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Description
 
Nadia Moran's luck has run out at last. 
The High Queen's Inquisition is coming for her, led by the Lord Inquisitor himself. Desperate and trapped, Nadia has no choice but to cut a deal. 
Nadia is a master thief, and even the Lord Inquisitor needs things stolen. 
But the price of Nadia's freedom might destroy her utterly...
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Chapter 1: The Day The Luck Ran Out
 
Today I’m going to tell you about the worst day of my life.
My name is Nadia Moran, and I’ve been a thief for most of my life. I’ve also been a wizard for the same amount of time, and I know spells that no human is supposed to know. If I got caught stealing, Homeland Security would execute me on a Punishment Day video. If I was caught using illusion magic, the Inquisition would put a bullet in the back of my head in a nondescript warehouse somewhere. 
So, I had been running my whole life. I had been hiding my whole life. I was really good at both. 
But the thing about running and hiding is that they rely on luck. 
The luck eventually runs out.
My luck ran out on July 19th, Conquest Year 315, or 2328 AD according to the old pre-Conquest calendar. 
Things had been going so well lately. To be honest, the previous five months had been some of the happiest in my life. My brother Russell was doing well. Lord Morvilind had just cast the yearly cure spell, and my little brother always seemed much more energetic after that. He was dating a girl named Lydia Valborg, and while I didn’t think Lydia was the sharpest knife in the drawer, she was at least good-natured. For that matter, I hadn’t been in mortal danger that often, not since Morvilind had sent me to steal the Nihlus Stone from Venomhold. He had given me a dozen jobs in the five months since the Nihlus Stone, but none of them had been hard, mostly stealing thumb drives from bank vaults or ancient artifacts from private collections. For a thief with my skills, both magical and practical, the jobs had been dangerous, but not challenging. Considering how some of my past tasks had sent me against Rebels and Archons and anthrophages, it was a welcome break. 
Though if I’m honest with myself, the reason I was so happy was Riordan MacCormac. 
We had started seeing each other after the Archon attack in September, after we had worked together to stop Sergei Rogomil and keep the High Queen from nuking Milwaukee. 
As first dates go, I suppose you could do a lot worse. 
We had seen each other steadily ever since, a slow, cautious courtship due to our mutual paranoia. Riordan’s wife had tried to kill him to gain favor with the Rebels, and my previous boyfriend had turned out to be the murderous leader of a Rebel cell. 
So, Riordan and I both had some trust issues. But he had come through for me a couple times when I had really needed him, and he had done nothing to hurt Russell or me. 
I suppose Riordan and I were both screwed-up people, but we were the right kind of screwed up for each other. He was a member of the Family, a Shadow Hunter, an assassin bonded to a Shadowmorph that gave him superhuman strength and endurance. I was what Morvilind had made me, a thief with magical abilities. Paranoia came to both of us as naturally as breathing, but we were learning to trust each other. 
The thing about paranoia, though, is that it’s irrational. 
Me, I had lots of rational things to fear, and I had tried to prepare for all of them.
But the thing that caught me I didn’t see coming at all. 
On the morning of July 19th, I got up at 5 AM and went for a nice long run. It was cooler than usual for July, and not even that humid. The Marneys lived in western Milwaukee, and most of the houses in the neighborhood were three-bedroom houses with small yards and alley-facing driveways. I didn’t see too many other people, mostly retirees and older veterans out for morning walks, and here and there another runner. The neighborhood was pretty safe, but I didn’t relax my guard even as I fell into a sort of runner’s trance around the third mile. A woman running alone was a good target for a criminal, and there was always the possibility of Rebel or Archon attack. 
But if anyone attacked me, they would get a lightning globe in the face for their trouble. Even when not carrying weapons, I could defend myself. 
After the seventh mile, I’d decided that was enough, so I jogged back to the Marneys’ house, went through the kitchen door, and went back to my room. It was still only six-thirty, so I toweled off, did strength exercises for half an hour, and then took a shower. I got dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and went down to the kitchen in search of breakfast and coffee, but mostly coffee. I think some old guy named Benjamin Franklin (I’m not entirely sure who he was) said that beer was proof that God loved us and wanted to be happy, but Franklin must have never encountered coffee. 
I walked into the kitchen, and to my surprise, my brother was already awake. 
Russell was fifteen years old, and I swear he was getting taller with every passing day. Too much more and I would have to strain my neck to look him in the eye. It just wasn’t fair. Thanks to the vagaries of genetics I had stopped growing at five foot three, but Russell was going to end up at several inches over six feet. 
“Good morning,” said Russell, rummaging through the cabinets. 
“You’re up early,” I said, heading to the coffee maker.
“You’re also up early,” said Russell, pulling a bottle of steak sauce from a cabinet and frowning at it as if it had offended him. 
“Yeah, but I’m always up this early,” I said, “and you never are unless it’s a school day, but it’s the middle of July.” 
“This is true,” said Russell, putting the bottle back in the cabinet. “Does the sun always come up this early in July? It’s appalling. It should be properly dark until eight AM or so.” 
I snorted. “Maybe when you turn eighteen you can move to Alaska. I hear it gets real dark there in the winter. Of course, the sun stays up for five months or something in the summer. Why are you going through the cabinets at 6:45 in the morning?”
“Lydia’s coming for dinner,” said Russell.
“So?” I said. I started to say something unkind, but I stopped myself. Lydia Valborg and I had never gotten off on quite the right foot. She was frightened of me, probably because on the day we had met she had seen me shoot some orcish mercenaries and run a few of them over with a stolen car. 
That kind of thing leaves an impression, and not just on the dead orcs.
“She’s coming for dinner,” said Russell, “and so are her parents and grandfather.”
“Oh,” I said, understanding. “I suppose that is kind of a big deal, isn’t it?” Russell and Lydia had been dating for a while, and he had been to her house, and she had been over here a bunch of times. Yet the Valborg family had never visited here, and the Marneys hadn’t been to the Valborgs’ house. 
“Yeah, a little bit,” said Russell. “You’re going to be here?”
“I should,” I said. “Riordan’s out of town for another few days, and unless Lord Morvilind calls, I have nothing better to do.”
“That’s good,” said Russell.
“I’m sure my charm and wit will brighten the whole evening.”
Russell gave me a look, started to say something, and then thought better of it. “Yeah. Sure. Anyway, it’s good you’ll be there. Lydia’s grandfather thinks highly of you. I guess you must have impressed him that one time we went to the shooting range.”
“That must be it,” I said. I wasn’t going to tell Russell that I had gone with Hakon Valborg into Venomhold and by some miracle we had gotten out again with our lives and our sanity still intact. Of course, knowing Russell, he might figure it out anyway. He had this irritating habit of figuring out things that I didn’t want him to know. 
“Anyway, everything has to be perfect,” said Russell, looking through another cabinet. “Lucy’s making steak. I’m even going to wear a tie.”
“You?” I said. Russell hated ties. The last time he had needed to don one, it had taken the combined efforts of James, Lucy, and me to get him into one. 
“Yes,” said Russell. He gave me a critical look. “You’ll dress up, right?” 
“Sweatpants and a halter top it is,” I said. 
The critical look did not waver.
I laughed at him. “Yes, I’ll dress up. Nice dress, no skin.”
“Thank you,” said Russell. “I’d dress up if you brought Riordan to dinner.”
“Liar. He’s been here a dozen times, and you wore jeans every time.” 
“I suppose if he brought relatives or something,” said Russell, moving on to the next cabinet. “He might be too old for that, I guess.” Riordan was a hundred and ten years old, and as far as I knew he had outlived his relatives. “He could bring Nora and maybe some other Shadow Hunters.”
“That would be a sight,” I said, thinking of a dozen Shadow Hunters sitting at the Marneys’ table. I doubted that would happen. The only other Shadow Hunter I had met was named Nora, and she didn’t approve of Riordan’s relationship with me. I wondered if the rest of the Family felt the same way. “What are you looking for, anyway?”
“Steak sauce,” said Russell. 
“You just passed a bottle of steak sauce,” I said. 
“It’s the wrong kind of steak sauce,” said Russell. “I need the Old Standard brand. It’s what Lydia’s grandfather likes. We don’t have any.”
I glanced at the coffee maker and shrugged. “I’ll go get some if you like.” 
“Really?” said Russell. 
“It’s just a dozen blocks to the grocery store,” I said. “It’ll give me a chance to stretch my legs.”
“You just ran like a billion miles,” said Russell. “You want an excuse to buy a cup of coffee so you don't have to wait for the coffee maker to warm up.”
“This is true,” I said, turning towards the back door. It was a bit chilly out for July, so I took my motorcycle jacket from its hook and pulled it on. “But if it gets you steak sauce, are you going to complain?”
“No,” said Russell. “Thanks, Nadia.”
I grinned at him and went out the door. 
I walked at a brisk pace down the narrow sidewalks, past the houses and their little yards. More people were awake by now, and cars rumbled past on the street as rush hour started to build up. After six blocks, I turned the corner, leaving the residential neighborhood for a four-lane street lined with shops on either side. A bus drove past, its sides adorned with a banner commemorating the victory over the Archons in the battle for Milwaukee last September. I grimaced and kept walking. It had been a victory, but what most people didn’t know was that the High Queen had been prepared to nuke Milwaukee to keep the Archons from gaining a foothold on Earth. 
Two million people burned to ashes in a second, and I had no doubt the High Queen would have ordered it without a moment’s hesitation.
I wondered if all the Elves were that ruthless. Morvilind was, certainly. 
I put the Elves out of my head. Right now, I needed to find some steak sauce, and while I couldn’t solve all the problems of the world, I could at least find some good steak sauce for Russell. 
The grocery store occupied a strip mall facing the road, and there were quite a few cars in the big parking lot. Most of the customers (and employees) at this hour would be cranky and elderly, but I just wanted the bottle of steak sauce and a cup of coffee, and then I would be on my way. I started across the parking lot, the morning sun throwing my long black shadow across the asphalt. 
Two rows away, a big white windowless van came to a halt. A little prickle of unease went over me. Homeland Security liked to use unmarked vans for covert operations. Then again, this van wasn’t unmarked. A pair of ladders rested in racks on its roof, and the side was adorned with the logo of some roofing company or another. Still, if I was a Homeland Security agent and I needed to conduct covert operations, I would paint my unmarked van with a logo. 
Suddenly a second shadow appeared next to mine. If someone was walking behind me, I should have seen their shadow approaching, but this shadow had just appeared. Before I could react, I felt something cold and metallic wrap around my throat. 
Someone had just put a metal collar around my neck.
More surprised than alarmed, I whirled, and then the fear roared through my heart.
An Elf stood behind me. 
He was wearing the black uniform of a Knight of the Inquisition, with silver lightning bolt badges upon his collar. That was bad. He also wore a long black coat with gold trim upon the sleeves, which was much worse. The coat looked like the traditional gold-trimmed black robe worn by Elven archmages like Morvilind. 
In that horrified, endless instant, I realized that the Inquisition had caught up to me at last. 
But the Elf…there was something wrong with the Elf.
It was hard to tell the age of Elves from their appearance, but this Elf looked as if he had been prematurely aged. His brown hair was shot with gray, and deep lines marked his angular, alien face. He had brilliant green eyes, and as I looked at him, a shimmer of silver fire seemed to go through his eyes, a fire that pulsed through the blood vessels of his face and neck.
It was like I could see his circulatory system through his skin. 
“Before we begin,” said the Elf, his voice tired, “I will say that I regret what I must do to you.” 
“But,” I said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
The silver flames in his eyes and veins pulsed. 
“Take her,” said the Elf.
The white van’s doors banged open, and men in body armor boiled out, weapons in hand. Some of them had stun guns, highly illegal for anyone except the Inquisition and Homeland Security, and some of them had riot shotguns that looked as if they were designed to shoot rubber bullets. 
They had come to take me alive. That couldn’t happen. If the soldiers caught me, they would find out about Russell and the Marneys. Or Morvilind would realize that I had been captured, and he would use the vial of heart’s blood to kill me from a distance, and Russell would die when Morvilind stopped the cure spells. 
I had to get away.
I sprinted as fast as I could for the grocery store. If I could get into the alley behind the strip mall, I could get away. I would Mask myself as someone else or run for it, or Cloak myself and hide until the pursuit gave up. 
Except that Inquisitor in the black coat was an Elven archmage, and he would know all about Cloaking and Masking spells. If I used one in front of him, he would sense it, and he would know how to dispel them. A car, I needed to steal a car…
The shotguns roared, and I heard the cracking noise as the rubber bullets hit the asphalt. Unfortunately, they had been designed to hit the ground and bounce into rioters, and pain flared through the back of my legs as the bullets hit me. It hurt enough that my left leg seized up, and I lost my balance and fell, rolling onto my back.
The soldiers rushed towards me. 
I drew together power for a spell, and fresh pain exploded through me. It felt as if someone had hit me in the neck with an ax. I would have screamed, but I could barely draw breath, so the best I managed was a strangled croak. 
The collar. The archmage had put that collar around my neck, likely while concealed by a Cloak spell himself. Whatever that collar was, it was blocking my ability to draw magical power. No, that wasn’t it. I could draw magical power, but the collar made it too painful to think. I tried again, and again pain exploded through me. 
Before my head cleared, the soldiers caught me.
They grabbed my arms and heaved me to my feet. Two of them crossed my wrists behind my back, and I felt the cold steel of handcuffs click into place. Someone shoved a rubber gag into my mouth, jamming it against my teeth, and the second after that another soldier pulled a thick black hood over my head, blocking my vision. 
It had taken them all of five seconds to secure me. 
“Captain Alan,” said the Elven archmage. “We return to base.”
“My lord,” said a rough voice. “You, you, you. Get her in the back.” 
Strong hands dragged me along, forcing me to follow them. I tried to break free, but I was still weak from the pain, the Inquisition soldiers were much stronger, and with my arms cuffed I had no leverage at all. I was thrown hard onto a floor, my chin bouncing off a rubber mat, and someone seized my ankles, folded my legs back, and shackled my wrists to my ankles.
I lay there hog-tied and helpless. That really wasn’t comfortable. I couldn’t move anything, and between the bag over my head and the gag, I was having trouble breathing. The fear and panic were worse by far. I had been caught. Despite all my precautions, I had been caught by the Inquisition. Either they were going to kill me, or Morvilind would realize what had happened and use that vial of blood to kill me. 
Frantic, I tried to pull together magic, but pain erupted from the collar around my neck, and all my muscles jerked and twitched. I heard a thump, and then something cold and hard rested against my temple.
The barrel of a gun. 
“Let’s behave, little girl,” said the rough voice. Captain Alan, that was what the Inquisitor had called him. “Drive.” 
The van’s engine started with a rumble. I wondered if anyone had seen me snatched from the parking lot. Not that anyone would have cared. Had the Inquisition taken Russell and the Marneys as well? Would they go after Riordan? No, they wouldn’t go after Riordan, since even the Inquisition would not want to attack the Family without the High Queen’s explicit approval. 
But the Marneys didn’t have powerful protectors. Neither did Russell and me. 
I had to think of something, but I was starting to panic.
We drove for about twenty-five minutes. To judge from the noise, for a while we were on the freeway, though after that the van slowed down and came to a stop every so often, likely for red lights. I heard men talking in low voices around me, interspersed with bursts of static from a radio, but because of the thick hood and the engine noise, I couldn’t make out the words. The strain in my shoulders and knees wasn’t helping my concentration, and it was getting harder and harder to breathe.
At last, the van stopped, and a voice came over the radio. There was a metallic rasping noise, like a garage door opening, and the van rolled forward a bit. I heard the garage door close behind us, and then the engine shut off.
We had arrived, wherever we were.
I heard the back doors open, and someone grabbed me, undoing the restraints on my ankles and the handcuffs on my wrists. Hands grabbed my arms and dragged me to my feet, and pain shot through my arms and legs as the blood flow was restored. Someone yanked off my hood, light stabbing into my eyes, and pulled the gag from my mouth.
I caught my balance and looked around, blinking in the bright light from overhead.
The first thing I noticed was the soldiers. A dozen of them stood in a semi-circle around me, M-99 carbines pointed at my chest. They all wore body armor, their faces concealed beneath breath masks, goggles, and helmets that made them look like humanoid insects. The floor beneath my shoes was polished concrete, and the ceiling overhead was steel girders. The place looked like a warehouse or an industrial site. Nearby was a table with computer equipment and an expensive-looking camera, facing a wall that had been painted with height markings. It looked like the sort of room Homeland Security used for suspect lineups.
I raised a shaking hand to my throat and touched the collar. It was lighter and more delicate than I expected, little more than a slender choker chain, and it felt icy cold to the touch. It was snug against my throat, and I couldn’t find a way to take it off.
One of the soldiers stepped forward. Unlike the others, he only had a pistol, which he pointed at my head. He also had a captain’s bars on his shoulder. I supposed this was Captain Alan. 
I swallowed and looked at him.
“Come with me,” he said.
“Why?” I said. My mouth kicks into overdrive when I’m afraid, and I was terrified. “You know, you could have asked nicely, and…”
He punched me.
It was hard, and it landed right on my jaw. I spun around, whacked my head on the side of the van, and hit the floor. The room was spinning around me, and two of the soldiers grabbed my arms and heaved me to my feet. Alan punched me in the stomach four or five times, hard, and I spent a bad couple of minutes wheezing and gagging. It was just as well I hadn’t eaten any breakfast because I would have thrown up had there been anything in my stomach. 
A hand gripped my hair and yanked my head back, and I found myself looking into Captain Alan’s armored face. 
“We’re going to do this the easy way, or the hard way,” said Alan. The mask made his voice a cold metallic rasp. “Comply with all instructions, or you will be made to comply. Do you understand?”
I managed to nod, blood streaming from my split lip. God, but my head hurt. 
He hit me again. My head bounced off the back window of the van, and stars exploded inside my eyes. 
“Say it,” he said. 
“I understand,” I croaked, the taste of blood filling my mouth. 
The soldiers let go of me, and I just barely managed to keep from falling over.
“I didn’t hear you,” said Alan.
“I…I understand,” I managed before he could hit me again. 
“Good,” said Alan. “Process her.”
Two of the soldiers yanked off my jacket, and another started to pull up my shirt. I realized what they were doing, and I tried to fight back, but I was still woozy and they were much stronger. 
With professional efficiency, seven of the soldiers forced me to the floor and stripped off all my clothes in about thirty seconds, and once I was naked four of them dragged me to my feet, two men holding my arms wrenched behind my back. 
One of the soldiers whistled and looked me up and down. “The Rebel women are usually fat old sows. Not this one.” 
“Yeah,” said another. “Turn her around. Let me get a better look at that tight…”
“Get to work!” snapped Alan. “You can amuse yourselves on your own time.” 
Being naked in front of strangers is a horrible and humiliating feeling, especially strangers who have just beaten you up, and I was so terrified that if they hadn’t been holding my arms, I might have panicked and tried to run for it, guns or no guns. I had heard bad, bad rumors about what happened to women who fell into the hands of the Inquisition, and for an awful moment, I thought I was about to experience those bad things firsthand.  
The soldiers dragged me to the wall with the height measurements, my bare feet skidding against the polished concrete, and handcuffed my wrists behind my back. They made me stand against the wall, and two of the soldiers busied themselves at the computer table. They took pictures of me, several from the front, and then turned me left and right and got pictures of my face and body in profile. Once that was finished, they pushed me to the table and unlocked the handcuffs, and as one of the soldiers rested the barrel of his carbine against my temple, they took my fingerprints and drew a vial of blood. On the computer monitor, I saw my pictures attached to an identification form, my fingerprints appearing as they were scanned in. I desperately wished I could at least cover myself with my hands, but I didn’t dare move with the gun pressed to my temple. 
Beyond that, they didn’t touch me, though I felt them staring at me. A few of the soldiers exchanged quiet comments about various parts of my body until Alan told them to shut up and get to work. At least I couldn’t see their expressions behind the masks. 
The torture would probably come later. 
Then they jerked my arms behind my back again and handcuffed my wrists together. Two of the soldiers frog-marched me to a door, down a hallway, and through another door. Beyond was a stark concrete room empty except for a single steel chair bolted to the floor. Mirrors lined the walls, no doubt concealing cameras or observation galleries. The soldiers marched me to the chair, pushed me into it, secured my wrists to the chair’s back and cuffed my ankles to the chair’s front legs. The steel was hellishly cold against my back and legs.
Then they left, closing the door behind them. 
It was freezing in there, and I started to shiver almost at once, my breath steaming from my lips. The mirrors reflected my image, and I saw blood dripping from my nose and split lip and onto my chest, along with ugly green bruises blooming on my cheek and jaw, and more bruises on my stomach and my arms and legs from rough handling. Every breath hurt thanks to the pain in my stomach, and I hoped that Alan hadn’t ruptured anything. I wanted to wipe the blood from my face, but I couldn’t even move my hands. Several times I tried to reach for magical power, and every time the resultant agony made me stop. 
I knew what they were doing. They wanted to leave me alone, to let my thoughts chase each other in terrorized circles through my brain as I contemplated all the horrible things the Inquisition soldiers could (and probably would) do to me. 
You know what? It was working. 
Because I couldn’t see any way out of this. The Inquisition had me dead to rights, and I was finished. The best I could hope for was a quick death without the soldiers using me for fun and games first. Or maybe I would wind up on a Punishment Day video, where people could laugh and cheer at my agony before I was beheaded or hung or whatever. 
And Russell…
Oh, God, Russell. What were they going to do to him? Even if the Inquisition left him and the Marneys alone, once I was dead Morvilind would not continue the cure spells. Russell would die in agony from his frostfever.
No one was coming to help me. Morvilind had the power to help me, but he would kill me to cover his tracks. Riordan might have tried to rescue me, but he didn’t know what had happened to me, and even he could not challenge the Inquisition. Russell and the Marneys would have tried to help me, but ordinary people could not fight the Inquisition.
God, how had I gotten caught? Had I screwed up? Had someone betrayed me? Or had the Inquisition known about me all along, following me until it was convenient to capture me?
All I had left was to hope Morvilind realized what had happened and killed me before the pain began. 
I had never thought to hope for that. 
I had lasted about two hours before I broke down, crying and shivering uncontrollably. The cold in the room didn’t help, either. I saw my reflection in the mirrors, and that made me feel worse. I looked helpless and beaten, and I hated myself for crying, for showing weakness. 
I had always wanted to become strong enough, powerful enough, that no one could ever control me, but I had failed. I had failed Russell. I had failed myself.
I suppose there was nothing left to do but to die.
Eventually, I cried myself out, and I sat shackled to that cold chair, shivering and waiting for the end.
After about four hours, the door rasped open, and I blinked my gummy eyes.
The Elven archmage stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. In his right hand, he carried a cheap plastic folding chair. The archmage unfolded the chair, set it about three feet from me, and sat down with a tired sigh. 
He stared at me for a moment.
Having a man stare at me while I was naked and handcuffed to a chair was unsettling enough, but this was worse. The green eyes seemed to cut through me, measuring and judging…and silver fire glimmered in their depths, silver fire that pulsed in the veins of his neck and face. 
I tried to glare at him. I saw my reflection, so I know it only looked pathetic.
“We are ready to begin our work,” said the archmage at last.



Chapter 2: The Lord Inquisitor
 
“Go to hell,” I said. 
The archmage only grunted. He looked tired. The silver light in his veins flickered.
“What, you’re just going to sit there in that stupid black coat and…and glow at me?” I snapped. I probably should have shut up, but my mouth runs away with me when I am scared, and I had never been so frightened in my life. Even in Venomhold, I had been able to fight back. Here, I could do nothing but wait for him to do whatever he wanted to me. “That’s it? Aren’t you going to ask me stupid questions?” 
“Why should I do that?” said the archmage. 
“Because you’re a Knight of the Inquisition,” I said, “and that’s what you assholes do. All right. You’ve got me. My name is Julie Van Cheeseburger, and I’ve been leading the Rebels for the last two hundred years from my secret mobile command center in an ice cream truck…”
As I spoke the nonsense, the silver fire in his eyes and veins brightened and seemed to thrum. 
“Lies,” said the archmage calmly. “Also, you are incorrect. I am not a Knight of the Inquisition.”
“Oh, super,” I said. “Then did you steal the uniform? Or do you work in the kitchens? If you do, I’d like a sandwich and a cup of soup…”
“I am not a Knight of the Inquisition,” said the archmage. “I am the Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon.”
Arvalaeon? The name was vaguely familiar. Come to think of it, so was his face. I was sure I had seen it somewhere before, but I couldn’t place it.
“Ooh, impressive,” I said. The quaver in my voice made it rather less scornful than I would have liked. “The Lord Inquisitor, is that it? That means you’re the boss?”
“When necessary,” said Arvalaeon. “I prefer to work alone, save for the human soldiers under my command. But my title is not one of rank. A Lord Inquisitor cannot speak a lie, but neither can a lie be spoken to him without his knowledge.”
“So you’re a secret police thug who can’t tell a lie?” I said. “That must suck.” 
“On occasion,” said Arvalaeon. “Yet the ability to discern lies is most useful.”
“I bet,” I said. “That’s it? You’re going to ask me questions and know if I lie? I could have left my pants on for that.” 
“I have no need to ask you questions,” said Arvalaeon. “I already know everything I need to know about you, save for one thing.”
“I’m sure,” I said.
“Your name,” said Arvalaeon, “is Nadia Moran, and you were born on June 17th, Conquest Year 294. Your father was Philip Moran, a member of the High Queen’s Wizard’s Legion, while your mother was Tatiana Rybkin, a refugee from the destruction of Vladivostok who resettled in Seattle. During the war against the frost giants in Conquest Year 299, your father contracted frostfever, which he unwittingly passed to his entire family. Both your mother and father died, but you had the good fortune of natural immunity. Before the disease could claim your brother Russell, the archmage Lord Kaethran Morvilind of Milwaukee approached you with a deal. In exchange for healing Russell, you became Morvilind’s shadow agent, to whom he taught several forbidden spells, and you have been stealing rare items for him ever since.”
I started at him, my dread increasing. If he knew that much about me, he knew everything. 
“At present, you are twenty-one years old, stand five foot three inches, and weigh one hundred and twenty-four pounds,” said Arvalaeon. “You…” 
“Yeah, that’s real impressive,” I said, forcing myself to speak. “Your thugs figured that out when they took off my clothes.”
“Additionally,” said Arvalaeon, “you have had one sexual partner to date, a man named Nicholas Connor, whom I would very much like to find and kill. Recently, you have started a relationship with a Shadow Hunter named Riordan MacCormac, though to my knowledge you have not yet engaged in intercourse with…”
“I get it,” I said. “You know everything about me, fine.”
“Everything except one thing,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Then what is it?” I said. “Ask already, then shoot me in the head and get it over with.”
“At this juncture,” said Arvalaeon, “it would be more productive if you were to ask me questions.” 
I frowned, puzzlement overriding my terror. 
If this was an interrogation technique, it didn’t make much sense. 
“You want me to ask you questions,” I said.
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. 
I opened my mouth to say something flippant…and then I remembered where I had seen him before. 
“Wait,” I said. “I have seen you somewhere.”
“Where?” said Arvalaeon.
“That video,” I said. “That video they make us all watch as a kid, the one about the first Conquest Day. The High Queen is standing in the House of Representatives in in Washington, and she’s using magic to make the President and all the Congressmen kill themselves. There are a bunch of nobles standing behind her. You were one of them.”
“That is partially correct,” said Arvalaeon. “I was present for those events, but I am a commoner, not a noble.” 
“You’re not?” I said, curious despite my discomfort and fear.
“No,” said Arvalaeon.
“But you’re the grand high Lord Inquisitor,” I said. “I’d bow or curtsy or something, but your goons shackled me to this chair.”
“The title of Lord Inquisitor,” said Arvalaeon, “is not one of nobility. Nor is it one of rank.”
“Okay, fine, I’ll bite,” I said. “You want me to ask you questions, so here’s a question. What the hell is a Lord Inquisitor?” 
“A long time ago,” said Arvalaeon, “I killed my brother.”
I blinked. “Okay.”
“It was an accident,” said Arvalaeon, his voice distant. “We were quarrelling, and I shoved him. He lost his balance and hit his head upon the ground, and he died. It was an accident, but it was nonetheless murder. The magistrate of the High King…”
“High King?” I said.
“The High Queen’s father,” said Arvalaeon. “The magistrate decreed that for my punishment I would drink from the Well of Truth upon Kalvarion, our homeworld. Nearly all who drink from the Well die in agony. Those who survive have this happen to them.” He gestured at his face, where dim veins of silver fire were visible beneath the skin. “I cannot speak a lie, but nor can a lie be spoken to me. With such abilities, I was at once drafted into the Inquisition, and there I have remained for the centuries since.”
“Bullshit,” I said.
“Test me, if you will,” said Arvalaeon. “Give me a truth or a lie, and I will sort them for you.” 
“Oh, sure,” I said. “You’ll just tell me whatever I want. Fine. I think your coat looks stupid.”
“Truth,” said Arvalaeon. “But that is hardly a challenge.”
“All right,” I said, thinking hard. He knew everything about me, but those were only the things he could learn by spying on me. “Fine. The first time I ever stole anything was when I was fifteen years old.”
The silver fire pulsed in his eyes and veins. I swore I heard a faint thrumming sound as it did.
“A lie,” said Arvalaeon.
I felt a chill that didn’t come from the cold metal chair beneath me. 
He was right. The first time I could remember stealing something was when I was five years old, right before my father returned from the Shadowlands with frostfever. My mother had made cookies for one of the neighbors, and I had stolen and eaten two of them without asking. I had felt horribly, horribly guilty after, and resolved to confess, but then my father returned and got sick, and everything went to hell. 
“Lucky guess,” I said. 
“No,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Then how old was I when I first stole something?” I said. 
“I don’t know,” said Arvalaeon. “Speak the age, and I will tell you if you speak the truth or not.”
“I was seventeen years old when I first stole something,” I said.
The silver fire pulsed. “Lie.”
“I was fourteen years old when I first stole something,” I said.
The silver fire pulsed once more. “Still a lie.”
“I was five years old when I first stole something,” I said, thinking of those cookies, of how disappointed my mother would have been if she had ever known.
“Truth,” said Arvalaeon. 
My chill got worse, and so did the fear. 
I had gotten out of bad situations before because I was an excellent liar. And I’m not lying about that. Lying is an art, and the trick is to mix just enough truth into the lies to make them believable. Granted, I was sitting helpless in an Inquisition base somewhere, so I was probably dead no matter what I did. 
“You’re just a living lie detector, huh?” I said. 
The silver fire thrummed. “You are still not convinced.”
He was right.
“Not entirely.” 
“So, Nadia Moran,” said Arvalaeon. “Let us convince you. How old were you when you were first kissed?”
“Eighteen,” I said. 
“A lie,” said Arvalaeon. 
He was right. I had been fifteen, and on a job for Morvilind. I had let a security guard kiss me to distract him as I drugged him, and I hadn’t enjoyed the experience. The first kiss I had ever enjoyed had been at eighteen, when I met Nicholas Connor. 
“Do you know a man named Armand Boccand?” said Arvalaeon.
“No,” I said.
“A lie,” he said, the silver fire burning beneath his skin. “Do you know the name of Boccand’s fiancée?” 
Was all this about Armand? If Arvalaeon wanted to track down Armand, he surely wouldn’t need my help to do it. 
“I don’t,” I said.
“Another lie,” he said. “Do you love your brother?”
“What the hell business is that of yours?” I said. “Yes.”
“Truth,” said Arvalaeon. “What would you do to save him?”
“Whatever necessary,” I said. “That’s how I ended up here, moron.” 
“Whatever necessary,” said Arvalaeon. He leaned forward a little, his eyes like green knives. “Would you kill an innocent person in cold blood to save your brother?” 
I didn’t say anything. I remembered Alexandra Ross weeping in the Shadowlands, how I had almost killed her because her crying would draw the anthrophages to us. 
“No,” I croaked. 
I had to look away from those terrible eyes. 
“A lie,” said the Lord Inquisitor, the silver fire reflecting off the mirrors on the wall. He waited until the silver fire had dimmed before speaking again. Maybe it caused him pain. “Do you believe me now?”
It took a little while to work moisture back into my throat. “I do.” 
“You cannot lie to me,” said Arvalaeon. “But I in turn cannot lie to you. Ask me questions. Whatever you will, and I will answer.” 
A smart remark was the first thing that came to my mind. “If you really are a walking, talking lie detector, I bet that makes you real popular at parties.”
He almost smiled. “It does not. In fact, among all the Elves in exile here, the only man more hated and feared than I am is Kaethran Morvilind.” 
“Yeah, if you kidnap people off the street, I bet that makes you real popular,” I said. 
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “It is simpler than that. Already you are frightened of me.”
I snorted. “Are you stupid? You had your thugs beat me up and leave me in this freezing room for hours. Of course I’m afraid of you.” 
“You’re more intelligent than that,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Guess not. Else how did I end up here?”
“A Lord Inquisitor,” said Arvalaeon, “knows when a lie is spoken to him. And lies are your armor and your shield.”
I said nothing, my throat going dry again. God, I wished I had something to drink. On the other hand, if I had any coffee before leaving the house, I probably would have wet myself by now, so maybe it was just as well. 
“They know they can’t lie to you,” I said. “So, they’re frightened.”
“A man jostles a stranger in line at the store,” said Arvalaeon. “He apologizes. But I can hear it is a lie. A man tells his wife that he loves her. But I can hear it is a lie. A man swears his loyalty to the High Queen, but I hear the lies in his words. Humans and Elves both need lies. They are the tissue that keeps us from having to face ourselves without illusions, with all our conceits stripped away.” He leaned forward, the cheap chair creaking. “To know yourself truly is a terrible thing. It can break a man. Or a woman. Do you know yourself truly, Nadia?”
“I know myself just fine,” I said.
The silver fire pulsed in his eyes.
“Not yet,” he said, leaning back. “Not yet. But you will, I am afraid. And I am sorry for that.”
“This is the weirdest damned interrogation I’ve ever been in,” I said. 
Arvalaeon blinked, and he actually laughed, a hoarse, dry sound. I don’t think he laughed often. 
“This is not an interrogation,” he said. “I already know almost everything necessary about you.”
“Yeah?” I said, some anger pushing in front of the fear. “If this isn’t an interrogation, then why did you have your goons grab me from the parking lot and rip off all my clothes? Why did you leave me in here to stew for hours? What, are you just trying to scare me for kicks? Is that how you get off?”
“Because,” said Arvalaeon, “as I said, a degree of psychological trauma is necessary to begin the process.”
That shut me up. Process? What process? I had been certain I was going to die, but I started to realize I might be in more trouble than that. 
“As I said, I need to know only one more thing about you,” said Arvalaeon. “Ask me questions. Anything you want to know, and I will tell you.”
I stared at him. Okay, maybe he had to tell truth. But I knew firsthand that it was possible to deceive someone profoundly while speaking the exact literal truth. 
“Fine,” I said. “Guess I’ll play. Where the hell am I?”
I didn’t expect him to answer, but he did.
“Presently, we are in the Port of Milwaukee,” said Arvalaeon. “Specifically, Jones’ Island, in one of the warehouses near Interstate 794. The Inquisition uses it as a secret facility for prisoner interrogation, and my men and I have taken it over for the duration of this operation.”
“But this isn’t an interrogation,” I said.
“No,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Then if this isn’t an interrogation,” I said, “why am I here?” 
“You and I,” said Arvalaeon, “are going to save the world.”
He looked utterly serious. 
“Ooh-kay,” I said. “Sure. Save the world. Kind of hard for me to do that while handcuffed to a chair with no clothes.”
Arvalaeon said nothing. Something else occurred to me.
“Are you going to kill me?” I said.
“It is entirely possible that you, along with many other humans and Elves, are going to die in the next thirty days,” said Arvalaeon, “but you will only die at my hands or the hands of my men if you force us to it in self-defense.” 
I blinked.
For the first time since this nightmare had begun, a flicker of hope burned to life in my chest. If Arvalaeon had wanted to kill me, he could have done it with far less effort. If he wanted to use me to screw over Morvilind, he would be recording a confession of my various crimes after his thugs beat it out of me. That meant…
“Oh,” I said.
Arvalaeon waited. He looked like he could sit waiting in that cheap folding chair from now until the sun burned out.
“You want me to do something for you,” I said. 
“A more accurate description is that it is necessary for you to perform a task for a great many reasons,” said Arvalaeon. 
“You could have just asked,” I said. “Or sent an email. Or a certified letter. Or found some other way to ask that didn’t involve me getting kidnapped!”
My voice had risen to a shout at the end as my anger got the better of me, my wrists and ankles straining at the cuffs. I made myself stop. If I wasn’t careful I would abrade the skin and start bleeding. 
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “As I said, a measure of psychological torment is necessary to begin the process. Additionally, if I had simply asked you, Lord Morvilind would have known about it, and Lord Morvilind would have killed you on the spot.” 
“Well, you had better hurry up and ask, then,” I spat. “Because once he figures out that you have me, he’s going to kill me.”
“Lord Morvilind,” said Arvalaeon, “is otherwise occupied.” He reached into his coat, produced the flat watch-like shape of an aetherometer, glanced at it, and put the instrument away. “He will not think to check your location for a good measure of time. By then, our business will be concluded one way or another.” 
“Then what is our business?” I said. “Other than this delightful conversation.” 
“The answer to a question,” said Arvalaeon. “But to learn the answer, you must ask me questions.” 
“For God’s sake,” I said. “Why me?”
“Because you are Lord Morvilind’s shadow agent,” said Arvalaeon, “and an exceptionally talented one at that. Some of them have been less than competent.”
“You know about Morvilind’s shadow agents?” I said. 
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “You are, to the best of my knowledge, the seventeenth shadow agent he has recruited since the Conquest.”
“Seventeenth?” I said. “What…happened to the other ones?”
“Most of them were killed carrying out his will,” said Arvalaeon. “A few of them tried to betray him, and he killed them. You have been to Venomhold, so you know what happened to Rosalyn Madero. To the best of my knowledge, you and Madero are Morvilind’s only living shadow agents, though it is safe to say that Madero has thoroughly turned against her former master.”
“Why do you keep saying ‘to the best of your knowledge?’” I said. “You’re the stupid Lord Inquisitor? Aren’t you supposed to know?”
“Lord Morvilind is smarter than I am,” said Arvalaeon.
“What does that have to do with Morvilind’s shadow agents?” I said, my mind still spinning a little. Seventeen? I wondered how many of them had met ends like this, killed by the Inquisition.
“It is likely Morvilind has concealed many of his activities from me,” said Arvalaeon.
“Aren’t you an archmage, too?” I said. 
“I am,” said Arvalaeon. “I am Morvilind’s equal in power. I am not, however, his equal in skill and knowledge. No one of our race is, except perhaps for the High Queen herself. The wielding of aetheric forces, commonly called magic, is both an art and a science, and Morvilind is the greatest wizard of the Elves currently living. To employ a metaphor, I am a skilled technician of magic…but Kaethran Morvilind is an artistic genius of magic. So, it is entirely possible he had, or currently has, shadow agents about which I know nothing.”
“You said to ask you questions,” I said. “Fine. Tell me about Morvilind.” 
If I was going to die, I suppose I could get my curiosity satisfied along the way.
“Kaethran Morvilind is eleven centuries old,” said Arvalaeon. “He was the only son of a minor noble house of our world, traditionally sworn to the noble lord that became the Duke of Milwaukee. At a young age, Morvilind swore to the High King and fought in his wars. Even as a young man he possessed terrible power, and he destroyed enemy after enemy. After two centuries of battle, he became an advisor to the High King, and then to his son, and then to his granddaughter, who became our High Queen. Morvilind was the one who taught Tarlia the ways of magic, and at her insistence he taught me many spells as well.”
“Guess he wasn’t powerful enough to keep you guys from getting thrown off your world, huh?” I said.
“Had we heeded his counsel,” said Arvalaeon, “we might never have come here.”
“What do you mean?” I said. "I thought Morvilind was the one who found Earth." 
“In the early days of the Archon rebellion,” said Arvalaeon, “the Archons were confined to a single continent on our world, a land mass approximately the size of Texas. Morvilind prepared a spell that would have killed every single Archon…but it would also have killed every single Elf on that continent, nearly twenty-five million of our people. The High Queen forbade him from using it, refusing to slaughter that many of her own subjects, and the Archons were able to grow in strength and drive us from Kalvarion.”
“Bet she regretted that,” I said.
“Why do you think she is so ruthless with humans?” said Arvalaeon. “She learned her lesson. Never again would she allow mercy to make her weak. Do you not see it? The constant propaganda and manipulation?”
“The Punishment Day videos…” I started.
“That is her genius,” said Arvalaeon.
“Some genius,” I sneered.
“You fail to understand,” said Arvalaeon. “We took apart human civilization and rebuilt it to keep you docile. Everything about your society has been designed to make you obedient to the High Queen, to revere her, to hold it as your patriotic duty to fight in the defense of your families, for the High Queen needs soldiers and supplies to retake Kalvarion. Do you not wonder why your society’s knowledge of computer technology has not advanced at all in the last three hundred years?”
“I never thought about it,” I said. Phones and computers were tools, and I used them with caution, lest the Inquisition find me, which seemed to have been a wasted effort in hindsight. 
“Because we have deliberately sabotaged it,” said Arvalaeon. “We took apart your social structures and rebuilt them to inculcate reverence for the High Queen and the Elves from the earliest days of your childhood. We have done the same with your technology, encouraging areas that advantaged us and stifling those that might threaten us. Your medical technology is vastly more advanced than it was in the years before the Conquest, because it benefited the Elves to allow it to advance. Dr. Marney would have died from his wounds had they been inflicted before the Conquest. The High Queen needs soldiers. Healthy men fight longer and harder, and healthy women produce stronger sons.” He shook his head. “When we came here, I thought it would take a vast army to control the humans.”
“You have the Inquisition and Homeland Security,” I said.
“They are not that numerous,” said Arvalaeon. “That is the crux of the High Queen’s genius. She has trained humans to rule themselves in her name. Imagine you were to escape from me and you ran to the nearest restaurant, begging for help. The patrons of the restaurant would hold you prisoner and hand you over back to us, and they would be convinced that they had done the right thing. Tarlia has trained mankind to hold itself in subjection to her.”
“Then what about the Rebels?” I said. 
“They were a manageable problem,” said Arvalaeon. “Every fifty years or so they would arise, and every fifty years we would exterminate them. Rather like weeds, to use a simplistic metaphor. Then Nicholas Connor was wise enough to forge an alliance with the Knight of Venomhold and the cults of the Dark Ones. Consequently, the Rebels have a haven beyond our reach, and they are growing stronger. They are still weak, but if they are not checked, they will become a serious danger.”
“Ah,” I said. “Is that what this is about? You want Nicholas? You can have him. Last time I saw him he was in Venomhold. You should probably shoot him in the head if you get a chance.” 
“We are here because of Mr. Connor’s actions, but only indirectly,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Then why are we here?”
“So I can find the answer to one question about you,” said Arvalaeon.
“Then for God’s sake, ask,” I said.
“Not yet,” said Arvalaeon. “Continue to question me.”
I stared at him, incredulous. This will sound absurd, but for a moment I was annoyed. I was the one who had been taken prisoner, not him. I had been snatched off the street, beaten up, stripped naked, and shackled to chair in a freezing room, and I knew all that was supposed to soften me up for interrogation. He should have been the one asking the questions, not me. 
“Fine,” I said. “Fine. You want questions, have them. What’s this stupid thing on my neck?” 
“It is a feedback collar,” said Arvalaeon. “Whenever you call magical force, the collar overloads your nervous system with a pain stimulus. All Elves have some degree of magical ability, more so than humans, so a means of restraining them is necessary. Of course, for more powerful wizards, it is useless. It is relatively easy to overload the collar.” 
“Then why can’t I overload it?” I said.
“You’re not strong enough,” said Arvalaeon. “Should you live long enough, you will gain the strength in time. You are unusually strong with magic for a human, partly from natural talent, partly from Morvilind’s undoubtedly brutal methods of training.”
He fell silent, waiting for me to ask more questions. I took a moment to clear my thoughts, trying to think logically through the fear and pain. Obviously, he wanted me to do something for him. He might have me killed once I fulfilled the task…or he might let me go. There was no conceivable way I was a threat to him, and I might even be useful in the future. 
Which meant if I played my cards right, I could walk away from this with useful information. 
Looking back on it now, it seems so…hubristic. I didn’t know what kind of man I was dealing with. I knew I was like a mouse negotiating with a cat that could kill me any time it wanted, but I didn’t realize just how powerful that cat really was. 
“Fine,” I said at last. “Questions. I have a few of them for you.”
“Ask,” said Arvalaeon.
“Is there a way to cure frostfever?” 
“Frostfever is a resilient magical disease,” said Arvalaeon. “The frost giants engineered it as a weapon against us, and its sole weakness is that it is not as contagious at they wanted. If a victim survives the first seventy-two hours of the disease, he is no longer contagious. To my knowledge, there are only two ways to cure frostfever. The first is a healing spell of high complexity that must be cast upon the victim once a year for twenty years until the disease is at last defeated.”
“And what is the second?” I said, since Morvilind was already doing the first.
“A bloodcaster can filter it from the victim’s blood,” said Arvalaeon.
“Okay,” I said. “What’s a bloodcaster?”
“Bloodcasting is a particular kind of magical talent,” said Arvalaeon. “It is exceedingly rare, and I have only encountered a few Elves with the ability and no humans with it.”
“But what does bloodcasting do?” I said.
“It is a form of magic that grants precise control over the body, both one’s own body and those of others,” said Arvalaeon. “Bloodcasters can be great healers, or creators of virulent plagues. Or their power can be used for more trivial applications. If you wanted to be taller, or the shape of your body to be different, a bloodcaster could accomplish that. But to my knowledge, there are no living bloodcasters upon Earth, and only a few among the ranks of the Archons on Kalvarion.” 
Huh. Well, if I got out of this alive, I would have to keep an eye out for a bloodcaster. If I could find such a wizard, maybe I could get Russell cured without Morvilind’s help. 
“Then another question,” I said. “Morvilind took a vial of blood from my heart when he recruited me. With it, he can find me anywhere, and he can kill me anywhere. In fact, if he really is smarter than you and he figures out that I’m here, I’m probably going to drop dead in the middle of a sentence.”
“That is true,” said Arvalaeon. 
Great.
“So, is there any way to block that?” I said. 
“Not on this world,” said Arvalaeon. “The heart’s blood grants him a link to you anywhere on Earth. No known spell, ward, or magical defense can block it. The only defense of which I am aware would be for you to take shelter in the demesne of a lord of the Shadowlands. The lord of the demesne could decree that Morvilind’s spells would not be able to reach you, and since a lord of the Shadowlands is supreme in his demesne, you would be protected from Morvilind’s spells.”
Yeah. That wasn’t going to happen. That was what Rosalyn Madero had done, and she was no longer even within shouting distance of sanity. It would be better to die than to live like that. 
“All right,” I said. “This task. What do you want me to do?”
“That will become clear shortly,” said Arvalaeon.
“I bet that is technically true but it still doesn’t answer my question,” I said.
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “There is something else you want to ask first.” 
He was right.
“This task,” I said. “If I do it for you, if I fulfill whatever stupid mission you have for me…are you going to let me go?” 
“Why do you ask?” said Arvalaeon.
“Because if you aren’t, then I’m not going to do it,” I said. “If you’re going to kill me, then why should I bother doing your task, which will probably be painful and unpleasant? If you’re going to kill me anyway, then I’m just going to sit here and insult you until I irritate you enough to kill me. I’ve never gotten to insult an Elf to his face before, so I’ve been saving it up.”
“Very well,” said Arvalaeon. “I am a Lord Inquisitor, and as a Lord Inquisitor may speak no lie, I shall say this as plainly as possible. If you succeed in the mission I set before you, I will let you go. My soldiers will not harm you or hinder you in any way, and neither will I arrange for any outside agency to kill you or hinder you. I shall keep the records and sample of blood I took from you, should I need to locate you at the future date, but I will not share those records with the rest of the Inquisition, Homeland Security, or the police force of any human nation-state. For that matter, I operate independently from the rest of the Inquisition, and there is no need for them to know that you exist. If you are successful, you may depart with my thanks, and you can return to your brother and his caretakers.”
I frowned. “And you won’t tell Morvilind?”
“No. You may tell him, if you wish,” said Arvalaeon. “I would not recommend it.”
“Bad idea,” I said. “So…if I succeed, you’ll let me go, but you’ll hang on to my blood just in case you need find me again for something important?”
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. 
Great. Just great. That meant if I lived through this mess, unlikely as it seemed, I would come out of it with someone powerful having yet another hold over me. I was already at Morvilind’s beck and call. I still owed the Knight of Grayhold a favor, and Jacob Temple had a knack for getting me to do what he wanted without actually collecting on that favor. I could just imagine what Arvalaeon would want me to do in the future.
Steal things, probably. That was what I was good at. It was most likely what he wanted me to do now. 
“I don’t really have much choice in the matter, do I?” I said.
“You have a choice,” said Arvalaeon. “You may choose to cooperate, or you may not. You will suffer the consequences either way.”
“Yeah,” I said, “you killing me if I refuse to cooperate really isn’t a free choice.”
“There will be no need for me to kill you,” said Arvalaeon. He reached into his coat and glanced at his aetherometer again. 
“Your goons will do it for you,” I said. 
“No,” said Arvalaeon.
I frowned. “What are these scary consequences if I refuse to cooperate?”
“You will die,” said Arvalaeon. “Your brother will die. The Marneys will die.”
I scowled. “Your soldiers will kill them?”
“My soldiers will also die,” said Arvalaeon. “Everyone in Milwaukee will die. Every living human and Elf in Wisconsin and Minnesota will die, along with the populations of a dozen other US states and three or four Canadian provinces. About forty to fifty million humans and four or five million Elves, all told, will die in just under thirty days.”
I stared at him, and this time I felt a chill that I had nothing to do with my fear or the temperature. 
If he couldn’t lie…
“Yes,” murmured Arvalaeon. “You are almost there. Only two more questions, I think.”
“Why me?” I said. “I mean, you obviously need me to do something, but…why me?”
I didn’t expect his response.
“Tell me about Baron Castomyr,” said Arvalaeon.
I blinked. “Uh…well, he’s the Baron of La Crosse. Been there since the Conquest.”
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “And in what circumstances did you encounter him?”
“Morvilind sent me to steal something from him,” I said. Arvalaeon knew about my association with Armand Boccand, so likely he knew all about that mess already. 
“What did Lord Morvilind send you to steal?” said Arvalaeon.
“A ritual tablet of the Dark Ones,” I said. “Look…I think Castomyr is working with the Rebels. When I was in Venomhold, the Rebels were talking about something he was going to do.”
“Castomyr is not,” said Arvalaeon. “In fact, Castomyr hates the Rebels just slightly less than he hates the High Queen.”
I started at the Lord Inquisitor, pieces falling together in my head. Castomyr was plotting something. The Rebels knew about it and wanted to exploit it. Arvalaeon said that Rebels had a safe haven in Venomhold and were growing stronger. And if Arvalaeon said that forty million people were about to die…
Something bad was about to happen. Something big. Something that would make the Archon attack in Milwaukee look like a walk in the park. 
“Look,” I said. “If you want me to help you, I’m going to need some pants. Or a shirt. Or, you know, both. But if I have to choose, a shirt would be nice.” 
Arvalaeon lifted his left arm. He had a watch on his wrist, and at first I thought it was a smaller aetherometer, then I realized it was a smartwatch. He tapped a command into the device and nodded to himself.
“Very well,” he said. “We shall depart shortly.”



Chapter 3: Truth and Lies
 
“Well, goody,” I said. “Where are going?” 
Arvalaeon rose to his feet with a grunt and staggered a little before he caught his balance. For a moment, the lines in his face grew sharper, and I had a distinct feeling that he had been injured recently. He reached towards my face. I flinched away, or I would have had I not been shackled to a chair, and the fingers of his left hand felt very cold against my neck.
There was a metallic click, and he sat back into his chair with a sigh. In his left hand, he held a slender, flat black chain, and I realized he had removed the feedback collar he had put on me in the parking lot. Tentatively I reached for magical power, and this time I could draw magic without any pain. 
Arvalaeon gestured with his right hand, and I heard another set of metallic clicks. The handcuffs holding my wrists and ankles to the chair shivered and fell open. I blinked and tugged my wrists free from the back of the metal chair, and reached down and pulled the other cuffs away from my ankles. I got to my feet and wobbled a little, my shoulders and back and hips aching from my confinement and the beating Captain Alan had given me.
“We’ll have to get this over with before we can proceed,” said Arvalaeon.
I blinked again, and I cast a spell.
I threw every bit of power I could into the lightning globe spell and flung my hand towards him. My plan, such as it was, was to sucker-punch Arvalaeon, Mask myself as one of the soldiers, and then run like hell. He might be an archmage, but I didn’t think he had any wards up, and if I Masked myself as a soldier and got out of the warehouse, I could run for it.
It was a stupid plan. 
For one thing, I didn’t have any transportation. For another, I was still stark naked, and I needed to get clothes from somewhere. But I was frightened enough and angry enough that the emotions took over and I acted.
My lightning globe struck Arvalaeon in the chest, shattered into sparks…and then blue light flashed around him as a warding spell absorbed the power and reflected it back into me. 
That hurt.
Burning pain exploded through me, and I would have screamed, but my jaw clamped shut. Every single strand of hair on my head stood up on end, and my limbs twitched and jerked. I lost my balance, whacked my head on the back of the chair, bounced my shoulder off the seat, and collapsed to the floor.
It was a couple of minutes before I got myself under control.
“That was impulsive,” said Arvalaeon, “but inevitable.”
I looked up, tried to glare at him, and flinched instead. Captain Alan stood next to the Lord Inquisitor, his carbine in one hand and pointed at me, and a paper bag in the other. He had been watching me writhe around naked on the floor. Bastard had probably enjoyed it.
“Captain,” said Arvalaeon. 
Alan put the paper bag on the chair and stepped back, taking his carbine in both hands as he aimed it at me.
“Open it,” said Arvalaeon to me.
I glared at him, but I pulled myself up, leaning a little on the chair to do it, and opened the bag.
Once more I was surprised. My clothes, jacket, and shoes were in the bag.
I’ve gotten dressed in a hurry many times in my life, but I swear I had never gotten dressed this fast, nor had I ever been so glad to put on clothes. 
“We shall depart at once,” said Arvalaeon as I finished tying my shoes. He started to rise, winced, and fell back into his folding chair.
“My lord,” said Alan, and I was struck by the change in his demeanor. He had beaten me up without hesitation, but standing over Arvalaeon, he seemed like a loyal dog concerned about his master. “May I assist you?”
“No,” said Arvalaeon. He tried to stand again, and this time he did so, though there was a flicker of discomfort on his face again. “Pain is to be endured. Captain, Nadia Moran, come.”
He opened the door and stepped into the hallway. Alan took a long step to the right, so he was behind me and gestured with his weapon. Guess that meant I was supposed to walk in front of him. I really wanted to say something insulting or flip him the bird, but my head and neck and stomach still hurt from the beating. Even I can take a hint, so I walked after Arvalaeon. 
We returned to the main room where my pictures had been taken, and a surge of angry humiliation went through me at the memory. More soldiers had arrived while I had been locked away, and there were at least fifty of them in the room now, all of them armored and masked and armed to the teeth.
“Captain,” said Arvalaeon, producing his aetherometer and glancing at it again. “Proceed with the operation. Four helicopters, I think, all of them configured for assault. Take whatever you need from the Homeland Security office.”
“The idiots wouldn’t make proper use of it anyway, my lord,” said Alan with contempt. I guess the human soldiers of the Inquisition looked down on Homeland Security. 
“Likely not,” said Arvalaeon. “I should be ready in about sixty minutes if all goes well.”
“We shall await your call, my lord,” said Alan. He bowed and shouted orders, and the troops opened a rolling door, sunlight spilling into the room, and filed outside. 
“So,” I said. “You’ve got your own private little army?”
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon, putting away the aetherometer. “They are useful for doing things that I cannot.”
“Uh-huh,” I said. “If you have them, why do you need me?” 
“To do different things that I cannot,” said Arvalaeon. “We shall start now. Follow me.”
I shrugged and followed the archmage to a narrow door on the other side of the warehouse. We stepped outside, and I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the light. It was about one in the afternoon by now, though the sunlight was not as bright as a July day in Wisconsin should have been. The sky was heavy and overcast, and I thought a thunderstorm was on the way. Beyond the door stretched a small parking lot, and I saw the shore of Lake Michigan before me, lined with quays and warehouses, the quays stacked with shipping containers. We were indeed on Jones’ Island. 
An old car sat nearby, a Duluth Motors sedan painted an unappealing shade of green. Arvalaeon squinted at it for a moment, rummaged in his pocket, and turned to me. I flinched, but he only held out a car key. 
“Drive us,” he said.
“Seriously?” I said, taking the key. “You went to all this trouble to use me as a chauffeur?” 
“I don’t drive,” said Arvalaeon, walking to the passenger side and opening the door. He lowered himself in with a wince, his left leg trembling as he did. 
I stared at him in confusion for a moment, then got into the car. “Why not?”
“Because I was too old when I learned how,” said Arvalaeon, “and I can never remember how roundabouts work.” 
I stared at him some more, shrugged, and dropped into the driver’s seat. Whoever had used the car last had been a lot taller, so I took a moment to move it into position. Arvalaeon waited with perfect calm as I adjusted the mirrors, and then I pushed the key into the ignition and started the car. The engine wheezed to life.
“So,” I said. “Where do you want me to drive you? Hope it’s somewhere nearby. I mean, if we’re all going to die in another thirty days, we shouldn’t dawdle.” 
“Follow that street,” said Arvalaeon, pointing at the windshield. “There will be an onramp for I-494 there. Enter the northbound lanes, and then get onto I-94 westbound until we reach the exit for Bluemound Road in Brookfield. I shall give you further directions from there.”
“Okay,” I said, and we pulled into traffic. I followed his directions and took the onramp to I-494. The freeway here was on a causeway, and to my right, I saw the broad expanse of Lake Michigan, gray and sullen and choppy in the cool, windy weather, and to my left the industrial areas of Milwaukee. 
It was surreal. I had driven on this freeway hundreds of times, and traffic went back and forth without any problems. On the surface, it seemed like a normal day…except for the Elven archmage and Lord Inquisitor setting next to me. 
Of course, my headache and the pain in my joints helped remind me of that.
“It’s going to be about twenty minutes,” I said. “What do you want to talk about? The weather? I could put on music. Or you could ask me that question you kidnapped me to ask.”
“Religion,” said Arvalaeon, staring out the windshield. “We are going to talk about religion.” 
“Uh,” I said. “Sure. Are you going to give me a pamphlet and talk about Jesus?” 
He smiled a little at that. “Do you believe in God?” 
I blinked a few times. This just kept getting weirder. “Um. Well. It’s…complicated.” 
“We have twenty minutes,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Fine,” I said. “Do I believe in God? I’d say…sort of? I mean, I’m not an atheist. Kind of stupid to be one after you’ve seen a Dark One. Except if I met God, I’d be angry with him.”
“Why?” said Arvalaeon.
“Because why did my parents die?” I said, getting angry despite the danger of the situation. “Why am I stuck with Morvilind? Why is my brother sick? Why do a lot of people die for no reason? Why did I just get beaten up and stripped by a bunch of thugs working for an asshole with weird silver fire in his veins?” 
“A true, if incoherent, answer,” said Arvalaeon. “What do you know of Elven religion?”
“What, are you going to try to convert me?” I said.
“That does not answer the question,” said Arvalaeon.
A blew out a breath, trying to get my anger under control. Arvalaeon would know if I lied, but I suspect I could only insult him so far, and if stayed angry I would keep insulting him. Plus, I might accidentally run into a bridge support or something. “Not much. I’ve heard Elves talk about someone called the Lord Protector or something, but that’s it.” 
“Our religion was this,” said Arvalaeon. “Long ago, the Dark Ones ruled our homeworld of Kalvarion. The Elves were as slaves beneath their rule. God permitted himself to be born in the form of an Elf, and this Elf was called the Lord Protector. He liberated us from the Dark Ones at the cost of his life, driving them back to the Void, and established the first High King upon Kalvarion.” 
“Um,” I said. “That sounds familiar. Did this Lord Protector die on a cross?”
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “One of your race’s own philosophers, a man named Lewis, suggested that God would reveal himself in different forms to different alien races. The Lord Protector was God’s form to us, and his commandments included a prohibition from ever summoning or contacting the Dark Ones.” 
“Guess you guys didn’t listen,” I said. 
“To our lasting sorrow,” said Arvalaeon. “There have been rebellions on Kalvarion before. The rebels you know as the Archons have a philosophy similar to human Marxism – they denied the existence of God, planned to kill all nobles, priests, and wealthy men, and desired to make all Elves equal. In practice, that meant enslaving the great mass of the Elves while the Archons ruled as tyrants, much as happened with Marxist states upon Earth. The Archons would have failed, but they taught that the Dark Ones were neither good nor evil, simply a natural force that could be harnessed and used for power.”
“I guessed something like that,” I said.
We had reached the interchange, and I followed the ramp from I-494 to I-94 west, steering the old car into traffic and settling into the right lane. The freeway had been mostly rebuilt after the Archon attack last year, though here and there orange safety cones still closed parts of the lanes. 
“It is difficult to convey,” said Arvalaeon, “how shocking this was for the Elves. On Earth, it would be as if Satanists or advocates of cannibalism had taken over your world. That is how strong the taboo was against summoning the Dark Ones. In the end, the loyalists were defeated. We would have been slaughtered, but Morvilind opened the way to Earth, and we conquered your world. The High Queen continues the war against the Archons using your race as our soldiers.” 
“Which is how I ended up here,” I said. “Thanks so very much.” 
Arvalaeon ignored the sarcasm. “And so we come to the topic of your acquaintance Baron Castomyr.”
“We never actually met,” I said. “I just robbed Castomyr of his Dark Ones ritual tablet.” I frowned. “Is he an Archon?”
“He detests the Archons,” said Arvalaeon, “for his sons died in their death camps upon Kalvarion. He also hates the High Queen, for he believes it is her failures of leadership that led to our defeat and the loss of our homeworld, along with our continued exile upon Earth. He also detests humans, and regards you as semi-intelligent apes with the faculty of speech.” 
“What does this have to do with me?” I said. 
“Baron Castomyr,” said Arvalaeon, “has taken it upon himself to depose the High Queen and defeat the Archons in one powerful blow.”
“Just how is he going to do that?” I said. 
“Sometime this month,” said Arvalaeon, “he is going to attempt to summon a Great Dark One.” 
“A Great Dark One?” I said. “So…like, a bigger Dark One? One with a weight management problem?”
Arvalaeon did not smile. “You have encountered a Dark One before.”
It wasn’t a question, but I answered it anyway. “Yeah. It possessed someone I was sent to rob. Caused me a lot of trouble.” In fact, I still had to cast a spell every day blocking my psychic spoor. Otherwise, the anthrophages would have tracked me down and killed me long ago. Pity it hadn’t worked to keep Arvalaeon off my trail.
“That was one of the least of the Dark Ones,” said Arvalaeon. “For the Dark Ones, much like humans and Elves, have their own hierarchies. They have knights and lords and princes. The Dark One you fought was perhaps the equivalent of a foot soldier. There are far more powerful Dark Ones. A Great Dark One is one of their sovereigns and kings. Baron Castomyr plans to summon the Great Dark One, bind it, and use it to kill the High Queen and destroy the Archons.”
We drove in silence for a few miles while I considered that.
“It’s not going to work, is it?” I said. 
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “Castomyr is an accomplished wizard, but he is not up to this task. The Dark Ones originate from the Void, and the Void has different rules from this world, just as the Shadowlands does. When a Great Dark One is summoned to this plane of reality, it will twist its surroundings to conform to the laws that govern the Void. No wizard can possibly correct for that, and the resultant backlash of energy will disrupt the summoning and kill Castomyr in the process.” 
“Just how much energy are we talking about?” I said. 
“Approximately the same output of energy as an asteroid with a diameter of one kilometer impacting directly on La Crosse,” said Arvalaeon. “Simultaneously detonating about one million atomic weapons in the same location would release an equivalent amount of force.”
“Oh,” I said. “That’s bad.” I blinked. “Those forty million people you were talking about…”
“Everyone within about five to seven hundred miles of the explosion will be killed,” said Arvalaeon. “It is possible a nuclear winter would follow due to the amount of soot thrown into Earth’s atmosphere, though that is impossible to calculate.” 
“And he’s doing this soon?” I said, remembering his comments about thirty days.
“He is,” said Arvalaeon.
“Then what the hell are you doing here?” I said. “You’re the Lord Inquisitor. You’re the archmage. Go in there with a bunch of goons or blow up his mansion. Why drag me into it?”
“I have already tried to deal with Castomyr myself,” said Arvalaeon. 
I blinked, thinking through what I had seen. 
“You tried to stop him,” I said, “and you failed.” I frowned. “What, did he kick your ass? Is he an archmage too?”
“He is not,” said Arvalaeon. “In a straight confrontation, I would defeat him easily. Unfortunately, I did not have the opportunity. Castomyr has acquired a Thanatar Stone.”
“Uh,” I said. “What is a Thanatar Stone?”
“A magical weapon developed in the final days of the loss of Kalvarion to the Archons,” said Arvalaeon. “When the Thanatar Stone is activated, any Elf that enters within its field of effect is killed. Castomyr’s Stone is particularly powerful, and will kill any Elf that approaches his mansion for five miles in any direction.”
“And you walked into it?” I said.
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “Like a fool. It took two months to regenerate from my injuries, and I am still not recovered.”
“So what do you need me to do about it?” I said.
“To start, take this exit,” said Arvalaeon. 
I had been so focused on his story that I hadn’t realized the exit to Bluemound Road was coming up on the right. I signaled and slowed down as I got onto the off-ramp. I wondered why I had bothered to signal. If a Homeland Security traffic patroller pulled me over, I had an Elven archmage and a Lord Inquisitor in my passenger seat. What was the patroller going to do, give him a ticket?
“Where next?” I said.
“Drive five blocks,” said Arvalaeon. “There will be a coffee shop on the right side of the road. Turn into the parking lot there.”
“Okay,” I said. “Some mad noble is about to blow up half the country, and we’re going for coffee. That’s a great plan. Super genius plan right there.”
Arvalaeon said nothing, but the silver fire in his veins flashed.
“Does sarcasm show up as a lie?” I said.
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “It is uncomfortable.” 
I frowned as I pulled up to a red light and waited. “So a lie causes you physical discomfort?”
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “It does make it easier to notice lies.”
“Oh, good, I’m glad to hear that,” I said.
He frowned. “Why?”
“Because I’m actually the Queen of England,” I said. “I’m ninety-seven years old. I’ve been married fourteen times. I’m the youngest child of seven. I once dressed in a nurse’s uniform and sang a drinking song in front of the High Queen’s court.”
The silver fire pulsed with every blatant lie, and I hoped they caused him discomfort. 
“That’s very petty,” said Arvalaeon.
“Tell you what,” I said, giving him a sweet smile. “I count up every time Captain Alan punched me, and I tell you ten lies for each punch. Or maybe twenty lies for every second you made me stand naked in front of your soldiers. Does that sound fair?”
“I think you should focus on more important matters,” said Arvalaeon.
“Like how the world is about to blow up?” I said. 
“More immediately, on the fact that the light has just turned green,” said Arvalaeon.
Car horns sounded behind me. I cursed, hit the gas, and the old car jerked into motion. I saw the sign for the coffee shop on the right. It was part of a national chain and shared a parking lot with the nearby shopping center. No doubt the coffee would be overpriced, overly sweet, and badly burnt. 
“It is indicative,” said Arvalaeon, “that you were more upset by forcible nudity than by a beating.”
A dozen angry answers came to my tongue, and I forced them all down. The entire abduction had been designed to make me feel powerless and helpless, and I hated that, hated it more than anything. Arvalaeon had said his stupid process needed to start with psychological trauma, and I didn’t want to dwell on that. 
“Look,” I said. “It’s obvious you want me to do something about Castomyr. I’m not sure what driving you to a coffee shop has to do with that, but I have an idea. Why don’t you tell me what you want without the games?”
“What I require,” said Arvalaeon, “is for you to answer a question.” 
I turned off the road and parked in the coffee shop’s lot. At this time of day, the customers seemed to be mostly mothers with small children and business types getting a late lunch. So far, no one noticed Arvalaeon sitting next to me. 
“Fine,” I said. “You want to ask me a question, then ask and get it over with already.” 
“What do you want?” said Arvalaeon.
“What kind of stupid question is that?” I said.
“What do you want?” 
“Are you asking what kind of coffee I want?” I said. “Or do you mean right now? If that’s the case, then I want to get the hell out of here and to the other side of the country with Russell and the Marneys before Castomyr blows up Wisconsin.” 
Though I felt a chill as I looked around. There were a lot of people in the coffee shop and a lot of people on the roads. If Arvalaeon was right (and I knew he wasn’t lying), all those people would soon die.
Forty million people would die. God, I couldn’t even visualize that many people. 
“Perhaps the question was imprecise,” said Arvalaeon.
“You think?” I said, but he kept talking.
“A better question. What do you want more than anything else?” 
I stared at him. He stared back, silver fire flickering a little beneath his skin. 
“Not to get killed?” I said.
The silver fire pulsed.
“That is only half-true,” said Arvalaeon.
“You’re wrong. I really don’t want to get killed.”
“That is true,” said Arvalaeon. “You do want that. But you want something more.”
“Fine,” I said, wondering what the hell he wanted me to say. “I…want to get away from Morvilind. I don’t want him controlling me. I don’t want him to have the power to kill me whenever he wants. Is that true enough to shut you up?”
Again, that damned silver fire pulsed. 
“That is true,” said Arvalaeon, “but there is something you want even more.”
I glared at him. “I want to save my brother. That’s what I want more than anything else. I want to save him from the frostfever.”
The silver fire pulsed.
“You want that,” said Arvalaeon, “but there is something you want even more…”
“The hell with you!” I snarled, my temper overflowing. “I’ve spent my entire life trying to save him. I sold myself to Morvilind to save him, and even if I really didn’t understand what I was doing at the time, I would have done it again. Don’t you tell me I don’t want to save my brother. If you think I don’t want to save him, then I hope Castomyr jams that Thanatar Stone so far up your ass that you choke to death on it.”
I managed not to shout, but by the end, I was shaking with fury. The part of my mind that wasn’t consumed by rage pointed out that I had never spoken that insultingly or vulgarly to an Elf in my entire life. Arvalaeon, for his part, remained calm, and the silver fire did not pulse in his eyes.
“All that is true,” said Arvalaeon, “but there is something you want even more than your brother’s life…”
Somehow, I managed to keep myself from hitting him. Maybe it was the memory of what had happened when I had thrown a lightning globe at him. 
“Do you know what I want?” I snapped. “I want you to shut up. I want to make you shut up. I want to get away from Morvilind. I want to save my brother. I want to make sure no one can ever hurt him or me ever again, and I want the power to make sure that happens…”
I trailed off, too angry to speak without exploding.
“And that,” said Arvalaeon, “is what you want more than anything. Power. Power, and the security it can bring.” 
I glared out the windshield, furious and frightened and a little ashamed.
“Yes,” I spat. 
Because he was right. I did want power, magical power above all. I wanted to make sure no one would ever rule me again. I wanted to keep Russell safe. Those were all good reasons to have power. 
But if I was honest, I wanted the power for myself. 
“And that is true,” said Arvalaeon. He seemed subdued, somehow. “That is the final truth.” 
I took a ragged breath and glared at him again. My head and back hurt, and I wanted to lie down with a bottle of ibuprofen. “Are we done? Question and answer time is just so much fun, but I don’t think it’s going to stop Castomyr.”
“We are going to stop Castomyr,” said Arvalaeon in a quiet voice, “by giving you what you want.”
“What?” I said.
“Power,” said Arvalaeon. “Magical power.”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
But a greedy, hungry part of me sat up and took notice. 
“Come with me,” said Arvalaeon, unbuckling his seat belt, “and you shall understand.”  
“Where?” I said.
“Into the coffee shop,” said Arvalaeon.
I blinked. “You’re going to give me magical power in a coffee shop.”
“We will start there,” said Arvalaeon. “Also, you should probably Mask yourself. We are about to create a scene, and if we live to reach tomorrow, you likely will not want to be recognized.”
I sighed. I had a lot of aches and pains, and I was emotionally raw and ragged. Still, I shoved aside the pain, concentrated, and cast the Masking spell. Silvery light flared around my fingers, and I Masked myself as Captain Alan – the same hulking build, the same black armor, the same mask.
“How’s that?” I said. The Masking spell also altered my voice, making me sound like Alan.
“Sufficient,” said Arvalaeon. He opened his door. “Follow me and let me do the talking.” 
I got to my feet, wincing a little. My legs still hurt. Arvalaeon walked from the car and towards the doors of the coffee shop. A woman emerged from the doors, holding a paper bag in one hand and towing an annoyed-looking girl of five behind her. She took two steps from the door, saw Arvalaeon, and froze in terror, her eyes going wide. 
She went to her knees, dropping her bag in the process, and she forced her daughter to her knees next to her.
“Mommy?” said the girl. “Why is that man in a black coat? Why…”
“Hush!” said the woman. “Lord Elf. Forgive my daughter. She…”
“Go,” said Arvalaeon in a quiet voice. 
The woman grabbed her daughter and sprinted to one of the cars. In her haste, she forgot her paper bag. 
Arvalaeon opened the door and stepped into the coffee shop.
It was a nice-looking place, for a chain shop, with floor tiles of fake green marble and tables of dark wood, pictures of landscapes hanging on the walls between the wide glass windows. The air smelled of roasted coffee and baked goods, and most of the tables were full. There was a line at the counter, and a troop of harried-looking workers in black polo shirts took orders and prepared drinks. 
A shocked silence fell over the coffee shop as Arvalaeon and I stopped before the counter. Every eye was on Arvalaeon. I couldn’t blame them. He was wearing the black uniform of a Knight of the Inquisition, and the coat of an elven archmage. For such an Elf to show himself in public meant that something bad was about to happen. 
“Good afternoon,” said Arvalaeon. “I require the use of this building for the next hour and a half. Please depart at once.” The patrons shoved to their feet and hastened to the doors. Arvalaeon turned to the employees behind the counter, who stared at him in fear. “You, and you.” He pointed to a man and a woman in turn. “Check the bathrooms to make sure they are empty, and then depart.” He pointed at the teenage girl behind the register. “Please prepare two cups of coffee, black, without cream or sugar.”
“Yes, Lord Elf,” said the girl, who managed to get the words out without stuttering, though she was terrified. In haste, she filled two cups and set them on the counter while the other employees carried out Arvalaeon’s bidding. “They…they are on the house, Lord Elf.”
“Of course not,” said Arvalaeon with mild reproof. “That would be inappropriate. How much?”
The girl stammered out a number. Arvalaeon paid her with exact change, and the girl bowed, put the money into the register, bowed again, and all but sprinted out of the shop. 
“You sure are a charmer,” I said, watching the cars screech out of the parking lot in haste. 
“Come,” said Arvalaeon. I shrugged, took the second cup, and followed Arvalaeon to a table.
So, I sat and had coffee with an Elven archmage who had ordered me kidnapped off the street and beaten. 
“We didn’t have anything like this on Kalvarion,” said Arvalaeon, gazing into his cup. He took a sip and looked out the window, frowning at some memory or another. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Okay. So. Won’t it be weird if someone looked through the windows and saw an Elven archmage having coffee with an Inquisition captain?” 
“We will not be long,” said Arvalaeon. He set down the cup, drew out his aetherometer, and scowled at it. “We shall not need this building for much longer.”
“Right,” I said. “You said you wanted to ask me a question, and you asked it.”
“Indeed,” said Arvalaeon. 
“And the whole point of this is that you need to me to stop Castomyr,” I said.
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “Thanks to the Thanatar Stone, I cannot stop Castomyr, nor can any other Elf trustworthy enough to undertake such a mission. His magic is sufficiently powerful that it would take many human troops to overcome him, and even then, there is no guarantee of victory. The safest course would be to fire a nuclear missile at La Crosse, but I wish to avoid large-scale loss of life.”
“If you can’t stop Castomyr and the Inquisition can’t stop him,” I said, “what good am I going to do?”
His cold green eyes considered me. “I am going to give you what you really want. I will give you the power to defeat Baron Castomyr.”
“How?” I said. That seemed suspicious. 
Yet…part of me, the part that wanted more power, was excited. 
Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
God, I was such a fool.
Arvalaeon took one more sip of his coffee, set it down, and then stood. “Do you have any electronic devices on you?”
“My phone,” I said, patting the side of my jacket. It was still in my pocket. I pulled it out to see if it had been smashed, but it was still functional, the lock screen showing the time and the date. July 19th, Conquest Year 315, 1:37 in the afternoon. 
“Leave it on the table,” said Arvalaeon, removing his smartwatch and setting it on the table alongside his phone. 
I swallowed. “We’re going to the Shadowlands?”
“Correct,” said Arvalaeon. “Or a specific part of the Shadowlands. Come.”
I swallowed, took a deep breath, and got to my feet. 
Arvalaeon cast a spell and opened a rift way.
A sheet of gray mist shimmered before him, and then seemed to peel open. Through the rift way, I saw something that looked like the main street of a small town, though the sky burned with strange fire.
Arvalaeon beckoned, and I followed him through the rift way and into the Shadowlands. 



Chapter 4: The Town
 
Traveling through a rift way is a strange experience. 
Physically, it’s just a single step, as easy as going through a door and into another room. Magically (or metaphysically, if you want to get deep) it’s much more significant. That single step takes you from Earth to the Shadowlands between the worlds, to the place that is both the source of magic and a twisted, warped reflection of our own world. It’s also infested with dangerous creatures, and those creatures had tried to kill me several times. 
Stepping through the rift way had a sensation of falling, of traveling a vast distance with a single stride. 
But it was over in an instant, and I looked around.
I knew what I expected to see. I had been to the Shadowlands several times before, and I was familiar with the empty black sky, dark save for ribbons of eldritch fire that danced and writhed. I had seen the plains of gray grasses that stretched in all directions, the dead forests of twisted trees, the colossal mountains and the half-ruined citadels that looked mad and surreal.
I was expecting all of that.
So, I didn’t expect to find myself in a little town.
My shoes scraped against asphalt, and I came to a startled halt. I was standing in a parking lot next to a gas station, and behind the gas station rose the three enormous metal cylinders of a massive grain silo. I turned in surprise and saw the town’s main street stretching away. It looked only about nine or ten blocks long and was lined with little shops and businesses. In the distance, I saw tall, wooded hills, and I realized the town was nestled in a little valley of steep hills. The town couldn’t have been home to more than eight or nine hundred people.
The place looked no different from rural towns in a dozen different states throughout the United States, save for two major differences.
The first difference was the cathedral.
On the opposite end of the town and the valley, at the base of the wooded hills, stood a cathedral. Like, an actual Gothic-style cathedral, its towers five hundred feet tall, its stained-glass windows adorned with various scenes. I had driven through a lot of small American towns, and I had never seen one with a cathedral that looked as if it had been plucked from medieval France. 
The second difference was the sky.
It was on fire.
No, that wasn’t right. The sky wasn’t on fire, but it was the harsh yellow-orange of a flame, and it made the entire town look as if it was bathed in the light of a smelter. Ribbons of yellow-orange energy snapped and crawled across the sky, which meant we were somewhere in the Shadowlands. 
I noticed a third difference as well.
There was a wall of mist atop the hills. It looked about a hundred feet tall, and I saw that the ring of mist encircled the entire town and the valley. That was another oddity. Because of the flickering light, the town looked like it should have been swelteringly hot, but it wasn’t. If anything, it was cool. It couldn’t have been more than sixty degrees Fahrenheit, and I was glad I was wearing my motorcycle jacket. 
Then I noticed a fourth difference. 
There was a huge bronze clock sitting in the parking lot of the gas station.
It was a clock of Elven manufacture. Morvilind had a few clocks like this, but not one this size. It was a bronze monolith about fifteen feet tall, and the face of the clock had a dozen different arms pointing to different rings of Elven hieroglyphs. I recognized only a few of them. Below the dial was a row of numbers carved into rounder tumblers, like a slot machine or an old-fashioned mechanical clock. Underneath the row of numbers was the word DAY.
Right now, the clock read DAY 1. 
Arvalaeon stood a few feet away, waiting for me to orient myself. 
“Where are we?” I said. “This is the Shadowlands, right?” At least, it felt like the Shadowlands. Magic came from the Shadowlands, and it always felt more powerful here. 
“This is correct,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Then…where are we within the Shadowlands?” I said. I was afraid that anthrophages or cowlspawn or something worse might find us, but the town looked deserted. 
“This was once part of Earth’s umbra,” said Arvalaeon. “A reflection of a small American town in a lightly inhabited area of the United States.” He looked at the dark shape of the cathedral on the other end of the town. “I realized that it might serve my purposes, so I severed it from the rest of Earth’s umbra and sealed it within its own particular pocket of the Shadowlands.”
“Uh,” I said. I couldn’t imagine the level of magical power that must have taken. “This is a demesne? And that makes you a lord of the Shadowlands?” I had always heard that lords of the Shadowlands could not leave the boundaries of their demesne, but perhaps Arvalaeon was powerful enough to circumvent that.
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “The bond of full lordship is much more difficult to implement. A lord is essentially invincible within his demesne but is bound to its borders. This is merely a domain under my control. I can prevent anyone from entering or leaving it, but I derive no extra magical power from it.” 
“Oh,” I said. “Okay, then. What does a Lord Inquisitor need with his own private domain in the Shadowlands? A vacation home?”
“It has its uses,” said Arvalaeon. “It is commonly used for training. Which, as it happens, is why we are here.”
“Training?” I said. 
“You wanted power,” said Arvalaeon. He stepped past me and stopped before the massive bronze clock, frowning at the dials. I wondered if the huge thing was an aetherometer. “Specifically, magical power. Training is the best way to acquire it.”
“Okay,” I said. “But if there are only thirty days until Castomyr acts, that’s not a lot of time to practice. Also, if Morvilind figures out that I’m here…he might not be able to kill me while I’m here, but he will kill me the minute I step back on Earth.” 
“Morvilind is otherwise occupied,” said Arvalaeon. “And thirty days is sufficient for our purposes. Come.”
He started down the town’s main street, and I followed him.
Everything had an archaic look to it, and I figured out why after a block or so. Arvalaeon had said he built this place from the reflection of a small town during the Conquest, so everything around me looked as it would have looked back during Conquest Year 1, or 2013 AD according to the old calendar. Though things didn’t look that different. The cars were chunkier (and there were more foreign-built ones), and there were no portraits of the High Queen and the nobles, and all the corporate logos were different, but other than that, it didn’t look that different. I thought about what Arvalaeon had said, how the High Queen and the Elves had taken apart human civilization and rebuilt it as a tool to keep humanity docile. I wondered how many people realized that.
The Rebels had, certainly. Suppose that had ticked them off. 
“Look at this,” said Arvalaeon, stopping two blocks from the clock and the gas station. 
He had stopped next to a blue four-door car. The front was adorned with the logo of some pre-Conquest car company or another. Arvalaeon opened the driver’s side door. Apparently, no one locked their doors in the Shadowlands. He reached behind the visor, drew out a key, and put it into the car’s ignition. 
To my surprise, the engine started.
“I thought internal combustion engines didn’t work in the Shadowlands,” I said. I peered at the dashboard and saw that the controls had lit up as well. “Or electricity.”
“They do not,” said Arvalaeon. He shut off the engine and returned the key to its place. “I have modified this particular domain of the Shadowlands. Internal combustion engines and some forms of electricity will work here, though electronics and chemically-propelled firearms will not.” 
“Do you have a particular reason for that?” I said.
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon, closing the door. 
“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”
“No,” he said, stepping over the curb.
“That’s just so wonderful of you,” I said.
I noticed with satisfaction how the silver fire in his blood pulsed.
Arvalaeon deigned not to notice. “This way.” 
He led me down the town’s main street, away from the massive grain silos and in the direction of the cathedral at the base of the hills. There was a drug store, a general store, and a post office, and a brick town hall that doubled as the local police station and fire station. Utterly silence hung over the street. I knew this wasn’t a real town, but some weird thing that Arvalaeon had built for his own reasons in the Shadowlands, but it was nevertheless eerie to walk through a deserted town. Even if the sky looked like it was on fire. 
It looked as if it had been abandoned only minutes ago. 
“Are we the only ones here?” I said. 
“At the moment,” said Arvalaeon. He stopped before the door of a small shop. “A restaurant.”
He opened the door, and I looked inside. The interior looked like a little diner, with linoleum booths and a bar opening into the kitchen. I smelled bacon grease in the air. A chalkboard next to the front door listed today's specials and soups. 
“That’s nice,” I said, wondering why Arvalaeon was showing me this. The electric lights were working, at least. 
We left the diner, and he showed me a grocery store a block down. It looked like a typical small-town grocery store, with only two aisles, freezer cases with a lot of meat, and shelves with a lot of strong alcohol. 
“Right,” I said. “You’ve got a well-stocked liquor store in the Shadowlands. Good for you. I know some men like to drink alone, but you’ve taken it to a whole new level.” 
“I’m afraid the food and drink are illusionary,” said Arvalaeon. He flicked a finger and cast a spell of telekinesis. A bottle of whiskey shattered, and the liquid within it unraveled into gray mist. “There is more to show you.” 
We left the store. I wondered what the point of all this was. Arvalaeon wanted to give me the power to kill Castomyr, and I wasn’t sure how this strange Shadowlands domain would accomplish that. 
Maybe I could coax the answer out of him. 
“That wall of mists atop the hills,” I said. “That’s the boundaries of the domain, right?”
“Correct,” said Arvalaeon. 
“What happens if someone tries to cross it and get into the rest of the Shadowlands?” I said. “Does the mist poison them or melt their skin or something?” 
“Certainly not,” said Arvalaeon. “Raw force is not always the best solution to a problem.”
“Said the man who kidnapped me from the street.” 
Arvalaeon did not respond to the taunt.
“That cathedral,” I said. “It wasn’t there in the original town, was it?” 
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “I copied the design from some cathedrals in France.”
“Why?” I said. 
“The building suits my purposes,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Super,” I said. “What is the purpose?”
“You will find out quite soon,” said Arvalaeon.
“Great.” 
A shiver of dread went through me. Arvalaeon had said he was going to give me power, but I was old enough to know that people never gave you power without a price. Arvalaeon’s price was that I killed Baron Castomyr for him. 
But what other price might that power carry?
We turned off the main street and headed into the residential part of the town. Like a lot of rural towns, there were no sidewalks, and the streets had no gutters, which had to make them a pain to clear in winter. Most of the houses were old farmhouses, two stories tall, painted white or blue. We passed a pair of small churches, one of them Catholic, the second Lutheran. Behind the Catholic church was a big park with a baseball diamond, a jungle gym, and a picnic shelter. 
All the while the huge cathedral loomed over us, as out of place here as if a spaceship had landed. I saw the gargoyles looming on the towers and the walls, and as we drew closer, I could make out the images in the stained-glass windows.
I came to a surprised halt.
“What the hell?” I said.
The windows showed images from my life.
In one window, I saw a stylized picture of myself as a child, pledging loyalty to Morvilind, who looked just as intimidating in the stained glass than he did in person. In a second window, I saw myself learning magic under his tutelage. A third showed me kissing Nicholas Connor for the first time, and the fourth showed me stopping his plan to kill tens of thousands of innocent people to assassinate Duke Wraithmyr of Los Angeles. Another window showed me dancing with Riordan for the first time at Paul McCade’s Conquest Day gala.
I just had time to note that I looked good in the black dress I had worn on that night, and then shock overrode vanity, and I looked at Arvalaeon.
“Why did you do that?” I said.
“Do what?” said Arvalaeon. 
“Those pictures of me in the windows,” I snapped. “As if you weren’t creepy enough already, you did that? Why?” I pointed at the windows. “I…”
I fell silent. 
The windows had changed.
They still showed scenes from my life, but different ones. In one the anthrophages chased me as I fled for the gates of Grayhold, the Ringbyrne Amulet in hand. In another, I killed Sergei Rogomil as he lay on the floor of the Ducal Mall. A third window showed me kissing Riordan in my apartment as we prepared to steal the Nihlus Stone from Venomhold. 
“What do you see?” said Arvalaeon. 
“My…my life, scenes from my life,” I said. “But they change every time I look away.” 
“It is the nature of the windows,” said Arvalaeon. “They look different for everyone who beholds them.”
“You see scenes from your past?” I said.
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon, his voice distant.
“What do you see?” I said.
He didn’t look at me. “The horrors I have endured to gain the power I wield now.” 
I swallowed. “Cheery thought.” 
“Perhaps you shall see for yourself,” said Arvalaeon. 
A concrete square rested before the cathedral doors. Arvalaeon crossed the square, climbed the steps, and threw open the doors. The resonant bang seemed to echo across the town, and I followed him into the cathedral. 
The vast nave was empty. There were no pews or railings or anything else, and there wasn’t an altar at the far end of the nave. On the walls between the pillars, I saw the stained-glass images of my life, but for the moment, they didn’t hold my attention.
The vast rose window at the other end of the cathedral did. 
It was huge, at least eighty feet across, and the strange sky made it blaze with fiery light, filling the cathedral with a harsh, flickering glow. Unlike the rest of the windows, the rose window wasn’t made of stained glass, but the glow from the sky made it look as if it had been carved from fiery light. 
I walked with Arvalaeon to the shallow steps that would have led to the altar had this been an actual church, and we stopped, gazing up at the window. 
“What is that?” I said.
“Your test,” said Arvalaeon. 
I looked back at him and frowned. “Test of what?”
“To prove that you will be ready to defeat Castomyr,” said Arvalaeon. 
“The window is the test?” I said.
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “You must break the window.” 
“Okay,” I said, shrugging, though I suspected it wouldn’t be that easy. “Fine. I’ll get a bucket of rocks from the park. Give me five minutes, and I’ll have the window broken.” 
“It is not that simple, Nadia Moran,” said Arvalaeon. His eyes seemed to have extra weight to them. “The window is both the test and the exit to this domain.”
“Exit?” I said.
“It will take you back to Earth,” said Arvalaeon. “Break the window and pass through it. The rift way beyond it will take you back to the coffee shop.” 
“That’s it?” I said. I could liberate a hammer from the general store on the main street, levitate up to the window, smash myself a hole, and leave. It would take all of ten minutes. “That’s going to make me ready to fight Castomyr?”
“I shall also,” said Arvalaeon, “teach you new spells.”
I blinked, trying to conceal my interest. This man had kidnapped me and was forcing me to do his will while using me in a game of his own design, but I wanted those spells. “New spells?”
“Six new spells, to be precise,” he said, flexing his left hand. Harsh blue light appeared around his fingers. “We do not have time for you to learn the spells by traditional methods, so I shall place the knowledge directly into your memory. I am afraid this is going to be quite painful.” 
Before I could react, he touched my forehead. Pain exploded through my head, and I shrieked and almost fell over. My heartbeat thundered in my ears, and I started hyperventilating. 
It took a few moments to get myself under control, and when I did, there was something new inside my head. 
“This spell,” said Arvalaeon, “will allow you to work a sphere of elemental fire, which you can then direct against your enemies. Cast it now.”
I concentrated, took a deep breath, and called a sphere of fire into existence above my hand.
I had seen this spell before. Hakon Valborg had used it, and he had been powerful enough and skilled enough to use a single casting to kill a half-dozen anthrophages in the time it took me to blink. Sadly, I didn’t have his skill or power. I focused my will, and the sphere leaped from my fingers and splashed out of existence against the floor. 
“Oh,” I said. “I could think of a few times that might have been useful.”
“A second spell,” said Arvalaeon, calling more light around his fingers. “Of related principles.”
He touched my head again, and once more the pain exploded through me. 
When it cleared, I cast the new spell. This time freezing mist swirled around my fingers, and when I gestured, a spike of rock-hard ice shot from my fingers and shattered against the floor. It was like I could shoot a frozen arrow from my hand. 
“Fire and ice,” I said. 
“Command of the basic elements,” said Arvalaeon. “On Kalvarion, the initiates in the Towers of Art learned the primal elements in their first years of study. Illusions such as Cloaking and Masking spells were taught much later, and only to those Elves with sufficient magical aptitude. Morvilind has given you an advanced education while neglecting the fundamentals.” More blue light shone around his hand, and I braced myself for the pain. 
He touched my head, and the pain exploded through my skull. This time it was bad enough that I fell to my hands and knees, wheezing, my whole body shaking. Arvalaeon waited as I recovered myself, got to my feet, and tried the new spell.
The spell was designed to conjure a wall of freezing ice, presumably to seal doors and block pursuit. I had no practice with the spell, so instead of a wall I sort of summoned a low fence that melted in about five seconds. Nonetheless, I could think of several times in the past when I could have used such a spell. 
“The fourth spell,” said Arvalaeon, and he touched my forehead again.
This time I blacked out for a little bit, and when I woke up, I had a ringing headache. I sat up, groaned, and stood, and I saw that Arvalaeon was standing next to a plastic picnic cooler.
“Um,” I said. “Is that lunch?”
“The spell,” said Arvalaeon. “Cast it upon this object. You should find it effective.”
I frowned and cast the spell that he had put into my increasingly sore head. It was a spell of telekinetic force, one that transformed my thoughts into kinetic force and let me move things by thinking about them. Morvilind had already taught me a spell along those lines. 
Yet this one was better.
The spell Morvilind had taught me was a bit like pushing something with my little finger.
This spell was like gripping something with both my hands and lifting with my legs.
The cooler hurtled into the air, slammed into the vaulted ceiling, and fell in pieces to the floor. 
“Uh,” I said. “I might need to practice my control.”
“You will have the opportunity,” said Arvalaeon. The blue light shone around his fingers once more. I braced myself, and he touched my head again.
I blacked out. 
When I woke up, my nose was bleeding a little, my head felt like I had a railroad spike between my eyes, and I knew a new spell. 
“That hurt,” I croaked, standing up. 
“Cast the spell,” said Arvalaeon.
I forced myself to cast the spell. The effort of casting unfamiliar spells was exhausting, even in the magic-charged environment of the Shadowlands, and I had already been drained from the day’s ordeals. Magical exhaustion was creeping up on me, but I forced myself on and finished the spell. 
It was another spell of telekinetic force. Instead of projecting the force, it wrapped around my arms and legs like an invisible suit of armor. I blinked and looked at my hands, but nothing was obvious. 
“What does this do?” I said. “What is the point of this?”
“Punch the floor,” said Arvalaeon.
“What?” I said.
Arvalaeon nodded towards the flagstones. “Punch the floor.” 
I shrugged, squatted, and punched the floor with my right hand.
I didn’t hit it all that hard since I didn’t want to hurt my hand. Yet to my utter astonishment, the flagstone shattered as if it had been hit with a sledgehammer, or if someone had run a jackhammer over it. The damage had come from the invisible gauntlet of telekinetic force around my hand, and I hadn’t even cast the spell that effectively.
“I can definitely see how that would be useful,” I said, straightening up. “What, do you want me to punch Castomyr in the head with that?”
“If you wish,” said Arvalaeon. “There is one more spell to teach you.” 
I took a deep breath, trying to clear my buzzing head. “Okay. Do it.”
He flexed his hand, summoning blue light, and touched my head.
Pain exploded through my skull, and everything went black.
It took me longer to wake up this time. Slowly, slowly, my mind came back into focus, like an old computer monitor trying to power up. I became aware of the cold stone beneath me, of the dim fiery light that painted everything, of the rise and fall of my breathing, of my thunderous headache. I sat up, wincing as the muscles in my back clenched and shivered. 
Arvalaeon stood nearby, waiting.
“That hurt,” I croaked, getting to my feet. 
“This method of teaching is rarely used,” said Arvalaeon, “due to the extreme stress it places upon the student. Too much more of it and you will likely die of a brain hemorrhage.”
I rubbed at my face and looked at the half-dried blood that had been dripping from my nose. “Good to know. The new spell.” I turned it over in my mind as Arvalaeon walked to my side. “What does this do?”
“Some preparation is required,” said Arvalaeon. 
Before I could react, he reached into his coat, drew a tactical knife, seized my left hand, and sliced my palm open.
“What the hell?” I shrieked, jerking back from him as the searing pain shot up my arm. 
“Cast the new spell,” said Arvalaeon, wiping the knife clean. 
I started to snarl just where he could stick that knife, but I closed my eyes so I didn’t see the ugly gash in my palm, summoned magical power, and cast the spell.
The strain of the spell jolted my eyes open. I saw my hands glowing with golden light, the glow crawling up my arms and over my body like a wave of ice. I staggered, and the golden light faded away. The gash on my hand had vanished, the skin like new, and some of the pain in my head and arms and legs from Alan’s beating had dimmed.
“What…what just happened?” I said, and then I passed out again.
When I woke up again, I felt utterly exhausted, but the cut on my hand was still gone.
“A spell of regeneration,” said Arvalaeon, still standing at the foot of the shallow stairs below the glowing rose window. “It will heal your wounds and repair injuries you have sustained.”
“Really?” I said, rolling my neck. My head and neck and shoulders still felt sore, but I did feel a lot better, though more tired. “That’s…kind of really useful.”
“The spell has limitations,” said Arvalaeon. “It cannot cure normal illnesses, only injuries and wounds. Nor can it heal every wound you take, though as you practice the spell your skill with it will grow. Additionally, after you heal yourself, the exhaustion of the effort will send you into a deep sleep. If you heal yourself of a severe wound, you could potentially be unconscious for a week or more.”
“So, don’t heal myself in the middle of the street or in traffic, got it,” I said. I hesitated. “Would…this work on frostfever?”
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “You can only cast the spell on yourself, not another. And frostfever is beyond a simple spell of regeneration.” 
“Oh,” I said. I suppose that had been too much to hope for. “Still, these spells will let me kill Castomyr?”
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon, “aided by the spells that Morvilind and others have already taught you. But first, you must leave this place.” He pointed at the glowing rose window over our heads. “Break the window and pass through the rift beyond it. When you can do that, you will be ready to face Castomyr with a chance of success.”
“Easy enough,” I said, turning to face the window. “I’ll do it right now.” I was tired, but I could manage a levitation spell without too much trouble, and the telekinetic gauntlet spell would let me punch through the glass. 
“Perhaps,” said Arvalaeon.
I hesitated. Again, that expression of weary regret went over Arvalaeon’s face, the same expression I had seen in the parking lot when he said he regretted what he would have to do to me.
“Wait,” I said.
“Thirty days,” said Arvalaeon. “That is how long you have until Morvilind notices your absence. You have thirty days to escape from this place.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. 
“When I was your age, I didn’t either,” said Arvalaeon, “but you are about to learn the cost of gaining power.”
He gestured, and blue light leaped from his hand and struck me in the head.
A deep wave of exhaustion went through me, and I sank to my knees, and then slumped to the stone floor.
Everything went black.



Chapter 5: Stay For Dinner
 
I blinked awake, my eyes gazing at a harsh yellow-orange sky marked by rippling ribbons of fiery light. I was lying on asphalt, a cool breeze and a bit of dust blowing past me. 
A yellow-orange sky?
Right. Arvalaeon. The Shadowlands. The new spells. He had knocked me out, and then must have taken me outside. 
“Was there a point to knocking me out that last time?” I said, wincing as I pushed myself to a sitting position. My muscles and joints still ached, and my head throbbed, but I did feel better. The regeneration spell had healed some of the damage that Alan had done to me, though if it was going to knock me out every time I cast it, I had better use it only sparingly. 
I sat up, and blinked in surprise.
I wasn’t anywhere near the cathedral. I was back in the parking lot between the gas station and the grain silos, sitting on the ground at the foot of the bronze monolith of the clock. Come to think of it, I was sitting in the exact spot where Arvalaeon and I had appeared after leaving the coffee shop.
He had moved me here?
“Arvalaeon?” I said, looking around. “Hey, asshole? You there?”
Nothing. The parking lot was deserted, and so were all the streets in every direction I could see. Well, he had said this was a test. I guess the test was to walk a mile to the spooky cathedral and break a window. That didn’t make much sense, but…
A metallic clang came to my ears.
I jumped to my feet, calling magic to me. The clanging noise came from the Elven clock, and as I looked the dials on the face moved into a new configuration. The row of numbers beneath it shivered, but remained at DAY 1. I hesitated, then cast the spell to sense the presence of magic.
The power radiating from the ground and the air nearly overwhelmed me, but I forced my mind to focus. The earth and the air were saturated with magic, but I also sensed a powerful aura around the bronze clock. It was complex beyond my ability to comprehend. I had sensed a few devices of similar complexity in Morvilind’s mansion, but I didn’t know what they did, and I didn’t know what this thing did, either. 
Despite my better judgment, I touched it. The metal felt hot beneath my fingers, and I jerked my hand back before it could be burned. 
“Right,” I muttered. “Giant metal clock. That’s not creepy, either.” I didn’t usually talk to myself, but it had been a bad day. The town was silent save for the occasional murmur of the wind, and it was a little unnerving. 
But that wasn’t my problem, was it? I knew what I had to do to get out of here. Walk across town, break the rose window, and go through the rift way and back to Earth. That ought to be simple. 
I suspected it wasn’t going to be that simple. 
There was one thing to check first. I tried casting the rift way spell myself. Arvalaeon had set up this entire game for me, and sometimes the best way to win a game was not to play the stupid thing at all. 
As I expected, the spell didn’t work. It was as if I stood within a Seal of Shadows. Arvalaeon had blocked the way to Earth, and the only way out was to play his game.
“Damn it,” I muttered.
Well, best to get on with it. 
I looked around again, took a deep breath, and headed out. I walked down the center of the main street, looking back and forth at the ancient cars parked on either side, scanning the windows of the shops and offices. I also looked at the rooftops, and glanced down the narrow alleys between the buildings as I walked. 
I didn’t know what I expected to find. The place seemed deserted, but Arvalaeon would not have taught me those six new spells, and powerful spells at that, if I would not need them. 
Plus, I had a crawling feeling against my skin. This place had been creepy while I had been touring it with the Lord Inquisitor, and it was even creepier when he was gone. I was certain that something was watching me with hostile intent. Maybe someone (or something) was following me while using a Cloak spell just as Arvalaeon had done, which was a disturbing thought, because I would have no way of detecting a man under a Cloak spell until I walked into him. 
Or he strolled up and stabbed me in the back. 
I kept watching the street, but nothing moved, save the wall of mist upon the hills outside of town. And me, I suppose. I turned my ahead again, looking for any sign of danger.
And as I did, I saw the motionless shape of a man standing in a nearby window.
I whirled, my hand coming up to begin the lightning globe spell Riordan had taught me. The big picture window belonged to a land title business, according to the sign, and through it saw a receptionist’s desk and some chairs and end tables. 
There was no one in the office. 
I waited for a moment, and then crossed to the office’s door. Part of me wanted to sprint for the cathedral as quickly as I could. Yet that seemed too easy. If Arvalaeon had left a trap, if this was a bizarre test, then I didn’t want to blunder into it. I doubted I would get a second chance. 
Best to be cautious.
I opened the door and stepped inside. The place looked pleasant, at least for a land title office, with a blue carpet and some magazines and newspapers spread on the end tables. An old pre-Conquest style computer sat on the desk, powered off. I eased past the receptionist’s desk and moved down the narrow hallway behind it, examining the three offices lining the hallway.
All of them were empty.
But the back door was ajar, as if someone had just passed through it.
I walked to the back door and peered out, holding my magic ready. Behind the building was a parking lot, a fenced-off area holding HVAC equipment, and a dumpster. Past the parking lot was another street, and then the residential area of the town. 
Save for the ribbons of fire in the sky and the mist in the hills, nothing in my field of vision moved, and I heard nothing but the faint moaning of the wind. 
I stepped back into the hallway, pulling the door shut. It latched with a solid metallic click, and I shoved it a few times. It wouldn’t have opened on its own. 
Which meant that either Arvalaeon had created this domain with the door already ajar…or someone had been watching me through the window and fled out the back door when I spotted him. 
The creepy feeling of being watched intensified. 
I backed into the main street again, trying to watch in every direction at once. As before, I didn’t see anyone. Suddenly I wondered if going into the office had been a bad idea. Maybe that was Arvalaeon’s game. Maybe I would see shadows in every window until I investigated a building that blew up around me. Or maybe Arvalaeon was trying to distract me and make me second-guess myself. 
“Hell,” I muttered. 
Was this how the Elven wizards had always trained their students in the Towers of Art? No wonder Morvilind was so ruthless. No wonder the Archons were so pissed off. 
Or maybe Arvalaeon was just nuts. I suspected that knowing if anyone was lying to you would not be conducive to maximum mental health. 
Right. Nothing to do but to get on with it. 
I continued down the main street, keeping my magic held ready, and watching for any enemies. Belatedly it occurred to me that I should have just taken one of the cars. The one Arvalaeon had shown me had its key behind the sun visor, and I knew how to hotwire a car. Then again, maybe that was a trap. Maybe the car would blow up if I started it.
I turned off the main street and headed down a residential street leading to the cathedral. Nothing moved on either side of the street, and nothing moved in the windows of the two-story houses. Some of the houses had trash cans waiting in front of them, and all the houses had garages facing onto alleys. 
A flicker of motion behind one of the houses caught my eye. 
I whirled, hand coming up. The house was painted blue, and I didn’t see anything in the windows. I took a few steps closer, circling around the house, and peered into the alley. The garage doors were closed, and I didn’t see anything moving.
I did, however, see a coil of thick gray mist flowing around the corner of the garage.
My blood went cold with alarm. I had seen a coil of mist like that before. Wraithwolves could turn themselves into mist, allowing themselves to access areas they otherwise could not reach. 
And what was worse, they almost always hunted in packs. 
Guess the town wasn’t so deserted after all. And I suppose Arvalaeon had something more robust in mind for me than just breaking a big window. 
The coil of mist changed direction, flowing towards me in perfect silence. I could run for it, but the wraithwolf would probably take physical form and chase me down. Worse, it might be trying to herd me towards the rest of its pack. 
Right. That left me with one option. 
I walked down the center of the street, flexing my right hand as I summoned power. Sparks started to curl around my fingers. I waited, my heart racing, sweat dripping down my back despite the cool air. My ears strained to hear anything but the moan of the wind.
Then I heard the tap of claws against the asphalt, and I whirled. 
The wraithwolf was only four or five yards away.
The creature looked far larger and far more muscular than a normal wolf. Despite its bulk, it somehow looked gaunt and lean and hungry. Strange bony armor covered its long body, making it look as if it wore a second skeleton or perhaps a suit of armor. Its black fur was ragged and stringy, and its eyes burned with a red gleam.
It came right at me.
I cast my spell, and the lightning globe burst from my fingers and slapped into wraithwolf’s chest. Unfortunately, that didn’t kill it, though it threw the creature into a spasm. Before it recovered, I cast another spell, one of the new ones that Arvalaeon had taught me. White mist swirled around my fingers, and a shard of elemental ice shot from my hands.
It slammed into the wraithwolf’s skull and burst from the back of its head. The creature jerked, let out a strangled growl, and collapsed to the street. It twitched once and went motionless, dark blood pooling from the wound my spike had carved into its skull. 
That was useful. I hadn’t possessed any spells that could kill a wraithwolf with a single casting, and I had fought the creatures on multiple occasions. I let out a long breath, stepped away from the dead wraithwolf, and turned. 
Two more of the creatures glided out from behind the house, loping across the grass and heading towards me. 
Right. The ice spike spell would kill a wraithwolf, but I would have a harder time against two of the things. I considered the other spells I knew. Cloaking would be useless. I could not stay Cloaked long enough for the wraithwolves to get bored and hunt elsewhere. The telekinesis spell might let me throw them into a wall, but not hard enough to hurt them. The flame sphere spell would set their fur on fire, which would just annoy them. If I tried the ice wall spell, they would calmly run around it and eat me. 
I had to use the lightning globe and the ice spike spells, and I had to do it quickly. Otherwise the two wraithwolves were going to kill me. 
I summoned magical power and cast again. My lightning globe hit the wraithwolf on the left, and the creature snarled and went into a jerking dance, fingers of lightning coiling up and down its limbs. I didn’t hesitate, but cast another spell, flinging a second sphere of lightning into the wraithwolf on the right. That creature also went into a jerking spasm as the lightning overrode its muscles. 
I pulled in more magical power, fighting through my exhaustion. The regeneration spell might have repaired some of the damage from the morning, but it hadn’t restored my stamina, and I was tired. But the terror gave me strength, and white mist swirled around my fingers. A spike of ice slammed into the skull of the wraithwolf on the left, and the creature collapsed. I started the spell again as the remaining wraithwolf regained its legs and charged.
I cast the spell just as the wraithwolf’s jaws clamped around my left calf.
I screamed in agony, but the spike of ice punched into the wraithwolf’s skull. The jaws clamped tighter around my leg, and then the creature went limp as it died. I stumbled back, agony shooting up my leg, and I fell and landed on my rump.
My leg hurt. My leg really, really hurt…and as I looked at it, a wave of nausea went through me.
It looked worse than it felt, and it felt really bad. The wraithwolf’s jaws were like a steel trap, and it had made a mangled mess of my left shin and calf. The wraithwolf hadn’t broken the bones in my lower leg, but it had turned the skin and flesh to mangled hamburger. 
There was a lot of blood. I felt my sock and shoe getting sodden with it. 
Tourniquet. I needed a tourniquet right now. 
I was wearing a belt. I scrabbled at the front of my jeans, undid the belt, wrapped it around my left leg just below the knee, and cinched it as tight as I could manage. That hurt, too, but it slackened the blood flow. I felt lightheaded and woozy, and my fingers started to shake. Maybe it was blood loss. Or shock. 
I had to cast the regeneration spell, or else I was going to die of blood loss. Except there might be more wraithwolves in that pack, and the smell of my blood would draw them. Or there were worse creatures loose in here. Either way, casting the regeneration spell would make me pass out for God knows how long, and the wraithwolves would stroll up and eat me at their leisure.
I had to find a secure place where I could cast the spell and recover. Maybe the post office? Or I could lock myself into a basement somewhere…
Another wraithwolf came around the house, and then two more. They were prowling closer, and fear stabbed through me. 
I didn’t have time to find a safe place. I had to get away now. 
I heaved myself to my feet, and fresh pain exploded up my leg, my head spinning, and I almost fell over again. The wraithwolves kept coming, their unblinking red eyes fixed on me. I vaguely recalled that predators preferred wounded prey, and with blood dripping down my left leg, I was pretty obviously wounded. 
I needed to find shelter now, and I didn’t have many options. The nearest house was a little blue two-story house, and that was the best I was going to do. 
I backed away at a painful hobble that wasn’t quite a run, trying to keep all the wraithwolves in sight. Two more of them joined the first three, and all five wolves spread out in a semicircle, making sure I couldn’t escape. I glanced over my shoulder, making sure that none of them were coming up behind me. 
When I looked back, the five wraithwolves were a lot closer. Four more had joined them, including a bigger, more-vicious looking wraithwolf that was the pack’s alpha. I was leaving a big trail of blood droplets on the road behind me, wet and glistening. 
I jumped onto the porch of the house, almost fell as my wounded leg trembled, wrenched open the front door, and slammed it shut behind me.
It was just in time. Two wraithwolves smashed into the door with enough force to wrench it. A few more blows like that and they would bash the door down. Glass shattered as another wraithwolf lunged at one of the living room windows. The window was divided into four panes, so the wraithwolf couldn’t fit through it. Then again, the wraithwolf was probably strong enough to bash out the entire window frame. 
The hammering at the door stopped, and thick white mist started to flow through the cracks. 
“Crap,” I croaked. 
The wraithwolves didn’t need to bash down the door or break through the window.
I looked around the living room. The basement? No, I needed an avenue of retreat, and if I went into the basement I would have no escape. Upstairs, then. If I went upstairs I could escape through the windows and levitate to the ground. Or maybe the house had an attic, and I could hide out there.
I suddenly thought of a squirrel trapped in a tree by patient wolves. The wolves need only wait until the squirrel got hungry or thirsty and came down. 
Turns out that climbing a flight of stairs with a mauled calf was painful, but terror gave me motivation. I reached the top of the stairs and looked around. There was a narrow hallway, with three doors leading to a pair of bedrooms and a bathroom. The rooms looked as if they had just been abandoned moments ago, and I even glimpsed a toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste on the edge of the sink.
The stairs were narrow, and I could use them to create a bottleneck. I cast the ice wall spell that Arvalaeon had taught me, forcing my mind through the unfamiliar patterns of the spell and the exhaustion and pain. White mist swirled over the top of the stairs, and I created a six-inch thick wall of ice that came to about three and a half feet tall.
Right about then three wraithwolves materialized in the living room, and they bounded up the stairs. I cast the ice spike spell once more, and the shard of ice stabbed through the head of the first wraithwolf, sending it tumbling down the stairs. It knocked the second one down, but the third creature bounded up the stairs and leaped, its claws leaving gouges in the hardwood. I jerked back, slamming against the wall, but the wraithwolf couldn’t quite get over the wall of ice. I cast the lightning globe spell and hit the creature in the shoulder. Turns out ice conducts electricity quite well, because sparks and smoke burst from both the ice and the wraithwolf, and the creature tumbled down the stairs and lay limp, flames dancing along its sides. 
“Ha!” I screamed, wobbling on my feet. “How do you like that?” I was getting delirious from blood loss and magical exhaustion. That was bad, because I needed a plan. If I had been healthy, I could have held off the wraithwolves indefinitely with my new spells. Unfortunately, I was sure I was going to pass out soon. I needed to find a place to hide and cast the regeneration spell, and I needed to do it right now. 
I looked back up the hallway just in time to see a flicker of white mist.
It hadn’t occurred to me that wraithwolves could flow up walls in their mist form. 
A second later five wraithwolves erupted from the bedrooms and the bathroom in a tide of fangs and claws and fur and black bony armor.
I managed to hit one wraithwolf with a lightning globe, stunning it, but the other four leaped over the twitching creature. The impact drove me backward with enough force to shatter the ice wall, and I fell down the stairs and landed hard in the living room. My skull bounced off the baseboard like a basketball, and pain exploded through my head like a thunderbolt.
The wraithwolves leaped upon me.
I had never known pain like that before. 
I screamed and fought, but iron jaws closed against my flesh and claws ripped over me. My efforts were useless. A single wraithwolf outweighed me, and there were five or six of them on me. 
Blood splashed everywhere.
The last thing I saw clearly was one of the wraithwolves ripping something pink and ropy from the ruins of my stomach.
Then I died.



Chapter 6: Failures
 
I jerked awake, screaming in terror, my legs kicking and my arms flailing as I tried to get the wraithwolves away from me. I felt the claws raking across my flesh, the jaws ripping away chunks of meat from my body.
Except the fangs and jaws were gone.
So were the wraithwolves.
I had been lying on blood-soaked shag carpeting, but now I felt cold asphalt underneath me.
I sat up, panting, and looked around in confusion. 
I had returned to the parking lot between the gas station and the grain silos, the town’s main street stretching before me. The ribbons of fire still writhed through the yellow-orange sky, throwing their eerie light over the town. As before, everything was silent, save for the moan of the wind.
Panicked, I looked down at myself. I expected to see the wound in my calf, my clothes torn to shreds, my guts hanging out and my flesh in tatters. 
But nothing was wrong.
I suppose the lack of pain should have been a giveaway. 
My clothes were intact, and I didn’t see any blood. I jerked up my left pants leg, but the skin of my calf and shin was smooth and unmarked. I pulled up my shirt, but there were no wounds on my stomach. I had a headache and some joint pain that the regeneration spell hadn’t healed, but other than that…
I was fine. I felt fine. 
Except I could still remember the wraithwolves ripping the flesh from my bones as I screamed, and my heart was racing with dread, my limbs trembling with the reaction to the terror and the remembered pain.
“What the hell?” I whispered.
Something metallic clanged.
I turned my head and saw that the dials on the bronze clock were now spinning, moving into a new position. The row of numbers below the dial shivered, and the 1 rolled up to show a 2.
The clock now read DAY 2.
I got to my feet, trying to get my breathing under control. After a few moments, my heart stopped racing, and I felt a little better.
As well as I could, anyway, given that I could remember dying in agony a few minutes earlier.
“Okay,” I said. “Okay.” I didn’t like the fluttering panic I heard in my voice. “Let’s…let’s not do that again.” I looked at the sky and shouted. “Arvalaeon? What the hell is happening? Arvalaeon?”
No one answered. 
“Damn it, Arvalaeon!” I shouted.
No one answered but the echoes of my own voice. 
I turned in a circle, looking for wraithwolves, but nothing moved in my field of vision. 
What had just happened to me? I remembered the wraithwolves’ fangs sinking into my flesh, remembered the agony as they tore me apart. Wounds like that were fatal, and even if I had somehow been transported away, I should have bled to death. Whatever had moved me here had also healed my wounds.
I looked back at the clock, at the indicator for DAY 2.
Had I been…unconscious or healing or whatever for an entire day? I didn’t have any way of knowing since I didn’t have my phone or a watch with me. Arvalaeon said that I had thirty days until Morvilind noticed my absence, which wouldn’t matter since Castomyr would destroy the central United States first. 
I rubbed my face. I needed to think of something clever. I had done that before a couple of times, and it had saved my life. 
Hadn’t saved me from those wraithwolves, though. 
I looked at the street, at the clock, and then back at the street. I took deep breaths, trying to get my fluttering terror under control, and after a few moments, I managed to clear my mind to a reasonable point.
All right. Break the problem down. One step at a time. 
I had to get out of here. To get out of here, I needed to smash that rose window. To smash the rose window, I needed to stay alive long enough to get to the cathedral. And to stay alive long enough to reach the cathedral, I had to stay away from the wraithwolves.
Or any other creatures Arvalaeon might have running around this town of his.
Because wraithwolves were nasty and vicious and deadly and they were still one of the least dangerous creatures in the Shadowlands. There could be all kinds of creatures lurking in the cellars. I had seen a human-shaped outline in the window. Was that an anthrophage? A banehound in human form? Or some other creature I had never encountered before?
I really didn’t want to find out. 
Wait. There was something else I needed to know first. I had killed a lot of wraithwolves, and then the rest of them had killed me, but I woke up under that weird clock. 
Had the wraithwolves I had killed come back to life as well?
I needed to check. But I really didn’t want to walk back up that street.
My eyes fell on the car that Arvalaeon had started. A wraithwolf could go right through the windshield, but a car could go faster than a wraithwolf. If need be, I could use the car to run over a wraithwolf, and however tough they were, they couldn’t survive getting hit by the front bumper at fifty miles an hour. In past misadventures, I had used vehicles to run down both orcish mercenaries and anthrophages, a fact that both Russell and Riordan had found endlessly amusing. 
Hey, I use whatever tools were at hand. 
I opened the car door, reached behind the sun visor, and pulled out the key. Three hundred years might have passed since the Conquest, but car design hadn’t changed very much in that time. The engine came to life, and the dashboard display lit up. I noted that the speedometer and the rev counter lit up, but the stereo system didn’t. Out of curiosity, I turned on the headlights, and they glared off the windows lining the street. I fiddled with the stereo and got static on the radio, but the CD player didn't work and neither did something called Bluetooth. I guess radio waves and simple electrical systems could function here (like lights), but complex electronics were out. 
Well, it wasn’t like a computer could get me out of here.
I backed out of the parking spot and eased up the main street, looking for wraithwolves. The car wasn’t that loud, but the town was so silent that the engine noise would be audible through the entire valley. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea. I eased forward until I reached the street leading to the cathedral, then brought the car to a stop and looked out the driver’s side window. 
There was no sign of the wraithwolves I had killed. 
I supposed they could have dissolved into mist or something after death, but I had been bleeding a lot, and I didn’t see any sign of my blood trail. Granted, I was far away, but that blue house was still there, and the wraithwolves had smashed through the windows and the front door before they killed me.
Both the windows and the doors were now intact. 
It was like the house had…reset itself or something. Like a video game. 
Was that what this place was? The magical Elven equivalent of some kind of hellish video game?
Of course, in video games, you didn’t die for real, and those wraithwolves had killed me. 
A flicker of movement caught my eye, and a finger of white mist flowed around a house seven doors down. I cursed, put the car into reverse, and drove back to its parking spot on the main street. I waited, half-expecting to see an army of wraithwolves racing after me.
But nothing moved.
After a while, I turned off the engine and thought about what to do. 
The street with the wraithwolves wasn’t an option. I couldn’t fight my way past them, and I couldn’t sneak my way past. I suppose I could try to drive through them, but I wasn’t sure if that would work. The wraithwolves might smash through the windshield, or turn to mist and flow through the cracks between the doors. 
That meant it was time to try another route to the cathedral. 
I got out of the car, putting the key back behind the visor, and headed towards the grain silos and the bronze clock. When I got there, I turned right, keeping a wary eye around me. This street had the look of a county highway with a double yellow stripe running the center. There were businesses on either side, mostly devoted to agricultural concerns – tractor repair & rental, a fertilizer store, a place that sold riding lawn mowers, and so forth. I headed down the street, counting down the blocks in my head. After eight blocks, I turned right again and walked down a residential street towards the dark shape of the cathedral against the hill. That would take me past the street where I had encountered the wraithwolves, and if I was lucky, I could stroll right up to the cathedral’s door.
Of course, if I was lucky, I wouldn’t have been here. 
I kept trying to look in all directions, my right hand flexing as I held my magic ready. Nothing moved amidst the houses, and I passed an elementary school on the left, a grim-looking one-story building of brown brick. The playground equipment was empty, and the swings hanging from the metal bar swayed in the breeze.
“Yeah,” I muttered. “Deserted swings swaying in an empty park. That’s not creepy or anything. Way to reach for cliché, Arvalaeon.”
I started to look away from the swings and then froze.

For just a moment, I had glimpsed a trio of human forms watching me from a classroom window, but they vanished the moment I tried to focus on them. I stared at the window for a while, my heart racing. There was no way I was going into that school. The narrow corridors and classrooms would provide a dozen different places for someone to ambush me.
But what were those human shapes?
I wondered if Arvalaeon was following me. I knew he could cast the Cloaking spell, and if he used it, there was no way I could detect him. Had he been following me around the entire time? Maybe he had been standing there watching as the wraithwolves tore me apart. 
If Arvalaeon was here, there was nothing I could do about him, and no way I could detect him beneath a Cloak spell. It would be smarter to focus on any threats that I could see, like the wraithwolves.
On the other hand, an invisible threat was often the deadliest. 
I stopped about half a block from the street where the wraithwolves had killed me. I hadn’t seen any wraithwolves, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. I needed something to draw their attention so I could get past them and reach the cathedral. But what? For a minute, I wrestled with the idea of starting a car and holding down the accelerator with a brick or something, and then a simpler idea came to me.
Thanks to Arvalaeon, I had a far easier way of setting fires at a distance.
I focused on a white house with a broad front porch, drew together my will and magic, and cast the fire sphere spell.
The first sphere splashed against the porch railing, and set it aflame. Three more spheres later, I had the entire porch burning merrily. I threw a few spheres into the walls and the roof and caught my breath as my head buzzed a little from casting so many spells at once. These old pre-Conquest frame houses were pretty, but they tended to burn quickly, and soon the house had turned into a torch.
As I had hoped, that drew the attention of the wraithwolves. 
Fingers of mist flowed across the street, gathering in front of the burning house, and solidified into a half-dozen wraithwolves. They began circling around the house, looking for whatever had caused the fire, and none of them looked in my direction. I gathered my courage and sprinted across the street as fast as I could. I had been afraid that the sound of my footfalls would draw their attention, but they likely could not hear me over the roar of the flames. 
I kept running, watching the streets for any creatures, but nothing moved, though soon a black plume of smoke rose in into the alien sky. If there were any other creatures in the town, the smoke would draw their attention.
Hopefully, I would be long gone before then. 
The cathedral towered above me, stark against the burning sky. I dashed across the little concrete square, ran up the shallow steps, and yanked open the front doors. Just a short run down the nave to the rose window, a levitation spell, and I would be out of here.
The fiery light fell into the cathedral as I opened the door, and I froze in horror.
I suddenly knew what had made those human-shaped outlines I had seen in the windows.
Anthrophages stood in the cathedral’s narthex, dozens and dozens of anthrophages. 
Right now, they wore their human forms, black-haired, gaunt-faced men in tight black suits. All the creatures looked at me at once, and as they did, they abandoned their human forms and took their true shapes of gaunt, yellow-eyed monsters, their noses like black craters, their mouths filled with fangs, black claws jutting from their fingers and toes like knives and black spikes rising from their spines. 
I had fled across the Shadowlands from a pack of anthrophages, and I had suffered nightmares about that day, nightmares where the anthrophages caught up to me and dragged me into their lightless lairs. I took a frantic step back, pulling together power for a spell, but the anthrophages moved in a rush of gray hides and black fangs, and they slammed into me like a wave, sending me tumbling down the shallow stairs and to the ground, burying me beneath a dogpile. 
I screamed as claws and fangs ripped across me like a bladed net, and blood splashed on the concrete. The anthrophages felt cold, desperately cold, and there were so many of them that I could not fight. 
They tore open the back of my jacket and shirt and jeans and started ripping away mouthfuls of my flesh, dozens of them at once, and the world melted into agony. 
It took me a long time to die.
 
###
 
I woke up screaming and thrashing, kicking and clawing and trying to get away from the anthrophages and their snapping mouths that tore at me.
But they were gone. 
I heaved to my feet, calling magic to my hand and getting ready to fling lightning globes in all directions, but there were no anthrophages in sight. I backed away, and I stumbled into something cold and hard and metallic.
It was the bronze monolith of a clock, and the dials were spinning again. 
A clanging came from the device, and the numbers below the dial now read DAY 3.
I whirled, my heart hammering against my ribs. 
I was back in the parking lot between the gas station and the grain silos, the main street stretching away before me. I reached under my shirt and felt my back, certain I could feel the bite wounds the anthrophages had inflicted. 
But I didn’t feel anything. Only skin, smooth and unbroken.
I sprinted down the county highway, running past the various agricultural businesses, and stopped at the street leading up to the cathedral. It was a long distance off, but the anthrophages had torn me to pieces and there ought to be massive bloodstains and cracked bones lying on the steps. You couldn’t rip apart someone without making a mess. 
Nothing. The concrete was unmarked. The cathedral doors were closed. 
It was like the whole town had just…reset. 
I stared at the cathedral, breathing hard, trying to think through the fear. It was easy to be afraid because I could remember the anthrophages and the wraithwolves ripping me apart. Granted, both times I had been healed after as if it had never happened. 
But I remembered it. I remembered it with horrible, crystalline clarity. I remembered it so well that thinking about it made me want to scream and run and hide someplace. 
Because it had happened. It wasn’t a dream. It had happened…and thinking about it made panic flutter through me. I had never been in that much pain in my life, and I would do anything to avoid it again. 
But if it happened again, if I was killed again, the whole town would reset. This nasty little domain of Arvalaeon’s would reboot, and the process would begin again. I closed my eyes, my hands curling into fists. I had thought Arvalaeon’s test too simple, and I was right. Evidently, once I escaped from this place, I would be ready to kill Castomyr. 
But how long did I have?
The clock had said that three days had passed. I supposed that whenever I was killed, the magic powering this place took the rest of the day to reset itself. When it was done, I woke up in the exact place where I had first come here, in the exact position had been lying, and everything I had done within the town had reset. 
That meant I had twenty-seven days left. 
In twenty-seven days, Morvilind would figure out that I had gone missing, and he would stop casting his cure spells on Russell. Which wouldn’t matter, because Castomyr’s ill-advised summoning would have killed Russell and everyone else for hundreds of miles. I wondered if the explosion would kill Morvilind, or if he would see it coming and take himself to safety. 
If we were all going to die, I hoped he would get killed with us. 
But I could indulge in spite later. I pushed aside the acid storm of my emotions and tried to think. I suppose taking a car and driving to the cathedral would be the best way to avoid the wraithwolves, but then I had the problem of the anthrophages in the narthex. 
Could I ram a car through the doors and plow through the anthrophages that way? The doors were big enough that I could get a car through them, and maybe even a truck. But the doors were thick, and driving a car into them might be like driving a car into a bridge support column. If I hit the doors with enough speed, I might punch right through and into the nave of the cathedral proper. 
Or I might get killed. I wasn’t sure if dying in a car crash would be more or less painful than getting torn apart, and I didn’t want to find out. I supposed if I was lucky, I would be only badly injured, and then the anthrophages could rip me apart at their leisure. 
Then another thought occurred to me.
Windows had two sides. 
What if I circled around the rear of the cathedral and broke the rose window from the back? If the anthrophages were waiting for me inside the narthex, that would let me bypass them entirely. In fact, what if I circled the town and went through the wooded hills? That might let me avoid the wraithwolves and whatever other nasty creatures Arvalaeon had stashed away in the town. 
It would also lead me to whatever nasty creatures he had stashed away in the woods. 
But it wasn’t like I had a lot of choices. I had to do something, and hiding and waiting for someone to rescue me wasn’t an option. 
I started forward, heading further down the county road. Ahead the road led into a gap in the hills, but the little valley vanished behind a wall of rippling gray mist. I wondered what would happen if I walked into the mist and decided I didn’t want to find out.
Instead, I turned towards the hills encircling the town. 
It was slow going. Trees covered the slopes of the hills, and the angle was steep and the footing uneven. I don’t know a lot about forests, but the trees looked old, and here and there fallen trees lay on the ground, their sides mantled in gray lichen. I made my way along step by step, my ears straining for the sound of anyone approaching, my eyes sweeping the trees and the town below. Walking through the forest was an unsettling experience. Some of it was the alien sky, obviously, and the silent town and the wall of rippling mist I could sometimes see above the trees. The dim, fiery light threw tangled shadows everywhere, making it look as if the forest was about to burn, even though the trees seemed healthy. 
I realized the rest of it a moment later.
The forest was too quiet. I was a city girl. I didn’t know anything about nature. But whenever I had been out in the wilderness, I had been able to see and hear birds and animals. There had been the constant buzz of insects in the summer. Maybe that was a small mercy. Arvalaeon’s twisted little training ground didn’t have mosquitoes, at least. I wondered if there had ever been animals here.
Maybe the wraithwolves had eaten them all.
It took me longer to make my way along the hillside than it had walking through the town’s streets. My heart sped up when I passed the street where the wraithwolves had killed me, but I saw no sign of movement in the houses. 
I circled through the hills behind the cathedral. The stained-glass windows in the sides of the huge building had changed yet again. This time they showed scenes of me with Riordan, of our first kiss at Paul McCade’s banquet, or the first time I had kissed him in earnest at my apartment. Other windows showed the various dates we had gone on together. I had never seen a gun range portrayed in stained glass, but I had to admit that both Riordan and I looked pretty good when stylized. 
I stared at Riordan’s image for a moment, heartsick.
If I failed, he might die, too. 
He traveled around the world doing the work of the Family of the Shadow Hunters, and it was possible he would be within the range of Castomyr’s folly. I desperately wanted to see Riordan again. I wanted him to burst out from behind a tree and save me. He had done that several times during that mess with the Nihlus Stone and Venomhold.
But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. If I was going to get out of here, I would have to do it myself.
At that moment, though…I really, really wished that I had slept with Riordan when I had the chance. I had been too guarded, too paranoid, too frightened of getting hurt. 
I didn’t want to die with my only lover having been a wannabe mass murderer like Nicholas freaking Connor. 
I eased my way down the slope, moving closer to the cathedral. I considered levitating up and breaking into the cathedral through the stained-glass windows, but I discarded the idea. For one, the windows were obviously magical, and if I tried to break them, they might explode or something. For that matter, I knew there were dozens of anthrophages in the cathedral’s narthex, and I couldn’t think of a quiet way to break the window. If I broke through one of the windows, they would hear the falling glass, and they would come for me. If they came fast enough, I would be trapped in the window like a cat chased up a tree by a pack of wild dogs, and they would need only wait until hunger and thirst made me fall. 
Yeah. I didn’t like that plan.
At last, I circled to the back of the cathedral and stopped in surprise.
I swore several times.
The back wall of the cathedral was blank. 
Like, it wasn’t completely blank. There were gargoyles and buttresses and arches and all the other architectural stuff you see on cathedrals. But the spot where the rose window should have been was blank stone. That meant the window was visible from within the cathedral, but I couldn’t access it from this side.
That, in turn, meant I was going to need to find a way past those anthrophages. 
I stepped back, neck craned as I gazed at the cathedral. I wondered if I could levitate up to the roof and find a way into the interior from there. Maybe there was a trapdoor or something in one of the towers. 
A chittering noise caught my attention.
I cursed, turned, and scanned the trees. I didn’t see anything moving, but again I heard the chittering sound, accompanied by the rustle of something moving through the undergrowth. 
The noises were coming right at me.
I focused my will, summoned magical power, and cast the Cloak spell.
I vanished from sight, from all senses physical or magical save for touch. I could hold a Cloak spell in place for several moments before reaching exhaustion, though I could not move while Cloaked. I could move my arms a bit while Cloaked, an ability gained only after years of practice, but I could not move my legs or feet. 
Maybe it would have been a better to run for it. But I didn’t know what was making that noise. It was possible it was some horror from the Shadowlands, and it was just as likely that it would be faster than me. Better to wait it out behind the Cloak spell and hope that it moved on without noticing me, and then to ease my way back to the town and think of a better plan.
A few seconds later the source of the sound came into sight.
It was one of the ugliest damned things I had ever seen.
It was a beetle the size of a dog, and not a little dog. The thing was the size of a St. Bernard. It was black and glistening, covered in translucent slime, and it moved forward with a jerking, skittering motion. It had a pair of enormous sword-like pincers in front of elaborate mouthparts. 
I didn’t want the thing to get anywhere near me. I don’t have any problems with insects, and I’m not afraid of spiders. That said, most insects on Earth aren’t the size of large dogs, and I was sure the bug would attack if it saw me.
I waited, my heart pounding, sweat trickling down my face and back from the effort of holding the Cloak spell in place.
At last, the beetle wandered off into the forest. I gritted my teeth, holding my Cloak spell until I had counted to ninety, but the beetle didn’t return. I dropped the spell with a sigh of relief, caught my breath, and walked back in the direction I had come. I wanted to make a circuit around the entire cathedral and look for another way inside. Didn’t cathedrals have fire doors or delivery doors or something?
I walked around the base of a flying buttress and froze.
Six of the huge beetles were heading towards me.
The beetles stopped, and I felt them staring at me. Maybe they were more frightened of me than I was of them. I took a step back, and the beetles reared up on their hind legs, revealing their segmented underbellies. 
Then, as one, they spat at me.
They spat globs of thick, vicious, black slime, and I really didn’t want it to hit me. I avoided four of the fist-sized globs. One of them hit my left thigh, and another landed on my right calf. There was a sizzling sound, wisps of chemical-stinking smoke, and my jeans caught fire. 
And then the acidic slime started eating into my legs. 
I screamed, frantically pushing at my jeans as I tried to get them off without touching the black slime. Nothing, nothing in the world hurts like a chemical burn, and the black ooze was eating into my flesh like vinegar dissolving baking soda. The agony overwhelmed me, and I stumbled and landed on my back, my burning jeans around my ankles, and smoke rising from my burned legs. 
The beetles charged towards me. 
Even through the agony, sheer panic let me sit up and focus enough to cast a spell. An ice spike speared one of the beetles, and I cast a pair of fire spheres that killed another two, burning through their heads. 
The surviving three beetles reached me. Frantic, I cast the spell for telekinetic gauntlets, and I punched. With the invisible force around my hands, my strike sent one of the beetles tumbling away, and I crushed the head of another, black ooze bursting from the impact.
The final beetle reached me and snapped its pincers. The left side sank into my belly, and the right pincer plunged into my back. I think it destroyed one of my kidneys. 
I screamed again and hit the beetle, and the telekinesis-augmented blow killed it and sent it tumbling back. It also ripped the pincers from my belly and back, and that made a mess. Hot blood sheeted across my stomach and back, and it hurt as if I had been stabbed by burning skewers. Smoke rose from the chemical burns on my legs.
I cast several more ice spikes, and I killed the remainder of the beetles. I tried to take stock of my injuries, and I almost threw up as I saw my legs. They looked like overcooked sausages, the skin charred and marked with livid red cracks. It hurt, but I strongly suspected the pain would hit me much worse once the adrenalin and the panic of the attack passed.
Assuming the wounds in my stomach and back didn’t kill me first.
I had to find a quiet place to cast the regeneration spell. The resultant unconsciousness would leave me motionless for hours, maybe even a couple of days, and I needed to find a place I could lock myself in. One of the houses, maybe?
I tried to move and found that I couldn’t. My legs were in too much pain for me to stand. I tried to sort of scoot along, and agony erupted through my legs and torso every time I tried to move. I let out a whimpering sob and tried to catch my breath. My head was spinning, probably from blood loss, and if I didn’t stop the blood flow soon, I would pass out.
Maybe that would be a mercy. 
A dark blur caught my eye, and I turned my head.
“Oh, no,” I said. “No, no, no. Not again, not again. Please, please, no…”
A dozen wraithwolves ran towards me, their claws tearing at the ground.
“Arvalaeon!” I screamed. “Arvalaeon! Please!” 
No one answered me.
I summoned power and starting casting spells. I managed to kill three of the wraithwolves before they encircled me. 
It happened again. The wraithwolves tore me apart. I screamed and screamed and tried to fight until a wraithwolf’s jaws closed around my skull.
I felt a horrible crushing pain in my head, and I died again.
 
###
 
When I woke up this time, it took me a lot longer to calm down.
I shrieked and surged to my feet, and I cast the telekinetic gauntlet spell, convinced that the wraithwolves were still on me, or that those damned beetles were about to spit caustic poison. I flung a few fire spheres, convinced that the wraithwolves were about to spring.
The clanging noise caught my attention. 
I whirled and looked at the bronze clock. The dials spun and whirled, and the row of numbers shivered.
Once more I heard the metallic clank, and the clock now read DAY 4.
I was back in the parking lot between the grain silos and the gas station, the main street stretching away before me. One of my errant fire spheres had set one of the buildings on fire, but other than that, everything had been restored to just as it had been when I had first arrived. There was no sign of anyone, whether human, Elf, or twisted creature from the Shadowlands.
I got my breathing under control, but my heart kept racing, and it was racing because I was terrified.
I didn’t know what to do. 
I had twenty-six days left to figure out how to get out of this twisted place, and I didn’t know how. I was beginning to suspect that it didn’t matter how many times I was killed, that I would wake up back here until I found my way out. 
Of course, once twenty-six days passed, it wouldn’t matter.
And I desperately did not want to die again. You would think that it didn’t matter since I always seemed to wake up whole and healthy again, but it did. In the last three days, I had endured more pain than I had suffered for the rest of my life. It was wearing at me, and I felt my mind quivering from the strain. 
Psychological torment, Arvalaeon had said. It was necessary to start the process. That was why he had me beaten and stripped naked and left in that cold room for hours. Was physical torment also essential for this process of his, dying in agony again and again? 
And how the hell was this supposed to make me ready to fight someone as strong as Castomyr? 
Okay. Think it through. There had to be a way to do this. Arvalaeon wouldn’t just throw me in here for his own amusement. There had to be a way out. 
I took deep breaths until I got myself calmed down, and then I set out, my skin crawling with fear.
 
###
 
I died ten times in the next ten days. 
All my attempts to get into the cathedral failed.
I tried getting onto the roof of the cathedral. I managed to do it with sequential levitation spells, moving from perch to perch, and once I reached the top of the cathedral I discovered a dozen cytospawn nesting there. Cytospawn are some of the most alien creatures I had seen in the Shadowlands, and they looked like giant flying jellyfish, with bodies resembling clusters of staring eyeballs the size of human heads and their tentacles like barbed whips.
It turns out that a single touch of their tentacles causes instant paralysis. I think the cytospawn wanted to eat me, but when I was paralyzed, I lost my balance and fell from the top of the cathedral to land in the concrete square below.
That was the quickest of my deaths. 
My next stratagem was to move from rooftop to rooftop through the town, jumping from house to house. I managed to do that with the improved telekinesis spell that Arvalaeon had taught me. I had thought to use it to push things telekinetically or to levitate them, but it turned out I could also use it to grip something with my mind. With that grip, I pull myself towards whatever I held in that telekinetic vice. 
With that spell and a running jump, I could leap from rooftop to rooftop. 
It worked well at first. I moved through most of the town without anything noticing, but when I reached the street with the wraithwolves, they turned to mist and flowed up the walls to get at me. I wound up fighting them on the rooftops, and I used the fire sphere spell, which was stupid because it set the house on fire. I was trapped on the burning house by the wraithwolves, and eventually, the roof collapsed beneath me. 
I burned to death. My clothes burned, and my hair burned, and my skin burned, and I screamed, which was just as well since I think smoke inhalation finished me off. 
It was a horrible way to die. 
But every way to die in Arvalaeon’s town was a bad way to die. 
After that, I spent the next several days trying to use cars to get into the cathedral. The first time I used the car that Arvalaeon had started, and I drove across town. The wraithwolves tried to stop me, but I ran them over, and I kept going.
I hit the cathedral doors at about sixty miles an hour. I pushed them in a couple of feet, but the car came to a jarring halt against the doorpost, and the hood crumpled like a bedsheet. My head bounced off the steering wheel, and I felt something crack. 
I slumped against the wheel, woozy and incoherent, and I could not fight back against the anthrophages when they swarmed out to devour me. 
The next couple of times I tried with bigger vehicles. First an SUV, then a van, and then at a big pickup truck with jacked-up wheels and an engine that almost deafened me. The SUV and the van punched through the doors and into the narthex, but the SUV’s crash injured me enough that I couldn’t fight back against the anthrophages, and I was killed outright in the van crash. 
The truck did the trick. The big pickup smashed through the doors, through the narthex, and skidded to a halt in the vast empty nave. It also killed a half-dozen anthrophages in the process. I wrenched my shoulder painfully but compared to the torments I had endured over the past week it was nothing, so I shoved my way out of the wrecked truck and ran for the rose window. 
The anthrophages caught me first.
There had been dozens of them in the narthex, and hundreds of them filled the nave. I fought them as best I could, casting as much magic as I could manage. I killed a dozen of the creatures, but they forced me back towards the wall beneath the stained-glass windows.
They overwhelmed me and drove me to the floor.
In that instant, before they started ripping me to bloody shreds, I saw something.
A flight of stairs leading into the ground. Pointing away from the cathedral, deep enough that they would continue beyond its foundations.
An underground tunnel?
A secret way into the cathedral?
Once I woke up below the clock and got through my screaming fit, I had a new plan in mind.
It was Day 14. 
I started searching, moving from business to business on the main street. Every one of the buildings had a basement, some of them finished, others little more than cellars with dirt floors. In the ninth building I searched (the insurance office, as it happens) I found what I sought. The corner of the basement had a metal trapdoor. I opened it and saw a ladder descending into a concrete tunnel that stretched away into the darkness. My first thought was that it was a sewer, but a lot of towns this size didn’t have sewer lines, only septic tanks, and anyway it smelled like dust and damp instead of human waste. I peered down into the gloom and saw other tunnels opening off the main one.
I realized two things. 
One, this was another feature Arvalaeon had added to his weird little proving ground. Small American towns did not have giant cathedrals, and nor did they usually have concrete mazes beneath them.
Second, this explained the silhouettes I had seen in the windows.
The anthrophages had been watching me the entire time. 
That made a lot of disturbing sense. These tunnels had to run beneath the entire town. No wonder I had never encountered any anthrophages outside of the cathedral. They didn’t need to hunt me. They knew I would come to them. Likely they sent scouts through the tunnels and up to the buildings to watch me, and then gathered before the cathedral doors when I approached, like a surprise party from hell. 
Did that mean there were only one or two anthrophages in the tunnels? If they only had a few scouts in the tunnels, maybe I could kill the scouts, creep into the cathedral, and get to the rose window before the anthrophages were the wiser. 
I decided to try it. Nothing else I had done had worked, and I had died in agony thirteen times. I didn’t want to enjoy a fourteenth time. I left the insurance office and went across the street to the general store. A short search turned up a big flashlight and some 12-volt batteries, and I clicked on the flashlight. It made a satisfyingly bright beam. I suppose it wasn’t a real flashlight, but a construction of magic, yet it worked nonetheless. 
The general store had an entrance to the tunnels below the town, and I decided to use that one. I climbed down the steel ladder and stepped into the tunnel, clicking on the flashlight. The tunnel was about twelve feet high and eight wide, built of finished concrete, a faint layer of dust on the floor. I didn’t see any tracks in the dust.
I waited and listened, but I didn’t hear anything but the rasp of my breathing, and nothing moved in the darkness.
At last, I started forward, sweeping the flashlight back and forth. 
This place was huge. The tunnels stretched in all directions, but after a moment I realized that the tunnels followed the pattern of the streets overhead. Wider tunnels went under the streets themselves, and smaller ones opened into dusty rooms beneath the buildings. Sub-basements, I supposed. I followed the tunnel beneath the main street, sweeping the flashlight beam back and forth. 
Nothing moved in the harsh light of the beam. My heart raced against my ribs. So far, this seemed easy, but my first walk towards the cathedral had seemed easy. At any moment, I expected something to attack me.
So, when the crimson shape hurtled out of a side tunnel towards me, I was ready. 
I whirled, my hand coming up, and I cast a spell. The ice shard leaped from my fingers and speared into the crimson shape, which let out an agonized squeal. In the light of the flashlight beam, I saw that it was a rat the size of a hog, its fur red and wet and glistening as if it had been dipped in blood. Its eyes were like beady black pearls, and its massive teeth looked like thick yellow chisels. 
It was a bloodrat. Bloodrats could live almost forever, and bloodrats got larger the longer they lived. The really old ones could cast magic with a considerable degree of power. This one wasn’t old enough to use magic, but the younger bloodrats always hunted in packs. 
Which meant that the thrashing, squealing bloodrat would have friends nearby. 
I whirled, whipping the flashlight beam around, and saw a flood of red fur and beady black eyes rushing down the corridor towards me.
As it turned out, the bloodrat had a lot of friends nearby. 
I took a quick step back and cast the ice wall spell. White mist swirled before me and solidified into a three-inch thick wall of glittering, granite-hard ice. Because of the confined space, I managed to make the wall higher, and it rose a good four feet off the ground. The bloodrats slammed into it, and I heard the rasping noise as they started to gnaw through the wall with those chisel-like teeth.
The ice wall wouldn’t hold them for long, so I turned and ran, darting down a side passage, the flashlight bobbing in my hand. I wondered if the bloodrats would be smart enough to circle ahead of me. Maybe if I hurried, I could push on and get to the cathedral stairs before the bloodrats.
I turned another corner and skidded to an alarmed halt. 
A huge, bloated, pale shape filled most of the corridor ahead of me. It was an anthrophage, but while the anthrophages tended to be gaunt, almost skeletal, this creature was heavy with fat. It was also paler than the normal anthrophages, and a faint layer of slime glistened on its leathery hide. It was an anthrophage elder, an anthrophage that had lived so long and eaten so many people that it had developed the ability to use magic. Despite its bulk, it was just as quick as the smaller anthrophages, and it was probably stronger. 
I turned to run in the other direction, but the anthrophage elder was already casting a spell. It thrust its clawed hand, and a lightning globe leaped from its fingers and hurtled towards me. I started to cast the spell to resist elemental magic, but I was too slow, and I abandoned the spell and tried to dodge. 
The lightning globe hit me in the right leg. 
Pain exploded through my body, every muscle clenching at once. I let out a choked shriek and fell on my back, thrashing, and the light bulb in my flashlight exploded, plunging the tunnel into darkness. I could still see a little since my right leg was on fire. 
And in the flickering gloom, I saw a dozen anthrophages rush towards me, and before I could recover, they were on me.
I had suffered nightmares, repetitive nightmares, about being dragged into the darkness to be eaten alive by anthrophages.
As it turned out, the experience was even more horrible than I had imagined. 
 
###
 
I kept trying to get to that rose window, and I kept failing, and as the days ground on, I became more and more desperate, fear for Russell and the Marneys and Riordan driving me forward. 
Sometimes I got eaten. Sometimes my plans didn’t work, and I got blown up or electrocuted when the building I was in exploded. Once more I got to the cathedral’s nave, only to be overwhelmed by the anthrophages before I could get to the rose window.
I died again and again.
I felt my mind starting to crack beneath the strain. There’s only so much pain you can take before you lose it, and I had been ripped apart, burned alive, eaten alive, and electrocuted. The nice thing about dying? Most people only have to do it once. 
Not me, though. Oh, no. Not me.
On Day 25, I thought up a new plan. 
I had been exploring the area around the grain silos, looking for something, anything, that might help me escape. 
While doing that, I had found the semi. The red-painted cab was battered and had seen a lot of service, but it looked like it was in good repair. If you spend a lot of time driving in rural areas, sooner or later you’re going to see a semi like this. They pull a trailer with a rounded top, and within the trailer is a whole lot of grain or corn or soybeans or some sort of other heavy crop. I had spent a lot of time annoyed at those trucks and passing them in haste in the left lane.
But when I found that truck parked behind the grain silos, I felt a surge of hope.
All my other plans had failed. Ramming a vehicle through the doors had sort of worked, but even a pickup truck had only gotten me through the narthex and into the cathedral’s nave, and even then, the anthrophages had torn me apart before I had gotten get very far.
But what would happen if I drove into the cathedral at sixty miles an hour while pulling twenty tons of grain behind me?
I climbed up the back of the trailer and smiled for the first time in weeks. 
The trailer was indeed full of grain. 
It was easy to get the truck started. I didn’t know how to drive a semi, but that didn’t matter. It used a manual transmission, and I knew how to operate one of those, and I was planning on driving the thing into a building. Accuracy didn’t matter all that much. I pulled around the back of the silo, maneuvering the big vehicle past the gas station and onto the street. I considered running over Arvalaeon’s stupid bronze clock but decided against it. The thing was probably invincible, and if I tried to run it over I would wreck the semi. 
I turned left onto the county highway, the engine rumbling, and then right onto the street leading up to the cathedral doors. I did sort of wipe out of the corner of a small garage with the trailer as I turned, but the engine was undamaged, and the trailer didn’t come loose, which were the important parts. 
I stared up the street towards the cathedral. I didn’t see any sign of anthrophages or wraithwolves or cytospawn or those beetle things. I glimpsed a human silhouette watching me from the window of the place that sold farm equipment, and a mad smile spread over my face.
“Yeah,” I said. “Stop this, assholes.”
I put the truck into gear and stomped on the gas, pushing the pedal to the floor.
The diesel engine howled, and the truck rolled forward. It takes a long time for a semi to get up to full speed, but by the time I got to the square before the cathedral, I was doing just under sixty miles an hour. The cathedral hurtled towards me, and I suddenly wondered if this had been such a good idea after all. 
The cab bounded up the steps and smashed into the cathedral doors. 
They didn’t slow me down, not with twenty tons of trailer behind me. The cab blasted through the doors in a spray of splintered wood, shattered masonry, and dust, and I just had time to see dozens of anthrophages look at me in astonishment before the cab and the trailer turned them to pulp. The cab screamed into the nave, punching through the doors and shattering the windows. I had been afraid that the truck would get caught up on the narthex wall, but evidently, it wasn’t thick enough to stop that much weight. The trailer ripped through the wall in a shower of shattered stone and started to twist to the side, tires screeching against the flagstones. Because of the multiple shocks, I lost control of the steering, and the cab skidded to the side and slammed into one of the pillars. The hood crumpled up, and the windshield and both side windows shattered, but my seat belt kept me from flying out the windshield and into the pillar, though I jerked hard enough against it that I wrenched something in my back.
The crash had also wiped out dozens of anthrophages, reducing them to piles of black slime against the floor. Some of them had survived, but the impact had thrown them back.
Which meant that if I acted right now, I had a clear shot at the rose window.
I unbuckled my seat belt, kicked open the passenger door, and dropped to the floor. Some of the anthrophages headed towards me, but I had too much of a head start. I sprinted towards the back wall of the cathedral, gathering magical power as I did, and as I scrambled up the dais steps, I cast the levitation spell. 
I floated a hundred feet to the rose window and braced myself at the base of its round stone frame. 
I noticed two things right about then.
First, the fiery light that filled the sky was brighter, seeming to pulse and flicker behind the window. Despite the color of the light, it was cold up here, far colder than the rest of the town, which wasn’t all that warm to begin with.
That led to the second thing I noticed.
Specifically, that the rose window was made of translucent ice.
It was made of a lot of ice, hundreds of individual panes held in place by the stone framework. The ice was also thick. I think it was at least six or seven feet thick, and probably the entire thing was thicker than the wall of the cathedral. Given that I couldn’t see the other side of the window from outside the cathedral, I suppose the ice extended into the rest of the Shadowlands or whatever rift Arvalaeon had constructed back to Earth. 
This was my way home. I just had to figure out how to get through six feet of solid ice. If you’ve ever had to chisel an inch of ice off your driveway, you know how hard that is. Now imagine seventy-two inches of it at once. 
I looked down and saw the surviving anthrophages climbing towards me. Turns out the damned things could climb up a wall like spiders. I looked back at the icy window, gathered magical power, and cast the fire sphere spell. The blast of fire slammed into the ice…and melted maybe half an inch of it.
I blinked in dismay. It would take me hours to burn through the window. The anthrophages would kill me long before I could break through.
I was so close!
In sheer frustration, I punched the window with my left hand.
That turned out to be stupid.
For one, I hadn’t realized how cold the ice really was, and the skin of my hand flash froze to the window. Agony shot up my arm, and hoarfrost covered my skin, crawling up my arm and the sleeve of my motorcycle jacket. With a shriek of pain and surprise, I tried to pull my arm back.
My arm snapped off at the elbow. Like an icicle breaking. I suppose the hand and the forearm had already been killed by the ice, but the rest of me hadn’t, and having my arm snapped off really hurt.
I lost my balance and fell screaming to the cathedral floor.
The impact didn’t kill me. It broke most of my bones and probably pulped most of my internal organs, but it didn’t kill me.
The anthrophages did.
 
###
 
I got more and more panicked as Day 30 approached. 
I tried three more times to shatter the rose window in the cathedral, and every attempt failed and got me killed in varying degrees of agony. Every time I failed, I woke up screaming under that damned bronze clock, its tumblers turning over to advance another day. 
If I didn’t figure out something soon, Russell and a lot of other people were going to die. 
I tried different things, and each one of the plans was a longer shot than the last. Every single time I failed and got killed in the process.
When I woke up beneath the clock on Day 29 and got over my screaming jag, a new thought popped into my increasingly deranged thoughts. This entire thing had to be a test. Arvalaeon was testing me, trying to see if I was strong enough to defeat Castomyr and save the world. But maybe he wasn’t testing my magical strength. Perhaps it was a test of character or inner strength or something stupid like that. Maybe he wanted to see if I was brave enough to sacrifice myself. 
Which meant I had to kill myself.
Perfectly logical. At least it was perfectly logical if you had already died in agony a couple dozen times and weren’t thinking all that clearly.
I went to the grain silo to do it. I climbed up the side and onto the metal gantry running between the storage cylinders. I braced myself on the railing, took a deep breath, and jumped from the gantry. 
Unfortunately, I did not count on the wind. It was about a hundred and eighty feet from the top of the gantry to the parking lot, but the wind blew me off course. Instead of sailing in a smooth arc to a quick death against the asphalt, the wind bounced me off the silo a couple of times before I hit the ground. That was enough to let me survive the fall, sort of. I broke both my legs and my right arm, and I think I had a couple of ribs jutting from my side.
I tried to cast the regeneration spell, but I was in too much pain to work magic. Before I could bleed out or die from internal injuries, I think the smell of my blood drew the wraithwolves, and they finished me off. 
I woke up on Day 30, and panic set in. 
This was it. I was out of time. Castomyr was casting his spell to summon a Great Dark One. Unless I found a way out of here now, right now, there would be no one to stop him. Russell would die, the Marneys would die, Riordan would die, and everyone I ever knew would probably die as well. 
Killing myself hadn’t worked. I needed to find another way out.
No, wait. That wasn’t quite right, was it? I had tried to kill myself, but it hadn’t worked. I had just severely wounded myself, and the wraithwolves had come and finished me off. Maybe that was the key. I needed to actually kill myself.
This time, I had to do it right.
I went to the diner on the main street and let myself into the kitchen. It had a big range with twelve different burners, and I turned each of them on but didn’t light them. Gas pumped into the kitchen, and before long the air over the burners rippled, and the kitchen stank of rotten eggs.
I waited until I started to get woozy and then cast the fire sphere spell.
This time, at least, my death was quick. 
I felt a brief flash of agonizing pain all over my body, an impact as I was thrown against the wall, and then everything went black. 
And when I woke up, I was lying on the rough asphalt beneath the bronze clock, and the clock read Day 31. 
“No, no,” I said, pushing off the ground. “No, no, no.”
Thirty days. Arvalaeon had said I thirty days to get out of the Shadowlands and stop Castomyr. Had Castomyr finished his spell already? If he had, if he had tried to summon the Great Dark One, he would have already destroyed Wisconsin and Minnesota and killed everyone else for hundreds of miles. 
“Arvalaeon!” I shouted at the sky. “Arvalaeon, damn it! I know you can hear me! Arvalaeon!”
My voice echoed off the parking lot, but no one answered.
“Arvalaeon!” I said. “Damn it, let me out! Are you going to just let Castomyr wipe out North America?”
Still no one answered me. 
In pure fury, I threw a sphere of fire at the burning sky.
Nothing happened. It was a waste of magical force. I watched until the sphere of fire faded from sight. I looked around, the dread choking me. It might not be too late. Maybe Castomyr’s spell took a few hours to cast. Maybe I could still get out of this place in time.
The walls of mist, perhaps? I looked at the walls of mist that encircled the town. Arvalaeon had told me that if I walked into the mist it would just deposit me elsewhere within the town. Could he have been lying? Could the way out have been that simple?
I got to the county highway and ran for the valley that led out of town. As I passed the hills, the road continued, and the wall of mist dipped to cover the road and the valley. It yawned up before me, towering and gray and rippling, and I sprinted into it.
The mist swallowed me, and the entire world disappeared into the gray gloom. There was still ground underneath me, the county highway rasping beneath my shoes. I kept running, hoping that I could break free from the mist and get back to Earth.
Another step and I burst from the mist.
Except the asphalt had vanished, and I stumbled before I caught my balance. The asphalt had been replaced with uneven dirt threaded with thick tree roots. I was in a forest. Specifically, I was in a forest on top of one of the hills overlooking the town. I could see the entire town laid out before me, though I was almost eye level with the top spires of the cathedral. 
All right. The road out of town didn’t actually lead out of town. I started circling along the circumference of the misty wall, and every few yards I walked into the mist. I tried to be systematic about my search, but it was impossible because when I walked into the mist, it deposited me somewhere else along its boundary. Once it even deposited me back on the county road, right where I had originally started. 
On the twenty-sixth attempt, I stepped out of the mist and into a pack of about thirty of those giant beetles. I turned to run, but all the beetles spat that slime at me, and I think about ten of them hit my back and legs at once. Pain erupted through me, and I stumbled when the acidic ooze ate through the muscles in my leg.
The beetles swarmed over me, pincers snapping. 
Fortunately, I think the acid got into my blood and stopped my heart before the beetles finished ripping me apart. 
 
###
 
I grew increasingly frantic and desperate, trying tactic after tactic to escape. 
Most of my attempts were variations on things I had tried earlier. I attempted to ram the truck into the cathedral. Or I went through the tunnels, or went to the roof of the cathedral, or set fire to various houses in the town to lure away the anthrophages. I went into the tunnels from different entrances (I got killed in the school twice before I found the entrance to the tunnels in the boiler room), hoping to get past the anthrophages, but that failed every single time. 
Throughout these attempts, I desperately tried to hold on to hope. Maybe Castomyr had screwed up the spell. Maybe I could still escape and rescue Russell. Maybe I could still put this right. 
It was increasingly hard to hold onto hope, partly because I knew I was lying to myself, and partly because the deaths were so painful. 
Every time I woke up beneath the clock, all my physical wounds were healed. Whatever the process was, it did nothing for my memory. I could remember the deaths in piercing, excruciating memory, remember fangs and claws ripping my flesh apart, remember acid burning through my skin, remember fire consuming me. I couldn’t walk anywhere in the town without dread choking me, without acid churning in the pit of my stomach and my hands starting to shake with the remembered agony. 
I was starting to lose it. 
On Day 75, I finally snapped.
I couldn’t lie to myself any longer. I knew I had failed. Russell had probably been dead for weeks, along with the Marneys and Riordan. Every effort I had made to escape this place had failed. I broke down sobbing and wandered up the main street crying to myself as the despair overwhelmed me. Eventually, I went into the town’s little post office, slumped behind the counter, and gave up. 
I had spent my life trying to save my brother, and I had failed. 
I discovered something else about the town on Day 75.
If I waited long enough, the anthrophages started hunting me. 
I think it took about six hours. I was sitting behind the counter in a stupor when the anthrophages surged through the door. That shocked me back to focus, and I surged to my feet and started casting spells. I killed three or four of the anthrophages and then the rest overwhelmed me and ate me.
On Day 76, I did exactly the same thing. I just wanted to lie down and die, but the town wouldn’t let me. 
The pattern continued for about four months, but on Day 199, something changed.
Not the town. Nothing ever changed here. Something changed inside my head.
My despair had turned to hatred hotter than anything I had ever known. 
Arvalaeon had done this to me. Arvalaeon had gotten Russell and the Marneys and Riordan killed. The great and mighty Lord Inquisitor hadn’t thought of a better plan for dealing with Baron Castomyr than this, and because of his stupidity, he had gotten millions of people killed.
I hadn’t been able to save Russell.
There was one thing left for me to do. 
No matter how long it took, no matter how much it cost me, I was going to get out of here.
And when I got out of here, I was going to kill the Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon.
No. I was going to kill Arvalaeon, but only after I had made him suffer. I would only kill him after I had inflicted such pain on him that the Elves would whisper about it for another thousand generations. 
On Day 200, I pushed off the ground and stalked into the town to continue my search for a way out.
No matter how long it took.



Chapter 7: Hell Is Repetition
 
On Day 12,984, I woke up in a fiery kind of mood.
Yes, you read that right. 
Day 12,984. If you do the math, that’s about thirty-five and a half years. 
Thirty-five and a half years of dying again and again and again.
As you can probably guess, after twelve thousand nine hundred eighty-four days of this, I was nowhere within shouting distance of anything that even remotely resembled sanity. 
I had died so many times. I had been ripped apart again and again. Every part of my body that could be torn from another part had been ripped off at one time for another. I knew exactly what most of my internal organs looked like because I had seen them so many times. I even knew what my own heart looked like since a couple of times the anthrophages had managed to rip it from my chest before I died from blood loss. 
Every day, I woke up whole and healthy again under the clock, though I still had that headache that Captain Alan had given me all those years ago. 
Whole and healthy…but if you wake up with the memory of tens of thousands of deaths in your head, it tends to alter your perspective just a bit. 
The bronze clock clanged above me as it rolled over to Day 12,984, and I pushed off the ground and stood, humming to myself, a wide grin on my face. It was another identical day in the Shadowlands, identical to all the other ones where I had died in this miserable little town. 
So, I decided to burn the town down. 
Well. As much as it as I could manage. Still, after this time I had gotten good at it, and I could burn down a fair chunk of the town. Maybe with enough practice, I could burn the entire thing, and the surrounding hills as well. 
To burn down the town, I had a procedure. 
After thirty-five years, I had the town memorized. I knew it as well as I knew myself. At that point, I knew it better than I knew myself since I had more or less gone insane. Anyway, I knew where everything in the town was. I knew the contents of the houses lining the streets. I knew the inventories of the stores. I knew the layout of the tunnels underneath the town.
I had died in every building in the town.
Multiple times. 
Humming and sometimes giggling to myself, I walked to the gas station, pulled out the pumps, and tied the levers open, spilling gas across the parking lot. I strolled up to the general store, blasted the door into glass shards with a spell of telekinetic force, and let myself inside. I went to the tools section and helped myself to a hatchet and walked up and down the main street. As I did, I chopped the fuel line of every single car and truck parked along the curb. I had done it so often I could get the entire job done in about ten minutes, and I left about forty cars and trucks leaking gas into the street. 
This would come in handy. 
Once I had wrecked all the cars, I dropped the hatchet in the middle of the street and started going from shop to shop. I knew where all the gas lines in the buildings were, and I broke them one by one. In the café, I broke the burners and turned the gas on, letting the stink flood the building. 
After I had broken the last gas line, I walked to the center of the street and waited a bit, rocking on my heels and humming to myself. I watched the gasoline splash across the parking lot, and I laughed as I remembered burning to death, screaming as my flesh charred and blackened. One time, enough gasoline had spilled that it had gotten into the silo, and when the fire had reached the interior of the silo, that had made an impressive explosion. It had flattened half the town, and I think what had killed me that time had been a shard of molten metal from the silo cutting my head off. 
“Goody, goody, goody,” I crooned to myself. I didn’t recognize my voice. It sounded cracked and unsteady. “We’re going to have a barbecue.” That didn’t seem funny, but I laughed to myself anyway. 
It was time to begin.
I gathered together magical force, as I had thousands of times before, and starting flinging fireballs. 
Not spheres of fire, but fireballs. Countless castings of the spell had improved my skill with it to the point where I could bind a lot more elemental force into a single sphere. Because of that, I could make them explode on impact like little grenades. I started with the land title office across the street from the gas station, hurling fireballs through the window. My magic blasted through the windows, melting the glass in rivulets down the brick front of the building, and started the carpet in the front office on fire. I could have kept throwing fireballs, but I knew the ruptured gas line from the office’s HVAC system would ignite sooner or later.
Laughing at the fire, I moved to the next building, and the next, and the next. I had gotten to the diner by the time the title office exploded. The detonation ripped off most of the roof and blasted out all the windows, and a hot breeze blew past me from the roiling fireball and the plume of smoke rising from the damaged roof.
I grinned, staring at the fire. 
“Oh, yeah,” I whispered. “We’re going to burn. We’re all going to burn. Forever.”
It was a pretty fire, but I was just getting warmed up. So to speak.  
I went up one side of the street and down the other, throwing blasts of magical fire through the windows. The diner, of course, exploded at once, ripping itself apart in a maelstrom of snarling flames thanks to the gas range. The little grocery store usually burned well, thanks to the gasoline for the emergency generators hooked up to the freezers. Soon curtains of fire lined both sides of the main street, so I cast the spell to resist elemental forces that the Knight of Grayhold had taught me decades ago. With part of my power, I held the spell in place, and with the rest of it, I kept throwing fireballs. Some of the cars went up as well, and soon a huge plume of smoke rose from the burning businesses. 
Giggling to myself, I jogged to the end of the main street and waited. 
“Hey, guys!” I shouted, bouncing on my heels. “I’m here! Come and get me! Want to have some fun? I’m right here!” 
For some reason that seemed hilarious, and I started laughing. 
If you want to get attention, a great way to find it is to set half a small town on fire, and soon the creatures responded. Wraithwolves solidified and raced towards me, and anthrophages poured from the houses with access to the tunnel system. Cytospawn flew overhead, tentacles dangling, and I heard the clicking as the beetles reached the street, their legs tapping against the asphalt. 
I looked at the charging horde, and my giddiness turned to grief. 
I could barely remember the last time I had seen another human. Russell had been dead for decades at this point, and so had everyone I had ever known or cared about. Regret followed grief in a surge. I wished I could have saved Russell. I wished I had slept with Riordan when I had the chance. Had he known that I had loved him?
Then the grief and regret turned to rage hotter than the flames devouring the main street. 
I had failed my brother, but he had been taken from me. Arvalaeon had done that by locking me in this hell. Maybe he had forgotten about me entirely. He was going to regret that. His plan for dealing with Castomyr had been to lock me in this place with his pet monsters, and his stupidity had gotten a lot of people killed. 
I was going to make him regret that. 
For decades, if I could manage it.
I looked at the approaching creatures and started to giggle.
They had ripped me apart so many times, inflicted unimaginable agony on me again and again…but that didn’t mean I couldn’t repay them in kind. 
“Hi, guys!” I shouted. “Ready for some games?”
The creatures didn’t say anything. They never did. Anthrophages could talk, but they only communicated with their masters or while disguising themselves as humans. No point in disguising themselves in here, right?
I cast the ice spike spell three times in rapid succession, killing two wraithwolves and an anthrophage. The creatures charged towards me in a mass of claws and fangs and glaring red and yellow eyes, and I grinned at them, waved, and cast the Cloak spell. 
It was an effort to cast the Cloak spell, but after dying so many times, the effort seemed…distant, somehow. Remote. 
I turned and jogged down the main street towards the gas station, holding the Cloak spell in place around myself. One thing I had realized – I could keep my memory between resets of the town, but the creatures didn’t. They never learned or adapted to my tactics. 
Which meant I could use them over and over. 
It was time to have some fun. 
The creatures poured down the main street, trying to see where I had gone. 
I stepped next to a burning car, dropped my Cloak spell, and cast the telekinetic force spell. I could use it to pull or to push, and this time I used it to push, sending a wraithwolf tumbling through a broken window and into the burning post office. 
I heard the creature scream as it caught fire, and I laughed. The others turned towards me, and I ran to the left, Cloaking myself again as I did. I hopped onto the curb and walked back, the hot air billowing from the fire making my hair and jacket dance. I waited until I had a good angle, then I dropped the Cloak spell and struck again. 
This time I caught an anthrophage and flipped it head over heels into the burning title office. I heard the creature scream in pain, and I cast the telekinesis spell again. I blasted an anthrophage from its feet and threw it into the cab of a burning pickup truck. It thrashed as it tried to escape, the fires digging into its flesh, and I grinned and stepped back. 
Three anthrophages rushed me, and I cast the fire sphere spell. I had practiced enough with the spell that I could make it explode like a small bomb, but I could do other things once the sphere left my fingers. The spell drilled through the head of the nearest anthrophage, turning its skull to hot coals, and the sphere darted to the left, slamming into another anthrophage, and then killed the third one before the power drained away.
That reminded me of something I had seen long ago, of the time I had gone to Venomhold with Riordan and Robert Ross and Hakon Valborg. Old Hakon had been in the Wizard’s Legion, and he had cast the same spell, though he had been able to kill seven anthrophages with a single casting. I supposed he was dead now, along with his family and his granddaughter Lydia.
That made me think of Russell, and that got me angry. 
I Cloaked again, and hunted the anthrophages and the wraithwolves and the beetles and the cytospawn, disappearing and reappearing beneath the Cloak spell and blasting them apart. Magical exhaustion started to seep through me, but I fought on, intending to kill as many of the wretched things as possible. Eventually, a cytospawn hit me with one of its tentacles, paralyzing me, and the surviving anthrophages and wraithwolves tore me apart.
That was what I usually did when I wanted to burn the town down. 
Sometimes I started on other buildings and turned the houses into torches one by one. The elementary school made a good firetrap. It had a big HVAC system, which meant it had a lot of natural gas to ignite. Also, the gymnasium tended not to burn, so it made a good place to lure the anthrophages and the wraithwolves to kill them. I could move around while Cloaked in short bursts – thirty or forty seconds at a time, usually – and the gym was big enough that I danced around the creatures and mowed them down one by one until my strength ran out and they killed me. 
Some days, I was in the mood for ice. 
On those days, I descended into the maze below the town and hunted bloodrats.
The ice wall spell proved useful there. I had gotten better with it over the decades, and now I could conjure a lot of ice. One casting could create a foot-thick barrier of granite-hard ice that sealed off a corridor entirely. I could shape the ice and make more of it, but doing so took a lot of power, so I used the spell sparingly. 
As you can imagine, reshaping the battlefield to my liking proved useful.
I split the massive bloodrat pack into smaller groups and killed them one by one, either piercing their skulls with ice spikes or incinerating them with blasts of fire and laughing as they squealed. If I screwed up and they got closer than I liked, I cast the spell for telekinetic gauntlets and smashed them to a bloody pulp.
I also used those tactics on the anthrophages. When I lured them to the tunnels, I could split them off from the others with ice walls and kill them one by one. I could kill lots of anthrophages that way – I think the most I ever did on an ice day was ninety-seven. I even killed the anthrophage elder a few thousand times, and watching the bloated creature shriek and thrash as I burned it to ashes or electrocuted it with lightning globes was immensely satisfying. 
Of course, eventually the anthrophages or the bloodrats killed me. But a couple of times I made it all the way to the cathedral, and there I fought and killed anthrophages in the hellish light of the rose window until they took me down, and I woke up at the clock and started the mess all over again. 
On other days, I was in the mood for a different kind of mass arson. 
I levitated up to a rooftop on the main street. Specifically, the highest rooftop belonged to the grocery store, which had two levels of apartments above the main floor. From the top of the building, I had a good view of the town, the dark mass of the cathedral rising on the other side of the valley.
I threw fireballs at houses I knew contained wraithwolves, and when the creatures finally emerged, I sprinted from the rooftop and jumped. 
I wasn’t trying to kill myself this time, though. Instead, I cast the telekinesis spell. I could use it to push things, like anthrophages into burning buildings, but I could also use it to pull things. I got a telekinetic grip on the chimney of a nearby house, and I used that grip to pull myself through the air and land on the rooftop. 
From that vantage point, I rained fire and ice and lightning on the wraithwolves and the anthrophages. Of course, the wraithwolves could turn into mist and flow up the walls to get at me, and the anthrophages could just climb up, but when they did, I used the telekinesis spell to jump to another house, and then cast fire spheres at the house I had just left. 
I played cat-and-mouse that way for hours. Usually, I got killed when my magical strength failed, and I landed in the street mid-leap, breaking my legs, and the anthrophages swarmed me. If the game went on long enough, eventually I was surrounded by burning houses and had no place left to retreat, and I got overwhelmed. A couple of times I lasted long enough that I drew the attention of the cytospawn atop the cathedral, and they came over and paralyzed me so the anthrophages and the wraithwolves could eat me. 
The cytospawn proved challenging. The only way I found to kill one involved hitting it with multiple lightning globes until it was paralyzed and then launching a fire globe at its underside. There was some sort of bladder-like organ at the center of its tentacles that held a flammable gas, and if I hit that with a fire sphere, the whole thing exploded. Of course, the tentacles whipped back and forth to protect the bladder, which was why I had to paralyze it first. 
But I knew how to kill the cytospawn.
I knew how to kill every single creature that infested the miserable little town.
I knew how to kill them all because I had killed them all thousands and thousands of times. 
But I could never quite escape. I got to the cathedral lots of times. I fought the anthrophages there hundreds of times. But I was always overwhelmed and killed.
Over and over and over again. 
Like I said, my sanity didn’t hold up.
I started to think that I had died and gone to hell. 
Maybe I had imagined Arvalaeon. Maybe Captain Alan had beaten me to death. I had done a lot of bad things while I was alive, and maybe this was my punishment for them. Perhaps I would be here forever, killing and being killed for eternity. 
It made sense, at least to my increasing addled mind. For years at a time, I thought I was in hell, and I fought and killed with ferocious rage. If they were going to hurt me, I was going to hurt them back.
Sometimes I remembered Russell and the Marneys and Riordan, and that threw me into a new kind of fury because I remembered the truth. I wasn’t in hell. I was in the Shadowlands. Arvalaeon had dumped me here as part of his stupid plan to fight Castomyr, and his idiocy had killed everyone I loved. 
That kept me going. The hate and the rage kept me going. I could vaguely remember what it was like to feel things other than hate and rage, but it was like trying to recall events from when you were a toddler – it was all foggy and a bit vague. 
I was going to find a way back to Earth and Arvalaeon.
And when I did, I would repay the Lord Inquisitor a thousand times over for what he had done. 



Chapter 8: Magus
 
On Day 37,415, something happened.
(That was about one hundred and two years in if you don’t want to do the math.)
Anyway, on Day 37,415, something significant changed. Not in the town, I mean, and not the creatures. They never changed, no matter what I did. No matter how many buildings I blew up or burned down or turned to ice, no matter how many creatures I killed, when I woke up under the bronze clock the town had returned to the way it had been a hundred and two years ago when Arvalaeon had first dumped me here. 
For the last decade or so, I had been in a fiery sort of mood, and I had burned down the town thousands of times. The entire town, I should add. My techniques had improved, and if I didn’t make any mistakes, I could burn down the entire town before the anthrophages overwhelmed me. The trick was to make the grain silo blow up first. If I combined that with the gas station, the debris usually ignited a dozen houses and businesses near the county highway, which really helped with mass arson.
Anyway, I had done my usual trick of setting the main street on fire, and I was Cloaking and killing off anthrophages and wraithwolves and beetles that came to kill me. I could Cloak, move to a safe location, then drop the Cloak and attack. I could throw the creatures into the flames, or send a volley of ice spikes to spear their brains, or unleash a fire sphere that either burned through a half-dozen skulls at once or exploded into a howling bloom of flames that consumed a dozen creatures.
I dropped my Cloak and cast a fire sphere, and it zipped from my hand, weaving back and forth as it blasted through the skulls of nine anthrophages. I giggled as they fell smoking and twitching to the ground, and I spun, looking around for something new to kill. 
Except…
I blinked in confusion, trying to work out what had just happened. 
My fingers flexed, my magic held ready, my will ready to shape the power into killing spells. 
“What the hell?” I muttered.
At last, the realization of what had happened sank into my stunned brain.
I couldn’t find anything new to kill because there was nothing left to kill. 
Dead anthrophages and wraithwolves and beetles carpeted both the street and the sidewalk. Some of them had been killed by fire, others by ice, and some by lightning, or by getting thrown into the burning buildings. 
That didn’t make any sense. How had they all been killed? Surely there were more. I…
Understanding came to me, and the shock was so extreme that it felt as if I had been dunked into ice water.
They were all dead because I had killed them all. 
I had killed them with magic, with fire and ice and lightning and telekinetic force. When they had closed around me, I had vanished with a Cloak spell, run to safety, and continued my attacks from a new direction. They hadn’t been able to lay a claw on me, and I had mowed them down without mercy. 
It didn’t make any sense. I didn’t understand how I had done that. I knew the limits of my magical strength. I could cast a lightning globe, but not one powerful enough to electrocute three or four wraithwolves at once. I could Cloak, but I certainly couldn’t move around while wrapped in the Cloaking spell. 
No. Wait. That wasn’t right.
Those had been my limitations a hundred and two years ago when I had been imprisoned here. 
There had been time to practice since then. 
I was so staggered by the realization that I didn’t see the cytospawn overhead. Its tentacles wrapped around me and ripped my head off. 
 
###
 
When I woke up on Day 37,416, I didn’t go on the warpath. I didn’t set anything on fire or descend to the tunnels and start killing. Instead, I walked up the main street, went into the diner, and sat down. Yesterday’s realization had shocked me into something like…well, I wouldn’t call it sanity, but my brain felt a lot clearer than it had for a long time. 
I needed to think. 
I walked up the main street to the diner and started to summon magic to blast the door off the hinges. Instead, I stopped myself, opened the door, and sat down at one of the cheap tables, staring out the window at the street. 
I really wanted…
Coffee. That was it. I wanted coffee. Of course, there wasn’t any coffee to be had here. I hadn’t drunk any coffee in over a hundred years. For that matter, I hadn’t eaten anything in just as long. The food here turned to mist whenever I tried to eat it. 
I never lived long enough to worry about starving to death or dying of thirst. 
I leaned back in the chair, put my shoes on the table, closed my eyes, and folded my hands against the back of my head. I had about six hours before the anthrophages got bored and came looking for me. 
That would give me time to think things through, and I hadn’t done that in a very long time. 
Decades, really. 
I had been so deranged with the pain and the fury, so filled with rage and hatred, that I hadn’t noticed the obvious. The town never changed. After every death, it reset and was just like new. 
But I wasn’t. I had gone nuts, for one thing. 
But after a hundred and two years of fighting creatures from the Shadowlands every day, after a hundred and two years of casting dozens or even hundreds of spells a day…I had become a stronger wizard. 
A much stronger wizard. 
How much stronger?
I realized that I didn’t know. My memories were odd. I supposed I was a hundred and twenty-three years old now, though thanks to the twisted magic of this place, I hadn’t aged a day. I could remember everything that happened before July 19th, Conquest Year 315 well enough. I could remember my first year in this hell with reasonable clarity. After that…my memory was like one giant bloody wound, an endless montage of torment and blood and torn flesh and pain, pain, pain…
I forced myself not to think about it. If I did, I was going to lose it again, and I needed to think clearly. 
The first step to thinking clearly was to figure out how much stronger I had become. I thought I had a good grasp of my magical skills, but that assessment was a century out of date. Back then, I had been able to Cloak, but I couldn’t move while holding the spell in place, and I had been able to cast some elemental spells, but not very many before my strength gave out. 
Well. No time like the present to find out how I had changed, right?
“And it’s not like I’ve got anything but time,” I announced to the empty diner. 
No one answered. God, I really wanted some coffee. 
I pushed off the table, walked back to the main street, and set out to discover how much stronger I had become. 
I cast the Cloak spell and started walking. As I did, I counted off the seconds in my head. Having an accurate time sense is a vital skill for a thief, and I knew how to keep a precise count. I walked up one end of the street, back down to the gas station and the grain silos, and back up the main street again. 
All the while I held the Cloaking spell with an increasing sense of bewilderment. 
This should have been harder. It used to be harder. Casting the Cloak spell had been like holding a heavy barbell over my head. I could do it, but the effort took all my concentration, and I couldn’t hold it for long. Now it felt…well, it hadn’t gotten easier, but I had gotten stronger, and I found that I could walk and even run with ease while invisible. 
Too bad no guns worked here. I could have turned invisible and methodically shot every single creature in the town. 
At about five hundred and twenty-three seconds, the effort became too much, and I dropped the Cloak spell. I had been able to stay Cloaked for nearly nine minutes, and I had done it while moving around. If I had been able to do that a hundred years ago, most of my jobs for Lord Morvilind would have been a cakewalk.
I wondered if Morvilind was still alive. No doubt he had found a way to survive Castomyr’s disaster. Did the High Queen still rule Earth? Nicholas Connor and the Rebels had prepared a plan to use Castomyr’s chaos to seize control of Earth, but I suppose Nicholas and all his friends had been dead for decades. Either the High Queen still ruled Earth, or the successor to whatever dystopian government Nicholas and his psycho friends had set up was still in charge. 
Whatever had happened had happened a century ago, and it was done and over. None of it mattered anymore. What mattered was breaking out of here and making Arvalaeon pay for what he had done. 
I cast the fire sphere spell. It whirled into existence above my hand, so hot I could melt steel with it. My arm darted out, and the sphere hurtled forward. At my command, it shot through one car window, and then another, and another, setting their interiors ablaze, and the globe burned through eight cars before the power drained away. 
I had never been able to do that before. 
I cast another spell, focusing my will into a shove of telekinetic force. I hit one of the burning cars hard enough to flip it onto its roof, glass shattering and spilling across the street. Curious, I walked to one of the undamaged cars, cast the spell for telekinetic gauntlets, squatted, and gripped the bottom of the car’s front door.
Then I straightened up, heaving as I did. 
The strength of the telekinetic gauntlets flipped the car onto its roof.
“Okay,” I said. “That could be useful.” 
What else could I do?
I strode to the middle of the street and cast the spell for the ice wall. I had used it thousands of times in the tunnels, and I had gotten better with it. With a single spell, I raised a wall of ice twelve feet high, thirty feet wide, and one foot thick. I could even shape the ice as I created it, twisting it into a cylinder or a horseshoe. Unfortunately, I couldn’t freeze anyone solid, but I supposed I could imprison someone in the cylinder.
If I wanted to kill someone with ice, I could use the ice spike spell for that. When I had learned it a century past, the ice spikes I had cast looked like knives. Now they looked like the sort of giant spears carried by horsemen in old movies about medieval times or whatever. If three anthrophages stood in a row, I could probably impale them all at once.
My skill with the lightning globe spell had improved. I could summon three of them at once, and they spun around me in a circle, shooting wherever I directed. I released the globes I had summoned and sent them hurtling into a pickup truck, and watched as the truck sparked and flared and caught fire. 
I looked over the fires I had just set, a little astonished. I had used a lot of magical power. It should have left me an exhausted heap upon the ground. Instead, I felt…oh, just a little tired. Like I had carried two or three heavy boxes up the stairs. Or I had just finished the first mile of a nine-mile run. That kind of tired. 
I looked towards the dark towers of the cathedral, stark against the burning sky.
Could I just…walk out of here? Was I powerful enough to do that?
I shrugged and decided to try. The prospect of dying a horrible agonizing death didn’t really daunt me. After you’ve done it thirty-seven thousand four hundred fifteen times, well…it doesn’t get any easier, but you sort of get used to it. Maybe that’s both the true strength and the true horror of the human condition.
We can get used to nearly anything.
I left the burning wreckage on the main street and turned the corner onto the residential street where the wraithwolves usually lurked. Four ribbons of mist flowed towards me, but before they solidified into wraithwolves, I cast the Cloak spell and kept walking. A dozen wraithwolves prowled the street, looking for me, but I walked past them. 
A short time later I strode up to the cathedral steps, pulled open the door, and stepped into the narthex. The anthrophages all turned to face the opened door, no doubt expecting me to arrive, but they couldn’t see me. I stepped to the side and pressed along the wall, making my way along the perimeter of the narthex. I had realized a long, long time ago that while I retained my memory, the anthrophages and the other creatures of this place lost theirs every time I was killed and a new day began. 
They didn’t realize what I was doing.
I jogged down the vast stone nave as the anthrophages milled around the door. The rose window blazed before me like a malevolent eye. I hadn’t been in here for a couple of decades, since I had been more focused on my destructive rampages and slaughtering as many creatures as I could kill. Nothing had changed in the time I had been absent.
I reached the base of the wall, dropped my Cloaking spell, and cast the levitation spell. I floated towards the window, and at once the anthrophages whirled and raced towards me, claws rasping against the stone floor. 
I could levitate faster than I had been able to do a century ago, but the anthrophages were still quicker. I suppose I could have used the telekinetic grip spell to grasp the ceiling and hurl myself up, but it was hard to do that in a vertical line. I would probably just drive myself into the rose window and freeze to death. 
I heaved myself onto the stone frame of the rose window, bracing my shoes against the curve. The anthrophages swarmed up the wall like a tide of ravenous ants, and I had only a few seconds to act. 
I cast the flame sphere spell and flung it into the ice of the window.
Before, I had only been able to burn a few inches into the ice. This time, the sphere sank nearly two feet into the window, carving a steaming hole the size of my fist. I blinked in astonishment. I had never been able to do that before. Given enough time, I could blast my way through the rose window and back to Earth. 
Unfortunately, the anthrophages didn’t give me that time. They slammed into me, and I lost my balance and plummeted to the cathedral floor. 
At least this time, my death was quick.



Chapter 9: Shattering
 
When I woke up on Day 37,417, I didn’t have a screaming fit. I didn’t have a panic attack or another reaction. 
Instead, I only felt cold.
And angrier beyond anything I had thought possible. 
People usually think of anger like it's a fire, like heat, but here’s something I learned. It’s possible to be so angry, so filled with hate, that it turns into something like ice. Or it’s like a glacier. Your whole heart and mind become a glacier, and you want nothing more than to grind away the object of your hatred. 
My whole mind and heart were focused on one thing.
The utter destruction of Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon. 
And I could do it. I knew I could do it now. After Day 30 had passed a century ago, the despair had been crushing. Russell and the Marneys and Riordan were all dead because I had failed them. I had spent the decades since then lashing out, destroying everything around me, raging like an animal caught in a trap. 
But that had been a long, long time ago. 
Everyone I had ever loved had been dead for decades, but I was still caught in the trap. But the way out of the trap wasn’t blind rage. The fury had made me strong, but fury alone wouldn’t solve anything.
Disciplined, orderly, controlled fury, that was the way out.
My fire spell had burned two feet into the window, and I thought it was about six or seven feet thick. If I hit it a few dozen times, I would blast through it and return to Earth. So, I had two options. I could either find a way to kill all the anthrophages in the cathedral and obtain the time to burn through the window, or I could become strong enough to destroy the window with a single spell. 
I thought either way might be possible. I had mowed down all those anthrophages in the street, and the sheer shock of it had snapped me back to something that sort of resembled lucidity. Could I do the same thing in the cathedral? If I could fight my way through all those anthrophages and win, I could melt through the window without interruption.
And if that didn’t work, I would just have to keep practicing. 
Because I finally understood the truth of this hellish place. I had all the time I needed to practice and become stronger. Already I was far stronger than I had been when Arvalaeon had dumped me in here and forgotten about me, and that strength and skill had come from spending decades lashing out in pain and rage. How much stronger could I become if I went about it systematically? 
Sure, it was going to get me killed, but I had already died nearly forty thousand times. At this point, another few thousand deaths wouldn’t make much difference. Perhaps if I kept at this long enough, I would become powerful enough to kill every single damned creature in this place, and rip it apart with my bare hands. 
I set to work, testing the limits of my abilities.
I took the semi from behind the grain silo again, pushed the engine to maximum, and rammed it into the cathedral, blasting through the narthex and into the nave. That killed a lot of anthrophages, and I blasted through a lot more of them, killing them with fire and lightning and ice and telekinetic bursts. I levitated up to the rose window and started hurling fire at it, but the anthrophages swarmed up and killed me before I could burn all the way through it.
I did that over and over for a couple of months, trying variations on the same tactics, but the end results were always the same. I killed a lot of anthrophages, but I couldn’t kill them all, and they always took me down before I could get through the window. The problem was that I couldn’t Cloak myself and cast another spell at the same time. If I had been able to do that, I could have gotten through the window easily. 
Instead, I needed a new plan, and as I experimented and died over and over, and I realized the plan had to have two parts.
First, I had to become even stronger and more skilled, especially with the fire sphere spell. Burning a hole two feet deep and a few inches wide into the ice wasn’t good enough. I needed to do a lot more damage to the rose window with a single spell. 
Second, I needed to kill way more of the anthrophages. Left uninterrupted, I would have been able to chisel through the window in a few minutes. If I couldn’t find a way to kill all the anthrophages, I needed to find a way to lure them off. 
I sat in the diner and thought it over, wishing I had some coffee. I wondered if there was still coffee on Earth. I could vaguely remember what coffee had tasted like, but it had been a long time. 
Eventually, I sat there long enough that the anthrophages and the wraithwolves came for me, and I killed and killed until they overwhelmed me and I died.
When I woke up under the clock, I had a new plan.
It would take some time to implement, but I thought it would work. 
The plan would just take some time to practice.
Specifically, decades. 
I fell into a routine. Every time I died and woke up under the clock, I spent six hours practicing my spells. I cast every spell I knew, again and again, pushing my skills to the limit. I would burn down half the town, or descend into the tunnels and create a maze of my own to torment the anthrophages. Sometimes I used blasts of telekinetic force to rip down buildings or attack wraithwolves. That actually was kind of fun, in a demented sort of way. I angled the blasts of telekinetic force to throw the wraithwolves into the air in a high arc, and my record was a blast that picked up a single wraithwolf and sent it tumbling over four houses before it landed.
That made a mess. 
I would also use the telekinetic grip spell to take running leaps that lifted me from the street and to the rooftops of the houses. I used that to play leapfrog, jumping from house to house and raining death upon the wraithwolves and the anthrophages. One time I miscalculated and dropped onto the street from fifty feet in the air.
Sadly, that also made a mess.
Every three weeks, I tried for the cathedral again. 
I used variations on my tactics. Sometimes I Cloaked and ambushed the anthrophages, killing them and Cloaking again until my strength failed and they had me. Other times I used ice walls to seal them in the narthex or cut them off from the rose window. Unfortunately, the anthrophages could climb the walls of ice as easily as they climbed walls of stone, so that didn’t work to keep them away from me. Sometimes I drove the semi into the cathedral, and sometimes I did not.
And with every day and every death I refined my tactics, I practiced my spells, and I grew stronger. 
This went on for a long time.
A very long time. 
A lifetime, really.
 
###
 
On Day 57,819, I woke up beneath the clock with a strange feeling.
I straightened up, brushing off my jeans and grimacing at my headache. Odd that the headache still bothered me. I had known pain that made the headache seem like pleasure by comparison. Maybe it was because I had been waking up with the same damn headache every day for the last one hundred and fifty-eight years.
But the headache wasn’t at the forefront of my attention as I gazed at the main street and the hills outlined against the burning sky.
Today felt…right. As if I knew exactly what to do. That wasn’t surprising, since I had been here for a century and a half and knew everything about the town. I could navigate the streets and the tunnel system and the forests with my eyes closed.
Today, I realized, I knew exactly what I needed to do to destroy it.
I closed my eyes and imagined Arvalaeon screaming as I had screamed, and shivered with pleasure at the thought.
No. I didn’t dare get ahead of myself. There wasn’t anything left in my heart but rage and pain and a desire to torment Arvalaeon as he had tormented me, but my brain still worked, and my brain had to run the show. 
And my brain told me I had work to do. 
The first thing was to take one of the cars. I backed down the main street, spun the car around, and drove to the agricultural supply store. There were a lot of useful things in that store, and I had used some of them at various times over the last thirty years. Right now, I needed three things in particular. 
Specifically, I needed handheld radios, blasting caps, and a bunch of electrical wire. Electronics didn’t work here, but I had discovered that radio waves did. 
I drove up the main street, and then back down it, taking the radios and the wires and the blasting caps and making modifications to the parked cars and trucks. It had taken me a few months to learn how to do this without blowing myself up, but I had it down to a science by now. That took about two hours, and once I was done, I went into the buildings, breaking HVAC systems and letting natural gas leak out. After that act of sabotage, I drove to the gas station. In the shed behind the gas station were about twenty red plastic gas containers, and I loaded them up, drove to the pump, and filled them to the top. Once that was done, I drove to the semi parked by the grain silos, and one by one I climbed to the top of the trailer and poured the gas cans into the grain. After I had emptied out the last gas can, I wired up my final blasting cap and radio to the interior of the trailer. 
Grain like that is extremely dry, and it sucked up the gas like a sponge drinking water. 
Once that was done, I was ready. 
I had helped myself to a satchel from the general store, and I filled it with my remaining radios and walked back up the main street. I reached the residential street leading to the cathedral, sat down on the end of the curb, and busied myself for a few moments by organizing the radios. 
Then there was nothing left to do but wait. I had gotten really, really good at waiting. 
A few hours later I saw the gray forms of anthrophages running down the street towards me, accompanied by the rippling currents of mist that would become wraithwolves. There was a flicker of motion from the cathedral, and a few of the cytospawn took to the air, soaring across the burning sky like giant hideous jellyfish. 
I grinned and bounded to my feet, the radios rattling in my bag. 
“Hey, guys!” I said. “Right here! Come and get me!” 
The anthrophages charged, and the wraithwolves took solid form, their claws rasping against the asphalt as they ran forward. They were fast, terrifyingly fast, but magic was faster, and I cast a spell. A sphere of flames spun into existence above my right hand, and at a flick of my will it hurtled forward and drilled through the skull of the first anthrophage. The anthrophage’s head exploded into embers and soot, and the sphere leaped from target to target, taking down a half-dozen anthrophages before the spell ran out of power. I cast another spell, and three globes of lightning sparked into existence, whipping in a blue-white circle around me. I thrust my hand, and the spheres shot forward with unerring accuracy to throw three wraithwolves to the ground, the strokes of lightning powerful enough to stop their hearts and fry their brains inside their skulls.
Of course, there were dozens more anthrophages and wraithwolves to take their place.
I gave them a cheery wave and cast the Cloak spell, vanishing from sight, and sprinted down the main street. The anthrophages started to search for me, spreading out and running back and forth. They might have their memories erased after every day, but they were smart enough to know about Cloak spells, and they knew I was still here. The wraithwolves were not that smart, but they had keen noses, and they prowled after me, following my scent trail. 
I ran maybe a third of the way down the main street towards the gas station. Then I stopped, faced the oncoming wraithwolves, and fished some radios out of my satchel. I couldn’t cast any other spells while Cloaked. 
But hitting buttons while I was Cloaked was easy.
I waited until the anthrophages and wraithwolves moved into the trap, and I hit the button on my first radio. 
Sparks flared under a red pickup truck as the blasting cap went off, and then the truck’s gas tank exploded. The blast caught three anthrophages and a pair of wraithwolves, and the creatures froze in shock, heads snapping around as they looked for the source of the attack. I smiled and hit the buttons on two more radios, turning a car and another truck into fireballs. A mob of anthrophages rushed down the sidewalk, trying to avoid the flames.
I dropped the Cloak spell, refocused my will, and cast another spell. The globe of fire soared from my fingers as the anthrophages charged towards me. The sphere missed them entirely but struck the window of the title office, shattering the window and exploding inside the front room.
By that time, the title office had filled up with natural gas. 
It resulted in an excellent explosion. The blast ripped off the door with enough force that it drove an anthrophage to the ground, and the windows blew out, spraying fire and shards of broken glass. The roof even blew open, shooting flames into the sky. I killed three more wraithwolves with another volley of lightning globes, and then Cloaked and ran further down the street. The mob of anthrophages and wraithwolves pursued me, while a cytospawn descended from the sky, tentacles dragging along the ground.
I waited until the cytospawn was over one of my trapped cars, and then I hit the radio. The car exploded in a spray of glass and flame, and the fire was hot enough to burst the bladder of flammable gas on the underside of the flying creature. The cytospawn blew up, spraying chunks of smoking meat in all directions, and I triggered three more of my trapped cars, setting fireballs to blossom alongside the road like hellish flowers. That threw the creatures back, and I sprinted to the end of the main street, whirled, and dropped my Cloaking spell. 
“I’m right here!” I shouted. “Come and get me! What are you waiting for?”
They charged down the street. I let them get a block, and then I detonated all my remaining traps. That slowed the charge long enough for me to throw fire spheres through the windows of the gas-filled buildings, making them explode one by one. I had transformed the entire main street into a river of flame, trapping dozens of anthrophages and wraithwolves, and I heard them roar and howl as they burned. I didn’t get all of them, of course, and some broke free and tried to run me down.
I Cloaked again and sprinted for the grain silo, my final radio bouncing in my satchel, and reached the semi. I scrambled into the driver’s side of the cab and started the engine, putting the vehicle into gear. A few decades of practice had made me a much better semi driver, and I pulled onto the county highway with ease, accelerating as I went around the corner and up the street towards the cathedral. 
The semi roared as I pushed the pedal to the floor, and the cab jumped up the shallow steps and smashed into the cathedral, turning the doors and a large portion of the surrounding wall to rubble. The seat belt sawed into my chest and hips as the truck turned a dozen anthrophages to a pulp, ripped through the narthex wall, and skidded into the nave proper, the rose window blazing before me like a fiery eye. The truck groaned to a halt about halfway down the nave, and I ripped my seat belt free, kicked open the door, and jumped out. I saw a big cloud of dust rising from the trailer. All the grain in the trailer had been jarred, throwing up a large cloud of fine dust.
That was excellent.
I ran to the doors leading to the tunnel system. Already I heard the anthrophages in the tunnels rushing to the stairs, drawn by the sound of the crash. I cast the ice wall spell and sealed off the stairs with a foot of ice as hard as granite, and then turned back towards the damaged narthex. Dozens of anthrophages rushed past the wrecked truck and headed towards me.
I ducked behind a pillar and cast the ice wall spell three more times in rapid succession, building an icy barrier from the pillar to the wall, between two of the pillars, and then from the second pillar to the wall. The ceiling was low enough beneath the balcony that I now stood sealed within a box of ice and stone. 
The walls of ice began to shudder as the anthrophages hammered at them.
“Hi, guys!” I shouted. “Welcome to the party! Are you ready to rumble?” 
I reached into my satchel and hit the button on my last radio. 
Nothing happened at first, but I did hear a faint thumping noise as the blasting cap went off. 
Then I saw a flare of orange light that shone through the ice, and I ducked against the stone pillar, figuring it would provide better cover. I also cast the spell to defend against elemental forces around myself, shielding myself against fire.
About a half-second later the truck blew up.
Ever read about silo explosions? Grain is flammable, and grain dust is even more flammable. Even in an empty silo, there is a lot of grain dust in the air, and if something happens to light a spark inside the silo and the dust catches fire, it can set off an explosion powerful enough to rip apart the silo. Gasoline, like grain dust, is also flammable, and I had dumped a lot of it into the trailer. The impact of the crash had thrown a lot of grain dust into the air, and when the fire of the blasting cap met the gas, the grain dust, and the gasoline-soaked grain…
Okay. Even by the standards of the last century and a half, it was an impressive explosion. 
The entire cathedral shook like a bell, and the sheets of ice I had conjured glowed bright yellow-orange. A web of cracks spread across the ice, and I heard the anthrophages’ shrieks of agony as the flames took them, along with several loud thumps as the explosion threw them into the walls and pillars. 
I waited for a minute. The temperature must have risen forty degrees inside my little ice shelter, and the walls of ice started to sweat. I heard nothing but the roar of the flames, the glow through the ice getting brighter and brighter. Holding my spell against the elements in place, I kicked the ice wall between the pillars until it shattered and I stepped into the cathedral’s nave.
I had transformed the cathedral into an inferno.
What was left of the trailer reminded me of a giant bratwurst that had split open from heat. A carpet of fire blazed on the floor and the pillars. I suppose I should have asphyxiated, but the explosion had ripped out a dozen of those stupid stained glass windows with scenes from my life, and the smoke was escaping that way. 
The fire blocked the ruined narthex and the shattered doors.
The way to the rose window was clear.
I ran to the dais and dropped my spell for elemental protection. It was excruciatingly hot in here, and my hair whipped about my head in the wind rushing from the fire, but it wasn’t enough to stop me. I cast the spell of levitation and floated to the rose window, bracing myself in the curved stone frame. 
How many times had I stood here? Thousands? Tens of thousands?
I didn’t care.
I hit the pane of ice with a blast of fire, my spell sinking a good three feet into the ice. I followed it with a burst of telekinetic force, attacking the weakened ice, and then another globe of fire. I alternated my attacks, and the weakened ice started to splinter and fracture, breaking under the stress.
I heard someone screaming and realized that it was me.
On the seventh sphere of fire, the window exploded. 
It shattered into a thousand glittering shards of ice and stone. I flinched, but none of the shards hit me, instead hurtling across the nave to blast holes in the walls of the cathedral and rip through the ceiling. In fact, the ceiling shattered as well, the fragments of stone hurtling into the sky, the walls of the cathedral collapsing into avalanches of rubble. I glimpsed the town and saw it burning and falling apart, the hills turning into landslides. 
I whirled and looked at the broken rose window.
Fiery light blazed in front of me, and beyond the glow I saw the rippling mist of a rift way.
The way was clear.
My hands flexed, eagerness flooding through me.
At last. At last, after so many years, I would have the chance to find Arvalaeon. It didn’t matter how long it took me to find him in the scorched ruins of Earth. It didn’t matter if he had fled back to the Elven homeworld of Kalvarion or some other world on the other side of the Shadowlands.
I was going to find him and repay him for what he had done to me.
I was going to repay him for Russell’s life and the Marneys and all the others who had died. 
I strode into the mist.



Chapter 10: Vengeance
 
I felt the moment of whirling disorientation from a rift way, and then the mist and the fiery light ended. 
I was…
I blinked.
I was in a restaurant or a coffee shop or something.
The floor tiles were of fake green marble, and there were tables of dark wood, faux-expensive pictures of landscapes hanging on the walls between wide glass windows with a view of a parking lot. Sensations flooded over me. I had forgotten what real coffee smelled like. There was another smell, and it tickled a different memory. Scones, that was it, fresh scones. I had bought scones for Riordan and Hakon Valborg and Robert Ross when we had been planning our raid on Venomhold. I had forgotten about that. 
I supposed they had all been dead for a long, long time. 
I took another step, and I saw Arvalaeon. 
He stood by one of the tables, looking at his aetherometer with an irritated expression. He looked…impatient, if anything.
My hands curled into fists. 
He snapped the aetherometer closed and looked up, his green eyes meeting mine.
He had been waiting for me.
I would make him regret that. 
“Excellent,” he said. “That took…”
I screamed and hit him with every bit of magic I could summon. 
There wasn’t a plan. I had made all these plans, and I was so angry I couldn’t think of any of them. The cold glacier of my hatred had turned molten, and I wanted nothing more than to inflict as much pain on him as I could manage. 
I couldn’t have stopped myself. 
The first spell I cast was the one of telekinetic force, and I struck with all my strength. It would have been enough to shatter every bone in his body and turn his organs to a bloody pulp. The spell struck some kind of defensive ward, and it dispersed the power of my attack in random directions. Several of the windows exploded, glass shards spraying into the parking lot. The door ripped off its hinges and tumbled into a parked SUV, shattering the windshield. Arvalaeon rocked back a step, his black coat billowing around him, and raised his hand in defense.
“That is enough,” he said. 
“I’ve been waiting for this, you wretched murdering bastard,” I said, stalking towards him. “I’m going to rip you apart the way you did to me, I’m going to…” 
“Enough,” said Arvalaeon. “We are quite pressed for time…”
I punched him. 
I don’t think he was expecting that. 
I hit him hard, and his head snapped to the side, blood flying from his mouth. He staggered back another step, and the sight of his blood made something explode in my head. I screamed and reached for his throat, intending to choke him to death, or to drive him to the floor and beat his skull against it over and over and over until it split open like a melon. 
He was faster, and he flicked a finger as he caught his balance. Invisible force seized me and held me in place, and I could not take another step. Arvalaeon let out a ragged, tired breath and wiped the blood from his mouth. 
“You killed them,” I spat. “You killed them all.”
“I haven’t killed anyone yet today,” started Arvalaeon, but I was in no mood to listen.
“You killed them all,” I said. “You’re a moron. You’re the great Lord Inquisitor, and the best stupid plan you could come up with was to have anthrophages rip me apart for a hundred and fifty years. No wonder you got thrown off your homeworld if you couldn’t think of anything better than that. That was the best you could do, and you failed. You got forty million people killed with your stupidity. You got my brother killed, and it’s your fault! It’s your fault!” I heaved against the spell, but his magic was too strong. “I’m going to…”
“While you believe what you are saying,” said Arvalaeon, calm as ever, “it is, in fact, incorrect. You…”
A column of mist rippled behind him, and Arvalaeon turned. I heaved against the spell, hoping the mist had distracted him, but his will did not waver. 
The mist rippled, thinned…and the giant bronze clock appeared, so tall that it scraped the ceiling. 
It looked just as it had in the hellish town, and the row of numbers beneath the dial still read Day 57,819. 
“Ah,” said Arvalaeon. “That is why it took so long. I was beginning to wonder.”
“What?” I said, confusion pushing through my anger. 
The clock shivered, and the row of numbers reset itself to Day 0. Then the clock began to…collapse, somehow, folding into itself almost like a collapsible suitcase. The side panels folded into themselves, the dials on its face spinning. As it did, the clock shrank, somehow, and became smaller and smaller.
When it was finished, the giant clock had shrunk to a flat plate of bronze about the size of a paperback book. Arvalaeon stooped with a grunt of pain, picked it up, and tucked it into an interior pocket of his coat. 
“What was that?” I said. The sheer confusion had cut through my overpowering anger, enough that my brain was starting to work again. 
My brain was noticing things.
I had been gone for a hundred and fifty-eight years, but Milwaukee had not changed all that much. 
In fact, it hadn’t changed at all.
Brookfield looked the same. Traffic still buzzed up and down the streets. The surrounding parking lots were full. In fact, this coffee shop looked a lot like the one where Arvalaeon had taken me all those years ago to…to…
Something huge and terrible started to stir in my mind. 
“You begin to understand,” said Arvalaeon in a quiet voice. “The first time is always the worst.” 
I stepped back, shaking my head in mute denial as the vast realization threatened to emerge. He had released me from his spell, but I was too confused to attack him.
“I…I don’t…” I croaked, my heart thundering in my ears. “I don’t…”
“Perhaps you should finish your coffee,” said Arvalaeon. 
“My coffee?” I said.
I looked at the table where he had been standing. There were two cardboard cups of coffee sitting there next to a flat piece of black metal and glass that I recognized as a modern smartphone after a moment. An old memory floated to the top of my thoughts. I had drunk half a cup of coffee exactly like that in the final moment before Arvalaeon had sent me to hell.
Exactly like that.
I reached out a shaking hand and touched the cup.
It was still hot. 
The huge thing in my mind stirred further.
“I don’t,” I whispered, “I don’t understand.”
“Look at your phone,” said Arvalaeon. 
I picked up the phone and hit the home button. The display lit up, and the phone felt familiar. I knew with utter certainty that this was my phone, that this was the phone I had left on the table before Arvalaeon sent me into the Shadowlands. But that was impossible. Smartphones lasted five or six years, tops. Not a century and a half. 
The lock screen displayed the date and the time. 
July 19th, Conquest Year 315, 1:42 PM.
Five minutes. I had been gone five minutes.
I dropped the phone on the table with a clatter, my chest heaving as I sucked in breath after breath. I backed away, and I did not stop until my hips bumped into the counter with the cash register. 
“The device,” said Arvalaeon, holding up the bronze plate that had once been the clock, “is called an Eternity Crucible.”
“I…I was gone,” I croaked. “I remember. I remember it all. A century and a half. Fifty-seven thousand deaths. I died every single day for a hundred and fifty-eight years.”
“Originally, the archmages of the Elves devised the Eternity Crucibles as punishment for the most heinous criminals,” said Arvalaeon. “The criminals would be condemned to relive the same day over and over again for the rest of existence. However, a flaw was discovered. Because the criminals retained their memories as part of their punishment, they could develop their magical talent to far greater heights, and they escaped their prisons to wreak vengeance. So, the Eternity Crucibles were put to a more productive use as a training ground for wizards, magi, and archmagi to vastly improve their skills in a very short amount of time.”
“A short amount of time?” I said. “Short? A hundred and fifty years?”
Arvalaeon shrugged. “You were gone five minutes.”
“No,” I said. “No. I remember. It was a hundred and fifty years.”
“Time flows differently within an Eternity Crucible,” said Arvalaeon. “It varies depending upon the configuration, but for every second that passed here, about six months passed within the Crucible. So, you are correct. You indeed experienced all one hundred and fifty-eight years within the Crucible, but only five minutes passed here.” 
I slowly sank to the ground, my back sliding against the front of the counter. My hands were shaking, but I couldn’t make them stop. 
“Why?” I said. “Why did you do that to me? I died every possible way that anyone can die.”
“You said you wanted power,” said Arvalaeon. “This was the most efficient way to give it you.” 
I stared at him, stricken. In the end, had I done this to myself? I had wanted power, and he had warned me about the price to obtain it…
No. 
“You should have told me,” I spat. “Thirty days. You said I had thirty days.”
Again, Arvalaeon shrugged. “I also told you the process required a degree of psychological torment. Would you have pushed yourself as hard to escape were you not driven by vengeance? Would you have built your powers to such heights if you did not desire to destroy me?”
I told him to go perform a carnal act on himself. The insult didn’t seem to bother him. Likely he had been called worse.
“This first time I was in an Eternity Crucible,” said Arvalaeon, his voice distant with memory, “it took nearly two hundred and twenty years. The time after that, three hundred years. Though it was easier since I knew what to expect. According to rumor, Kaethran Morvilind once spent sixteen hundred years in an Eternity Crucible until he was satisfied at the level of skill he had achieved.”
“Well, good for you,” I said. I pulled myself back to my feet. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. Run for my life? Try to kill him? Scream at him some more? 
“There will be some long-term and likely permanent psychological damage,” said Arvalaeon, “but your magical skills have been vastly enhanced, and your powers and your mind should be sufficiently stable to be of use in the current crisis.”
“Current crisis?” I said. “What current crisis? It’s been a hundred and fifty years.”
“No, it hasn’t,” said Arvalaeon. “It’s been five minutes.” He grimaced. “Closer to eleven, now.”
I frowned. “Then…then that means…”
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “There we go. Think it through.” 
I blinked, and then I started to shake again as another realization came to me.
It had been a hundred and fifty-eight years for me, but only five minutes for everyone else. 
And that would mean…
“Oh my God,” I whispered. 
Russell was still alive. The Marneys were still alive. Riordan and the Valborgs were still alive. 
Castomyr hadn’t done it yet. 
“You let me mourn them for a hundred and fifty years,” I said, gripping the edge of the counter. It was both to help me stand upright and to stop myself from attacking Arvalaeon again. 
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. 
I drew in a shuddering breath. Every fiber of my body wanted to rip the Lord Inquisitor apart, to burn him, to inflict as much agony as I could manage on him. Except I had wanted to do that to avenge the loss of everyone I loved.
And if they were still alive... 
“Why?” I said at last.
“Because,” said Arvalaeon, looking at his aetherometer, “we are out of time.”
“What do you mean?” I said. 
“I have made a mistake. Castomyr is going to act tonight, it seems,” said Arvalaeon, snapping shut the aetherometer and returning it to his coat. 
“You said we had thirty days,” I said. Some scorn pushed its way through my rage and confusion. “Maybe the great Lord Inquisitor can tell a lie after all.”
“He cannot,” said Arvalaeon, “but he can be mistaken. As he has been too many times before. It seems Castomyr has realized that I intend to stop him and he has started his summoning early. We have perhaps eight hours until he is finished.”
“Yeah,” I said, pushing away from the counter, “well, have fun stopping him. I’m done.”
I headed for the door.
“Where are you going?” said Arvalaeon.
“To see my brother,” I said. I didn’t look back, but I did stop. “I haven’t seen him in a century and a half.”
“I need your help to stop Castomyr,” said Arvalaeon. 
“Good luck with that, asshole.” 
“If you walk through that door,” said Arvalaeon, “you will see your brother again. You will not see him for long. Castomyr will finish his spell, and you, your brother, and millions of other people will die.”
I didn’t move.
“The choice is yours, Nadia Moran,” said Arvalaeon.
“The hell with you,” I said. “You locked me in a railway car, pushed it down the rails, and told me that I have the choice of where to go? Yeah.” I turned and glared at him. “Fine. I’ll kill Castomyr for you. But if I do, I’m holding you to your word, Lord Inquisitor. You’ll let me go, and you won’t give any trouble to Russell and the Marneys.”
“Of course,” said Arvalaeon. “Nor shall I speak of this to Morvilind.”
Morvilind? God, Morvilind. I hadn’t thought about him in decades. Since I had thought Russell was dead, I had no more reason to think about Morvilind. I didn’t dare tell Morvilind what had happened to me. I didn’t think he would react well.
I wondered if I could hide the changes in myself.
Right. Well, I could worry about that once Castomyr was dead. 
“It’s a five hour drive to La Crosse from Milwaukee,” I said. “If you want to stop Castomyr before he finishes his summoning, you’d better steal us a car or something.”
“We are not driving,” said Arvalaeon. 
I scowled, and then heard the distant noise of an approaching helicopter. 
Several helicopters, come to think of it.
“You called them,” I said. “Before I went into your weird little hell. I remember. You called them.” 
“I did,” said Arvalaeon. “I had hoped to take Castomyr unawares. Unfortunately, it seems he will be ready for us.” 
I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t think of anything to say. I wanted to scream at Arvalaeon, but that wouldn’t do any good. I wanted to attack him, but that might get me killed. I ought to have felt some hope. I could get out of this if I killed Castomyr. I might see Russell again. I might see Riordan again.
I should have felt some hope.
Instead, I felt only rage. 
Four black helicopters landed in the parking lot, and a soldier in black armor disembarked and jogged towards the coffee shop. He stepped through the broken door and pulled off his mask, and for the first time in a long while, I found myself looking at Captain Alan. 
“My lord,” said Alan. He glanced at me, and then looked back at Arvalaeon. “We are ready…”
I remembered how he had beaten me up, how he had stripped me naked and shackled me to that chair, and something snapped.
I cast a spell, and a wall of ice sealed off the door and the broken windows. Arvalaeon blinked, and Alan went for his carbine, but I was faster. I hit him with a grip of telekinetic force and drove him to the ground, holding him motionless just as Arvalaeon had held me motionless a few moments earlier.
Alan looked up at me, and I kicked him in the face.
“How’s that?” I shouted. “Every day! Every day for a hundred and fifty years I woke up with the headache you gave me! Every! Single! Day!” 
He tucked his chin as I kicked him and tried to twist away, and that just made me angrier. I probably would have held him there and kicked him until I killed him, but Arvalaeon grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back.
“That’s enough,” he said in a quiet voice. 
“It’s not nearly enough,” I spat, but I released the spell. 
Alan got to his feet, cleaning the blood from his mouth. I was irritated that I hadn’t hurt him worse. His gun was pointed in my general direction, and he looked at me like I was a dangerous crazy person who might try to bite out his throat or something. 
That wasn’t entirely wrong. 
“Are you well enough to continue, Captain?” said Arvalaeon. 
“Yes, my lord,” said Alan, giving me one more wary look, and then turned his full attention to his master. “We are ready to depart. The entire squad is here, and we are prepared for battle.” 
“Good,” said Arvalaeon. “We are making for La Crosse as swiftly as possible.” He looked at me. “Come.” 
I hesitated. I didn’t want to do anything Arvalaeon said, largely because I had dreamed about killing him for so long. But despite the massive shock of learning the truth of what had happened to me, my brain was starting to work again, sort of. Russell was still alive. I had mourned him and vowed to avenge his death, but he was still alive.
Until Castomyr finished his spell, anyway. 
I cursed and followed Arvalaeon and Alan into the parking lot. The wind from the waiting helicopters’ rotors tugged at my hair and coat, made the dark tails of Arvalaeon’s coat fly around him like black wings. 
If the only way to save Russell was to kill Castomyr, then I was going to make sure that Castomyr died screaming before he finished his spell.



Chapter 11: Nemesis
 
It takes about five hours to drive from Milwaukee to La Crosse, depending on the traffic. It takes four hours to ride the Royal Rail train from Milwaukee to La Crosse, and three hours if you fly commercially. Granted, I had never taken the train or a plane or a zeppelin to La Crosse but had always driven since I didn’t need to show ID for that.
It turns out, though, that if you take a military helicopter, you can make the trip in just under three hours. 
The helicopters were fast, and the ground blurred beneath us. Arvalaeon had enough troops to fill four helicopters, and they flew in formation over the concrete ribbon of I-94. I couldn’t stop myself from gaping. For one thing, I had never flown in a helicopter. For another, I had spent the last century and a half looking at the same little town. The real world seemed like an explosion of color and sound and sensation.
Blue skies. I hadn’t realized how much I missed blue skies, or that I had forgotten what it was like to look at a sky that wasn’t filled with twisting, fiery energy. 
The soldiers filling the helicopter’s passenger cabin helped keep my mind on the problem at hand.
There were twenty of them, armored and armed to the teeth. It was crowded in the passenger cabin, but they kept well away from me. I guess word had gotten around that I was insane and dangerous. I wondered if any of them had helped strip me back at Arvalaeon’s warehouse. Just as well that they wore breath masks. I might have lost my temper and started throwing them out of the helicopter if I had been able to recognize any of the soldiers. 
I had a lot of rage, and I wanted to take it out on someone. 
Fortunately, Baron Castomyr would make an excellent target. 
“I need a gun!” I shouted over the roar of the rotors.
Arvalaeon looked at me. He sat on one the metal benches along the wall. He was tall enough and the bench was short enough that he looked a little ridiculous sitting there. It would have been comical, but I knew firsthand just how dangerous he was. 
“Loaded with bullets forged from Shadowlands ore!” I said.
“Why?” said Arvalaeon. 
“Because you want me to kill Castomyr,” I said. “I’m going to Cloak, walk up behind him, and shoot him in the back of the head. Can’t do that with normal bullets. So, bullets forged from Shadowlands ore.”
I half-expected him to ask if I intended to use the gun on him. God knows I wanted to do it. But Arvalaeon nodded and turned. “Captain Alan.”
“My lord,” said Alan. 
“A .45 semiautomatic for Miss Moran, please,” said Arvalaeon. “Eleven round magazine. Loaded with the special bullets.” 
Alan gave the orders, and after some rummaging, a soldier handed him a holster, a gun belt, and a .45 semiautomatic Royal Arms pistol. The captain gave the entire package to me, and I took it without saying anything, buckling the belt around my waist. It had been designed for someone Alan’s size, so I had to wrap it around my waist twice. 
“You know how to use one of those?” said Alan.
I drew the weapon and checked it over. “Close your eyes and open your mouth and you’re going to get a big surprise.”
He actually laughed, and I blinked in surprise. Well, I suppose a coward wouldn’t last long working for someone like Arvalaeon. Alan turned his back on me, and I looked at the gun in my hand. I popped out the magazine and examined the rounds, and they did indeed have the dull gleam of bullets forged from the ore of the Shadowlands. I slipped the magazine back into the gun and hesitated.
I could have turned and put a bullet right between Arvalaeon’s eyes. 
But indulging my rage would accomplish nothing. The soldiers would shoot me dead, or I would work a spell to protect myself and wind up crashing the helicopter and killing us all. And I would be very surprised if Arvalaeon did not have protections against bullets forged from Shadowlands ore. The bullets could wound and kill Elves, but I didn’t think they could penetrate magical defenses. 
This probably was not the time to find out.
I holstered the pistol and looked at Arvalaeon.
He wasn’t even looking at me. He had produced his aetherometer again, scowling as the dials spun. There was absolutely no sign that he considered me a threat at all. 
I scowled and looked at the ceiling. 
About two hours later Alan got up.
“We are beginning our descent!” he said. “We will land and wait for his lordship to disembark. Once he does, we will return to the air and launch our assault upon the traitor’s estate.” Presumably, that was so the field generated by Castomyr’s Thanatar Stone would not kill Arvalaeon. 
“Do we actually have a plan?” I said. The soldiers looked at me. “Or are we just going to run into the mansion and shoot everything in sight?”
“Castomyr has summoned and bound a great many creatures of the Shadowlands to act as his defenders,” said Arvalaeon. “Captain Alan and his soldiers will engage them and draw their attention. While they do, you will locate Baron Castomyr and kill him. Additionally, if possible, locate and disable his Thanatar Stone. Simply moving the Stone from its pedestal will be sufficient to put it into hibernation.”
“What does it look like?” I said.
“A black icosahedron about the size of a soccer ball,” said Arvalaeon.
“What the hell is an icosahedron?”
Arvalaeon sighed. “A twenty-sided polyhedron. It will look something like an angular black ball, for lack of a better description. If you succeed in disabling it, I will come to join you. Unfortunately, Castomyr will likely have it nearby, likely within sight.”
“My lord,” said Alan. “We will not fail you.”
I felt a thump as the copter landed, the roar of the rotors dwindling to a steady whine.
“I know you shall not, Captain,” said Arvalaeon, rising to his feet. “Nor shall you, Miss Moran.”
I made a rude gesture. The soldiers around me shifted. One did not do such things to Elven nobles. Arvalaeon paid me no heed, which was somehow worse than if he had lost his temper. He opened the helicopter door, and I saw that we had landed on a two-lane rural road outside of La Crosse. 
I saw the hills and bluffs of the city to the west.
Castomyr’s mansion was there. 
“Remember what you have learned,” said Arvalaeon. 
With great effort, I stopped myself from saying or doing anything in response, and Arvalaeon slammed the door shut. Alan shouted to the pilot, and we took off again, the helicopter climbing to join the others. 
“Miss Moran,” shouted Alan. “You should watch our approach.”
That wasn’t a bad idea, so I left the passenger cabin and stood in the door leading to the cockpit. I saw the city of La Crosse spread out on the eastern bank of the Mississippi as we approached, and after a few minutes, I saw the mansion of Baron Castomyr. His mansion looked a great deal like Morvilind’s, with the same kind of Elven architecture, a weird mix of ancient Roman and Imperial Chinese. Acres of manicured gardens surrounded the house, covering the entire hillside. The last time I had been here, the gardens had been sheathed in the ice of a Wisconsin winter, but now they were in full bloom, the bushes and grass a vivid green, the flowers a stark explosion of color. It seemed strangely beautiful, but maybe it was because I hadn’t seen anything like it in a century and a half. 
Then I realized that something was off. Looking at the mansion gave me an odd sort of a headache, a peculiar kind of vertigo. It was like I was under the effect of a spell.
Or I was entering the area of effect of a mighty spell. 
I started to cast a spell and then stopped myself. I didn’t want to reveal my magical abilities in front of Arvalaeon’s soldiers. Then I realized that was stupid, because they had already seen me use magic to beat up their captain, so I cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces.
I almost wished that I hadn’t. 
There was dark magic swirling around Castomyr’s mansion.
A lot of dark magic. 
It was almost like looking into a whirlpool. Whatever spell Castomyr was using was drawing a tremendous amount of magical power, all of it dark. I sensed another field of powerful energy, something cold and insidious and corrupting. Some kind of necromancy, I thought, likely the effect of his Thanatar Stone. That alone was powerful, but even that felt like nothing compared to the summoning spell that Castomyr was casting. For an instant, the whirlpool felt like a massive keyhole, as if there was a huge eye staring at me from the other side…
“Whoa,” I muttered. I ended the spell and the strange sensations faded away. 
Alan looked at me, grunted, and turned to one of his soldiers. “Radio her.”
I started to raise my hand to work a spell, just in case that was a euphemism for something unpleasant, but the soldier handed me a radio headset. I stared at him, and he flinched back. Well, a radio might be useful. I put on the headset and swung the mike so it pointed at my mouth.
“Arvalaeon?” I said. “You hear me?”
“I do,” said Arvalaeon. His voice still sounded cold and dry over the headset’s speakers. 
“You sense all of that?” I said.
“Yes,” said Arvalaeon. “Castomyr’s spell is well underway.”
“I think it’s centered in the banquet hall,” I said. I had been there once before to steal something from Lord Morvilind and had wound up hiding on the roof for three days while trying not to freeze to death. 
“It is,” said Arvalaeon. “He will have needed to prepare a ritual circle for the summoning, and the banquet hall is the only place in his mansion large enough to accommodate it.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m not a military genius or anything, but you’ve got missiles on these helicopters, right?” 
“We have a full complement of armaments,” said Alan.
“So why don’t you just blow up the damned building?” I said. 
Alan pointed at the canopy. “That’s why.” 
I saw dark specks rising into the sky from the mansion, and I swore.
Castomyr had summoned cytospawn. A half-dozen of the creatures were flying towards the helicopters, tentacles trailing behind them. There were also a dozen smaller shapes, black-feathered wings flapping, and those creatures looked like a cross between an anthrophage and a black bird. I didn’t know what they were actually called, but they looked like the harpies of ancient legend. 
“Brace yourselves!” shouted Alan. “We are going in hot! Gunners fire at will!” 
I grabbed a strap hanging from the ceiling, and the helicopters swooped to attack. The machine guns bolted to either side of our helicopter started blazing. I hadn’t been sure if bullets would affect cytospawn or harpies, but it turned out they worked just fine. Our helicopter’s guns shredded two cytospawn in short order, and then the pilot swept us to the side, bringing the guns raking across a flight of harpies. In the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of fire as one of the other helicopters released a pair of missiles, and they swooped forward and ripped apart three cytospawn in a raging fireball.
Another flash of fire caught my eye. There were dark figures on the roof of the massive banquet hall, and I saw a dozen anthrophages standing there. Unlike many other creatures of the Shadowlands, anthrophages were comfortable using guns and other conventional weapons, and one of the anthrophages was holding a slender black tube against its shoulder with a flare of white smoke billowing out the back…
A rocket launcher. 
“Rocket!” I shouted, pointed at the rooftop.
“Evade!” yelled Alan. “Evade! Evade! Evade!” 
The pilot wrenched the helicopter in a tight turn that made my inner ear scream with outrage, but it was too late. The rocket slammed somewhere into the rear of the helicopter’s fuselage, and the craft shuddered. A howling scream started as the rear rotor began to fail and the copter began a jerking, weaving descent towards the ground. 
“Engine failure imminent!” said the pilot. “I can put her down, but it’s going to be a hell of a rough landing.” 
“Brace for impact!” said Alan.
I pushed back into the passenger cabin, which was starting to fill with smoke. If the helicopter was going to crash into something, I wanted to strap in. The helicopter shuddered again, and the side door fell open and tumbled away to the ground. 
I lost my balance and fell out of the helicopter, sixty feet above the ground. 
I should have been afraid. I wasn’t. I had fallen to my death a few thousand times in the Eternity Crucible. Of course, if I died here, that was it. Arvalaeon’s magic wouldn’t bring me back to try again.
It was kind of a relief. 
I had died in agony tens of thousands of times already. I would only have to do it one more time. 
But whatever was going to kill me, this wasn’t it.
I had enough time to cast the levitation spell, and it slowed my descent enough that the impact didn’t kill me. My legs collapsed beneath me as I hit the ground, and I tucked my shoulder and rolled about twenty feet across the well-trimmed grass until my momentum ran out. That hurt, but it hurt way less than falling to my death would have felt.
Believe me, I knew that firsthand. 
I sprang back to my feet as a half-dozen anthrophages rushed towards me, gray and gaunt and terrifying. They carried a motley assortment of AK-47s and M-99s and handguns, and they leveled their weapons at me and started shooting, but I had already cast my spell. White mist swirled and hardened into a five-foot tall wall of ice in front of me, and the bullets struck it to no effect. I cast the Cloak spell and walked around the ice wall to see the anthrophages looking around, trying to figure out where I had gone. 
I dropped the Cloak, called a sphere of fire, and sent it zipping forward.
All six anthrophages dropped dead to the ground. 
I helped myself to an AK-47 and a few extra magazines of ammunition and turned around just as Captain Alan’s helicopter landed. 
Well, it sort of landed. 
The pilot must have been a genius because he just barely kept it from plowing into the side of the mansion. The chopper came down on its left strut, slewed to the side, and its rotors snapped off as they raked against the marble façade of Castomyr’s mansion. Despite that, the helicopter came to a wobbly halt not far from the double doors that led into the atrium and the banquet hall proper. 
A mob of anthrophages rushed out the doors, all of them armed, and one of them leveled another rocket launcher at the crashed helicopter. I suspected that the soldiers had survived the crash unharmed, but if that rocket hit the helicopter, Captain Alan and his men would burn alive. 
I almost let the anthrophage fire the rocket. Those soldiers had beaten me and humiliated me and terrorized me, and I wanted to see them suffer. Let them scream as the fire took them. Let them die in agony as the anthrophages ripped them apart.
But I couldn’t do it. 
It wasn’t that I felt merciful because I didn’t. It was because I had been burned to death many, many times, and I knew how much it hurt, and I couldn’t bring myself to deliberately inflict that even on people I hated. 
Besides, it was Arvalaeon’s fault. The soldiers had just been his tools. 
I drew together my power and cast a fire sphere, packing as much magical force into it as possible. The sphere soared from my hand and landed amid the anthrophages, right at the clawed feet of the one holding the rocket launcher, and it blew up in a bloom of fire that sent a half-dozen anthrophages tumbling, their limbs wreathed in flame.
I didn’t want to burn people to death, but I had no problem doing it to anthrophages.
The spell must have touched off the rocket’s warhead because about a second later there was a much bigger explosion, and it ripped off the double doors of the atrium and killed a lot more anthrophages. Nevertheless, there were still dozens of the creatures left, and most of them turned towards me.
I cast the Cloaking spell and ran, snapped the AK-47 up, and started shooting. I couldn’t cast spells while Cloaked, but I could shoot, and it turns out that shooting at enemies who can’t see you to shoot back is marvelous. I took down five anthrophages in rapid succession, putting rounds through their chests and heads. I kept moving, and the anthrophages couldn’t find me to return fire.
That gave Captain Alan and his goons the time they needed to come roaring out of the wrecked helicopter. 
Several of them threw grenades first, and the resultant blast killed a dozen anthrophages. Then the soldiers opened fire in controlled, precise bursts of automatic fire, and they mowed down the rest of the anthrophages. The fight was over in about fifteen seconds. 
I dropped my Cloaking spell and looked around, breathing hard. I had emptied the AK-47, so I dumped the magazine and loaded another one into the weapon. 
“Report,” came Arvalaeon’s voice in my ear. 
“We have landed,” said Alan, which seemed optimistic. “Currently proceeding towards the entryway.” Further down the side of the building the other three helicopters landed, much more gracefully, and began to disgorge soldiers. I looked back at the ruined entrance and into the atrium. There was nothing else moving in the atrium, and I wondered if we had killed all of Castomyr’s summoned creatures. 
Then I saw currents of mist flowing across the floor and heard the familiar rattle of insect legs against a hard surface. Wraithwolves were coming, and more of those damned giant beetles that liked to spit acid. I knew bullets wouldn't work on the wraithwolves, and I didn't know if they would work on the beetles. 
“Arvalaeon!” I said. “Big pack of wraithwolves, like thirty or forty of them, and acid-spitting beetles.”
Alan let out a vicious curse. “Bomber beetles. Damn it.” So that was what they were called. It sounded cute. The beetles were most definitely not cute. 
“Captain, engage Castomyr’s creatures,” said Arvalaeon. The soldiers began drawing swords. “Miss Moran, find Castomyr and kill him with all haste. The sooner we end this battle, the more lives that we can save.” 
“Fine,” I said. 
I cast the Cloaking spell and hurried towards the wall. My first thought was to go through the ruined doors, but given the sheer number of guns and rocket launchers pointed towards the atrium, I realized that would be a bad idea. Alan was going to use the doors as a bottleneck, which made sound tactical sense. Instead, I looked towards the roof. I was already familiar with the interior of the place, and I doubted that Castomyr had changed it in the century and a half since I had last been here.
No, not a century and a half. About a year, even if I could no longer perceive the distance.
I ran around the corner of the massive building just as Alan and his men opened fire, the roar of gunfire and the boom of explosions filling my ears. Once I was around the corner, I dropped my Cloaking spell and cast the levitation spell, floating from the ground to the top of the roof. I grasped the edge of the gutter and heaved myself up, and then sprinted towards the far side of the building. The anthrophages that had been on the rooftop had abandoned it, apparently rushing to join the battle below, and for a moment there was no one in sight. 
I reached the other side of the roof overlooking the gardens and the valley below, and I jumped. I cast the levitation spell, cradling my fall, and landed in the gardens. I jogged along the base of the wall and found the window I wanted.
Specifically, the window to the women’s restroom connected to the banquet hall. A long time ago, I had used this window to sneak out of the banquet hall, and this seemed like the best way to get into the building unnoticed. I slipped open the window and climbed inside. The restroom had not changed, and I closed the window and left the AK-47 on the counter between the sinks. 
It couldn’t help me now.
I turned towards the bathroom door. From time to time I saw flashes of purple light leak through the cracks. I cast the spell to sense magical forces again, and I was almost knocked off my feet by the overwhelming sensation of dark magic on the other side of that door. It was a vortex of colossal power, and it did indeed feel like a massive, malevolent eye staring at me.
Maybe it was the eye of the Great Dark One. 
Right. Well, Castomyr couldn’t summon it or accidentally blow up North America with a bullet between his eyes. I drew the pistol from its holster, checked it one last time, and nodded to myself. 
Then I knelt next to the door and eased it open a crack, just enough to see through it.
The banquet hall was a vast open space, kind of like a high school gymnasium, but larger and less cheap-looking. The floors were polished, gleaming hardwood, which reflected the twisting purple light of Castomyr’s dark magic. Last time I had been here, the floor had been filled with chairs and tables for a banquet. That had all been cleared away.
It left room for a glowing circle of purple fire a hundred and fifty yards across. A double circle of purple light had been inscribed on the floor, and within the double circle burned hundreds of Elven hieroglyphs. I recognized some of them as symbols of binding and summoning and conjuration, but most of them were way over my head.
Within the circle was…
It was hard to describe. One moment it looked like a vortex of shadows. The next it looked like a tear in the air, almost like a rift way, but infinitely deeper. I had been told that the Dark Ones came from the Void beyond the Shadowlands, and while I had never been there and had no desire to visit, I suspected that I was looking into that Void. Just the sight of it made my skin crawl as if I was looking at a dead thing covered in maggots. The vortex flickered, seeming to become larger, and a pulse of ghostly purple fire washed through the chamber. 
It passed through the milling anthrophages without harming them. There were twenty or thirty of the creatures in the room. Likely Castomyr had held them back to act as his personal bodyguards. But where was the Baron? I saw an anthrophage elder standing near the circle, bloated and massive, and a second one further down the circumference. Both elders were casting spells into the rift, likely aiding Castomyr’s efforts. 
Further down the circle, I spotted Castomyr standing behind a podium, gesturing and reading from a book as he cast a spell. 
The Baron of La Crosse was nearly seven feet tall, tall even for an Elf, and his muscled build filled the long black-trimmed blue coat he wore. He had thick, ash-blond hair, and his eyes were a peculiar shade of green that made his angular face and pointed ears seem even more alien. Purple light snarled and twisted around his fingers as he gestured, and his face was tight with both ecstasy and something like madness as he cast the spell. Apparently, he was mad enough and bold enough to think that he could summon a Great Dark One and bind it to his will, and the effort of that took his whole concentration.
Just as well. It would make it easier to shoot him.
Next to the podium stood a plinth of polished black stone, and above it floated a dark object the size of a soccer ball. I supposed it was an icosahedron, which meant that it was the Thanatar Stone that had kept Arvalaeon or any other Elf from killing Castomyr. 
Another pulse of purple fire washed from the vortex, bathing the banquet hall in its harsh light. 
I wasn’t going to do anything fancy. I was going to Cloak, walk up behind Castomyr, and shoot him in the back of the head. By the time the anthrophages realized that he was dead, I wanted to be out of the mansion. Let Alan and his thugs deal with the remainder of the creatures. 
I took a deep breath, focused my will, and cast the Cloaking spell. Once it was in place, I slipped through the door and eased it shut behind me. None of the anthrophages noticed the door closing of its own accord, and I took the pistol in a two-handed grip and walked towards Castomyr and his podium.
A strange feeling of…not déjà vu, but something like it, swept through me. I remembered having been here before, either a century and a half ago or a year past. I had cast the Cloak spell then, and the effort had been immense. Holding the Cloak spell in place had been so much of an effort that I hadn’t been able to move while maintaining the spell. Holding the Cloak spell now was still an effort, certainly, but I had no trouble walking around and doing other things while Cloaked. 
Arvalaeon had taken me and turned me into someone else, someone who could do these kinds of things. Psychological torment, indeed. He had broken me into a billion shards and rebuilt me into someone who could serve his purposes.
God, I hated him.
But he wasn’t the one who was about to kill forty million people, so I walked towards Castomyr, gun ready. I wove my way through the milling anthrophages, coming closer and closer. At last, I was fifteen yards away, and I thought I could put a bullet through Castomyr’s skull at that distance without missing.
I took another deep breath and started to raise the gun, and then another of those pulses of purple fire washed out from the vortex and rolled across the floor. I flinched, wondering if the fire would harm me, but it passed through me without hurt.
As it did, I realized that it was a kind of magical turbulence. To use a metaphor, Castomyr was throwing rocks into a lake and creating ripples.
The fact that the ripple also collapsed my Cloak spell was just an unlucky coincidence. 
I froze for an instant in surprise, and a half-dozen anthrophages whirled to face me. They loosed their screeching, tearing hunting cries, and Castomyr’s head snapped up from the podium, his eyes going wide in shock.
I was out of time. I pointed the gun at him and started shooting. 
My aim was hurried, and Castomyr was quick. He twisted to the side, and the shot that should have taken him in the head instead clipped his right shoulder, and my second shot missed entirely. Blood darkened his blue coat, and he snarled and ducked, harsh blue-white light pulsing around his fingers. I recognized the light, and I cast the spell to resist elemental forces. I did it just in time, too, because five lightning globes erupted from his hand and slammed into me. The globes shattered into a spray of sparks, but my hair stood on end from the force of the electrical discharge. Had they struck me, they probably would have stopped my heart and turned my brain to scrambled egg. 
“Kill her!” thundered Castomyr. “Kill her! Don’t let her disrupt the spell!”
He started casting another spell, crouching behind the podium. A few steps to the left and I could put a bullet through him. But dozens of anthrophages were racing towards me, and both anthrophage elders began casting spells of their own. If I stood still for another second, I was dead.
I sprinted to the left, away from the circle, and cast the Cloak spell again. I vanished from sight, and an instant later a volley of destruction rained onto the spot where I had been standing. Castomyr flung a lance of blazing fire, and one of the elders threw a lightning globe while the second cast an ice spike. The combined spells ripped a charred crater into the floor, splinters flying. 
“She can Cloak!” said Castomyr, gesturing towards the vortex.
I started to aim for him again, and another ring of purple fire washed out from the vortex at Castomyr’s call, rolling across the banquet hall. I just had time to curse, and then I was sprinting as my Cloak collapsed again. Castomyr started to work another spell, but I shot at him, and he ducked behind his podium with a curse. The mob of anthrophages rushed after me, and I Cloaked again, my mind spinning with the strain of casting so many spells. I was a lot stronger than I had been, but my strength still had limits, and the Cloak spell was difficult. If I didn’t end this now, I was going to run out of steam, and the anthrophages would overwhelm me. 
I would have laughed, had I been able to spare the breath to do so. It had all been for nothing. Arvalaeon and his damned Eternity Crucible had made me stronger, far stronger, but Castomyr was still more powerful, and I couldn’t fight him and his mob of anthrophages at the same time. I had become powerful enough to escape from the Crucible, but it still wasn’t enough. 
Except…it hadn’t been magical strength that had gotten me out of the Eternity Crucible, had it? At least, not entirely. I had done something clever, rigging up those bombs and the exploding truck. Magical power alone had not been enough to engineer my escape. 
Could I do something clever here?
Castomyr was looking for me. Could I disguise myself as something else with the Mask spell? No, he would be able to sense a Mask. Except the same magical turbulence that was collapsing my Cloaking spells might also make sensing a Mask spell difficult.
Dare I risk it?
I couldn’t think of anything better. 
I hurried away from Castomyr, trying to put as many anthrophages between us as possible, preparing the Mask spell in my thoughts. Another pulse of purple fire burst from the vortex of shadows, and all the anthrophages looked towards it, trying to find me. Before the fire could reach me, I dropped my Cloak spell, and the instant after the fire passed through me, I cast the Mask. 
I managed it, though the effort of casting two powerful spells right after each other made me a bit dizzy. 
I Masked myself as an anthrophage, with the same leathery gray hide, the same gaunt form, and the same yellow eyes and black fangs and claws. I started running forward, the anthrophages darting back and forth around me. I could see the elders heading towards me. If they got close enough, they would sense the Masking spell, but the turbulence from the great summoning spell made my own magic harder to sense, like trying to find a single candle flame in a forest fire.
I ran towards Castomyr. 
“Find her!” he roared. “Find her and kill her!” As I drew closer, I saw that he seemed…wrong, somehow. When I had last seen him, he had been a cold and aloof Elven lord. Now he looked insane, his eyes bulging, spittle frothing at his lips, a vein pulsing in his forehead. Whatever had happened to him since I had last seen him, it had made him insane enough to attempt to summon a Great Dark One. 
Maybe he had stared into the Void for a little too long.
“What are you waiting for?” Castomyr said again. “Find her! Find her now! I…”
I raised my gun, aimed at his chest, and put three rounds through him. Castomyr staggered back with an expression of shock, blood staining his coat and shirt, and I shot him twice in the head. 
That sent him in a heap to the floor, but I emptied the rest of the clip into his head, just to be safe. 
I whirled, intending to Cloak and run for it, but the anthrophages had gone motionless, even the elders. One by one they shivered and vanished into gray mist, disappearing back into the Shadowlands. The summoning spell on them must have ended the minute that Castomyr died. I didn’t know much about summoning magic, but I did know that many of a wizard’s spells ended on his death, and it seemed that Castomyr’s summoning spells had been one of them.
Did that include the great summoning?
I looked at the vortex and the circle of purple flames. The circle was sputtering like an electric light about to die, and the vortex was shrinking. As I gazed into the vortex, I had a sudden terrible sense of presence, of some vast mind marking me for future vengeance, of something malevolent and alien beyond human comprehension.
I looked away at once. Maybe Castomyr had indeed spent a little too long looking into the darkness. 
The circle winked out, and the vortex vanished, leaving me alone in the cavernous hall. 
I crossed to Castomyr’s podium. There was a massive leather bound book resting upon it, open to a page showing a diagram of the circle that had been burning upon the floor and a long spell in Elven hieroglyphics. I didn’t touch the book. Arvalaeon could deal with the thing.
Speaking of that…
I reversed my grip on the emptied pistol and used it to knock the Thanatar Stone off its perch. The Stone hit the floor, flashed, and went dark, and something inside it seemed to go still. I looked at the dark object for a moment, then dropped my empty gun and started walking from the banquet hall.
“Report,” said Arvalaeon’s voice in my ear.
“Report,” said Alan.
I threw off my headset and kept walking. 
Alan’s soldiers started to swarm through the mansion, but it was a simple thing to Cloak myself and leave them behind.
 
 



Chapter 12: The Price Of Magic
 
By about 7 PM, I found myself in downtown La Crosse, walking along one of the waterfront streets. It was mostly bars and restaurants in this part of the city, and it was strange to be around so many actual humans. I kept jumping at shadows, expecting to see anthrophages surge out of the doorways, or cytospawn flying overhead, or a wave of bomber beetles to come swarming out a storm drain.
But there was nothing like that. Just people.
From what I overhead, people knew something was going on. There were rumors of an explosion at Baron Castomyr’s mansion, and Homeland Security had sealed off the roads leading out of La Crosse. Despite that, they had not imposed a curfew on the city itself, and no one seemed too concerned. The roadblocks would be opened once the trouble was resolved, and that would be that. 
And if the Archons or the Rebels decided to make trouble, the men of La Crosse would show them otherwise.
Their confidence was admirable but misplaced. I had lived through enough Rebel mayhem to know otherwise.
I wandered the streets, trying to put together a plan. I needed to steal a car and get back to Milwaukee. Tonight, though, would be a bad idea. The local branch of Homeland Security was on high alert, and I would have to get through a roadblock. Of course, that couldn’t stop me, not any longer. Maybe I could Mask myself as someone else. Maybe I could Cloak myself and hide in an outbound truck.
Maybe I could call fire and lightning and slaughter every single Homeland Security officer at the roadblock.
I shivered a little in revulsion at the thought. 
No, Homeland Security did not frighten me as much as it once did. 
I had so many other things to be frightened of now. 
Eventually, I wandered into a little coffee shop. It was crowded, with couples and families sitting at tables. Riordan and I had gone to places like this a lot. 
I wondered if he would even recognize me now. I looked the same, I hadn’t aged…but everything else about me had changed.
“Can I help you?” said the perky girl behind the counter. She was blond and pretty and cheerful with a bright white smile. Girl? No, she had to be twenty-three or twenty-four, a few years older than I was.
Except that I felt like I was a hundred and seventy-nine years old now. I had lived every one of those years in pain and torment, even if it had been only five minutes to everyone else in the world.
The girl’s smile started to slip a little. Maybe I was giving off a vibe of madness the way that Castomyr had done in his final moments.
“Um,” I said. “Sorry.” When was the last time I had had a conversation with a human I didn’t want to kill? “Uh. Coffee. Black. No sugar or anything. Just coffee, please.” 
Her smile returned. “Certainly. Be right up!” I dug out some money that I had been carrying for a century and a half and handed it over, and the girl passed me a cardboard cup of coffee. I stared at it, transfixed by the smell. 
It had been so long. 
“Miss?” said the girl. “I’m sorry, but…are you all right?”
I blinked and looked her in the eye. She flinched a little.
“No,” I said, and left. 
I walked out the front door and circled to the back. There wasn’t much out here, just a half-full parking lot and a dumpster. I walked past it and came to the edge of the Mississippi River proper. There was a concrete retaining wall overlooking the river, about twelve feet high, and I sat on its edge and looked at the sun creeping towards the bluffs on the Minnesota side of the river.
Real sunlight. Real, actual sunlight. A sky that wasn’t on fire and twisting with ribbons of energy. 
I took a sip of the coffee. It was bitter and harsh and hot, and it tasted so good I started weeping a little. 
I sat there for about a half an hour, sipping the coffee and crying in silence until I heard the rasp of a boot against the gravel path running along the retaining wall.
I knew that Alan’s goons had taken a vial of my blood, so when I looked up I wasn’t surprised to see Arvalaeon standing a few feet away, his long black coat stirring in the evening breeze. 
We stared at each other for a moment. 
“Go away,” I said at last, wiping away my tears. 
“Perhaps you will be pleased to know that we were successful,” said Arvalaeon. “Castomyr’s death completely undid the summoning, and the spell collapsed before it could draw any Dark Ones to this world, or before the feedback from the spell could cause an explosion.” He stepped to the edge of the wall, gazing at the water. “The Thanatar Stone is secured, as was his book. The book itself was one of only three surviving copies, created in the ancient days when the cults of the Dark Ones first arose upon Kalvarion. The Archons have one, Castomyr evidently found the second, and the third remains hidden.”
“Good for you,” I said. “Now go away.” 
“You think yourself ill-used,” said Arvalaeon.
I was too tired to be angry.
“Really?” I said. “You locked me in your Eternity Crucible for a hundred and fifty-eight years. I died in agony again and again. I spent years insane, and I don’t think I’m going to get better. Yes, I feel myself ill-used.”
“You said you wanted power,” said Arvalaeon.
I scoffed. “For God’s sake! I said I wanted power. I didn’t say I wanted you to torture me for a century and a half.” 
“Come with me,” said Arvalaeon. 
“No,” I said. “I’m done with you. And you gave me your word, great and powerful Lord Inquisitor. I killed Castomyr for you. I kept my side of the bargain.”
“You wanted power,” said Arvalaeon, “but you don’t understand what it means to wield power. You don’t understand the cost…”
“I think I understand just fine, thanks,” I said. 
“No,” said Arvalaeon. “You don’t. Come with me, and I will show you.” I tensed, getting ready to fight. “No fighting, no Eternity Crucibles. I will show you a window for a few moments. Then you will be free to go.”
I stared at him for a while. He stared back.
“Hell.” I got to my feet and finished off the coffee. “Fine. But if you’re going to kill me, just do it without all the damn speeches already.”
“Come,” said Arvalaeon. “Cast the Occlusion spell around yourself. We do not wish to be noticed and cause a panic among the people of La Crosse.”
I scowled, but followed his example and cast the Occlusion spell. It is a weak spell of mind magic, one designed to prevent people from noticing you. I mean, people see you just fine, move out of your way and all that, but you don’t register with them unless you do something explicitly threatening. 
Pity it doesn’t work in combat situations. Might have saved myself a lot of trouble.
I followed Arvalaeon to the street, and we walked for a couple of blocks. Finally, he stopped at a restaurant with a lot of big picture windows overlooking the street.
“Look,” he said.
“At what?” I said.
“The cost of wielding power,” said Arvalaeon.
I rolled my eyes and looked. The restaurant was full, with every table and booth taken. It looked like the restaurant catered to families because every table and booth had children seated there. I saw dozens of families eating dinner, some of them talking, some of them laughing, a few of them arguing quietly. 
“What am I looking at?” I said, but I thought I knew.
“That child,” said Arvalaeon, pointing at a little boy of about three years. He was eating a plate of fries with a big happy grin. “If Castomyr had succeeded, the explosion would have reached this place within seconds. The child is too young to understand such things. Nevertheless, he would have died in agony. The fire would have stripped the skin from his bones and made his eyes boil in his sockets. He would have died and never understood why. That girl.” He pointed to a girl of about five who was busily drawing with a crayon on her placemat. “From the way she is seated, her mother would have been killed first. In her final instant of life, she would have seen her mother burn like a torch. The last thing she would have heard was her mother’s screams.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I snapped. 
“It is horrible, isn’t it?” said Arvalaeon. “And imagine it multiplied for five or six hundred miles in every direction. Ten million children, all dying in agony at once, and thirty million adults as well. Imagine you had the power to stop that. Wouldn’t you? I had the power to stop it from happening, but to use that power, I had to make a choice.” He held up his palms in imitation of a scale. “On one hand, the lives of forty million people. On the other hand, inflicting intolerable terrible agony upon you to reforge you into a weapon capable of stopping Castomyr. I had the power to choose, and so I chose.” 
I said nothing. 
“I regret that choice,” said Arvalaeon, gazing at the families. “I regret many of my choices. But I would have still made them. And while I regret what I did to you, I would still have done it.” 
Still I said nothing.
“When you have nightmares,” said Arvalaeon, “and you will have nightmares, probably for the rest of your life, perhaps it will comfort you to know that there are teeming millions who live because of the pain you have endured.”
At last, I found my voice. 
“We’re done,” I said. “I don’t want a lecture. If I ever see you again, I will kill you.” 
“You can try,” said Arvalaeon, calm as ever. “Perhaps you will even succeed. If you do, it will be nothing less than I have earned. Remember this, though. You have power now…and with power comes choices. Choose wisely.”
I turned to leave.
“Before you go,” he said, “take this.”
I hesitated, and he held out an envelope. 
“Is it going to explode or lock me in a pit with anthrophages for a century?” I said.
“It contains three things,” said Arvalaeon. “A phone number that you can use to contact me.”
“Why the hell would I ever want to talk to you again?” I said. 
“The need may arise,” said Arvalaeon. “It also contains the keys to a vehicle parked further down the block, and a pass instructing Homeland Security to let you through the roadblocks.” 
I took the envelope. “Why?”
“I have wanted to see my brother again for a long time,” said Arvalaeon. “You still have the chance.”
I turned and walked away, and this time he didn’t try to stop me. 
 
###
 
The car was nothing special, just a five-year-old Royal Motors sedan with 45,000 miles on the odometer, but it was in good shape, and the pass did let me through the roadblocks without any fuss. I managed to drive for about two hours until I had to stop. I was exhausted, utterly exhausted. The battle at Castomyr’s mansion had been draining.
Plus, I hadn't gotten any actual sleep in like a century and a half.
I pulled over at a rest stop, parked the car, and fell asleep. I hoped no one tried to give me any trouble. If they did, I was likely to lose my temper and kill someone, and I didn’t want to do that. I expected nightmares, but I fell asleep almost at once and had no dreams at all.
Maybe that’s the key to getting a good night’s sleep. Staying awake for nearly sixty thousand straight days. 
I woke up at about 10 AM, groggy and disoriented. I jerked upright in the seat, looking around in alarm, half expecting to see anthrophages and wraithwolves coming for me, the bronze monolith of the Eternity Crucible rising over me…
But, no. I was sitting in a car at rest stop in rural Wisconsin. Some minivans and SUVs had pulled up and were disgorging young children and their parents, no doubt heading on vacation somewhere. I watched them without expression. I suppose they would all have been dead if not for what I had just gone through. 
That didn’t make me feel better. But it did let me haul myself out of the car, wash up in the bathroom, and continue on my way. 
I made the rest of the trip to Milwaukee, my heart hammering against my ribs. I knew, intellectually, that Russell was still alive. I knew that. Yet my heart was convinced that he was dead. I had mourned him, gone mad with grief and rage, and devoted myself to avenging his death, and I had done that all decades ago. 
Then to find out that only five minutes had passed on Earth…God, I don’t know how to describe the feeling. The human mind was not equipped for this kind of thing.
I parked in front of the Marneys’ house and got out. 
It looked exactly the same. There was no reason it shouldn’t, of course, but I hadn't been here in so long, so very long. I had left yesterday morning to get steak sauce, and then I hadn’t been back for decades. 
I took a few steps up the front walk, overcome with emotion. 
The door swung open, and Russell stepped out. 
“Nadia!” he said, smiling. “It’s good you’re back. We were worried. We figured that Lord Morvilind wanted you for something. I sent you a few texts, but you must have been too busy.”
“Texts?” I said, my voice hoarse. 
Yes, that was right, my phone could get text messages.
I had forgotten about that. 
Russell hesitated. “It…was a bad one, wasn’t it? What Lord Morvilind wanted you to do?”
I didn’t say anything, but I managed a nod. 
“Well, I’m glad you’re okay,” said Russell. “I made some coffee. Do you…”
I ran forward, caught him in a hug, and buried my face against his shoulder. I felt him flinch in surprise, and then he hugged me back. 
“I’m glad to see you too,” he said. “Are…you all right?”
I stepped back from him, trying not to cry.
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s…it’s just I haven’t seen you in a while.” 



Epilogue
 
At midnight, Kaethran Morvilind sat alone in his library, contemplating the view of Lake Michigan outside the tall windows.
He was alone. He had made sure of that. Several dozen human servants and mercenaries worked in his mansion, and he had given them the day off with pay, under the condition that they were to leave and not to set foot on the grounds for any reason until 8 AM the next day. To make sure his instructions were obeyed, he had summoned a score of wraithwolves and sent them prowling through the mansion, seeking for anyone who remained behind. 
Once they had confirmed that the mansion was empty, he dismissed them. 
Now he sat alone in one of two chairs facing the window, waiting for his guest.
Or, to be more accurate, his deadly enemy.
Morvilind tapped his fingertips together as he waited, lost in thought. He had faced down many, many enemies during his long life, and he had destroyed them all. He had emerged victorious because he had been willing to do what was necessary to achieve victory. 
Now it fell to him to do what was necessary. 
None of the other Elves understood that as he did. Not the Inquisitors, not the nobles, and not even the High Queen Tarlia herself. She had once been his student, and she had achieved an admirable degree of ruthlessness. Certainly, ruthlessness was a necessary quality for a ruler. 
But even she was not willing to go far enough.
So, it fell to Kaethran Morvilind to save the Elven race. 
He felt the presence against his wards before he heard the footfalls against the polished floor. 
A moment later a man came into sight, stopping next to the chair. 
He was short for a human male, about five foot ten, and wore a crisp white shirt, a black vest, a black coat, black trousers, and gleaming black boots. The man had dark hair with gray streaks at the temples and eyes like black pools. 
His ethnicity was…uncertain. At first glance, he looked Hispanic, or perhaps Arabic, or maybe Greek. But Morvilind knew that he was none of these. 
The man was in fact Sumerian, and he was one of the very few people on Earth who was older than Morvilind. 
“Punctual as ever,” said Morvilind. 
“It is a virtue,” said the man known as the Forerunner, the man who had founded the various Dark Ones cults upon Earth over the milennia.
Morvilind gestured at the empty chair.
“Thank you,” said the Forerunner, seating himself. He brushed some dust from the sleeve of his coat. The Forerunner looked nothing like what he really was. He looked like a middle-aged businessman, and there was no hint of his true nature in his appearance.
It was one of the reasons he was so dangerous. 
“Shall we get to the point?” said Morvilind. 
“I insist,” said the Forerunner. “Some years ago, I offered to provide you with some information. In exchange, you promised the use of your shadow agent to assist me with three tasks.” He held up three fingers as if to emphasize the point. “I understand your current shadow agent is quite talented. You haven’t gotten her killed yet?”
“No,” said Morvilind, grimacing.
This was an extremely dangerous game. The High Queen wanted the Forerunner dead and had authorized the creation of the Shadow Hunters for exactly that reason. If Tarlia ever learned that Morvilind had made a deal with the Forerunner, the consequences would be dire. 
No matter. He would do what was necessary to save the Elves. Morvilind knew that the Forerunner intended to betray him, just as he intended to betray the Forerunner. 
It was a dangerous game, but it was a game he had played many times before. 
“I assume you have taught the shadow agent the Cloak spell?” said the Forerunner. 
“I have,” said Morvilind.
“Very well,” said the Forerunner. “I will require her…the agent is a female this time?” Morvilind nodded. “I will require her assistance for three tasks. Once the tasks are completed satisfactorily, our bargain is complete. Is this acceptable?” 
“So long as you hold up your end of the bargain, it is acceptable,” said Morvilind. 
“Excellent,” said the Forerunner. “I will call upon you shortly. Summon the agent to your side, and I shall give you her first task.” 
There was a flicker of gray mist and purple fire, and the Forerunner vanished into the Shadowlands. Morvilind cast a quick spell to make sure that the Forerunner had indeed departed, and then rearmed the wards around his mansion. 
He leaned back in his chair, thinking. Nadia Moran was among the most skilled of the shadow agents he had trained over the last three hundred years, and certainly one of the most tenacious. 
That was just as well.
She would need all that skill and tenacity to survive what the Forerunner had in mind for her. 
 
THE END
 
Thank you for reading CLOAK GAMES: TRUTH CHAIN. Look for Nadia's next adventure, CLOAK GAMES: TOMB HOWL, to appear in 2017. 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.
 
The Third Soul
 
RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.
Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.
And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.
And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.
If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.
And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them.
Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.
 
The Frostborn Series
 
A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.
But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.
RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.
But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.
CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.
For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.
The secret of the Frostborn.
Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, Frostborn: The Broken Mage, Frostborn: The World Gate, Frostborn: The High Lords, Frostborn: The False King, Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince, and Frostborn: Excalibur, and the prequel novel Frostborn: The Knight Quests along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, The Knight's Tale, The Soldier's Tale, and The Soldier's Tale. Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.
 
Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy
 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



  
About the Author
Standing over six feet tall, USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer repairman, alas.

He has written the DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous other works. His books have sold over a half million copies worldwide. 

Visit his website at:

http://www.jonathanmoeller.com
Visit his technology blog at:
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Contact him at:
jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com
You can sign up for his email newsletter here, or watch for news on his Facebook page or Twitter feed.
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