little. “You know, some of the great revolutionaries of the pre-Conquest era thought that women could never become truly devoted followers of the Revolution. Women were too sentimental, too emotional, too attached to the traditional family to reshape the world. I see now that they were right. You’re a brilliant woman, Kat…and yet you still fret about all the poor little children who might get caught in the crossfire. It’s a pity you’re a beautiful woman.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I said. 
“If you were an unattractive woman,” said Nicholas, “you would know on a subconscious level that you would never marry and have children, and so you would be more emotionally willing to accept the necessity of total war to achieve victory. Instead, you are an attractive woman, and therefore have a husband and a son, so when you think of casualties, you imagine your own son in their place. Hence, you are held back from achieving your full potential.”
“I’ve heard you say a lot of morally bankrupt things,” I said, “but arguing that I would be more comfortable with murdering children if I was unattractive has to take the cake. Good night, Nicholas. I hope you die of an aneurysm in your sleep.”
I picked up my backpack and turned to go. 
“Don’t you want to know what I’m working on down here?” said Nicholas. 
“Not really.” But that was a lie. 
“Catch,” said Nicholas. 
He picked up a small object from the table and tossed it to me. 
I caught it out of the air. It was a thumb drive, a common thumb drive. You can buy them for five dollars at gas stations and drugstores.
Except there was something odd about this thumb drive.
For one thing, the connector was wrong. It should have been an oval-shaped UDE connector, like every other computer device I had used in my life, but instead, the connector was a small hollow rectangle of metal and plastic. For another, the thumb drive had a shell of white plastic, but it had turned yellow and brittle with age. 
This thing was old. Ancient, maybe even pre-Conquest. 
“What do you notice about it?” said Nicholas.
“The connector’s wrong,” I said. “It should be a UDE plug, but I don’t recognize it.”
“It’s called a USB connector,” said Nicholas. 
“USB?” I said. “I’ve never heard of it.
“It stands for Universal Serial Bus,” said Nicholas. “It was a connection standard for computing devices used in the last two decades before the Conquest. It was also employed for several decades after the Conquest, but the High Queen and the Elven nobles became irritated at the incompatibilities caused by differing versions of the USB standard. They created the Universal Data Exchange standard, and all computers have used UDE ports ever since.” 
“Great history lesson,” I said. I tossed the thumb drive back to him. “So, let me guess. Vault 19 is the Inquisition archives or part of them. The thumb drive in Box 547 is something from before the Conquest. I suspect it has something to do with Jeremy Shane and Operation Sky Hammer.”
“Very good,” said Nicholas. 
“And what you’re building,” I said, looking at the table, “is an adapter to let you plug an old USB thumb drive into a modern computer.”
“Correct again,” said Nicholas. “No such device currently exists. For one, the filesystems on pre-Conquest computers are totally incompatible with modern systems. For another, there is the problem of EMP…”
“EMP?” I said.
Nicholas thought for a moment. “You don’t know the term?” I shook my head. “Electromagnetic pulse.” 
“Oh,” I said. “So…the amperage or the voltage or something is wrong, and you might accidentally fry the drive.” 
“The problem is more fundamental than that,” said Nicholas. “An electromagnetic pulse produced by a nuclear explosion causes massive voltage surges in electrical and electronic equipment. Before the Conquest, one of the primary fears of the major governments was that a rogue nation or terrorist organization would detonate a nuclear weapon in the stratosphere and cause a global electromagnetic pulse. Every electrical and electronic device would be destroyed, and the resultant chaos would have caused global war and civilizational collapse.” He tapped one of his computers. “The High Queen feared that EMP would be used as a weapon against her. In the fifty years after the Conquest, electrical and manufacturing standards were changed to include shielding against EMPs. Now the threat is a relatively minor. A nuclear explosion powerful enough to generate an EMP capable of disabling modern electrical systems would also be strong enough to burn off the Earth’s atmosphere, rendering the question moot.” 
“Sounds like your kind of weapon,” I said. 
Nicholas only smiled. I felt a chill. Was that what Operation Sky Hammer had been? Some kind of EMP weapons project? Though if modern electrical systems were shielded against that type of attack, what good would it do Nicholas? 
“Fortunately,” said Nicholas, tapping a small black box, “I have built an adapter capable of handling the problem. See?” The black box had a pair of USB ports on its side, and a UDE cable hanging out its back. Nicholas unlocked his computer, plugged the box into its side, and then slid the USB thumb drive into the port. The computer chimed, and after a moment I saw the thumb drive’s filesystem mount. 
“Neat trick,” I said. 
He looked at me with cold eyes and smiled. I suddenly realized that I had moved closer to him, too close. He had just called me a beautiful woman, and I could tell from his expression that he was thinking about that. 
God! He had just been with Hailey.
Revulsion filled me, and suddenly I could not stand another second in the presence of this evil, brilliant, cruel man. 
I grabbed my backpack and walked from his workshop without another word. 
I found myself wandering through the truck docks, my shoes tapping against the weathered concrete. Maybe I would just sleep down here tonight. There was enough loose trash that I could get a good fire going, and…
A shoe clicked against the concrete. 
I whirled, calling magic to myself, and Murdo stepped out of the shadows, frowning. He was still wearing his suit, though for once he was not wearing a tie, the top few buttons of his shirt undone. 
“Murdo,” I said.
“I heard you and Nicholas shouting at each other,” he said, “and I came out to see what was wrong.”
I snorted. “Nicholas decided to screw his girlfriend on my bed, that’s what’s wrong. I walked in on them.”
Murdo winced. “My condolences.”
“Yeah,” I said, gazing at him. 
I came to a decision. 
“Listen,” I said. “Nicholas just explained to me how it is totally acceptable to murder children to achieve his goals. That’s the kind of monster we’re both working for. I have to ask you a question, and if you don’t answer it honestly, we’re done.” 
I expected him to get angry, but he only nodded. “Ask.” 
“You know why I’m working for him,” I said. “I was forced into it. Why the hell are you working for him?”
Murdo took a long breath, and let it out. “All right.”
I folded my arms and waited. 
“There’s a woman I love,” said Murdo at last, “and she’s in Nicholas’s power.”
I hesitated. “It’s…it’s not me, is it? Because that would be strange. We just met.” I felt like an idiot as soon as I said it. Of course it wasn’t me.
Murdo smiled. “No, this started long before we met at the Rocky Mountain Mile. But Nicholas can kill her any time he likes. And if I don’t do as Nicholas says…”
I nodded. “He kills her.” 
“You see the problem,” said Murdo. “It’s not the entire truth, I’ll admit. There are other things going on. But the main reason I’m here is because I failed this woman once before and I can’t fail her again, Miss Stoker. I can’t.” 
“I think I understand,” I said.
We stood in silence for a moment. 
“I’ll keep the secret,” I said at last.
“Thank you, Miss Stoker,” said Murdo.
“Hell,” I said. “We’re both part of the ‘coerced by Nicholas Connor’ club. You can call me Katrina.” 
He smiled a little. “Only if you call me Rory.”
“Rory?” I said. “No, I just can’t do it. Rory sounds like the name of a stuffed bear or something.”
“It is my name,” said Murdo. 
I laughed. “Just like Katrina Stoker is my real name?”
He inclined his head in acknowledgment of the point.
“Let’s make a deal,” I said. “No matter what happens at the Royal Bank, we’ll make sure both of us get out alive. For the sake of this woman you love.”
Murdo nodded. “And for the sake of your husband and son.”
And just like that, it was done. I had an ally who would watch my back even as I watched his.
Though I knew getting out alive would be easier said than done.



Chapter 12: More Fun With Food Service
 
“These uniforms are terrible,” said Hailey. 
Corbisher all but snarled at her. “If you don’t like them, Miss Adams, you’re welcome to do better next time. But you will wear the goddamn uniform.”
“Hailey,” said Nicholas. “It is necessary for the success of our mission.” 
I sighed and closed my eyes, trying to ignore the argument.
April 8th and the night of the gala at the Royal Bank had come, and with it, a thousand problems had arrived. 
The bombs in the utility tunnels had been the first headache. Placing the bombs at the last moment had turned out to be an excellent idea because crews from the power company had been doing maintenance work in two of the four tunnels for the last five days. At last, we had been forced to hack into the power company’s computer and change their schedule, and then Morelli and I were able to place the bombs. I didn’t like that. The hack left one more breadcrumb that could lead to us, one more loose thread in the tapestry of lies that could cause disaster. 
The second problem had been the catering company itself. As Corbisher had informed us (repeatedly and at great volume), setting up a catering company from scratch was a monumental challenge, especially a catering company that had to handle an event as prestigious as Duke Maelaeyar’s gala. He couldn’t just order two hundred pizzas and twenty kegs of beer and call it good. The food had to be presentable enough to serve to the highest level of Elven nobility in the United States, along with various governors and high-ranking federal officials. 
As much as I hated to admit it, Corbisher was up to the challenge. Whatever Nicholas’s flaws, he was not the sort of man to surround himself with incompetents. In about two weeks, Corbisher managed to assemble a functioning high-class caterer. He did it by hiring every single temp worker he could find in the Washington DC area that had even a modicum of experience with food preparation and service. He also hired some other companies that specialized in doing restaurant setup (I hadn’t known that such companies existed) and paying them lots of overtime. 
I didn’t like any of it. It would take just one Homeland Security officer getting a little too curious and putting the dots together to realize that the Duke’s gala was getting catered by a company that had only existed on paper a few weeks ago. If that happened, we were in big trouble. For that matter, the whole thing might collapse into a disaster if anything went wrong with the preparation of the meals. 
Of course, Corbisher had me to deal with the little speed bumps that came up.
The biggest problem was when one of Corbisher’s supplies canceled an order at the last minute. There were going to be two thousand three hundred guests at the gala, and I knew there were going to be two thousand three hundred guests because we had ordered that many chicken breasts to feed them all. 
Except the supplier canceled the order at the last minute due to logistical difficulties. 
Do you have any idea how hard it is to find twenty-three hundred frozen chicken breasts with two days’ notice? 
I didn’t, but I sure do now. Morelli and I managed to fix the problem, but let’s just say it involved a judicious application of bribes, some favors exchanged with Morelli’s criminal contacts, using the Mask spell to disguise myself as a Homeland Security health and safety inspector, and the temporary theft of a semi truck. 
Ugh. If I lived through this, I vowed I was never, ever going into the food service business. 
And now Hailey was complaining about the damned uniforms. I wanted to smack her. More so than usual, anyway. 
It was 5 in the morning on the day of the gala. Nicholas, Corbisher, Murdo, Morelli, Lorenz, and I were getting ready to drive to the catering company’s facility to start work. Corbisher had hired an army of servers to carry the food to the banquet tables, refill drinks, and fetch plates. The waiters would wear white tuxedo shirts, black bow ties, black dress slacks, and black dress shoes. The waitresses would wear sleeveless white tuxedo shirts, black bow ties, tight black short skirts, and high heels to show off their legs to good effect. I think Hailey had been looking forward to wearing that costume. 
Instead, she would be working in the kitchen with the rest of us, which meant a black t-shirt, black jeans, black running shoes, and a loose black jacket and apron. We’d also have to wear hair nets, and I had taken a black bandana to cover mine. 
“I joined the Revolution to free mankind,” snapped Hailey. We were standing in the gloomy truck dock, the only light coming from an electric lantern on the floor. “Not to cook meals.” 
Corbisher started to snarl out a response, but Nicholas interrupted him. “It is a necessary part of the disguise. All of us will be in the kitchens together.” He pointed at the door. “You can get changed in my workshop. Do it quickly.” 
Hailey glared at him, then picked up the bundle containing her uniform and stalked towards the workshop door. 
“Kat,” murmured Nicholas. “Make sure she hurries up. We’re on a timetable here.”
I rolled my eyes, but he was right. If it had been up to me, we would have left Hailey behind, but she was surprisingly good with the Seal of Binding, and Nicholas had been unwilling to teach me the spell. 
I followed Hailey into the workshop and closed the door behind me.
“What, did Nicholas send you to babysit me?” said Hailey. She started to get undressed, scowling all the while. 
I began to say something cutting and decided I didn’t care. “Maybe. Or I didn’t want to get undressed in front of Lorenz.”
Hailey’s mouth tightened with disgust. “He is a creeper, isn’t he? I can’t believe Nicholas made him into a Gatekeeper. A washed up Mexican soap opera star, and now he’s a Gatekeeper. Nicholas should have listened to me.”
I took off my clothes and got dressed in the catering uniform as quickly as I could. Not that I cared if Hailey saw me undressed, but it was freezing in here. Hailey took her time, complaining about Lorenz and Nicholas. 
“Does Nicholas ever listen to you?” I said, adjusting my hair net. 
Hailey sniffed in derision as she stepped out of her jeans. “More than he listens to you. He loves me.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “Nicholas loves you so much he made sure I would walk in on the two of you.” 
Hailey had a nice complexion, but the downside was that when she blushed, she blushed hard. I suddenly felt bad for her. I had thought she would be smug about the incident in my room, flaunting the fact that she had Nicholas, but instead, Hailey had been mortified. She had started to turn red every time she spoke to me ever since. 
“I didn’t…I didn’t like that at all,” said Hailey, refusing to look at me. “I just didn’t. I can’t stand you, but…well, you’re right, that was creepy. But it was Nicholas’s idea. He thought you were too proud and that it might embarrass you. I didn’t want to do it…but Nicholas is a great man.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”
“He is!” said Hailey. “He’s going to free mankind from the Elves. And I’ll be there the entire time to help him. He’s a great man. You couldn’t understand that, but I can.” 
Some flicker of pity compelled me to speak. “Nicholas doesn’t love you, Hailey. You’re just…fun and games to him. Once he’s tired of you, he’ll get rid of you. And he has other women on the side, ones you don’t know about.” 
“You’re just saying that because he dumped you,” said Hailey. “You’re jealous…”
The door opened, and Lorenz stepped into the room. I was already dressed, but Hailey had been busy ranting and so was still in her underwear. She shrieked, her arms jerking as she tried to cover everything that needed covering at once, and Lorenz grinned at her. 
“I’m sorry,” he said, taking a step into the room. “I thought this was my changing room. Why don’t you…”
Fire spun from my hand and hurtled towards Lorenz’s face. He yelped and took a step back, my fireball whirling a few inches in front of his nose. That close the heat from the fire had to be painful. 
“If you’re not out in five seconds,” I said, “you’re not going to be pretty enough to be an actor.”
Like I said before, Lorenz was smarter than he pretended. He retreated at once, closing the door behind him. 
“Idiot,” I muttered, dismissing the fireball. I glanced at Hailey. “You’d better get dressed.” 
She snapped out of her paralysis and started yanking on the black uniform. “God, I hate that man.”
“Since he’s friends with Nicholas,” I said, “maybe that should tell you something about Nicholas.”
Hailey hesitated, just for a moment, and then shook her head and kept getting dressed. 
“Stoker?” she said as he pulled on her hair net and bandana. 
“Yeah?”
She didn’t look at me. “Thank you for scaring him off. He has a Dark One inside him as well, so I can’t terrorize him with the mindtouch spell.”
I nodded, and we left the workshop and rejoined the others. Nicholas, Morelli, Lorenz, and Murdo had all changed to their black uniforms, though Corbisher still wore his suit. I doubted he was going to get his hands dirty in the kitchen. Lorenz grinned at me, and I glared at him until he found something else to look at. 
“Everything all right?” said Murdo to me.
“Oh, fine,” I said, glaring at Lorenz again. “We’re all just great friends.”
“How splendid,” said Nicholas. “Let’s move.” 
We climbed into one of the vans Corbisher’s company owned and drove off. Nicholas did the driving, while Corbisher planted himself in the shotgun seat and the rest of us sat in the back. Corbisher spent the entire half-hour drive making phone calls and yelling instructions at people, hanging up, cursing at length, and then starting a new phone call. 
We arrived at the building Corbisher had claimed for the catering company’s kitchen, and then the work began. 
An army of black-uniformed kitchen workers swarmed back and forth, and a fleet of white vans and several heavy trucks had parked behind the building. The supervisors strode around, giving orders, and we went to work loading plates, steam trays, silverware, and coolers into the vans. I suspect that Murdo, Morelli, and I wound up doing a lot more work than the others. Both Lorenz and Hailey seemed to have an aversion to physical labor and somehow managed to avoid doing any work. To my mild surprise, Nicholas put his back into it and carried heavy steam trays to the vans with admirable fortitude. Given how much he enjoyed weight lifting, maybe the manual labor was a pleasant mental break from plotting the deaths of innocent people. 
For myself, it was a distraction from the insanely dangerous thing we were about to do. 
We were loaded and ready to go by noon. The fleet of vans departed for the Royal Bank, and once we arrived, Homeland Security officers directed us to the street behind the Bank. The officers had closed off the entire street behind the building, and we parked there and started unloading. In short order, we had a half-dozen large tents raised to serve as kitchens and food prep areas, joining the tents already erected by the various musical groups that would perform at the gala. Duke Maelaeyar had gone all-out to celebrate his friend’s promotion, and some famous musicians would be performing patriotic songs. Between the catering staff, the sound technicians, the various toadies for the musicians, the Homeland Security officers guarding the street, and the Elves and humans of the Bank’s security staff keeping an eye on things, the street was a crowded zoo. 
Nicholas had been right in his assessment of his Bank’s security. The security systems were efficient and professional, but they could only watch so many people at one time, and thousands of people would descend on the Bank for the gala. 
I kept close to Morelli and Murdo as we set things up. Now that all the preparations were made, the plan was simple. The new Baron of La Crosse would take his office at 6 PM, accompanied by formal speeches. Dinner would be served at 7 PM, and at 8 PM the musical entertainment would begin. Nicholas had decided to launch our raid at 8:13 PM. By then, the guests would have eaten their dinner and their desserts, and many of them would be drunk or at least tipsy. Morelli would set off the bombs in the generators first, and fifteen seconds later he would detonate the bombs to disable the main power. The sudden shock of a blackout in the middle of a musical performance would cause chaos, and in that chaos, we would enter the vault level, break into the strongbox, and then get the hell out of town. 
“I’ve received word from Turner,” Nicholas murmured as we took a break. We had gotten all the steam trays set up, and now it was time to unpack the food and get it cooking. Fortunately, Homeland Security had provided a row of generators to power both our equipment and the various stuff the musicians used. Just as well. If Corbisher had needed to find generators on top of everything else, he might have finally lost it. “He will be piloting the Governor of New York’s helicopter, and holding it ready for our escape.” 
“Great,” I said. “Because that’s not conspicuous at all.”
Nicholas shrugged. “It is the fastest method of escape available, save opening a rift way to the Shadowlands. Even if the Bank were not warded against rift ways, given the number of Elven wizards and nobles at the gala, opening a rift way would be inadvisable. No, better a helicopter. We’ll land and destroy it, and then escape via car.”
“This is going to leave behind a lot of evidence,” I muttered. “The Inquisition is going to seriously investigate this once it is all over.”
“Unquestionably,” said Nicholas. “Fortunately, we shall be long gone by then. The assets used for this operation don’t have any connections to our other holdings. It has been expensive, yes, but the rewards will be well worth it. If we have done our jobs properly, all the loose threads we leave behind will lead to nothing.”
I hoped he was right. I also knew this was an excellent way to get rid of me. He could ensure that I was captured and dump the entire blame for the heist on me. That had been his plan for the bombing back in Los Angeles, something he conveniently failed to mention whenever the topic arose. I glanced at Murdo and saw the same wariness mirrored in his features. It looked odd to see him in a black caterer’s uniform. He seemed the sort of man to wear either a suit or combat armor and nothing else. 
“We should get back to work,” said Morelli. “When the Inquisition starts questioning the workers in the aftermath, I don’t want too many of them to remember seeing us standing together.”
“Agreed,” said Nicholas. He rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. “A pity I can’t do lunges while carrying a pair of full steam trays. They’d be really quite excellent for the purpose.” 
I would have rolled my eyes, but he did have a point. Given that I had become even more of an exercise fanatic in the last year, I saw the possibilities there. 
The afternoon wore on. It would have been hot work, save for the fact that the temperature had plunged. Soon it was below freezing, rare for Washington in April, and a steady cold wind blew through the street. I found myself keeping close to the steam trays, cursing under my breath whenever I saw a flurry of snow. 
That was one of the other things that might go wrong. The weathermen had predicted a possibility of snow this evening, with a chance it might turn into a full-blown blizzard. In a place like Wisconsin, it took a truly bad blizzard to shut things down. In a city like Washington, where the road crews didn’t have as much experience dealing with snow, it took far less snow to shut down the roads. If the gala was cut short or even postponed due to the weather, that would be disastrous for our plans. 
Maybe that would be for the best. 
I kept looking at the darkening sky, alternating between hoping for snow and hoping for clear weather. 
But the weather held, and at 6 PM sharp, the gala began. 
Helicopters had been landing on the roof, and for the last two hours a steady stream of cars had arrived, driven by the valets to the nearby parking structure. Someone on the Duke’s staff had thoughtfully set up enormous holographic video projectors and a sound system behind the Bank so we mere peons could watch the oath of Baron Tagmatyr as he assumed office. 
At 6 PM, with a flourish of patriotic music, the ceremony began.
All work stopped as the President of the United States (I still couldn’t remember his name) led the human guests through the Pledge of Allegiance. We stopped, put our right hands over our hearts, and recited the familiar words, pledging allegiance to the American flag and the High Queen who protected and guided mankind and Earth. Morelli, Murdo, and Nicholas kept their faces appropriately solemn, but Hailey and Lorenz both had smirks on their faces. Once again, I wanted to smack them. Smirking during the Pledge of Allegiance was exactly the sort of thing that prompted people to make anonymous reports to Homeland Security.
Nicholas knew that, too. He glared at Hailey and Lorenz, and the smirks disappeared from their faces. Fortunately, I don’t think anyone noticed. 
With the Pledge completed, Duke Maelaeyar himself took the podium. He was tall, even for an elf, with a shock of blond hair, harsh, alien features, and eyes that looked like gray crystals. He wore a long blue coat with gold trim on the sleeves, a sword and a pistol at his belt, and despite his harsh features, he was an excellent speaker. 
Elven nobles, I had learned long ago, fell into three categories. A few of them hated humans. A few of them were indifferent to us. And a surprising majority liked humans in a patronizing sort of way. The Duke seemed to fall into the last category. He called on his audience to work towards the Day of Return, the day when the Elves would defeat the Archons and reclaim their homeworld, uniting both worlds under the benevolent rule of the High Queen Tarlia.
I wondered if it would ever happen. 
Or maybe the Archons would conquer Earth and make both the exiled Elves and the humans into their slaves. 
“To the Day of Return!” thundered Maelaeyar. 
“To the Day of Return!” chorused the guests into the hall.
“To the Day of Return!” shouted all the workers and technicians in the street. 
Applause and cheers came from both the speakers of the projection system and the workers around me. I looked around and saw that many of the workers were cheering with unfeigned enthusiasm. Some of them had tears in their eyes, honest, unfeigned tears. They loved the High Queen and the Elven nobles. And why not? Arvalaeon had explained to me how the Elves had trained humanity to revere and obey them over the generations. The Elves were not as harsh of tyrants as they could have been because they had no need to be. Humanity ruled itself in the High Queen’s name. All the Elves really needed to do was to make sure that every new generation of children was brought up to revere the High Queen and regard the Elves with respect, and the rest would mostly take care of itself. And if any humans decided they didn’t respect the Elves, the loyal humans and Homeland Security and the Inquisition would take care of them.
At least until Nicholas had made his alliance with the Knight of Venomhold, giving the Rebels a haven beyond the reach of the High Queen. 
But as I looked around, I realized why Nicholas was so comfortable with civilian casualties. The civilians wouldn’t side with him. Most of them would fight willingly alongside the Elves. 
At last, the cheering died away, and Maelaeyar launched into a lengthy speech praising the future Baron Tagmatyr and his many virtues. I listened with half an ear, joining the others as we swung into motion. The meals had been prepared, and we kept them under heat lamps as our army of servers prepared to venture into the Bank’s lobby. As I watched the waitresses hurry back and forth in their high heels, shivering as they ventured away from the heat lamps and into the chill, I wondered why the hell Hailey had wanted to be a waitress. Then I saw her looking at Nicholas, and I realized that she had wanted Nicholas to see her in the tight clothes. 
As we finished our final frenzied preparations, Baron Tagmatyr took his oaths. He had a grizzled, weathered look, like he was a veteran of many campaigns in the Shadowlands. Most likely he was. Perhaps he had even been alive when the exiles fled Kalvarion and came to Earth. The formal oath was lengthy, and both Maelaeyar and Tagmatyr spoke it first in Elven, and then in English as a courtesy to the humans watching the ceremonies of their lords and masters. It was just as well because it gave us the time we needed to finish setting up the food. I saw similar frantic preparations underway among the musicians and their technical crew. I had absolutely no wish to ever be a performer. The thought of performing in front of a crowd was awful. The thought of performing in front of Elven nobles was even worse. Especially if you had been brought up to revere the Elves as kindly masters. 
Huh. The Eternity Crucible had burned all the empathy out of me, or so I had thought. Then I had felt sorry for Hailey, and now I was empathizing with a bunch of musicians I had never met and would never meet. 
What had changed?
My eyes strayed to Murdo as he carried another tray of food across an aisle between the tents. He had gone out of his way to help me. Murdo could have just carried me back to Nicholas and dumped me on the floor while I was in the coma, or he could have left me to die and saved his own skin. Instead, he had gone to considerable trouble and expense to look after me, refusing to take me back to Nicholas until he was sure I could defend myself. 
And he wasn’t even in love with me. He had done it all because he had thought it the right thing to do.
Maybe that was what had changed.
I just hoped Hailey wasn’t Murdo’s secret love. Seriously, he could do a lot better than her. 
At 7:12 PM, the new Baron of La Crosse finished taking his oaths, and the guests of the banquet erupted into thunderous applause. The ceremony had only run twelve minutes late, which for this kind of thing had to be something of an efficiency record. The Duke bade his guests to sit and enjoy the banquet, and that was our cue. Ferrying endless trays of food into the Bank’s lobby took up most of the next hour, and our army of waiters and waitresses started distributing the meals. 
I helped carry the loaded serving trays into the lobby, which let me look around. All the desks and chairs had been removed from the cavernous space, and in their place, the Duke’s staff had set up hundreds of long tables and folding chairs. White tablecloths covered the tables, and candles glowed in elaborate centerpieces of glass and crystal. Concealed projectors threw images of a rippling American flag and the royal banner of the High Queen across the marble ceiling, and quiet music had started playing from concealed speakers. Scattered throughout the crowds, I saw Homeland Security officers and the Bank’s own security personnel in dark suits. 
A stage had been set up before the tellers’ counter. Right now, Duke Maelaeyar, Baron Tagmatyr, and their attendants were filing off the stage and moving to the tables of honor. In an hour or so the first of the musicians would take to the stage, and then it would be time for us to act. 
As I passed off another tray to a waitress, my stomach started to tighten with fear. There were a lot of people here. When we cut the lights, we could cause a panic. Duke Maelaeyar and the Elven nobles would likely try to take charge of the situation, but if they did not, the terrified guests might stampede. A lot of people could get hurt or killed, and it would be partially my fault. 
How much longer could I keep doing this? How much longer could I keep helping a man like Nicholas? I told myself that it was to save Russell, even as I did things that would have horrified Russell if he knew of them. 
I remembered one of the times Lucy Marney had cajoled me into going to church. Deliver us from evil, that was what the prayer said, wasn’t it? More and more I found myself in a situation where there were no good choices, only evil ones. 
I pushed the thought out of my head. Having a moral crisis in the middle of a job was an excellent way to get killed. 
Finally, dinner had been served. With Corbisher’s army of servers, it only took about twenty-five minutes to get the meals to all the guests, which meant it was then time for the waiters to start bringing out dessert (a slice of cherry pie, evidently Baron Tagmatyr’s favorite human dish) to the tables. 
Nicholas, Morelli, Murdo, Hailey, Lorenz and I had a quick conference in one the tents.
“We’re running behind,” said Morelli. “I’ve been listening to the event coordinator, and she’s decided to push back the first musical act to 8:15.”
Nicholas nodded. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I think we ought to wait until the second musical act, whoever it is.”
Morelli shrugged. “Patriotic light rock. Some blond girl or another.” Hailey scowled a little at that. “I can never tell American musicians apart. They all sound the same.” 
“We’ll have to make sure we’re close to the stairwell door,” I said. “Which means we’ll have to be close to the stage. If there’s a panic, we might get stampeded or pushed away from the tellers’ counter.” 
“I doubt there will be a panic,” said Lorenz. “The Elven nobles, the first thing they’ll do is cast spells to summon light. There will be confusion and alarm, but likely not a panic. The nobles and Homeland Security will take charge, but before they do, we will have enough time to enter the stairwell and escape from sight.” 
“Halfway through the second musical act, then,” said Nicholas. “We’ll assist the others with clearing the empty dishes from the tables. That will give us the excuse we need to be close to the stage and the tellers’ counter.”
“Yeah,” I said, looking at the street. “Assuming the weather doesn’t screw us over.”
The wind had picked up, and a light sprinkling of snow was falling. I didn’t think it would remain a light sprinkling for much longer. The weather forecast had changed in the last hour, and the weathermen were predicting seven or eight inches of snow in the DC metro area by tomorrow, with a high chance of blizzard-like conditions by 10 PM. 
“Turner will be able to manage,” said Nicholas.
“He’d better,” I said. “Since we are literally putting our lives in his hands.” His sweaty, nervous hands. I wished Nicholas hadn’t shot Vass. Vass had tried to kill me, yeah, but that man had been able to make a helicopter dance. I rather doubted Turner could do the same.
“At the very least,” said Nicholas, “it will be a short flight. So long as we get to the south side of the Potomac, that ought to be enough to allow us to make our escape. Now. Let’s start clearing tables. If we’re seen doing it early enough, it should reduce suspicion once we bunch up near the stage. Earpieces?”
We each donned a short-range belt radio connected to an earpiece. We could have done it with our phones, but cell phone usage always left records, and I wasn’t sure that phones would be reliable in the concrete and steel corridors of the vaults. The short-range radios would let us stay in contact during the preparations. We each did a microphone check, and then joined the crowds of black-uniformed workers clearing tables and pushing carts of dirty dishes. 
At 8:17 PM, the musical performances began. 
The first performer was some dark-haired woman in a tight dress with an electric guitar. I never paid much attention popular culture since I was always busy stealing things for Morvilind, but I recognized her as someone both Russell and James listened to, one of their shared tastes like novels about the Crusades by Malcolm Lock. I think her name was Elizabeth or Elsa or Eliza, something with an E. She sang a rendition of “God Bless America and God Save The High Queen” with a backdrop of electric guitars. 
The guests gave her a standing ovation at the end.
Elizabeth or Eliza and her team vacated the stage, and the second musician came up. As far as I could tell, she was nearly identical to Elizabeth or Eliza, save that she was blond instead of dark-haired. I don’t know if you have be pretty to succeed as a popular musician, but I guess it doesn’t hurt. 
My earpiece crackled as the blond musician started her song. 
“It’s time,” said Nicholas. “Gather near the stage.” 
I swallowed, took a deep breath, and headed towards the stage with an armful of dirty plates.



Chapter 13: Break The Bank
 
I saw Morelli and Murdo pushing a pair of carts, and I dropped my load of plates into Murdo’s cart and fell in step next to him. Beneath the hair net and bandanna, his face was solemn, almost grim. He looked like a tired man doing a hard job, but I knew him well enough by now to see the focus there. Murdo looked like that before going into a fight. 
And if this went wrong, we might find ourselves fighting for our lives against the Elven nobles gathered near the stage.
Or the golems and the fire elementals waiting below. 
Murdo and Morelli halted near the stage as Nicholas, Hailey, and Lorenz approached. Nicholas was carrying a stack of dirty plates. Hailey and Lorenz, I noticed, were not. I wondered if Lorenz had ever done a day’s work in his life. Then again, I was a thief and a shadow agent, so perhaps I was not in the best position to judge. 
“Morelli?” murmured Nicholas.
“Ready,” said Morelli, drawing out his phone. 
I took a careful look around. The musician and her backup singers were launching into the chorus, and the entire audience’s attention was on the stage as far as I could tell. We were close to the gate that led behind the tellers’ counters. I took a deep breath, calming myself and preparing myself to cast spells. When the lights went out, we would have a few minutes of confusion to use. I memorized the position of every obstacle, hoping that I would be able to make my way in the dark. 
“Now,” said Nicholas.
Morelli nodded, rearranged the stack of plates on his cart, and hit an icon on his phone.
Nothing happened. 
At least, nothing noticeable happened. The music coming from the stage drowned out any noise, but I felt a faint vibration beneath my shoes, and I heard a very distant thumping noise. The explosions that took out the backup generators must have been loud, and everyone outside the Bank would have been able to see them, but hardly anyone inside the lobby noticed. A few people blinked and looked around, and we had a few seconds before the Homeland Security officers outside realized something was wrong and contacted the security forces inside the building.
“Here we go,” murmured Morelli, and he muttered something in Italian. Maybe it was a prayer. Maybe it was a curse. 
He tapped another icon on his phone, sending the call to the bombs in the utility tunnels.
For about ten seconds nothing happened. I took the opportunity to pull on a pair of thin gloves, and the others followed suit. Best not to leave fingerprints behind. 
Nicholas reached into the base of his cart, drew out a black backpack, and slung it over his shoulder. I wondered why the hell he had brought it. Catering workers did not walk around with backpacks while on the job. 
And then a lot of things happened at once. 
All the lights went out, plunging the lobby into darkness. Some emergency battery-powered lights kicked on over the doors, but there weren’t many of them. The sound system cut off with a crackle of static. The musician and her backup singers, wrapped up in the music, kept singing for a few seconds and then trailed off in confusion. A murmur of consternation rose from the lobby as people began whispering in alarm, and I heard Duke Maelaeyar demand to know what the hell was going on.
“Go!” hissed Nicholas. 
We hurried forward in the dark. It was so dark I could barely see anything, but I saw Murdo’s shadowy form, and I followed him as we passed through the gate and reached the door to the stairs behind the counter. Behind me, I saw flashes of light as people pulled out their phones in response to the darkness, and I felt faint surges of magical power as the Elves began calling spheres of light to provide illumination.
“The lock,” said Nicholas.
I nodded and summoned my own magic. With all the Elves casting spells behind me, hopefully one more magical surge would go unnoticed. I focused my will and cast the spell Morvilind had taught me to open locks. The lock holding the door was intricate, but its electronic protections and alarms had been disabled, and the bolt released. 
“It’s open,” I said.
Nicholas nodded and pulled the door open. “Go. Wait for us at the door to Vault Level One. Do not go through the door until we’re ready.” Murdo and Morelli went first, followed by Lorenz and Hailey, and Nicholas and I brought up the back.
The click of the door closing behind us was very loud. 
There was absolutely no light in the stairs, but Lorenz called a ball of blue light over his hand, and we followed it into the gloom. My eyes settled on the windowless steel door leading to Vault Level One. 
Behind that door waited the elementals and the golems.
And any other traps and defenses that I failed to notice. 
“We won’t need that light once we’re through the door,” said Nicholas. “The light from the Seals of Unmasking and the Seals of Binding will provide adequate illumination. Our Seals will be centered on Hailey and myself. My Seal should have a circumference of thirty yards, and Hailey’s shall have fifteen. Do not on any account step outside the Seals. The golems and the elementals do not appear to possess sapience, and follow a set of predetermined instructions, much like a computer program. Yet if even one of them detects us, they will attack, and if one of them attacks us, all of them will attack and then we are dead.”
I already knew all this. We had gone over it in the planning phases. That said, it was good to repeat it. Lorenz tended to ignore instructions and do what he wanted, and right now that could get us all killed. But Lorenz looked grim in the pale blue light of his sphere, so maybe the message had sunk through the thick shell of narcissism that encased his brain.
“Hailey,” said Nicholas. “The Seals.”
She nodded, took a deep breath, and started casting a spell. Nicholas followed suit, blue light flashing around his fingers and he gestured. Both Nicholas and Hailey finished their spells at the same time, and the floor lit up with interlocking sigils written in blue-white light. Lorenz dismissed his spell of light since it was no longer necessary.
“Miss Stoker,” said Nicholas, his voice hard as he concentrated on maintaining the Seal. “The lock.”
I summoned more magic and cast my spell again. The heavy locks in the door clicked and clanged as they released. 
“Good,” said Nicholas. “I’ll go first. Lorenz, Stoker, with me. Hailey will bring up the back. Murdo, protect her and make sure she doesn’t fall behind.” Murdo nodded and stepped to Hailey’s side. Her face was a rigid mask of concentration. She wasn’t as powerful as Nicholas, and she was having a hard time holding the Seal.
I really wished that Nicholas had taught me the spell. I was stronger and more skilled than Hailey, and I could have held a larger Seal with much less effort. But Nicholas wasn’t willing to trust his safety to me, and whatever he might say about Hailey behind her back, she was completely loyal to him. 
I’ll say this for Nicholas. He wasn’t a coward. Without hesitation, he reached out, pulled the heavy metal door open, and stepped into the corridor.
The rest of us followed, my heart hammering in my ribs. The corridor had not changed since my last visit. The Seals of Unmasking still glowed at regular intervals across the floor, though Seals of Unmasking and Seals of Binding could overlap without consequence since they affected different kinds of magic. (Apparently overlapping two Seals that dealt with opposing types of magic could cause a catastrophic explosion.) The doors of massive steel bars still sealed off the entrances to the vaults, and the golems stood in the corners, the fire elementals prowling up and down the corridors. 
And, wonder of wonders, the Seals of Binding worked. 
Nothing attacked us. Nothing raised the alarm, and as the light of our Seals passed over them, the elementals went motionless. Any elemental or golem caught within the circumference of the Seals would be paralyzed. From what I understood, the elementals and the golems outside of the Seals could perceive us, they just couldn’t act against us. Of course, the minute the Seals went down, they would attack. 
We jogged in a tight clump down the corridor. Nicholas had originally wanted Hailey to stay twenty yards away from him, to cover the maximum amount of corridor, but I had pointed out that it made much sense for their Seals to overlap. That way, if either Nicholas or Hailey lost concentration and their Seal collapsed, we would not be unprotected. 
I just hoped they didn’t lose concentration at the same time. 
It was strange passing the elementals. They went motionless as the light from the Seals fell over them. Like, completely motionless – even the flames of their bodies stopped flickering. It was almost like looking at a sculpture made from frozen fire. I felt a strange urge to touch them, but since a single touch of the elemental would probably burn my hand off, it was easy to restrain the impulse.
At last Vault 19 came into sight. 
“Stoker, Murdo,” said Nicholas, moving so his Seal covered the corridor and the entirety of the vault’s interior. “Cut a hole as quickly as you can.”
I nodded and stepped towards the door of massive steel bars. “Wait. No. We can do something quicker. We’ll cut the door away from the lock. Here, here, and here.” I traced my fingers above and below the lock, and along the left-hand side. “I’ll cut the top, Murdo, you do the bottom, and we’ll meet in the middle.”
“Fine,” said Nicholas. “Do it.” 
Murdo nodded, and in unison, we cast the elemental blade spell. A sword of white-hot fire sprang from my fingers, and though the spell protected my hand, I felt the heat of the blade beating against my face and arm. Murdo’s spell produced a longer blade of elemental fire, likely to accommodate his far larger hands, and his fire flickered and danced in his grasp.
We set to work.
I wish I could have just slashed my blade through the bars and sent the door collapsing to the floor. Unfortunately, it didn’t work that way. The steel bars were too thick, and even with all my magical strength, I couldn’t conjure a fire hot enough to do that. Instead, Murdo and I had to saw through the bars one by one. 
An old memory came to me. After the Archon attack in Milwaukee, I had helped the Marneys rebuild their living room after an Archon had blasted through the wall.
That was exactly what cutting through the bars felt like, almost as if I was using a hand saw to cut through a two-by-four. Except my hand saw was two thousand degrees or hotter, and if I slipped, I would kill myself or Murdo with it. 
“Hurry up,” snapped Hailey. “Holding the Seal is a lot harder than it looks.”
I didn’t look at her as I finished slicing through a bar, its ends glowing red-hot. “Complaining won’t make it go any faster.” Truth be told, maintaining an elemental blade at that temperature was almost as difficult as Cloaking.
And Murdo was cutting faster than I was. He had already cut through the bars at the bottom of the massive lock and was working his way up the left-hand side. How was he doing that? I was a stronger wizard than he was. Maybe he just had more experience with the spell. 
I finished cutting away the bars at the top of the lock just as Murdo finished the left-hand side, and something shivered and clanged in the door. I stepped back, fearful that the heavy steel would fall on us, but the door only settled in its concrete track.
We had cut the door away from its lock. 
“We’re going to need to push the damned thing open,” said Murdo. “It’s motor operated, and the power’s out. Morelli, Lorenz, put your backs into it.”
Murdo dismissed his blade and gripped the bars, pushing the door to the left. He was strong enough that the massive grate of steel slid a little in its track. Morelli started pushing as well. Lorenz sighed, grasped the bars, and started to push. I released my elemental blade and gripped the bars as well, gathering more magical power.
Lorenz let out a sneering laugh. “Little girl. I could lift you above my head with one hand. Why are you bothering?”
“Hey,” I said. “When I hit you, and you flew across the room and landed on your ass, did that hurt? I bet it hurt.”
I cast a spell, sheathing my hands in gauntlets of invisible force, and pushed. Lorenz was right about one thing. I was strong for a woman my size, but I still wasn’t all that large. But with the gauntlets of telekinetic force, that didn’t matter. Together the three of us heaved the door open far enough that I could turn sideways, inhale, and slip past the wrecked lock and into Vault 19.
Deposit Box 547 was at my eye level. 
It wasn’t all that big, no larger than a shoebox. After all the magical and physical defenses outside, the deposit box was only secured with a simple lock. Granted, it was a very good lock and picking it would have been a pain, but my spell made short work of it. 
I opened the door and drew out the items within, holding them up to the light to get a better look. 
The first item was a laminated sheet of paper. It was a typewritten archival form, the sort used in the warehouses of museums and art galleries. The form had a database number and noted that the artifact in question was a flash drive and that it had been found…
I blinked in surprise.
The form said that the artifact had been found in the jacket pocket of General Jeremy Shane when he had been assassinated in Chicago in Conquest Year 3, or 2016 according to the pre-Conquest calendar. 
A second entry on the form said that the contents of the artifact had resisted all known methods of cryptanalysis and that further study was recommended. Since the artifact had been sitting in this deposit box for God knows how long, I suspected that no one had ever gotten around to further study. 
“Kat,” said Nicholas. “Hurry.”
I nodded and took another step towards the gate, looking at the second item I had taken from the safe deposit box. 
It was a small plastic bag holding an ancient USB thumb drive. 
The realization burned through my mind. The drive was encrypted. Not even the Inquisition had been able to break the encryption on the device, and they could use the powerful data centers Homeland Security and the police services in other nations employed to monitor the Internet and cell phone calls. 
The Inquisition couldn’t unlock the drive, but Nicholas could.
That was why he had sent me into Chicago to find Shane’s briefcase. Shane’s blast-proof Department of Defense briefcase had been buried with him in Chicago, but somehow this flash drive had ended up in the Inquisition’s archives. I was suddenly certain that Nicholas had found the encryption key to the thumb drive in Shane’s briefcase. 
Whatever Operation Sky Hammer was, whatever Shane had been working on or building when he had been assassinated, I suspected its secrets were on the thumb drive resting in my hand. 
And I was about to hand that thumb drive over to Nicholas. 
I had the overwhelming urge to smash the thing on the floor, to let whatever grisly secrets it held vanish forever into the dust of time. 
“Kat,” said Nicholas, his voice taking a cold edge. “We don’t have time.”
Damn it. 
I pushed through the gate and handed the paper and the thumb drive to Nicholas. 
“Yes,” Nicholas said, examining it. “Yes, this is it.”
“Super,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”
Instead, Nicholas dropped to one knee, reached into his backpack, and yanked out a laptop.
“Nick,” I said, “what the hell are you doing?”
“This will just take a moment,” said Nicholas. The laptop powered on, and in the glow of the screen, I saw that he had mounted his USB to UDE adapter on the machine’s side.
“We don’t have a moment,” I said. 
“For once, I agree completely with Miss Stoker,” said Lorenz. “We have to go.”
“Pre-Conquest electronics are fragile,” said Nicholas. He plugged the USB thumb drive into the adapter, reached into his pocket, and drew out a piece of paper with a long hexadecimal key written on it. “And this is ancient. Any jostling might destroy it. The data on this drive is utterly priceless and completely unique. I dare not risk its loss. From here the cellular signal is just strong enough that I can copy the encrypted files to a remote server. Even if the drive is destroyed, the data will be preserved.”
“Well, whatever you’re doing, hurry up,” I said.
Nicholas did not respond. A decryption prompt flashed on the screen, and he typed the long hexadecimal key in haste. The word DECRYPTING appeared in the prompt, and then the laptop started copying and opening the files on the drive. 
I stared at the screen. Nicholas tried to cover it, but that was hard to do while on one knee, and I saw a lot of the files as they opened and copied. Of course, they flashed by so quickly that I couldn’t make much sense of them. There was a schematic for some sort of spherical machine, which I had seen before when Nicholas had opened Shane’s briefcase. There were several Department of Defense documents with the words OPERATION SKY HAMMER – TOP SECRET TS/SCI/RD/Q-CLEARANCE REQUIRED stamped across the top. There were satellite images of the western United States, and then several maps of the state of Nevada.
Two words on the map of Nevada, printed in red letters, leaped out to my eye.
LAST JUDGE.
Then the UPLOAD COMPLETE message flashed across the screen, and Nicholas closed the laptop and shoved it into his backpack. 
“Nicholas,” said Hailey, her voice trembling with effort. “I can’t hold the Seal much longer.”
“We’re done here,” said Nicholas, getting to his feet. “Let’s get to the helicopter.” 
“Let’s run to the helicopter,” I said. “Because I’ve just stolen the second thing of our deal for you.”
Nicholas’s icy eyes met mine. “So you have.” 
A cold certainty settled over me. The Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind said that I had to steal three things for Nicholas. Jeremy Shane’s briefcase had been the first. That thumb drive had been the second. I only had to steal one more thing for Nicholas.
And then…
My right hand had curled into a fist before I got my reaction under control.
I only had to steal one more thing for Nicholas, and then I could act without putting Russell at risk. I could move against Nicholas and the Rebels however I chose. I could find Murdo’s girlfriend and free her from captivity. I could stop whatever Nicholas planned to do with these relics from the past, just as I had stopped his plan to kill all those people in Los Angeles.
“For God’s sake, stop flirting you two,” said Lorenz. Both Hailey and Murdo glared at him. “Go!” 
“An excellent suggestion,” said Nicholas, and he took a step towards the stairs. 
And right then everything went to hell. 
Things had gone well, and luck had broken our way, but that was because we had prepared and planned so thoroughly. Every possibility had been explored and contemplated, and we had put in an enormous amount of work to get this far. All that work had meant we had strolled into the vault levels and made off with the thumb drive with little difficulty. 
We had prepared for every defense that we knew about…but the Royal Bank of Washington DC had defenses that we hadn’t foreseen. 
One of them went off. 
A deep, rolling chime echoed through the corridor, so loud that it made my teeth vibrate. A wall of blue-white haze appeared at the far end of the corridor and hurtled towards us with terrific speed. It looked like a wall of mist lit from within by gas flames, but mist didn’t move that fast.
“What the hell is that?” said Hailey, her voice going up half an octave on the final syllable. 
I had seen something like it before. Morvilind had sent me to steal the Nihlus Stone from Rosalyn Madero in Venomhold, an artifact capable of breaking any magical spell. The Nihlus Stone had produced an effect like what I saw now, a pulsing ring of blue-white haze that dispelled any spell it touched. 
Did the Royal Bank have a Nihlus Stone? No, that couldn’t be it. I could still see the Seals of Unmasking glowing on the floor behind the haze, and the elementals it had touched hadn’t been banished.
It was a magical defense designed to dispel the spells of any magic-using intruders. Likely it had been triggered once the combined force of the elemental blades and the Seals of Binding had activated the trap. The trap, of course, would not touch the fire elementals and the Seals of Unmasking and the golems. 
But it shattered the Seals of Binding as it ripped past us. 
The wall of haze passed through me and Lorenz and Morelli without harming us, but the haze lingered around Murdo. For an instant, it looked like his left wrist was encircled in a bracelet of blazing silver fire, and then the fire vanished, and the haze passed us. 
We stood frozen for an instant.
Then as one, every single fire elemental and golem turned towards us.
“Well,” said Morelli. “Shit.”
“Run!” shouted Nicholas. 
We sprinted towards the stairs, and the fire elementals charged towards us. They were fast, terrifyingly fast. The golems moved with the speed of running men, but they were so heavy that the floor shuddered and vibrated as they charged, their steel hands curling into metal fists. 
Both the elementals and the golems would reach the door to the stairwell before we did.
“Nick!” I shouted. “Focus on the golems! I’ll deal with the elementals!” 
Nicholas nodded. “Hailey!”
Both of them began casting spells, and Lorenz followed suit. Purple-black flames began snarling and twisting around their fingers, and I felt the familiar nauseating aura of dark magic radiating from them. I ignored it and focused on my own spell, calling elemental force together in my mind. Morelli stepped behind me, since he had no weapon that could fight these foes. Murdo moved to my right, and an elemental blade sprang from his fingers. This time, the blade was a ghostly blue fire, a sword of elemental cold, and I felt the chill radiating from the magical weapon. 
Then a mob of fire elementals and golems rushed us, and I cast my spell.
I hurled a lance of ice as long as my forearm at the nearest elemental. The spear of ice plunged into the panther-shaped creature, and it let out a roar that sounded like a forest fire. The creature winked out of existence, banished back to the Shadowlands by the competing magical elements, and I cast spells as fast as I could, hurling lance after lance of ice. Even with my powerful magic, I could not stop all the elementals, but Murdo kept them from reaching me.
God, but he was a brilliant swordsman! The blade of elemental ice flashed and spun in his grasp, tearing through the panther-like elementals. They tried to surround him in the corridor, but their claws and jaws of flame missed him by mere inches. I wondered if all the men of the Wizard’s Legion learned to fight like that, or if Murdo was just exceptional. 
Nicholas, Hailey, and Lorenz proved effective against the golems. They cast spells of dark magic, hurling tight shafts of purple-black fire. I had seen Nicholas use spells like that before. The spell’s power was drawn from the Dark One in his flesh, and it drained away the life and energy from whatever it touched. The shafts of dark fire slashed across the golems, and while they did nothing against the metal, the spells made the symbols upon the golems’ metal bodies flicker and pulse. 
The golems slowed as the black fire washed over them.
But they didn’t stop, not entirely. The magic upon them was too powerful for the black fire of the Dark Ones to drain away entirely. 
I destroyed the last elemental, but five golems staggered towards us. Nicholas, Hailey, and Lorenz hurled volley after volley of black fire at the golems, but still, they limped towards us, their metal fists drawn back to strike. I didn’t know how strong the golems were, but I was pretty sure a single punch from one of those metal fists would cave in my ribcage. 
Fire wouldn’t slow them, nor would ice. But what about lightning? They were made of metal.
An idea came to me.
“Nick!” I shouted, casting the spell to call lightning globes. “Hit them with everything you have! Let’s see if lightning can slow them down!”
Nicholas gave a sharp nod. “Do as she says! Strike when I give the word!”
Hailey and Lorenz followed suit, casting spells and calling more purple-black fire to their hands. The golems shuddered and began moving forward, gaining speed with every step. They were only about ten yards away, and at full speed they could cover that distance in about three or four seconds.
“Now!” said Nicholas.
The three Rebels cast their spells, hurling shafts of black fire at the golems. The steel figures shuddered, slowing as the dark magic leeched away their strength. I finished my spell, and six lightning globes whirled into existence around me. I thrust out my hands, and the globes hurtled down the corridor and struck the five golems. 
The results were impressive.
At full strength, I think the golems could have shrugged off my spell without much effort. But Nicholas’s attack had weakened their defenses, and a body made of steel was a good conductor for magical lightning. The golems went into a thrashing, wild dance, hammering their fists and feet with enough force to dig concrete chips from the floor. 
But I couldn’t destroy them. In short order, I suspected, the golems would be after us again.
“Go!” I said. “Before they recover!” 
We sprinted forward, heading for the stairs. I dodged past a thrashing golem by half an inch, and by some miracle, we all got past the golems without getting crushed by their flailing limbs. I whirled and cast another spell. White mist filled the corridor in a wall, and as I focused my will, it hardened into a two-foot thick wall of ice that sealed off the corridor. I didn’t know how long it would slow down the golems, but anything was better than nothing.
“Good thinking,” said Nicholas. “To the roof! Quickly!”
He reached the stairwell door, wrenching it open, and as he did, something else went wrong. 
The ice wall exploded in a spray of glistening shards, the pieces clinking and clattering off the concrete walls and steel bars. The five steel golems we had seen earlier strode forward, fully recovered from our attacks. 
But they were not the ones who had broken the ice wall.
With them came a new kind of golem, one that I had not seen during my earlier reconnaissance of the Bank. 
It must have been held in reserve to respond to any incursions into the vaults. It was roughly human shaped, but it looked as if it had been made from mercury instead of steel. It rippled and flowed as it ran after us, and I saw that its hands had taken the shape of giant hammers. Likely that was how it had punched through my wall of ice. Its hands were melting and reshaping themselves into giant mirrored blades. If the mercury golem had been strong enough to punch through two feet of ice with a single blow, one slash from those mirrored blades would cut any one of us in half.
“Go!” shouted Nicholas, and the others raced up the stairs. I was the last one through the door, and I paused long enough to cast another ice wall over the door, sealing it into its frame and layering it with two feet of ice. That wouldn’t slow the golems down for long, but hopefully long enough for us to make it to the rooftop and Turner’s helicopter.
“Katrina!” said Murdo, grabbing my shoulder. “Let’s go!”
“Yeah,” I said, looking up as blue light flared in the gloom of the stairwell. While I had been sealing the door, Nicholas, Morelli, Hailey, and Lorenz had kept running. In fact, to judge from the position of the light that Lorenz had conjured, they were already a good four or five floors above the lobby. I wasn’t at all surprised that they were willing to leave me behind to make their escape.
Murdo, however, had waited for me.
“Don’t want to miss our flight!” I said.
We sprinted up the stairs, following Lorenz’s receding light. It was increasingly hard to see, so I called my own light, the blue glow falling over us. 
We had reached the landing outside the door to the lobby when the frozen door exploded open. I looked down and glimpsed the steel golems thundering up the stairs in pursuit, and I saw the mercury golem leap past them like a grasshopper. It had taken a form that sort of looked like an ambulatory octopus, and two long, thin tentacles whipped out from its mirrored body, lashing at us. 
I flinched back, but the tentacles hadn’t been aimed at us.
Instead, they sliced through the concrete stairs overhead as easily as if the steps and their steel supports had been made of butter. About three stories worth of stairs collapsed in a roar, debris filling the stairwell with a billowing cloud of concrete dust. 
And as the stairs collapsed, I realized two things.
One, Murdo and I were stuck down here. I supposed I could levitate up to the intact section of the stairs or use telekinetic force to haul myself up, but in the time it took me to do that, the mercury golem would cut me to pieces.
Second, the rubble wasn’t slowing the golems down at all. 
The steel golems clambered over the broken concrete with ease, and the mercury golem flowed over the wreckage, reforming itself back into a human shape, bladed arms drawn back to strike. 



Chapter 14: Ice Games
 
“Lobby!” barked Murdo. 
We whirled, shoved through the door into the lobby, and came upon a scene of organized chaos. 
It was brighter than it had been, but it was still gloomy. Several of the Elves, commoners and nobles both, had been stationed throughout the vast space, balls of magical light spinning above their heads. Homeland Security officers had taken charge and were escorting the guests to the main doors and through the fire doors in an organized fashion. Duke Maelaeyar stood on the stage, barking orders to his staff and vassals as they hurried to carry out his wishes. 
“Bandana,” said Murdo as we walked forward, yanking his own down to cover his face. That was a good idea, so I followed suit. And as I did, a way to escape came to me. There had been dozens of Seals of Unmasking in the vault levels, but there were none up here.
“Take my hand,” I said.
Murdo blinked, nodded, and grasped my left hand. His hand was much larger than mine, the fingers thick and heavy with the sort of calluses that come from extensive physical training. As he grasped my hand, I summoned magical power for a spell.
Then I Cloaked us both. 
Cloaking myself was always a strain, but I was used to it. However, Murdo was a foot taller and at least eighty or ninety pounds heavier than I was, so Cloaking both of us at the same time was much harder. But I did it. Fear was an excellent motivator, and I held the spell over us.
“Follow me,” I said. “Walk fast, but don’t run. I can’t run and hold the spell over both of us.”
Murdo squeezed my hand in acknowledgment. Odd that it felt nice. I took one more deep breath and led us forward. 
We had just passed the gate in the counter when the golems emerged from the door to the stairs. There were seven steel golems, led by that strange quicksilver golem, and for an awful moment, I was sure the magical automatons could see us through the Cloak spell. 
But they couldn’t find us. The armored helmets of the steel golems turned back and forth as they sought us, and the mercury golem flowed forward a few feet, its body rippling. But even the mercury golem seemed unable to see us.
I quickened my pace as much as I was able, heading towards the least crowded of the fire doors.
The golems couldn’t see us…but the Duke could see the golems. 
I saw him frown as he glimpsed the mercury golem, and I saw the understanding come over his face. He was the Governor of the Bank, which meant he would be familiar with its security systems. If the golems were charging into the lobby, that meant they were in pursuit of thieves. If they couldn’t see the thieves, that in turn meant the thieves had made themselves invisible, which meant they had Cloak spells. 
“Elves of the High Queen!” shouted the Duke, beginning a spell. “Cast spells of dispelling! There are unseen foes among us! Spells of dispelling! Now!”
“Aw, crap,” I said. 
Every single Elf, dozens of them at once, began casting spells. Murdo and I hurried towards the fire door. My instincts screamed for me to run, but if I did, the Cloak would collapse, and the golems would spot us. In the shadowy lobby filled with frightened people, Murdo and I could probably hide from the Elves, but the golems would spot us at once. 
Should I just drop the Cloak and tell Murdo to run for it? If I got outside, away from the influence of the warding stones in the Bank’s walls, I could open a rift way to the Shadowlands. Granted, whatever waited inside the Shadowlands might be nastier than the magical wrath of several dozen angry Elven nobles and a mob of Homeland Security officers, but it was better than staying here to get killed. And if Nicholas’s blueprints had been right, the circumference of the wardstones in the walls extended for three hundred yards beyond the Bank itself. The golems could easily run us down in that distance. 
An idea came to me, a memory of the time I had escaped from Sergei Rogomil in Madison.
I came to a stop.
“Rory,” I said. “Close your eyes. I’m going to do something clever, and I need your eyes to work. When I say run, run for the window by the fire door. Got it?”
“Yes,” said Murdo, and the Elves finished their dispelling spells. Pulses of blue light washed through the lobby in overlapping rings of blue haze, and the edge of one of the spells caught me. My Cloak collapsed, and Murdo and I snapped back into visibility. 
None of the Elves or the confused guests saw us, but all eight golems turned towards us in perfect unison. It was kind of eerie to see. The mercury golem sprang over the counter like a jet of mirrored water, resumed its humanoid form, and strode towards us. 
“Behold!” I roared at the top of my lungs. “I am the herald of the Revolution, and I shall throw down the Elves and their corrupt High Queen!” 
That got their attention. 
Every single Elf and human in the lobby whirled to face me. The Elves looked angry. Most of the humans looked…affronted. Like I had just insulted their mothers or something. The patriotic fervor for the High Queen runs deep. 
Fortunately, I had already started my spell, and I finished it just as every eye in the lobby fell upon me at once. 
I Masked myself.
Specifically, I Masked myself as the sun.
It was a neat trick, and one I had first used against Sergei Rogomil and his thugs back in Madison. It wouldn’t hurt anyone since the spell didn’t use real light, just magic. But for an instant, everyone in the lobby except for Murdo was looking directly into the sun. Cries of dismay filled my ears, and both the Elves and the humans flinched, shielding their eyes from the light.
The golems didn’t slow down at all. Whatever method they used to perceive us didn’t rely on normal light. I hadn’t thought that the Mask would fool them…but it would distract the Elves and the security men and the guests long enough for us to get the hell out of the Bank.
“Run!” I said. 
Murdo didn’t hesitate. He whirled, and together we sprinted for the window next to the fire door.
It would have been easier to take the fire door, but it was clogged with people recovering from my trick with the Mask. The window made a better target. It was big and wide, and ran from the high ceiling to only about six feet above the floor. I cast a spell as I ran, focusing my will and power, and thrust my hand. I hurled a telekinetic push into the window, and the lower panes of glass exploded into the street, the open frame wrenched by the spell. I cast another spell as I ran, seizing the stone windowsill with a telekinetic grip, and I pulled myself with telekinetic force as I jumped.
My leap carried me through the air, and I landed on the window frame, one gloved hand braced on the cold marble. I turned to help Murdo up, but he was right behind me. I mean, literally right behind. He was as fast as he was strong, and he jumped, kicked off the wall, seized the window sill, and pulled himself up next to me a single smooth motion.
Damn. I mean, I’m in good shape, but I couldn’t have managed that. 
“After them!” Duke Maelaeyar’s voice boomed through the lobby. “Don’t let the Rebels escape!” 
I felt the surge of power as every Elf in the Bank started casting spells. 
“Jump!” said Murdo.
I leaped from the window and landed in the alley next to the bank, Murdo following suit. A half-second later I heard the roar of about sixty or seventy people shooting at the window at the same time, accompanied by an explosion of magical fire and a volley of lightning globes slamming against the marble. 
“The street!” I said. “We need a vehicle!” 
Murdo nodded and ran after me as we headed towards the street. 
Two seconds later the golems were after us. 
The steel golems leaped through the window with surprising agility and landed behind us. The mercury golem did that arc thing again and reassembled itself into humanoid form. I cursed and ran faster. Could I Cloak? No, I didn’t dare. I had no doubt the Elven nobles and commoners would be through the fire door in an instant, and they could blanket the area with dispelling spells. Murdo and I had to get away, and we had to get away now.
I heard the roar of a helicopter overhead, and I looked up just in time to see a blue-painted Homeland Security helicopter fly away to the north. That was probably Turner’s helicopter, escaping with Nicholas, Hailey, Lorenz, and Morelli. Nicholas wouldn’t have waited for me. 
Though, to be fair, this time it wasn’t his fault. None of us had guessed that the mercury golem could pull down the stairs. Heck, I hadn’t even known there were such things as mercury golems. 
We stumbled into the street in front of the Bank, its massive façade rising behind us. Homeland Security vehicles filled the street, mostly SUVs, but…
There.
A few yards away sat a Homeland Security traffic control officer on a blue motorcycle, scowling at the small portable computer built into the vehicle. He looked cold and wet and miserable, which was not surprising, given that it was snowing heavily. I glanced at Murdo, and mutual agreement passed between us. 
The officer was so engrossed in the computer that he didn’t see us until Murdo jumped up and drove his fist into the officer’s face. The man’s head snapped back with a yelp and a spray of blood, and Murdo reached down, relieved the officer of his sidearm, and threw him to the ground. He leaped onto the bike and grabbed the handlebars, and I jumped behind him, hooking one arm around his waist as he gunned the throttle.
The bike squealed forward, tires slipping a little against the wet street, and I looked back.
The steel golems were right behind us, and they kept pace with the motorcycle. I cast a spell and hurled a volley of lightning globes at them, and I hit five of the golems. As before, the golems went into a thrashing, twitching dance, steel legs striking the ground with enough force to crack the asphalt, but without Nicholas’s dark magic attacking their defenses, the golems recovered far more quickly. 
The lightning did nothing against the mercury golem. It shifted form into something that looked like a puma made of liquid chrome, and it kept pace with the steel golems. 
In fact, the mercury golem was gaining on us. I had no doubt that the motorcycle could outrun the golems, but we needed a straight stretch, and it was going to be hard to find one. 
Another idea came to me. 
“South!” I shouted. “South, head for the river!” 
“What?” said Murdo.
“Do it!” I shouted. 
He said a bad word but spun the bike around the corner with enough force that I had to grab onto him to keep my seat. I swear the bike tilted forty-five degrees to the right, but Murdo straightened us out, and we shot right towards the river. 
The cold, unfrozen river. 
I started casting a spell. 
“Drive into the river!” I shouted. 
“What?” said Murdo again. 
“Right into it!” I said. “I can freeze it. Just do it!” 
The golems were right behind us, their legs pumping like pistons. The mercury golem looked eerily beautiful in its cat-like form as it pursued us, but I couldn’t appreciate that beauty if it ripped off my head. 
Murdo growled and pushed the throttle harder. The motorcycle’s engine roared, and we jumped the curb, shot over a snowy lawn, and straight towards the Potomac River. Technically, it was the Washington Channel, which flowed into the Potomac, but at the moment I didn’t care.
I unleashed my spell a few yards before the bike reached the water. I cast the ice wall spell, calling forth a wall of ice a foot thick and twenty-five feet long…but I did it just under the surface of the river. 
And the water around the icy wall froze, creating a rough bridge of ice. 
The motorcycle roared onto the icy bridge as I started casting the spell again. I would need to cast it at least twice more to get the bridge to the far side of the water, and I needed to do it in a hurry. I cast the spell of ice twice more, the motorcycle vibrating beneath me. The rough ice was not a smooth ride, and the motorcycle trembled as if we were driving at high speed on a gravel road (which is a really stupid thing to do on a motorcycle). Murdo fought to keep the bike upright, and if we pitched into the Channel, the water was probably cold enough that we would die of hypothermia before Homeland Security could fish us out to arrest us.
Well, that would be a new experience. I had never died of hypothermia in the Eternity Crucible.
I finished my last spell, panting with exertion, my head spinning with the effort of using so much magic in such a short time. 
But it worked. The bridge reached the far side of the Channel, and the motorcycle made it to the halfway point just as the steel golems reached the bridge in pursuit.
The results were everything that I had hoped for.
The first two steel golems stomped onto the bridge and immediately fell through it and into the water. They were far heavier than the motorcycle, and all their weight was concentrated on their feet. Even the thick ice would not support them. The other steel golems and the mercury golems sloshed into the water, but it was slow going. Despite their great strength, it was still an effort to slog through that much water, and the motorcycle reached the far side of the Channel before the golems had forced their way three yards into the water.
I forced through my exhaustion and cast another spell, hurling a ball of fire at the icy bridge. It landed in the center and exploded with a bloom of flame, and the elemental fire chewed through the ice. The bridge collapsed and washed away in the current.
Murdo hit the brakes, and the bike skidded to a stop. I looked around, blinking and trying to catch my breath. We were on a road in a park south of a big structure of white marble with an illuminated dome. It was a memorial to one of the ancient pre-Conquest Presidents – Jefferson, I think, though likely all the historical markers had been changed to describe how Jefferson would have supported and embraced the rule of the High Queen.
Murdo was shaking. 
At first, I thought he was injured or something, but then I realized he was laughing.
“What?” I said, smiling despite myself. “What the hell is so funny?”
“I cannot believe,” he said, “that worked.”
I started to laugh as well and whooped. “Yeah, well, it did, so deal with it.”
For some reason that made him laugh harder. 
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” I said, trying not to laugh, “before those golems fish themselves out of the river.”
“Agreed,” said Murdo. He gunned the engine, and a few moments later we were heading southeast on Interstate 395. 
 



Chapter 15: Tell The Truth
 
It took us the better part of three hours to get back to Nicholas’s base. 
Central Washington DC went on lockdown after our escape, but fortunately we managed to cross back over the Potomac first. Murdo and I ditched the motorcycle, stole another car, and drove through Maryland, circling of the ruins of Baltimore to approach Nicholas’s base.
When we arrived, the security booth was deserted. I did see a pair of vans parked outside the truck dock, and Morelli and Nicholas loading things into the back of the vehicles. They stopped as Murdo parked his stolen car a few yards away, drawing guns from beneath their coats. 
I got out of the car as Murdo shut off the engine, wondering if Nicholas would try to kill me here and now.
Instead, he lowered his gun.
“Kat,” he said. “You got away.”
“No thanks to you,” I said. 
Nicholas smiled. He looked tired but satisfied. “Don’t be unreasonable. We didn’t dare come back for you. And I had no doubt you would find a way to escape. Well done, the both of you.”
“Thanks,” said Murdo, his voice hard and flat. 
“Then this is officially the second part of the deal,” I said, watching Nicholas. “I’ve stolen two things for you. One more remains.” 
“Yes,” said Nicholas. His eyes glittered in the harsh light from the van’s headlights. “Only one thing more to steal for me, Kat. Just one thing more, and then we’re done with each other.”
I grinned my mirthless grin at him. “I’m really, really looking forward to it.” 
“We’re leaving,” said Nicholas, gesturing at the van. “We’ve prepared explosives throughout the warehouse, and intend to detonate them as soon as we depart. I suggest you and Mr. Murdo do likewise and relocate to someplace isolated for a while. Both the Inquisition and Homeland Security will be investigating the robbery, and it would be a good idea to remain well away from the major cities.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Wait. You’re sending Murdo with me?”
“I am,” said Nicholas. “You see, Lorenz confided his suspicions in me. I would hate for you to get killed harassing the soldiers of the Revolution, Kat. Murdo’s job is to stop you should you attempt it.” He pointed at Murdo’s SUV, which was still parked against the wall. “I took the liberty of leaving your backpack on the hood. Convenient that you kept all your possessions stored there for an easy escape. Goodbye, for now, Kat.” He smiled. “You’ll be hearing from me very soon.”
With that, he turned back to work, helping Morelli load equipment cases into the back of the vans.
I stood in silence for a moment, and then looked at Murdo.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” I said.
“Yeah,” said Murdo. 
I retrieved my backpack from the hood of Murdo’s SUV and donned my pea coat since it was cold out and snowing. Murdo started the engine, and I climbed into the passenger seat, and we left.
We sat in silence for an hour as Murdo drove north. He finally stopped at a deserted gas station in southern Pennsylvania, and by mutual consent, we searched the vehicle and then my backpack for bugs and tracking devices. There were none. It seemed Nicholas was content to summon us back when he needed us.
Murdo filled up the vehicle, and I bought us cups of coffee from inside the gas station. Then we climbed back into the SUV and drove off.
“First thing,” I said. “I need to go back to Denver. All my stuff’s there.”
Murdo nodded. “Very well. And I think it’s time I told you another piece of the truth.”
“Yeah?” I said, watching him. “Why’s that?” 
“Because I think I can trust you more,” said Murdo. “I wasn’t sure if you had been coerced into helping the Rebels or if you were a convert to their cause.”
“I’m not,” I said.
“I know that now,” said Murdo. “It doesn’t matter what you say. What matters is what you do. You’re not one of them…which means I can tell you who is helping me.”
I nodded. “I was wondering about that. Someone had to tell you about the John Doe Hospital. I thought you might be an Inquisition operative or a Homeland Security agent.” 
“Neither,” said Murdo. “When I left the Legion, and I needed help, when…the woman I loved fell into Nicholas’s power, I knew I needed help. So, I sought out someone with the power to help me, someone who would be hostile to the Rebels and the Dark Ones.”
“Then who did you ask?” I said.
Murdo looked at me. “I’m one of the Graysworn.”
The silence stretched for a while. 
“Oh,” I said at last. “Oh, hell.”
“You’re…not friendly with them?” said Murdo.
“No. We get along fine. It’s just…every time I meet Graysworn I run into trouble,” I said.
“Then you know who they are?”
“Yes.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. Another headache was coming on. “The Knight of Grayhold is a lord of a demesne in the Shadowlands, and his mission is to defend the Earth from the Dark Ones. The Graysworn are his…well, his secret agents, I suppose. Or his friends. They help him in his mission when he calls on them. The High Queen doesn’t care since the Knight doesn’t get in her way…wait. Oh, I get it. Nicholas doesn’t know, does he? If he knew you were Graysworn, he would kill you immediately.”
“Yes,” said Murdo. “My reason for undertaking this mission is the woman I love. But the mission is from the Knight of Grayhold himself. Whatever Connor is doing, whatever he is working on, it has the potential to hand the Earth over to the Great Dark Ones.”
“Then you know what Nick’s planning?” I said. “You know what Operation Sky Hammer is?”
“No,” said Murdo. “I don’t think anyone alive knows what Operation Sky Hammer is, save for Connor himself. But the Knight is convinced that the Sky Hammer weapon, whatever it is, will open Earth to the Great Dark Ones. The Knight’s help allowed me to infiltrate the Rebels. He provided the forged proof that I murdered my superior officer in the Legion, and the forgery was good enough to convince Connor and his lieutenants. I was accepted into the Rebels, and I’ve been trying to find a way to stop Connor ever since.”
“And to rescue your girlfriend,” I said.
Murdo nodded. “Yes.”
“All right,” I said. “Now I’ll tell you some of my truth. For the last year, I’ve been making hell for the Rebels. Lorenz was telling the truth. I’ve been harassing and disrupting the Rebels and bringing Homeland Security onto their heads. And when my deal is done, when my…my husband and son are safe, I’m going to stop Nicholas. But until he calls me for the third part of our deal, I’m going to keep on terrorizing the Rebels.”
“I see,” said Murdo. “I suppose that was why Connor sent me with you. To babysit you and keep you out of trouble.”
“Yep,” I said. I smiled. “Well, looks like old Nicky finally missed a bet. Want to help me put the fear of God into the Rebels while you babysit me?”
Murdo smiled. He rarely smiled, but this was an actual, honest smile. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s offered me in quite a long time, Miss Stoker.” 
I smiled back and clapped him on the shoulder. “Then I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship, Mr. Murdo. Let’s go terrorize the Rebels, rescue your girlfriend, save my family, defeat Nicholas, and save the world.” 



Epilogue: Loose Thread
 
A week after the operation in Washington DC, Martin Corbisher sat in his new office in a warehouse in Las Vegas owned by one of his shell companies, tracing the maze of funds and accounts and banks he used to finance the Revolution. The last operation had been stupendously expensive and had burned through a significant percentage of the Revolution's concealed assets, but it had been worth it. 
Nicholas now had the location of Last Judge Mountain. 
Just a little more planning, just a little more work, and they would be ready. 
The High Queen would fall. The collaborators would burn. The Dark Ones would rise to fuel humanity’s power.
And he, Martin Corbisher, would be remembered as one of the architects of the Revolution and humanity’s freedom. 
Once he had dreamed of usurping Nicholas’s place of leadership, but he knew better now. Truth be told, working behind the scenes was better suited to Corbisher’s strengths. Someone had to take charge of the logistics and the money, and anyone else would have made a hash of it. Revolutionaries thought that money grew on trees. Nicholas was raising an army, and armies had to be paid and maintained, especially armies hidden underneath the nose of the High Queen and the Inquisition. The Rebels needed that army at the critical moment, once Nicholas had claimed the contents of Last Judge Mountain, but until then Corbisher had to keep the money moving. 
“Hello, Martin.”
Corbisher looked up as Victor Lorenz strolled into the dingy little office, clad in an immaculate white suit. 
“Victor,” said Corbisher, deciding to take a break. “What news?”
“I need thirty thousand dollars,” said Lorenz. “Unmarked bills.”
Corbisher frowned. “Why?”
Lorenz flashed his actor’s smile. “Martin, my friend, you’ll want to pay me double once you see what I’ve found for you.”  
He placed a piece of paper on Corbisher’s desk.
Corbisher picked it up. It was a printout from a Milwaukee news site, dated from last year. It would have been right after Sergei Rogomil’s failed attack. That had been an operation Corbisher had opposed – God knew they could have used that Cruciform Eye in the next few months. The article was about some local doctor who had taken command of a platoon of Homeland Security officers and held one of the Eye’s gates against the orcish mercenaries.
“So what?” said Corbisher.
“Look at the picture,” said Lorenz, his white smile widening.
It showed a middle-aged doctor and his middle-aged wife, both in good shape for their age, even though the doctor leaned on a cane. A thin-faced teenage boy with white hair stood next to them, smiling. Behind them was a young woman in a dress, her face turned with a scowl as if she was trying to get out of the photographer’s field of vision…
Corbisher surged to his feet, the shock rolling down his spine. 
“Her,” he whispered.
“Yup,” said Lorenz.
The woman was unmistakably Katrina Stoker. 
And now that Corbisher knew to look for it, he saw a family resemblance with the teenage boy. Her younger brother, perhaps? She had claimed to be married. Maybe the doctor and his wife were her in-laws. 
But the picture proved that she had family.
And family meant leverage. 
“Where did you find this?” said Corbisher, looking up from the paper.
“One of my team from the Wyoming operation found it,” said Lorenz. “I took a picture of Miss Stoker, sent it to my team, and they went to work doing image searches on the Internet. Our little Miss Stoker is very careful. There are no pictures of her on the Internet, and only partial matches on social media. But this…this is her. We found it archived on a Milwaukee news site.” He leaned closer. “Give me thirty thousand dollars, and I’ll find her.”
Corbisher hesitated. “Nicholas said to leave her alone.” 
Lorenz sighed. “Nicholas is a great man, but he’s wrong about her and you know it. You know it as well as I do, Martin. The minute their deal is done, she’s going to turn on us, and she’ll bring the whole damned Inquisition down on our heads. And we’re so close to ultimate victory. You know Nicholas’s plan with the Sky Hammer will work. We’ll overthrow the High Queen, kill all the Elves and all the collaborators, and free mankind. It was all Nicholas’s vision, but even great men have their blind spots, and Katrina Stoker is Nicholas’s blind spot. He thinks he can control her, but what if he can’t? Everything will be ruined on the eve of total victory.” 
Lorenz’s words were all too true. Nicholas was overconfident, and he was overconfident because Stoker had once been his lover. He thought he could deal with her, but Corbisher had his doubts. Corbisher’s doubts were so strong, in fact, that he had worked with Lorenz and Vass to arrange the hit at the Rocky Mountain Mile and then in Washington DC.
It was just as well they had used poor Vass as a courier.
And the mere fact that Stoker had survived both attacks proved how dangerous she was. 
But Corbisher remembered Vass’s head exploding. 
“I don’t know,” he said. 
“Tell you what,” said Lorenz. “I’ll do all the work. Just give me thirty thousand dollars. If Nicholas asks, tell him it’s for more armaments. God knows we’ve spent enough on guns and bullets lately. I’ll go to Milwaukee, track down this,” he glanced at the article, “Dr. James Marney, and keep him and his associates under surveillance. I’ll find Stoker’s family, and the bitch herself might turn up. If she does, I’ll kill her quietly. Nicholas will never know what happened to her, and when she doesn’t turn up when he calls her, he’ll make his plans without her. But if can’t find her, I’ll take her family prisoner and bring them back to Las Vegas.” He grinned. “She’ll have a much more respectful tune once we start cutting pieces off her brother or her husband.” 
Corbisher liked that thought. 
He liked that thought a lot.
“I’m not sure,” he said.
“Hey, you know how Nicholas thinks, right?” said Lorenz. “He cares about results. If I kill Stoker, it will be our little secret. And if I bring back a few of her relatives… won’t Nicholas be pleased? If Nicholas wants to control her, her family will give him all the levers he will ever need to control her.”
Still Corbisher said nothing. Nicholas forgave almost anything except for betrayal, treachery, and insubordination. Corbisher had already crossed the line once, and only the fact that the Revolution needed his talents had kept him alive. 
But if he crossed the line again…
“Hey,” said Lorenz. “Don’t worry. I’ll do all the work. You’ll have total deniability. I just need the money to pay the team to surveil the doctor and take Stoker’s relatives in. And don’t you want revenge? I know how she wrecked your life.”
“I do,” murmured Corbisher, the old anger flaring in him. Katrina Stoker had destroyed everything he had spent years building in Minneapolis. And to see her strutting around their bases, smirking that stupid smirk of hers, making her terrible jokes, and trading insults with everyone in sight…it enraged him.
“Come on,” said Lorenz. “If we have her family, we can make her do whatever we want. You can pay her back. Do whatever you like with her, and she can’t do anything but lie there and take it. Maybe even literally, if that’s what you want…”
Corbisher grimaced. “I don’t have any interest in Nicholas’s leftovers.” Victor Lorenz would sleep with any woman who had a pulse, but Corbisher had higher standards. 
Lorenz grinned back. “Then we’ll take her to Venomhold and make her dance for the troops. Or we’ll let them take turns with her. Maybe if everything goes well, you’ll have all the time you need to pay her back.”
Corbisher thought of the slave women kept in Venomhold as rewards for the soldiers, gaunt and drug-addled, their eyes full of despair and pain. 
He didn’t want to touch Katrina Stoker…but he would enjoy seeing her broken that thoroughly. 
“All right,” said Corbisher. “You’ll have your money. But if Nicholas asks, you’re going to buy more armaments.”
Lorenz’s wide grin returned. “Martin, my friend, this is the best investment you’ll ever make. I guarantee it.” 
 
###
 
Riordan MacCormac stopped on the sidewalk in the little town in Colorado and looked through the window, the snow falling around him.
The diner was nothing special, a little place off the freeway that catered to truckers and travelers. Riordan had visited a thousand such places during his travels. 
Right now, he barely paid any attention to the diner.
Through the window he saw Nadia Moran sitting in a booth, sipping coffee and staring off into nothingness. 
She did not look well.
Her face was tighter than it had been a year ago, her cheekbones sharper. Her gray eyes had sunken deeper into her head, and seemed to glitter with something like madness. She had lost more weight than was healthy, probably because she seemed unable to eat sufficiently and ate a limited selection of foods. 
Something awful had happened to her. He knew her well enough to see the stark changes in her, and his heart screamed for him to help her. 
But he didn’t have the right. She had broken up with him, and that was that. 
Riordan was here for three reasons. 
First, Russell had made him promise to help Nadia if he could.
Second, Riordan had taken the Family’s contract to kill Nicholas Connor. He didn’t know what Connor was planning, but he had seen enough to realize that Connor was attempting something dangerous. Something that might change the world for the worse. 
Or maybe even destroy it. 
Third, he had promised Nadia that if she ever became a monster, he would stop her. 
She hadn’t become a monster. The relief flooded him. 
But he still had to find a way to help her. 
Riordan gathered himself, calming his furious emotions, and walked into the diner. 
Nadia looked at him and smiled. “Hey, Rory. What took you so long?” 
 
THE END
 
Thank you for reading CLOAK GAMES: HAMMER BREAK! 
Nadia's next adveutre will be CLOAK GAMES: BLOOD CAST, coming in early 2018. 
If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page.
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The Demonsouled Saga
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a sword.

Yet he has a dark secret. He is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to keep the fury from devouring him.
But he dare not turn aside from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face terrible foes.
The priests of the San-keth plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall force all nations to bow before the serpent god.
The Malrag hordes are coming, vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat them.
The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.
To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.
Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.
For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.
Unless Mazael can stop him.
Read Demonsouled for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.
 
The Ghosts Series
 
Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s library.
Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.
Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the shadows.
And she will need all those skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.
Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.
The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister plans.
And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.
Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear.
Read Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying, Ghost Light, and Ghost Dagger, and the prequel novels Blade of the Ghosts and Champion of the Ghosts. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.
 
The Ghost Exile Series
 
Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world from sorcerous annihilation.
But the victory cost her everything.
Now she is exiled and alone in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the world itself.
And Caina is the only one that stands in its way...
Read Ghost in the Cowl, Ghost in the Maze, Ghost in the Hunt, Ghost in the Razor, Ghost in the Inferno, Ghost in the Seal, Ghost in the Throne, Ghost in the Pact, and Ghost in the Winds along with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, Ghost Relics, Ghost Keeper, Ghost Nails, Ghost Lock, Ghost Arts, Ghost Vigil, Ghost Mimic, and Ghost Vessel,  and read the combined short stories in Exile of the Ghosts.
 
The Ghost Night Series
 
Caina Amalas was once a deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.
But civil war grips the Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers of the malevolent Umbarian Order. 

And Caina has a dangerous connection to the Umbarians. 

For Caina's mother had many deadly secrets, secrets that might yet kill Caina herself...

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

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

Read Mask of Swords, Mask of Dragons, and Mask of Spells along with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight, The Serpent Knight, and The Rune Knight.
 
The Tower of Endless Worlds
 
THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.

But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.
And all it will cost is his soul.
SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.
He doesn't expect to find black magic.
LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.
By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…
Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.
 
Cloak Games
 
In 2013, a gate to another world opened, and Elves used their magic to conquer Earth, crushing all resistance before them. 
Three hundred years after the Conquest, the exiled Elven High Queen rules an orderly but stagnant Earth, with humanity forced to fight in the High Queen’s war against the traitors on the Elven homeworld. 

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

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

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

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

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