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  Nadia Moran risked her life to save her brother Russell.



  But she didn't realize that Russell would do the exact same thing for her. 



  And when the Rebel sorcerers come for them both, Nadia and Russell will have to fight alongside each other, or die together...
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  Chapter 1: Let’s Set Some Stuff On Fire


  



  The enemy always gets a vote.


  I don’t know who said that. Well, I do know who said that, but I can’t remember his name. Some ancient pre-Conquest general or another. Both Riordan MacCormac and Rory Murdo quoted him to me, but the name slipped my mind. I guess he wrote a book about fighting wars, and it was such a good book that to this day, three hundred and sixteen years after the Conquest, the High Queen still makes all the officers of the Wizard’s Legion read it. 


  I’d never bothered to remember his name, but that ancient pre-Conquest general was right. The enemy always gets a vote. No matter how smart you are, no matter how prepared, no matter how careful, the enemy can take you off guard and blow your plans out of the water.



  I already knew that. I’d learned that the hard way. 


  Over and over again.


  But I didn’t realize the flip side of that argument until I learned it the hard way, too.


  The enemy gets a vote…but so do your friends. 


  You can plan all you want, but your friends can upset your plans. So, when your friends and your enemies cast their vote at the same time, then things get really crazy. I wonder if that ancient pre-Conquest general whose name I couldn’t remember had ever found that out. 


  I bet General Jeremy Shane found that out the hard way. 


  That was the one ancient pre-Conquest general whose name I would never, ever forget. 


  The enemy gets a vote. But that has an upside. I had a lot of enemies, and I was about to vote good and hard, metaphorically speaking. 


  It was June 13th, Conquest Year 316 (or 2329 AD according to the old calendar), and I was at a truck stop on Interstate 40 in central New Mexico.


  It was the kind of place a young woman shouldn’t go alone.


  Though to be fair, only about half of it was like that. 


  One half of the truck stop was this big shiny gas station/roadside oasis that catered to families on vacation and retired veterans going on RV tours through the country. There wasn’t really anywhere else to stop for ninety miles, so the oasis had an enormous parking lot filled with RVs and minivans, a half dozen restaurants, a couple of retail stores with inflated prices, and even a small hotel. A statue of the Elven Duke Carthamiel of Albuquerque dominated the lobby, his hand raised in benediction to his human subjects. Enormous posters advertised the High Queen’s ongoing Royal Progress through the United States, with a listing of dates when Skythrone would make its appearance at various cities. The oasis was clean and shiny and full of squealing children and exasperated-looking mothers and fathers.


  The truck stop was the other half of the complex.


  That wasn’t nearly as nice. 


  There’s not much illegal drug trade in the United States, since the sellers, transporters, and buyers of illicit drugs get executed on Punishment Day videos, but what drug trade existed went through places like this. I was sure many of the women waiting in the truck stop’s restaurants were prostitutes, and you could purchase numerous illegal things under the counter here. 


  The reason for that was something I had learned during the last year of waging a quiet war against the Rebel networks, something that most people didn’t know. 


  Homeland Security wasn’t nearly as omnipresent and omniscient as most people thought. 


  Oh, don’t get me wrong, Homeland Security was dangerous, but its officers were focused on the cities since that’s where most of the United States’ population of one hundred and twenty million people lived. They were spread much more thinly in rural areas, which meant that if you wanted to do something illegal, you were less likely to get arrested if you did it quietly in an isolated area. For that matter, the High Queen’s Inquisition was more dangerous than Homeland Security (thanks to Arvalaeon, I had learned that one the hard way), but they were focused on the Elven nobles and threats coming from the Shadowlands. They only dealt with human problems when those problems became serious. 


  Which might have been stupid, because I had learned a second truth during my year of private warfare against the Rebels, something else that most people didn’t know.


  Namely, that the Rebels and the Dark One cultists were a lot stronger than most people knew.


  That was the work of my ex-boyfriend turned mortal enemy Nicholas Connor. Nicholas had allied with the Knight of Venomhold in the Shadowlands, and her demesne was beyond the reach of the High Queen. With Venomhold as a secure base, Nicholas had grown the strength of the Rebels by leaps and bounds. I suspected that Nicholas was raising an army because his agents had been buying enormous quantities of weapons and ammunition and stockpiling them in Venomhold. Guns and bombs didn’t work in the Shadowlands, of course, but it’s not like they would go bad, and they would work just fine when his Gatekeepers brought the weapons back to Earth. 


  Which, to return to my original point, was why I was walking through a sketchy truck stop on Interstate 40 in central New Mexico. 


  I stepped through a pair of automatic glass doors and into a large convenience store, the blast of the air conditioning making me shiver, even beneath my heavy clothes. It was over 90 degrees Fahrenheit today, but I was wearing black jeans, a t-shirt, a gray sweater, and my loose black navy pea coat. (I was working on the magical stress that made me cold all the time, but I hadn’t gotten there yet.) I had two guns on me – my little .25 revolver in a side pocket, and in a shoulder rig beneath my coat, a Royal Arms. 45 semiautomatic with a fifteen-round magazine.


  The guns were mostly a formality. I could do much, much worse with my magic. 


  The truck stop’s convenience store was crowded, with long lines by the coffee machines and the doughnut counters. I flipped off my sunglasses and tucked them into an interior pocket of my coat, adjusting the earpiece in my left ear as I did so, and threaded my way through the crowd. A few of the truckers turned idle glances my way, but no one took any interest in me. A young woman wearing heavy clothes in the New Mexico summer would have drawn attention. But thanks to my Mask spell, I had made myself look like a sullen middle-aged trucker in a sweat-stained shirt and dusty jeans, so no one gave me a second glance.


  I walked past the restrooms and to the truck stop’s restaurant. I pushed open the doors, another blast of air-conditioned air hitting me in the face. It was a big restaurant, with lots of tables and booths lining the walls, and large windows looking out over the vast asphalt wasteland of the parking lot. 


  A memory hit me, hard. There had been a diner in the Eternity Crucible, in the hellish little simulation of a small town that Arvalaeon had built, and something of the general shabbiness of the truck stop’s restaurant reminded me of that diner. Suddenly I seemed to see anthrophages sitting in the booths and at the tables, and I was certain that every single person in the restaurant was a disguised anthrophage about to attack me. I even saw the yellow gleam in their eyes. I wanted to call my magic and start laying waste around me with fire and ice and lightning, killing them all before they could kill me yet again…


  I had a lot of practice pulling myself together at this point, and I did it again. 


  There were no anthrophages here, just truckers and tired-looking waitresses. I took a deep breath and kept walking, my eyes sweeping over the restaurant. I had a lot of experience keeping myself from falling apart, but I was always afraid that I was going to snap and lose control and hurt someone.


  The way I had almost killed Russell during one of those first nights after the Eternity Crucible. 


  Yeah, I was keeping it together, but I was wound up tighter than a jammed gear, and I was afraid I would lose it and hurt someone who didn’t deserve it.


  But that was all right. 


  I had a lot of anger and destructive energy…and I had enemies who deserved all that and much more.


  One of them was in the restaurant.


  Along the restaurant’s far wall was a long diner-style counter facing the kitchen, and Brian Vernon sat at the counter, scarfing down a plate of deluxe enchiladas and drinking a beer. He was middle-aged, paunchy, and burly, with grizzled gray hair and thick forearms covered in tattoos. Rory Murdo and I had learned quite a bit about Mr. Vernon over the last few days. He had started adult life as a man-at-arms in service to Duke Wraithmyr of Los Angeles but had frequently been disciplined for insubordination. After completing his term of service, he had gotten arrested for beating a man half to death with a lead pipe in a dispute over a woman. Vernon had wound up flogged on a Punishment Day video for that. He had managed to avoid getting sold into slavery by taking a job with a shady trucking company called Expedited Wheels that didn’t care what its drivers did so long as the deliveries arrived on time. 


  That shady trucking company was owned by one Martin Corbisher, which was how Brian Vernon made his way into the welcoming arms of the Rebels. 


  Expedited Wheels, Murdo and I had discovered, was one of the chief ways that Nicholas Connor and the Rebels moved their ammunition and weapons across the country. The law said that truckers could only drive so many hours per day and had to take a certain number of days off. Vernon filled his official working days fulfilling deliveries for Expedited Wheels, and then falsified his paperwork and used his days off to move weapons and ammunition for the Rebels. 


  Once Mr. Vernon finished his plate of enchiladas, he was going to take a load of weapons to a rendezvous point, where one of the Rebel Gatekeepers would open a rift way and take the armaments to Venomhold. 


  At least that was the plan. 


  Vernon and his friends were about to have a very bad day.


  I sat on a stool three seats down from Vernon. He glanced at me, saw another tired-looking middle-aged trucker, and turned back to his plate and kept stuffing enchiladas into his mouth. If he continued eating that way at his age, he was going to need a crane to get into the cab of his truck before much longer. 


  “What’ll it be, honey?” said the waitress to me, a middle-aged woman who looked perfectly capable of stabbing unruly customers. 


  “Cup of coffee, please,” I said. The Mask spell altered my voice to match my appearance. “Black, strong, no sugar or cream.” I put money on the counter, two dollars more than the cup would have cost. “Keep the change.”


  That got me a cup of coffee quicker than I would have otherwise, just the way I ordered. I sipped at the coffee and pretended to look at my phone. I don’t understand why people put sugar and cream into coffee. The point of coffee is that it’s supposed to be hot, taste bitter, and wake you up. 


  This did the trick. 


  I sat for twenty minutes, pretending to read the news on my phone and drinking my cup of coffee. During that time Vernon demolished another plate of enchiladas and then got up, heading in the direction of the men’s room. I waited until he disappeared into the bathroom, then got to my feet and took a quick look around.


  No one was paying any attention to me whatsoever, and I wasn’t in the field of vision of any of the security cameras.


  I dropped my Mask spell and cast the Cloak spell instead. 


  A long time ago when I first learned the Cloak spell (almost a hundred and seventy years ago now), I could only Cloak while remaining motionless. After much unpleasant experience, I could Cloak myself and walk around for about nine and a half minutes, maybe a little more or less depending on how tired I was at the time. While remaining motionless, I could stay Cloaked indefinitely. 


  I leaned against the wall by the men’s room and waited. 


  About ten minutes later Vernon emerged, walking with the grimace of a man who suffered frequent diet-induced digestive troubles. High-fiber vegetables would have done him a world of good. I straightened up and followed Vernon as he exited the restaurant. The blast of heat hit me in the face as we walked into the parking lot. The cracked, crumbling asphalt radiated heat like an oven. 


  It made me feel just slightly warmer. Pleasant, really. 


  I followed Vernon as he walked past the rows of parked semis. He strode up to a truck with a red cab, and as he got inside, I walked to the back of the cab’s trailer, looked at the license plate, and dropped my Cloak spell. I had to do that because Cloak spells messed with cell phone signals, and I needed to make a call. 



  I pulled my phone out of my pocket, hit the call button, and lifted it to my ear.


  Rory Murdo picked up on the first ring. He had been waiting for me.


  “Find our friend?” he said, his voice flat and unemotional. He always sounded that way when he had his game face on. 


  “Yep,” I said. “Red Royal Motors cab, white trailer.” I rattled off his license plate number. “Looks like he’s heading to the meeting with a trailer full of ammo.” 


  “It won’t be far,” said Murdo. “You’re going to ride with him?”


  “Yeah,” I said. I heard the rumble of a diesel engine as Vernon started his truck. “You’re going to bring the fireworks?”


  A dry note entered Murdo’s voice. “I wouldn’t dream of forgetting them. Good luck, Katrina. I’ll be right behind you.”


  “See you soon,” I said.


  I ended the call, returned the phone to my pocket, and cast my levitation spell. I floated off the ground, grasped the lip of the trailer’s roof, and pulled myself onto it as silently as I could manage. Not that Vernon could have heard me over the engine. 


  I Cloaked myself, walked to the center of the trailer, sat down cross-legged, and waited. The truck rolled forward,  headed down the access road, and stopped before the on-ramp to I-40. As Vernon waited for the traffic to pass, I pulled my sunglasses on (it was about to get windy) and glanced behind the truck.


  There. Just leaving the truck stop. I saw a blue Royal Motors Adventurer SUV turn onto the access road. 


  Rory Murdo was following us. 


  Vernon drove across the access road and down the on-ramp, and I settled in for a wait.


  It was uncomfortable, but it could have been worse. The top of the trailer vibrated steadily, and soon my legs were numb from it. The sun blazed overhead, but one of the nice things about the Cloak spell was that in addition to screwing up cell phone signals, it also prevented sunburn. The hot wind whipping past me and tugging at my hair and coat felt nice. I should have been drenched in sweat in my heavy clothes, but instead, I only felt comfortably warm. As miserable as my stress-induced magical chill sometimes felt, right now it was useful. 


  Maybe if I lived through all this, I would move someplace warmer. Like New Mexico. Probably a shack in the desert or something, since I’m crazy and dangerous. Maybe I could get Murdo to come with me…


  That made me think of Riordan, and I shoved that whole mess of regret and guilt and pain out of my head. 


  I mostly succeeded. 


  Fortunately, I would soon meet some people upon whom I could take out those dark feelings.


  I rode atop Vernon’s trailer for about a half hour as he drove east towards Arizona. After thirty miles, he took an off-ramp, turned north, and then headed down an old, crumbling road that wound its way through the rocky, barren hills. Back home in Wisconsin, it would have been a farm access road, but nothing grew down here accept the tough little bushes that dotted the desert. As it happened, I knew that this road went to a copper mine that had been abandoned decades ago.


  Vernon turned left, onto a gravel road that led into a valley between two hills. The truck rattled and bounced forward and came to a gate in a rusting chain-link fence that sealed off the road. A large sign on the gate informed me that the area beyond was RESTRICTED and VERY DANGEROUS. A dilapidated booth sat next to the gate.


  Two men wearing combat fatigues and carrying AK-47s emerged from the booth. Vernon climbed down from his cab and shook hands with the men. They talked for a few minutes, and then Vernon nodded and climbed into the cab while the two Rebel soldiers opened the gate. 


  I smiled behind my Cloak. Our work had paid off. This was indeed one of the spots that Nicholas was using to transfer weapons to Venomhold. What better location than an abandoned copper mine in the middle of nowhere? Likely no one from Homeland Security or the Inquisition had been here in years. 


  The truck’s engine rumbled to life again, and it was time for me to move.


  I got to my feet and jogged to the back of the trailer. I dropped off the side, hanging from the edge. Thanks to all the exercise I had done over the last year I was strong enough to hang there comfortably, and I could have pulled myself back up with the strength of my arms alone. (In my line of work, pull-ups tend to have frequent real-world application.) 


  But right now, I wanted to go down, not up. I dropped my Cloak spell and cast my levitation spell, which cushioned my fall as I landed on the gravel road. Vernon’s truck was rolling forward, and I cast the Cloak spell before he moved far enough that he could see me in his mirrors.


  I turned and jogged back down the road, dropping my Cloak spell as soon as I was out of sight of the gate. Best to conserve my magical strength. I was certain I would need to call a great deal of fire and lightning soon.


  About three minutes later, I saw Murdo’s SUV rolling up the road. He was driving slowly to avoid creating a dust cloud that might be visible from the hidden Rebel base. The SUV slowed, and I walked around the front bumper, opened the passenger door, and got inside. 


  “Good timing,” I said.


  Murdo grunted. “Hope you didn’t blow anything up without me.”


  I grinned. It was a real smile and not the usual grim rictus that had been my attempt at smiling for the last year. “Wouldn’t dream of it. Also, you have all the explosives.” 


  Rory Murdo nodded. He looked…well, there was no polite way to say this, but he looked thuggish. He was a big man, with thick arms, a thick neck, and a big chest. His knuckles looked as if he hit people often. He was about forty, with close-cropped black hair and flat black eyes. He usually wore a three-piece suit, but since it was so freaking hot, he wore a black polo shirt and khaki cargo trousers. His arms were heavy with muscle and marked with old scars. 


  He looked like a violent, dangerous man. Which, technically, I suppose he was, but there was a lot more to him than met the eye.


  “I think we’ll take the overlook road,” said Murdo, pointing at the hill. “There used to be a weather station up there before the mine closed. The slope should obscure our dust cloud, and from there we’ll have a clear view down into the mine area.” 


  “Good thing we found those maps,” I said.


  “Thorough preparation is the key to a successful combat operation,” said Murdo. He did a Y-turn and started back down the access road. 


  “Also, lots of explosives,” I said. 


  “That too.”


  A narrow track climbed into the hills, and Murdo changed gears and started up the slope, the gravel rasping and rattling beneath the tires. 


  “How many of them did you see?” said Murdo.


  “Three,” I said. “Vernon, and two soldiers. Don’t know how much of a fight Vernon will put up. He’s not in great shape. The two Rebel soldiers had AK-47s.”


  “We’ll have to assume there are at least two more at the mine,” said Murdo. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “They’ll be there to guard the transfer point. Probably have a forklift, too. Five men aren’t going to unload an entire semi by themselves. Well.  Four men. Vernon looks like he isn’t going to be doing any heavy lifting.”


  That had partially been a joke, but Murdo nodded. “Good point. We can assume when the rift way opens, more Rebel soldiers and some of the Knight of Venomhold’s orcish mercenaries will come through to help.”


  “Then,” I said, “they can get caught in the blast radius with everyone else.” 


  The top of the hill came into sight, and Murdo brought the SUV to a halt. Too much higher and anyone in the valley or the mine complex would see us. The road ended a few yards away at the abandoned weather station, a squat cinder block building with a corrugated steel roof that was turning to rust. 


  We got out, and Murdo went to open the back of the SUV. I took a moment to fix my hair. Not out of vanity, but so it wouldn’t get into my face at a critical moment. Truth be told, I really needed a haircut. My hair had gotten long and shaggy and now hung down to the middle of my back. I should have gotten a haircut months ago, but I didn’t trust my self-control enough to let a stranger near my head with scissors. It might remind me of the Eternity Crucible, and if something reminded me too much of the Eternity Crucible, I could freak out and lose control and hurt someone. 


  I bound my hair into a tight ponytail and donned a ball cap, sticking the ponytail through the back of the cap and behind my coat. 


  By the time I had finished that, Murdo had gotten my gear ready.


  “Got them all?” I said as he handed me a satchel.


  “Yes,” said Murdo, and I opened the satchel and looked inside. Five pipe bombs rested inside. Murdo knew how to make a good pipe bomb. The bombs were eighteen inches long, capped on either end. Each bomb had been wired to a detonator and a short-range radio, and all the radios were fully charged.


  I slung the strap over my shoulder. Murdo passed me a short-range radio that clipped to my belt, and I ran the wire up to my ear, where I put an earpiece with a microphone. It wouldn’t work while I was Cloaked, but if I needed to call for help, I could use it. 


  “Ready?” said Murdo. 


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Got your targets selected?” said Murdo.


  “Any explosives in the truck,” I said, “and any explosives already there. Probably Vernon’s truck as well. Serves him right for working for the Rebels.”


  “Guns?” said Murdo.


  “Loaded and ready,” I said. “Both of them.”



  Someone else might have found Murdo’s double-checking condescending, even insulting. I didn’t. Murdo had been in the Wizard’s Legion, the High Queen’s own elite military force, and the Legion insisted on high standards in all things. Granted, I did have much more experience of violence than Murdo did - I was nearly a hundred and eighty years old, though I didn’t look it. That said, nearly all that experience was fighting alone against the creatures of the Shadowlands and getting killed over and over. Murdo had more experience fighting as part of a team. 


  I had spent years fighting to take out my rage and madness on the creatures tormenting me. Murdo had spent his time in the Wizard’s Legion learning to win and survive.


  I preferred his approach.


  “I still don’t like sending you in alone,” said Murdo.


  “I can Cloak and you can’t,” I said. “Also, I’m not alone. You’re with me.”


  His black eyes met mine, and a weird tangle of emotion went through me.


  Nope. Not the time to think about that. 


  “All right,” said Murdo. “I’ll be here. Good hunting.” 


  “See you soon,” I said. “You can buy me some coffee after I blow up on the Rebels’ weapons.”


  With that, I stepped back and cast the Cloak spell. 


  I jogged past the abandoned weather station, reached the crest of the hill, and looked down into the valley.


  And down, and down, and down.


  The valley had initially been shallow and broad, but the copper mine had dug a giant tiered crater into it. It must have extended four hundred feet into the ground. If the desert hadn’t been so dry, it would have become a heck of a lake by now. I saw the gravel road leading to the mine, and the crumbling ruins of a few warehouses and an office building at the edge of the pit.


  At the end of the road, I saw a makeshift Rebel base. 


  They had parked a construction trailer there for the use of the few Rebel soldiers who guarded this transport point. Past the trailer, I saw dozens of pallets of wooden crates. Vernon had parked his truck with the trailer facing the pit, and two forklifts worked in tandem, unloading the cargo.


  I had to assume that all those crates held ammunition and weapons. 


  That was a lot of ammunition. Just what the hell was Nicholas planning to do?


  I wish I knew.


  Maybe I could find answers here.


  I headed towards the construction trailer, and halfway down the slope I ducked behind a boulder and dropped my Cloak spell. I wanted to take a few moments to recover my strength, and to check in with Murdo.


  I tapped my earpiece. “Rory?”


  “Here,” said Murdo. “I can see you. I’m next to the weather station with a sniper rifle and tripod. Looks like…forty-five pallets of weapons, ammunition, and explosives. The pallets with explosives are closer to the edge of the pit, and they have red hazard signs on the side.”


  “I’ll focus on those,” I said. “I’m also going to visit that construction trailer. If they have any computers or hard drives, I want them.” 


  “Acknowledged,” said Murdo. His voice was calm and hard. I bet he had sounded that way when serving with the Wizard’s Legion. “I’ll keep an eye on things up here.”


  “Cloaking again,” I said. I took a deep breath and cast the Cloak spell, and then jogged down the rocky slope to the trailer. Ahead of me the forklifts rumbled and beeped as they unloaded pallets of ammunition and weapons from Vernon’s truck. The remaining two Rebel soldiers kept watch, AK-47s in hand.


  I walked to the front of the trailer and slipped through the door. It wasn’t locked, and the trailer’s interior didn’t smell good. Four cots lined the walls, and empty food wrappers and soda cans littered the floor. I wondered where the Rebels stationed here relieved themselves and decided I didn’t want to know. A cluttered workbench held tools for maintaining firearms, and a table against the wall contained a couple of notebooks and a laptop computer. 


  I glanced at the windows, but the shades were drawn, and the soldiers couldn’t see inside. I dropped my Cloak spell to conserve strength and walked to the laptop table. I checked the notebooks first. They contained records of deliveries, which could prove useful. The laptop was unlocked and unencrypted (idiots!) and connected to a scrambler that allowed at least a measure of anonymity on the Internet. I took both the laptop and the notebooks, shoving them into the satchel with the pipe bombs. 


  That made it heavier, but it wasn’t a problem.


  The satchel was going to be lighter soon. 


  I checked under the desk and found a safe. A simple spell unlocked it, and I located the Rebels’ petty cash – several bundles of hundred-dollar bills, no doubt earmarked for bribing local officials and buying supplies. I helped myself to the money, tucking the bundles into the satchel. Waging covert war on the Rebels is expensive, and I financed my efforts with their own money whenever possible. 


  I Cloaked again and eased out the door. The unloading had finished, and Vernon and the four soldiers stood at the back of the truck smoking cigarettes. I jogged to the cab of Vernon’s truck and tucked the first bomb against one of the diesel tanks on the side. Once it was secure, I hurried around the back of the truck, passing within a few yards of Vernon and the Rebels as I did. With the Cloak spell, I could have walked up and shot each of them in the back of the head before they realized something was wrong.


  So why didn’t I? 


  I could have killed them easily. So easily. The Cloak spell blocked radio waves, and I couldn’t cast other spells while Cloaked, but I could operate a firearm just fine. All I had to do was stroll up, shoot them each in the head, and that would be that. If I did it fast enough, they wouldn’t even realize what was happening. Even if I dropped my Cloak and challenged them openly, I would still probably win. I could cast spells of fire and lightning and ice and telekinetic force and kill them before they killed me. There was always the risk they might shoot me first, but if I was fast enough, that wouldn’t be a problem. 


  And it wasn’t as if I had never killed anyone. I had killed people in self-defense or the heat of battle. I had never killed anyone in cold blood, though I had come close. 


  I didn’t want to start.


  It wasn’t that I was afraid to kill Vernon and his friends.


  I was afraid I might not stop with them. 


  I know that wasn’t totally rational, but, well…try getting killed fifty-eight thousand times, and see how well you keep your sanity. 


  I was keeping myself together, but if I’m honest with myself, my sanity was held together by masking tape, glue, Murdo’s kindness, my hatred of the Rebels, and the fact that if I screwed up my brother Russell was going to die. I was so powerful now. If I started killing people, I might not stop. Arvalaeon had sent me to hell, and I had died again and again and again. Arvalaeon had sent me to hell, and it had broken me.


  But I didn’t think it had turned me into a monster, and I didn’t want to become one. 


  It seemed to me that if I started killing lots of people, that would be a great way to turn into a monster.


  Anyway, I didn’t need to kill them. The Inquisition would do that for me. If I killed them all and blew up their stuff, it would be a big mystery. Nicholas would wonder what had happened, but he would never find out, and he could hush it up with the rest of the Rebels’ rank-and-file. But if I blew up Vernon’s weapons and let him and the others live, they would escape to tell their tales of woe. Whatever horrible thing Nicholas was planning would be disrupted that much more, and the tale would spread to the rest of the Rebels. 


  Nicholas knew that I was screwing with him, and I knew that he knew. But he wouldn’t take action against me until he had completed the Forerunner’s deal with Morvilind and until I had stolen the final item Nicholas needed.


  Once that happened, Nicholas Connor and I were going to have it out, and only one of us would walk away alive.


  But until then, I was going to disrupt his efforts as best as I could. 


  And I admit that I enjoyed it. I knew what Nicholas and the Rebels were really like. I remembered all the civilians his men had killed in Madison, all the pregnant women who had died at the Ducal Mall in Milwaukee. When we had first met, Nicholas had almost bombed a soccer stadium in Los Angeles to get at Duke Wraithmyr, and tens of thousands of people would have died in the explosion.


  That was what the Rebels really were. And whatever Nicholas was planning, whatever this Sky Hammer thing was, it was likely the same thing on a far larger scale. 


  Once Morvilind’s deal was done, I was going to stop Nicholas. 


  Until then, I would settle for hampering his efforts.


  I strode towards a pallet holding cases of explosives, and I listened to Vernon and the Rebels talk as they smoked their cigarettes. 


  “When’s the next purchase coming?” said Vernon.


  I tucked the second bomb into a pallet of explosives. A quick look revealed that the crates held rockets intended for shoulder-mounted launchers. I seemed to get rockets fired at me a lot, so it was only fair that I would blow these ones up.


  “Hell if I know,” said the oldest of the four Rebel soldiers. I assumed he was in charge. The Rebels didn’t exactly have standardized uniforms, but he looked the oldest, and he had a sergeant’s patch sewn onto the chest of his jacket. “Nothing on the schedule.”


  Vernon grunted. “But someone just wired thirty thousand dollars to the payment account. I saw it. Come on, Vogel. That will buy a lot of ammunition from our usual sources.”


  Vogel shrugged as I slid a third bomb into place. “I don’t know. Lorenz doesn’t tell me anything.”


  That caught my attention. 


  Lorenz? He probably meant Victor Lorenz, one of the Gatekeepers who could open the rift ways into the Shadowlands and Venomhold. Lorenz was a vain, preening former actor who had joined the Dark Ones cults and the Rebels after destroying his career by forcing his attention on his various female co-stars, some of whom had been underage at the time. 


  He was also smart and ruthless. Lorenz had figured out that I had been the one who had blown up his base in Wyoming, and I was certain he had also helped arrange the attempts on my life in Colorado and Washington DC earlier in the year. I didn’t want to kill anyone, but I thought I could make an exception for the Gatekeepers, who were the key to Nicholas’s plans. I could definitely make an exception for Lorenz, who would kill me in a second if he could find a way to do it that wouldn’t get him in trouble with Nicholas. 


  Oh, and another reason I didn’t mind killing the Gatekeepers? They were possessed by Dark Ones and used them to fuel their magic. And the only way a human could be voluntarily possessed by a Dark One was to offer up a sacrifice. In other words, an innocent human victim killed in a ritual murder. 


  Killing a Gatekeeper would be less of a murder and more of a just execution. 


  “Lorenz spends too much,” said Vernon. “The Overseer’s going to get on his ass.” That was the title the Rebels used for Nicholas.


  Vogel snorted. “The Overseer knows what he’s doing. Besides, Lorenz isn’t the kind of ass that the Overseer prefers.” They shared a laugh. All the Rebels knew about Nicholas’s womanizing, with the possible exception of his current girlfriend, Hailey Adams. 


  I placed the remaining pipe bombs on the explosives. 


  “Suppose you’re right,” said Vernon. He flicked the stub of his cigarette away and lit another. I wanted to smack him. Smoking cigarettes around explosives was a terrible idea, and he hadn’t even bothered to grind out the previous one with his boot. “Better to stay out of the way if Lorenz and the Overseer are fighting.”


  Nicholas and Lorenz had fallen out? Interesting. Though I doubt anyone would repeat accurate gossip to someone at Vernon’s level in the Rebel hierarchy. 


  “That’s smart,” said Vogel. “We just do our jobs and keep our heads down, and then when the Revolution comes, we’ll get our rewards. All the women we want. The Overseer will have to kill all the collaborators, but what about their women?” He grinned and dropped his spent cigarette. At least he was smart enough to grind it out. “We’ll have to make them into good daughters of the Revolution.” 


  Vernon laughed. “You just like the women at Venomhold when they're drugged up and chained up.”


  Vogel shrugged. “Well, if they don’t want to become good daughters of the Revolution…carrots and sticks, you know?”


  Yeah. The Rebels are charming sorts. 


  I finished placing my bombs and jogged behind the construction trailer. I leaned against the metal wall and dropped my Cloak.


  “Rory?” I whispered. “The bombs are set. Hold up for a minute on detonating them. I think a rift way is about to open, and we might be able to catch a Gatekeeper in the blast.”


  “The longer we wait, the more likely it is someone’s going to notice a pipe bomb,” said Murdo.


  “I think Lorenz might be the Gatekeeper for this load,” I said.


  “Lorenz?” Murdo’s voice hardened. He didn’t like Lorenz either.


  “Vernon and his buddies were talking about him,” I said. “Might be worth the risk of sticking around if we can take out a Gatekeeper.”


  “All right,” said Murdo. “But get up here as quick as you can. If this goes sour, we’ll have to run for it.”


  “Right,” I said. I straightened up, took a deep breath, and Cloaked again. I jogged up the slope of the hill, the satchel with the laptop bouncing against the side of my leg. It was a lot lighter without the pipe bombs. A few minutes later I came to the abandoned weather station. I spotted Murdo lying on the ground next to the station, a rifle with a telescopic sight mounted on a tripod in front of him. He was peering through the sight, watching the Rebel supply dump.


  I squatted next to him and dropped my Cloak spell.


  “Anything?” I said.


  Murdo didn’t flinch at my appearance. “Nothing. Looks like they’re shooting the breeze.” 


  “Just so long as they’re not shooting at us,” I said.


  “I don’t think we should wait more than five minutes,” said Murdo. “Too much more and we risk the bombs getting discovered. And if they show any signs of alarm, we should trigger the bombs immediately and get out of here.”


  “Agreed,” I said. 


  I started counting off the seconds in my head. I’ve done a lot of jobs that require precise timing, and between that and the mental discipline required for magic, I can keep an accurate count in my head. Five minutes was three hundred seconds, and I ticked them off. A minute passed, then two, then three. Nothing moved in the Rebel supply base, and Vernon and Vogel and his soldiers kept talking. Nicholas had complained to me about the difficulties of running a large organization and as I watched his men waste time in idle bellyaching, I understood his annoyance.


  Though, of course, I was in favor of anything that hampered the Rebels. 


  And Murdo and I were about to give the Rebels something to really complain about. 


  We reached four minutes. Murdo was right. Better to just set off the bombs and get out of here. Well, we’d give it another minute, and…


  I saw a flare of gray light among the pallets of ammunition.


  “Here it comes,” murmured Murdo. “Katrina?”


  I cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. I sensed the surge of power below, and a rift way opened at the edge of the mine pit. Vernon and Vogel and the other soldiers started forward, and I saw flickers of movement through the grayish light of the rift way to the Shadowlands.


  “Can you see Lorenz?” I said. “Or another Gatekeeper?” If Martin Corbisher turned up here, I would ask Murdo to put a bullet through his head. Corbisher was the financial brains of the Rebels, and he kept Nicholas’s various shell companies and money laundering schemes afloat. His loss would be a devastating blow for the Rebels. 


  “No,” said Murdo. “Just the…wait.”


  I saw figures emerge from the rift way, men wearing black combat armor, AK-47s slung over their shoulders, massive battle axes and two-handed swords strapped to their backs.


  Their faces were blue-skinned with white tusks jutting from their jaws.


  Orcish mercenaries. The orcs had no particular love for the Rebels or the Knight of Venomhold or the Archons, but they paid on time, and orcs loved to fight. The Archons had used orcish mercenaries during their big attack in Milwaukee last year (or a century and a half ago, from my perspective), and Nicholas employed them for special jobs. 


  Including picking up weapons and ammunition. 


  “Any sign of a Gatekeeper?” I said.


  “No,” said Murdo. “Whoever it is, I think he’s staying on the other side of the rift way and holding it open for the orcs. We’d better blow the place and run. If the Gatekeeper keeps the rift way open after the explosion, the Rebels or the Knight of Venomhold might decide to send a punitive force after us.”


  “Yeah,” I said. My initial instinct was to simply withdraw without doing anything. But it was too late. We had been committed the minute I placed the bombs. When the orcs started hauling the munitions into Venomhold, they would find the bombs, and then they would realize something was wrong.


  Time to cut our losses and get out of here.


  “Let’s go,” said Murdo. He got to his feet, collapsed the tripod, and picked up the rifle. I reached into the satchel, drew out the radio unit, and hit the button.


  For about a half-second nothing happened. 


  Then all the bombs went off at once.


  Explosions tore through four of the pallets of explosives, which themselves then blew up, burning chunks of broken crates tumbling through the air. Vernon, the soldiers, and the orcish mercenaries scattered in sudden panic, trying to take cover wherever they could. The bomb I had tucked under Vernon’s cab went off, which started an impressive fire when the shrapnel shredded the diesel tank. 


  The noise was colossal. The valley and the pit of the abandoned copper mine acted like a loudspeaker, amplifying the sound of the blast upward. I bet people heard it for miles. 


  More orcish mercenaries poured through the rift way in response to the explosions. I think the blasts had killed about a dozen of the mercenaries, and I heard the hoarse roar of a voice shouting orders.


  “The mercenaries are taking charge,” said Murdo. “They’ll be more competent than those Rebels. We need to go.”


  “Yeah,” I said, and we ran to the SUV. Murdo took a moment to conceal his rifle and tripod in the back, and I put the satchel with the stolen laptop and the radio under my seat. He started the engine, and we sped down the slope of the hill, back to the gravel road, and a few moments later we had returned to Interstate 40. 


  “Got to admit,” I said, “this is way more comfortable than riding on top of a semi.”


  “Undoubtedly,” said Murdo. “What did you find in their trailer?”


  “An unencrypted laptop,” I said. “Once we get to the hotel we’ll sort through it and pick our next target.”


  Because I would pick another target. That was what I had spent the last year doing, harassing and disrupting the Rebels whenever I could manage it. I had gotten pretty good at it.


  With Murdo’s help over the last three months, I had gotten even better. 


  There were a dozen ways that our attack on the Rebel base could have gone bad, and he had anticipated and planned for all of them. We had just blown up tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of supplies and weapons, putting another crimp in the Rebels’ logistics.


  Small in the greater scheme of things, I know. But that pre-Conquest general Murdo liked to quote also said that wars were sometimes won with a thousand little victories. 


  But like I said, no matter how carefully you plan, things sometimes just go wrong. 


  “Trouble,” said Murdo.


  I looked back to see a Homeland Security patrol SUV roar up behind us, its lights flashing and its sirens wailing.




  Chapter 2: Paper Trails


  



  “Don’t kill them,” I said as Murdo pulled over to the side of the freeway. The Homeland Security SUV parked behind us, its lights still flashing.


  “I wasn’t planning on it,” said Murdo, drawing out the forged ID card and registration I had made for him. “For all we know, this is just a traffic stop. I was going above the speed limit to keep up with the flow of traffic.”


  “Yeah,” I said, staring at the rearview mirror. “But if they want to take us in to talk about the explosion at the mine…I’ll have to wipe their memories and destroy the video camera in their SUV.”


  Murdo’s frown deepened. “You can do that?”


  “Yup,” I said. The Homeland Security SUV’s door opened, and I drew out one of my many forged ID cards. “Well, kind of sloppily.” I had stolen the mindtouch spell from Hailey Adams when she had made the mistake of trying to read my thoughts. “They’ll pass out for a few hours, and wake up with nasty headaches. But they won’t remember anything from the last hour or so.” I shook my head. “But best to play it straight. We’re tourists on our way to LA.”


  A Homeland Security officer got out of the SUV and walked towards us, eyes hidden beneath his sunglasses. He was middle-aged and on the paunchy side, but fortunately for him, the bulletproof vest did a decent job of concealing that. 


  “Afternoon, sir,” said the officer, stopping by Murdo’s window. “Going to need your ID and registration.” 


  “Here you are,” said Murdo. 


  The officer glanced at the ID card and the vehicle registration I had forged in the name of one Miles Eames. “Thank you, Mr. Eames. Going a little fast, were we?”


  “Yeah, I was, sorry about that,” said Murdo. It was amazing how his manner had shifted from the competent, collected soldier to that of a sheepish civilian. Of course, I could do the same thing myself. “It’s just…I’ve never been to New Mexico before. Beautiful country. Good for driving.”


  “That it is,” said the officer. I saw my reflection in his sunglasses. “Your ID, miss?”


  I smiled at him, the cheery smile of a young woman without a care in the world. I wondered if I pulled it off. “Here you go.” 


  He examined the ID card I handed him, which identified me as Karen Strasse. “You two know each other?”


  “Well, uh…” I said. I took the first lie that came into my head. “This is really embarrassing and all, and I’m sorry, but I haven’t had time to update my ID card yet.” 


  “Really,” said the officer. “Why is that?”


  “We…just got married,” I said, and I put my left hand on Murdo’s right. He blinked once. His fingers felt warm and hard beneath mine. “We’re on our honeymoon. I always wanted to see the beaches at Los Angeles. Miles wanted to go camping, but I sort of got my way.”


  The officer’s expression softened a bit. “The woman usually does, in the end. Have you heard anything unusual during your trip, Mrs. Eames?”


  “Unusual?” I said. “Well…there’s all these Spanish-language stations on the radio, and I’ve never heard Spanish-language music before.”


  “Anything strange?” said the officer. “Loud noises, things like that?”


  “Loud noises?” I said, feigning incomprehension. I knew he was fishing for information about the explosion. I wondered what had happened with Vernon and his friends after I blew up the base. If they had survived, they had probably run through the rift way for Venomhold. “You mean the sonic boom?”


  “Sonic boom?” said the officer. 


  “Miles said it was a sonic boom,” I said. “I don’t know what it was, but it was loud. Made the windows rattle.”



  “Really,” said the officer, writing something on his notepad. “How long ago did you hear this noise?”


  “About a half hour ago, I think,” said Murdo. “Back that way about thirty or forty miles. I figured it was a sonic boom. Or maybe someone setting off some dynamite. Don’t they have mines out here?” 


  “They do,” said the officer. He flipped his notepad closed and handed the fake IDs and the forged registration back. “Mr. Eames, Mrs. Eames, enjoy your honeymoon. Do remember to follow the posted speed limits.”


  “Thank you, officer,” said Murdo.


  The officer strode back to his SUV without another word.


  I let out a long breath, and Murdo rolled up the window, waited for a break in traffic, and drove away.


  “I’m really sorry for embarrassing you,” I said.


  “Embarrassing me?” said Murdo. “That worked well. He didn’t suspect a thing.”


  I grimaced. “For…pretending to be your wife. It was the first thing I could think of.”


  Which was kind of embarrassing. 


  “Why would it be embarrassing?” said Murdo.


  “Because…the whole reason you’re here is because Nicholas will kill your girlfriend,” I said. “I know you’re Graysworn and the Knight of Grayhold set up your cover to stop whatever Nicholas is planning, but the real reason you’re here is because of your girlfriend. And I just pretended to be your wife.” I took a deep breath. “Sorry. Um…just sorry.”


  That weird tangle of emotion rolled through me again.


  My feelings about Rory Murdo were…complicated. 


  Ugh. Such a cliché. But true, in this case. 


  Murdo wasn’t handsome, but he was strong and competent, and he had been kind to me. I had begun to find myself wondering what it would feel like to kiss him. Or maybe what it would be like for him to slip into my hotel room at night. Except he was here to save a woman he loved, not me. And I already loved someone. But I had broken up with Riordan MacCormac to protect him from me, and I had broken up with him in the most painful way possible to keep him from coming after me. It must have worked because I hadn’t heard from him since. 


  Which was good. It kept Riordan safe. That was good. I just had to keep telling myself that. Except it had been nearly a year since my last conversation with Riordan, and I still kept thinking about him. 


  Maybe my feelings weren’t complicated. I was attracted to Murdo, and whenever that happened, I immediately thought about Riordan, which caused me to feel searing guilt and regret. 


  Simple. Not pleasant, but simple. 


  But weirdly, I was glad to have those feelings. They meant I was still…I don’t know, human. I had spent a century and a half getting ripped apart in the Eternity Crucible, and I was probably one of the most powerful human wizards on Earth. Yet I could still feel embarrassment and regret.


  I could feel regret when I thought about Riordan.


  Or how I hadn’t talked to Russell in a year. Or the Marneys. Even to let them know what had happened to me. 


  I let out a long breath and rubbed my forehead.


  “What is it?” said Murdo in a quiet voice.


  “Jesus,” I muttered. “Emotions really suck.”


  He laughed a little at that.


  “And I am sorry,” I said.


  “Don’t be,” said Murdo. “The ruse was effective, which is the important part. And don’t feel guilty on my behalf, Katrina. My misfortunes are all my own fault, and no one else’s. 


  I snorted. “I’d prefer to blame Nicholas Connor just on general principles.” 


  We returned to the rest stop, and I retrieved my van, a battered old Royal Motors Caravanserai that had seen over three hundred thousand miles at this point, but it just kept going. I had basically been living out of the thing for the last year as I drove around the country harassing and robbing Rebels, and the vehicle was loaded with my gear. It was just as well that Homeland Security had pulled over Murdo’s SUV instead of my van. I had all kinds of weapons stashed in the back, including a medallion inscribed with the symbol of the Dark Ones, and if a Homeland Security officer had tried to search my van, I would have had to wipe his memory and leave him by the side of the road. 


  I followed Murdo as we headed west on I-40 towards Albuquerque. My van has many virtues, but speed isn’t one of them, so I stayed in the right lane, right behind Murdo’s SUV, and we kept to the speed limit. After we had teamed up to terrorize the Rebels, we had rigged a pair of CB radios in our respective vehicles so we could talk while driving without using cell phones. 


  “I’ve got the hotel reservations,” said Murdo over the speakers.


  I squeezed the talk button on my microphone. “Already? Where?”


  “The Grand Desert View Motel,” said Murdo. “It doesn’t look promising. The website talks about its pool a lot.”



  “The cheaper, the better,” I said. “Um. What names did you use to book them?”


  “Niles Eames and Karen Strasse,” said Murdo. “Seems wise to keep using those names for now, just in case that Homeland Security officer is more ambitious than he looks and tries to keep an eye on us.” 


  “Well, we’ll pay cash,” I said. A thought occurred to me. “Uh. Are we still pretending to be on our honeymoon?”



  “It would be sensible to maintain the ruse,” said Murdo. “But I did get adjoining rooms.” 


  “Oh,” I said. Was I disappointed? No, of course not. That would be ridiculous. Totally ridiculous. Nope, not disappointed at all. “Good.”


  “Besides,” said Murdo. A dry note came into his voice. “You snore.” 


  “I most certainly do not snore,” I said, half-amused, half-indignant.


  “I’m afraid you do,” said Murdo. “I can tell you never fell asleep on your jobs as a shadow agent because the sound would have drawn the attention of every Homeland Security officer in a five-mile radius.”


  I burst out laughing despite myself. “How do you even know that I snore?”


  “You sometimes fall asleep in the passenger seat while I’m driving,” said Murdo. “It’s helpful, actually. Keeps me from drifting off on long drives.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m just so glad I can be helpful,” I said.


  We teased each other like that for the rest of the drive to Albuquerque. Murdo looked humorless, but his sense of humor was as dry as the desert around us. Drier, really.


  About two hours later we reached Albuquerque and the Grand Desert View Motel. The motel was located near another truck stop off the freeway, and it was just as seedy-looking as Murdo had claimed. The swimming pool looked like a listeria infection waiting to happen, and the noise from the freeway was constant. Still, the rooms and the bathrooms were clean, and the motel had a gym that looked hardly used.


  I put it to use for my usual routine.


  Murdo left me alone for this part. Some people drank to deal with traumatic stress, and others used hard drugs. I had vowed to do neither after I had nearly gotten arrested for public intoxication in the first few days after the Eternity Crucible. But I still needed a way to relax, a way to take the edge off.


  Exercise was my method of choice.


  I dressed in running shoes, tight shorts, and a sports bra. It was more revealing than I would wear in public, but it didn’t matter since I Masked myself as an overweight middle-aged man in a tracksuit so no one would bother me. Once I was ready, I went to the motel’s gym and powered through five sets of my favorite strength exercises – squats, overhead lifts, military presses. After the exercises finished, I was sweating and breathing hard, a pleasant quivering exhaustion in my muscles, but I wasn’t done yet. 


  I hopped on a treadmill, dialed it up to an seven and a half minute mile, and I started running. I got to about eight and a half miles before my knees, hips, and lungs told me it was time to stop. My sweating hand slapped against the control panel, slowing the treadmill to a gentle walk, and I walked until I had stopped wheezing and my breathing and heartbeat were under control again. I wiped down the equipment I had used (no sense in being rude), and returned to my room.


  I dropped my Masking spell, stripped out of my sweat-sodden clothes, and ran a bath, as hot as I could manage it. Fresh sweat burst out across my skin as I slid into the hot water, and I floated there for an hour until I had become so woozy and so dizzy that I thought I might pass out. It was a disconcerting sensation, but I felt so relaxed and exhausted that I really couldn’t bring myself to care or worry about anything. 


  Cheaper than drugs. And better for you. 


  I got out of the bath, drained five large glasses of water in rapid succession, crawled naked under the blankets of the bed, and passed out. 


  When the sun peeked through the curtains at about 5:30 the next morning, I had a headache, a bladder full to bursting, and a dry throat, but I otherwise felt rested. I got up, drank some more water, and attended to my restroom needs. A long hot shower was always nice after one of my exercise sessions since I was gross from all the sweat. It took a long time to wash my hair since I had so much of it. 


  After the shower I blow-dried and combed out my hair in front of the mirror, listening to the radio as I did. The local news didn’t mention anything about the explosion, and most of the rest of the reports were breathless, fawning coverage about the High Queen’s Royal Progress through the United States. I lost interest in the radio, and my whole attention turned to my reflection.


  The harsh bathroom lighting made my face look washed out, paler than usual. The dark circles under my eyes seemed more shadowy, my features sharper. Did the light make my eyes glitter in that unsettling way, or was that madness?


  I frowned and flipped my hair so it hung down the left side of my neck and chest. That was a good look for me. I wondered what Murdo would think. Maybe if I put on a little makeup, and then…


  The last time I had actually worn makeup had been when I had gone out with Riordan for the last time before Arvalaeon found me, and that brought the whole tangle of emotion back. 


  “For God’s sake,” I muttered, and I finished in the bathroom and got dressed in a fresh T-shirt, sweater, and black jeans. The hotel room had a coffee maker, and I got it started.


  Right at 6:30 AM, I heard the sharp knock at the door.


  I peered through the peephole and saw Murdo standing there. I cast a quick spell to sense the presence of magic, making sure that his appearance wasn’t an illusion, but I didn’t detect any magic nearby.


  “Good morning,” said Murdo as I opened the door. He was wearing a different polo shirt and cargo pants, and the sleeves of the shirt were tight against the heavy muscles of his arm. “Sleep well?”


  “The sleep of the righteous,” I said. Or the exhausted. “Find anything useful on the laptop?”


  “Yes, I did,” said Murdo.


  He stepped past me as I closed the door and dropped a backpack on the desk.


  I moved to join him, and part of my mind (or limbic system, really) pointed out that we were alone in a hotel room. I tried to ignore that idea, and almost managed it. The problem was that while my mind was almost a hundred and eighty years old and not exactly stable, my body was only twenty-two years old, and thanks to all the exercise, it was in good shape. And what my body wanted…


  Well. Let’s not be coy. What my body wanted was a man. I had really enjoyed my physical relationship with Nicholas Connor, at least until I found out what kind of man he really was. After that unpleasant experience, I had been too cautious to sleep with Riordan. 


  In hindsight, I wish that I had. 


  I wished that I had done a lot of things differently. 


  I told my emotions and my limbic system to shut up. I had work to do.


  “What did you find?” I said as Murdo unpacked his laptop.


  “Quite a lot,” said Murdo, plugging a hard drive into the side of his computer. He had taken it from the laptop I had stolen from the Rebels’ trailer, and while I had exercised and slept, he had looked through it. That was another advantage of working with Murdo in my little war against the Rebels. We could split tasks, and while I was no slouch at finding my way around computer security, he was a lot better at it. “Vogel might have been lax with security, but he kept good records.”


  I grunted. “Probably afraid of getting audited by Corbisher.”


  “Given that Connor gave Corbisher the authority to shoot anyone who skims off from the Rebels’ funds, that was a reasonable fear,” said Murdo. He was sitting in the desk chair, so I grabbed the room’s easy chair, pushed it over to the desk, and sat down next to him. “The computer you grabbed belonged to Vogel, and he kept a detailed spreadsheet of deliveries.” He clicked the touchpad a few times, and an accounting program opened. Murdo loaded a transaction file, and a general ledger appeared on the display. “Looks like Vogel’s job was to buy weapons and store them at the mine until one of the Gatekeepers got around to opening a rift way to pick them up.” 


  “He was waiting for a while,” I said, looking at the list of timestamps. “Couple of weeks at a time. It was dangerous to leave all those weapons sitting around.”


  “Connor must be working his Gatekeepers hard,” said Murdo. “Buying up lots of weapons and shipping them to Venomhold.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I felt a chill. The Rebel terrorists were only a nuisance. They had no chance of overthrowing the High Queen. Everyone knew that. 


  But everyone knew that because the Inquisition and the Department of Education said so. How many people knew the truth? How many people knew how dangerous the alliance with the Knight of Venomhold had made Nicholas? The Knight of Grayhold knew since he had sent Murdo after Nicholas. 


  But did anyone else know? Did the High Queen know? Sometimes I wondered if I should call Arvalaeon and tell him what I had learned. I hated the Lord Inquisitor, and the Elves were heavy-handed rulers…but the Rebels would be so much worse. 


  “Though we might have just cost the Rebels something like a quarter of a million dollars worth of munitions,” said Murdo. 


  “And whatever Vernon’s truck cost,” I said. “I…wait, is that number right?” I pointed at one of the entries.


  “I think it is,” said Murdo.


  “God,” I said. If the number was right, then something like fifteen million dollars worth of guns, ammunition, and explosives had passed through that copper mine to Venomhold in the last year. 


  I had shut down five places like this before I had teamed up with Murdo after the operation at the Royal Bank in Washington DC, and this was the third transfer point we had hit since. And if they all had the same volume of traffic as the copper mine…


  “Nicholas really is building an army,” I said, my voice quiet. “And if the Rebels have supply branches in the European Union, or the Russian Imperium or the Chinese Imperium, they could have a mountain of weapons by now. The High Queen’s going to be in for a nasty surprise.” 


  “She knows,” said Murdo.


  “Does she?” I said. 


  “The Knight of Grayhold said she does,” said Murdo, “and Jacob Temple would know.” His mouth twisted. He was one of the Graysworn, but I don’t think he liked Temple very much.


  “Then why doesn’t the High Queen do anything about it?” I said. 


  “She can’t,” said Murdo, his voice quiet. “Think about it, Katrina. She can’t attack Venomhold. The Knight of Venomhold is invincible within the bounds of her demesne. The High Queen could go after the Rebels here, but that would unleash the kind of chaos the Archons would exploit. Or one of her other enemies, either on another world or within the Elven nobility. I think by now you’ve realized her grip on power isn’t as solid as the Department of Education likes to pretend in its videos. If the High Queen goes after the Rebels, it might touch off a global war…and then we’ll all be enslaved by the Archons or the myothar or something even worse than them.” 


  “Then we keep doing what we’re doing now,” I said. “We’ll keep screwing with the Rebels until Nicholas calls me for the final theft of our deal. Once I finish the deal, I’ll kill him, and that will be that. Or I’ll turn his whole operation over to the Inquisition.” I tapped the hard drive connected to Murdo’s laptop. “They can deal with him then.”


  And Morvilind would keep casting his cure spells for Russell. 


  But uncertainty fluttered through me as I looked at the neat black numbers of the ledger.


  What if the Inquisition knew…but couldn’t do anything about it? What if they were too busy with the Archons or the Elven nobles to act? 


  What if I was helping Nicholas to build the nightmare world he wanted to create? 



  Maybe I would finish the deal, and Russell would be cured, only for Nicholas to overthrow the High Queen and forge the kind of hellish totalitarian government he dreamed of building. 


  Maybe Russell would survive frostfever only to die in one of Nicholas’s planned prison camps. 


  Murdo nodded. “We’ll see how it plays out.” I could never tell if he was more sanguine about the future than I was, or if he had the stoic fatalism of a soldier who expected disaster but did his best anyway. 


  “Meanwhile,” I said, “this ledger gives us a dozen leads.”


  “I think we should investigate this one first,” said Murdo. “You told me how Vernon and Vogel were complaining that Lorenz had taken thirty thousand dollars out of their funds?” I nodded. “They weren’t kidding.” He pointed at the screen. “About two months ago, Lorenz took that money from their account, and he hasn’t returned with weapons or any supplies.”


  “Two months?” I said, frowning. “That would have been…right after the Royal Bank, yeah?” 


  Murdo nodded. 


  I shrugged. “Maybe he embezzled it.”


  “After that show Connor put on with Vass?” said Murdo. I remembered the unfortunate helicopter pilot’s head exploding from Nicholas’s well-placed gunshot. “I don’t think that’s it.”


  “Are there any notes in the ledger?” I said.


  Murdo tapped the touchpad, and the metadata for the entry came up. “Only that he planned to take the money and buy supplies in Milwaukee, and he might be out of touch for a while…”


  Alarm blazed through me, and I kept it from my face with an effort of will.


  “Wait,” I said. “Milwaukee?” 


  “That’s what it said,” said Murdo. He frowned. “Does Milwaukee have some significance for the Rebels?”


  It didn’t, as far as I knew. Unless the Rebels were still sore that I had killed Sergei Rogomil there or something. But Milwaukee had a lot of significance for me. Russell and the Marneys lived there. Morvilind lived in a suburb north of the city, though I only cared what happened to him insofar as it affected Russell.


  Also, if the Rebels were dumb enough to come after Morvilind, he would slaughter them all. 


  But I couldn’t tell any of this to Murdo. He knew that I was lying to him about my past, but he understood the reasons why. I had people to protect. He hadn’t told me the entire truth, either. Likely his girlfriend would be at risk if I knew who she was.


  “Not that I know,” I said. “They had a big attack there last year, but it got shut down.” I shrugged. “Maybe he’s buying more weapons. There are a bunch of munitions plants in Milwaukee.” 


  “I think,” said Murdo, “that we had better go to Milwaukee, figure out what he’s doing, and stop him.”


  I frowned. “Why? There are a dozen good leads in that ledger. Why go to Milwaukee?”


  His black eyes met mine. “Battlespace preparation.”


  “You’re about to quote some dead general at me, aren’t you?”


  “Okay,” said Murdo. “Look at it this way. You know we’re going to have to fight Connor has soon as you steal the final item for him.” I nodded. “If you know a battle is coming, it’s a good idea to stack up as many advantages as you can. Lorenz has tried to kill you before – I bet he had his hand in the assassination attempts at the Rocky Mountain Mile and Washington DC.” I nodded again. “If we take him out of the fight now, he won’t be around to help Connor when your confrontation comes. Also, Lorenz has gone behind Connor’s back to get at you before. He might do it again. Better to strike first.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. I’ve said before that I didn’t want to kill people…but the death of Victor Lorenz would not weigh upon my conscience. For one, Lorenz had killed someone to gain the power of the Dark One that possessed him. For another, he was an extremely bad man…and that had been before he had joined Nicholas’s gang. 


  And he had arranged two hits on me already. Maybe it was time to take a swing back.


  “Yeah?” said Murdo.


  “You’ve convinced me,” I said. “One problem. How the hell are we going to find him? Milwaukee’s a big place. For that matter, Lorenz took the thirty thousand dollars two months ago. He might have moved on already.”


  “There’s a contact in here,” said Murdo, tapping the touchpad again. A new window opened. “No name, just a warehouse manager at this address.” 


  “I know the place,” I said. I had driven past it a bunch of times when I had still lived in Milwaukee. It was out in Wauwatosa, on the western side of the Milwaukee area, near a bunch of rail lines. Why did that seem familiar?


  Oh, yeah. Now I remembered. It had been when Morvilind had sent me to Venomhold to steal the Nihlus Stone from Rosalyn Madero. Riordan and I had been driving on the causeway bridge over the rail lines when the banehound Rosalyn had summoned tried to kill us. It nearly succeeded.


  Now, if a banehound tried to attack me, I could dispatch the creature in about two seconds.


  “Problem?” said Murdo. I realized that I had been staring hard at the screen while scowling. 


  “Stray thoughts,” I said. “What do you suggest we do? Track down this warehouse manager and have a chat with him?” 


  “It’s a start,” said Murdo, leaning back. The cheap desk chair creaked beneath his muscled weight. “We’ll find the address and look around. Maybe we’ll find Lorenz. If we don’t, maybe we’ll find another supply dump we can destroy. And if none of it works out, we’ll follow up on some of the other leads in the ledger.” 


  I stared at the laptop screen, trying to keep my unease from my face. I hadn’t been back to Milwaukee since I had lost control and almost killed Russell. The closest I had come had been mailing a check to my landlord so I wouldn’t lose my apartment. 


  I didn’t want Murdo to know who I really was and that my only family was in Milwaukee. It wasn’t that I still mistrusted him, though for me, paranoia was a way of life. No, what he didn’t know couldn’t be tortured out of him, or scooped out of his skull with Hailey’s mindtouch spell if Nicholas realized that he was Graysworn. 


  But…hell, realistically, what were the odds that I would run into Russell, James, or Lucy? Two million people lived in Milwaukee and its suburbs. It wasn’t like I would simply run into Russell at the grocery store. For that matter, Murdo’s logic rang true. Lorenz had tried to arrange my death twice before, and if he got a chance, he would do it again. If I could deal with him before Nicholas called me to arrange the third theft, that would make my inevitable confrontation with Nicholas easier.


  And I didn’t like the thought of a man like Lorenz in Milwaukee. I had grown up there, and I didn’t want a Dark One-possessed Rebel terrorist running his guns and laundered money through the city. 


  “All right,” I said. “Let’s do it. After I get some coffee for the road.”


  Murdo nodded. “Always good to meet a woman who has her priorities straight.”




  Chapter 3: Out Of Place


  



  God loves coincidences. 


  No, wait, that’s not quite right. Some old-time scientist once said that coincidence was how God liked to hide himself. Maybe that’s true, maybe that’s not. But remember that dead general Murdo and Riordan quoted? The one who said that the enemy always gets a vote? 


  Combine that with coincidence, and that’s how the trip to Milwaukee went.


  Yeah.


  I’m getting ahead of myself. I should back up.


  Murdo and I arrived in the Milwaukee area on the morning of June 16th, Conquest Year 316 (or 2329 AD according to the old calendar). 


  It was a long, long drive from Albuquerque to Milwaukee, about fourteen hundred miles, and it took us two days to do it. It seemed that we had gotten away clean from the explosions at the copper mine. Neither Homeland Security nor the Rebels troubled us (it probably helped that I was rigid about staying under the speed limit). I wondered if Vernon and his pals had gotten arrested, but most likely they had fled through the rift way and back to Venomhold. 


  The trip was mostly uneventful. Murdo and I drove, drank coffee, and talked on the CB radio for long stretches of flat countryside. 


  I say mostly uneventful because late on the first day we saw the Skythrone. 


  We were on Interstate 30 in northern Texas, heading east towards Dallas. There was a lot of traffic, more than I expected for that late in the day, and I noted with irritation that it was slowing down. 


  “Think there’s an accident ahead?” I said into the CB microphone, tapping the brakes a few times to slow down. In front of me, the brake lights of Murdo’s SUV did the same.


  “No,” said Murdo. There was suspicion in his tone. “I think instead…”


  We drove under an overpass, and when the sky was clear again, I saw it.


  The Skythrone floated over the horizon to the east. 


  The High Queen Tarlia had ruled Earth for three hundred years. And to govern a planet, you need a capital city. Except putting down a capital city in a location might show favoritism to one nation of humans over another. I suppose the High Queen could have ruled from one of the cities of Elven commoners, cities that no humans save for slaves could visit, but those cities were far from human habitation, which made them inconveniently located for dealing with a crisis. 


  So, with her usual ruthless practicality, the High Queen solved the problem.


  Her capital city was mobile.


  Specifically, it flew. 


  From underneath, it looked like an inverted, shallow dome of gray stone, almost like the shield of a man-at-arms in the Shadowlands. It was a huge mass of stone, at least a mile in diameter. At the apex of the inverted dome glowed something that looked like a giant multifaceted diamond at least a hundred yards across.


  Atop the flat surface of the upside-down dome rose a city. Towers and spires of white stone rose from the floating rock, polished and gleaming. All the towers had been raised in the Elven style, which looked like a combination of ancient Roman and Imperial Chinese, so there were lots of pillars and domes and gently sloping roofs around broad courtyards. The Skythrone looked like some mad artist’s vision of a flying city. But it wasn’t a vision. It was real. It was the High Queen’s mobile citadel and capital, and it floated around the world from continent to continent.


  Right now, I was mostly annoyed that it was slowing down traffic.


  “What a pain in the ass,” I said. 


  “Not surprising,” said Murdo. “After all the Rebel and Archon incidents in America over the last few years, it makes sense for the High Queen to conduct a Royal Progress through the country.”


  “I should have paid better attention the news,” I said. For the last six weeks, the news had been nothing but fawning coverage of the Royal Progress. The Skythrone would fly over every major city in the United States, and the High Queen would descend to speak with the local Elven nobles and human political leaders. The whole thing would culminate next month in New York when every Elven noble in North and South America and every human politician with a scrap of ambition (in other words, all of them) would assemble in the city to greet the High Queen. 


  From the way the news had been carrying on about it, you would have no idea that the Rebels had allied with the Knight of Venomhold and were growing steadily stronger.


  Maybe that was the point.


  “It shouldn’t be a problem,” said Murdo. “We’re just two more vehicles with out-of-state plates come to see the High Queen. We won’t stand out.”


  “No, I mean if we had paid better attention to the news, we wouldn’t be stuck in traffic just now,” I said.


  Murdo laughed, unperturbed. But very few things perturbed him. A good quality in a man. That thought started to kick up my whole chain of attraction/guilt/regret, but fortunately, the stop-and-go traffic demanded my full attention.  


  But we broke free of the traffic around Dallas and kept driving, and on the morning of June 16th, we arrived in the Milwaukee area. 


  We took Interstate 43 to Milwaukee, changed to I-94, and got off on the surface streets of Wauwatosa. The route took us over that causeway where I had fought Mr. Cane with Riordan a century and a half ago. I could still see the scrapes in the steel safety railing where Mr. Cane’s rocket launcher had blasted Riordan’s truck off the causeway and onto the railway lines below. Odd that they still looked so fresh after so much time.


  I shook my head, annoyed with myself. But it hadn’t been that much time, had it? From my perspective, it had been nearly one hundred and sixty years. From the perspective of everyone else, it had been just about a year and a half. I had to remember that. Sooner or later I was going to screw up and say something odd. People do not respond well if you say something that happened two years ago actually occurred a hundred and sixty years past. 


  “How do you want to play this?” said Murdo as we headed toward the industrial areas of Wauwatosa. We drove past distribution centers and a variety of factories that specialized in food products. In fact, I think my old buddy Paul McCade, the first Dark Ones cultist I had ever encountered, had owned most of these. 


  “Let’s just drive past first,” I said. “They shouldn’t recognize my van, and you’ve changed the plates a couple of times since DC. I just want a quick look, and then we’ll pick a hotel for a base of operations and surveil the place.”


  “Right,” said Murdo. “Should be just around the corner.” He signaled left, and I followed him. We drove down a four-lane street lined with industrial parks on either side, though I saw a gas station and a little strip mall before the intersection. There wasn’t much traffic, and I spotted only one pedestrian, a paunchy middle-aged man wearing a gray business suit that was too loose for him…


  Wait.


  I knew him from somewhere, didn’t I? 


  Then it clicked, and my eyes went wide with surprise. 


  I knew that man. I had known him almost all my life, and the reason I didn’t recognize him was because I had never seen him wear anything other than the formal red and black uniform of the servant of an Elven noble. 


  His name was Rusk, and he was Lord Kaethran Morvilind’s butler and discreet right hand. I had never learned his first name in all the years we had known each other, and we had never gotten along. At least, we had never gotten along until the Archon attack on Milwaukee. Rusk’s wife had been killed in the fighting, and his daughter had been wounded and left in a vegetative coma. That had taken much of the fight out of the poor man, and we had gotten along better after that. 


  Nicholas had asked me why I hated the Rebels so much. It was because of things like this. I mean, the Elves aren’t nice people, but they didn’t set off bombs in crowds of civilians, and they didn’t shoot up shopping malls. 


  Then my brain kicked back in.


  Just what the hell was Lord Morvilind’s butler doing here? 


  And so close to a warehouse owned by a Rebel front company? Maybe it was just a coincidence. Even Rusk got days off. 


  Yeah. And to enjoy his days off, maybe Rusk went walking through the scenic industrial parks of Wauwatosa in ninety degree summer heat. 


  “Rory,” I said. “Did you see that pedestrian on the right?”


  “Yeah,” crackled his voice in the speaker. “What about him?”


  I hesitated. I had told Murdo and the Rebels that I was the shadow agent of an Elven noblewoman. I hadn’t told Murdo that I was Lord Morvilind’s shadow agent, mostly because I didn’t want to leave any trails that might lead to Milwaukee and Russell, but partly because Morvilind was universally feared. Even Nicholas wouldn’t cross him. It was possible, I realized, that Morvilind knew exactly what the Sky Hammer was and where it was located. During the setup for the Washington DC job, I had heard Corbisher mention to Nicholas that Morvilind’s library might possess the information they needed. Nicholas had shut him down at once. Challenging Morvilind was too risky even for him. 


  And if Corbisher decided to go behind Nicky’s back and rob Morvilind’s mansion himself…well, that would solve a bunch of my problems at once when Morvilind slaughtered them all.


  But that was all hypothetical.


  Rusk was here right now. Would Rusk have thrown his lot in with the Rebels? That seemed ludicrous. The man was devoted to Morvilind. 


  Yet he was devoted to his daughter more. Morvilind had tried to heal Rusk’s daughter, but her injuries had been too severe even for his magic. And if the Rebels had offered to heal Rusk’s daughter, he would do…


  Hell. He would do absolutely anything in exchange. 


  “Let’s go around the block,” I said. “I want another look at him.”


  “Okay,” said Murdo. “What’s up?”


  A fitting lie popped into my head.


  “I recognize him,” I said. We drove past the strip mall and the gas station at the end of the street and turned right. “You ever heard of an Elven noble named Kaethran Morvilind?”


  There was a pause.


  “Yes,” said Murdo. “That is not a man to cross. Even the Knight of Grayhold won’t get in his way.”


  “The guy on the sidewalk is named Rusk,” I said. We turned right again. “I don’t know his first name. But I ran into him a few years ago on a job for my Elven noblewoman. He’s Lord Morvilind’s butler.”


  “Okay,” said Murdo. “What is Morvilind’s butler doing walking past a warehouse owned by a Rebel front company?”


  “Maybe it’s a coincidence,” I said. Two more right turns, and we were back on the four-lane street. Rusk hadn’t made much progress during our little detour.


  “Do you really believe that?” said Murdo.


  “Hell no.”


  “Neither do I,” said Murdo. “There aren’t many cars at that gas station. Let’s park there, and we can watch Mr. Rusk. He doesn’t look like he’s paying much attention to his surroundings, so he shouldn’t notice. Strange that he’s on foot. This really isn’t a walkable neighborhood.”


  “No,” I said. We drove past Rusk again, and I made sure to take a longer look. He was walking with his hands thrust into his trouser pockets, his head bowed. He didn’t seem depressed, not exactly, but he did look lost in thought. “I bet he parked a distance off so no one would see his car and his license plates.”


  “Because he didn’t want to be followed or identified,” said Murdo.


  “Yeah,” I said. 


  My suspicion hardened into certainty. Rusk was up to something.


  We pulled into the gas station and parked on the right side of the lot, as far from the building and the pumps as we could manage. From here, I could see all the way down the sidewalk, and I had a good view of the strip mall and its parking lot next door. I watched through the passenger’s side window of my van as Rusk crossed the strip mall’s narrow parking lot. There were a half-dozen businesses in the strip mall – a sub sandwich place, a store that sold sports memorabilia, a tax accountant, and some sort of medical specialist. Maybe Rusk was here to see the medical specialist. Perhaps he had some sort of illness, or maybe he was coming to talk to a doctor about his daughter.


  But if he was going to do that, why not just park in the lot in front of the specialist’s office?


  Rusk was about twenty feet away from the specialist’s clinic when the door opened, and…


  Sheer shock locked my brain for an instant.


  “Katrina?” said Murdo. “Katrina?”


  My brother emerged from the clinic and walked towards Rusk.


  Russell Moran looked a lot like me. If I had been male, twelve inches taller, and white-haired, I would have looked just like him. We had the same gray eyes, mostly the same facial features, and a lot of the same mannerisms. Come to think of it, I probably looked even more like him since I had lost more weight that I should have. Russell’s frostfever had turned his hair and eyebrows white, and it did odd things to his metabolism so that he looked far gaunter than a boy of sixteen years should. 


  Rusk walked up to him, and Russell grinned and shook his hand. Rusk was smiling, too, and Russell clapped him on the shoulder. My brother always had charm, and as he had gotten older, his poise and force of personality had developed with it. Rusk looked glad to see him.


  What the hell was Russell doing here?


  “Katrina?” said Murdo again.


  “Yeah?” I said, my voice rough. A lot of emotion had welled up at the sight of Russell.


  “That kid,” said Murdo. “He looks like you. A lot like you. Is he a relative?” 


  “Um,” I said.


  The emotion hardened into overwhelming alarm.


  No one could know about Russell. Nobody, nobody, nobody, not ever, not for any reason. I knew how the Rebels operated. One of Nicholas’s favorite tricks was to kidnap the children or spouses of someone he needed to coerce. If Nicholas realized that I had a brother, he would likely drop everything to capture Russell. He had said more than once that I would be a great asset to the Rebels if I aided them willingly…and if he realized that Russell existed, he would have all the levers he needed to coerce me.


  The thought of Russell in the hands of people like Nicholas and Corbisher and Lorenz made me cold with fear.


  And I couldn’t tell Murdo, either. I mean, I trusted him, but what if I had been wrong? What if everything he had done had been an elaborate setup? It was unlikely, I knew, but I had been wrong before. For that matter, he hadn’t told me everything. He had admitted it himself. What if one of his secrets put Russell in danger? For that matter, what if Murdo was captured or Nicholas realized that he was Graysworn? The Rebels might find out about Russell that way.


  I couldn’t take any risks with Russell’s safety. 


  But what the hell was he doing here with Rusk? 


  “Wait here,” I said. “Something’s fishy. I’ll take a look around and be back in an hour.”


  “That’s not a good idea,” said Murdo. “You shouldn’t go in alone.”


  “Just wait the hell here!” I snapped. I felt bad at once. Murdo had been nothing but kind to me. He didn’t deserve the bad end of my temper. “Just…I have to do this alone. I won’t be long. Could you keep an eye on things out here?”


  “Yeah,” said Murdo. He didn’t sound upset. Only thoughtful. He wasn’t stupid, and he had probably realized from both Russell’s appearance and my reaction that Russell was family. “Be careful.”


  I didn’t answer, but shut off my van’s engine, pocketed the keys, stuffed my revolver into my pocket, and cast the Cloak spell. I slipped out the door, closed it as quietly as I could, and jogged from the gas station’s parking lot and to the strip mall sidewalk.


  Russell and Rusk were talking, and their conversation came to my ears as I drew closer.


  “How are your grades?” said Rusk. I blinked. Rusk was asking about Russell’s grades? “I know you’ve been busy with all this, and I’m grateful…but you’ve got to think about your own future.”


  “Three Bs, and the rest are As, Mr. Rusk,” said Russell. I blinked at the sound of his voice. God, it had gotten a lot deeper in the last year. Come to think of it, he had gotten even taller. Something about him looked harder, more confident, and I suspected he had started lifting weights. “It’s been hard, but it’s been worth it. Helps that Mr. Vander keeps me on the straight and narrow.” 


  Vander? Who the hell was that? A memory rattled in my head. Russell had mentioned a guy named Vander a couple of times in the last few months before the Eternity Crucible, but I couldn’t place the memory. To be fair, it had been a hundred and sixty years ago. 


  “Yes,” said Rusk uncertainly. “Lord Vander…”


  “He really doesn’t like it when we call him that,” said Russell.


  “Uh, yes,” said Rusk. “Then…Mr. Vander is ready to see me?” He hesitated, and something like desperate hope appeared on his face. “When…when you called, I wasn’t…”


  “It worked,” said Russell. He grinned and clapped Rusk on the shoulder. “But she’s awake. And she’s staying awake. She’s awake right now, and she can talk to you.” 


  Then something else unexpected happened.


  Rusk almost started crying. 


  He took a couple of deep breaths, and a weird spasm went over his face, and he wiped at his eyes. I first thought he was having a stroke or something. Then I realized that he was trying not to cry. Was he upset? 


  No. He was happy. 


  “Do you want to see her?” said Russell. “She’s a little confused, and she’s missing a couple of pieces of her memory. But I think she wants to see you.” 


  Rusk pulled himself together. “Yes. Yes, Russell. Please, lead the way.”


  Russell nodded, opened the door to the clinic, and held it open for Rusk. He walked inside, Russell followed him, and I slipped through the door before it closed. Beyond was a little waiting room, with chairs and magazines, and a receptionist’s desk against the far wall. Rusk stopped hesitantly and looked around, and Russell nodded to a couple sitting by the wall…


  And in a day filled with shocks, I had yet another big one.


  Because I knew both the people sitting in the chairs. One was a white woman, the second a man who looked vaguely Hispanic. 


  The pretty blond woman was named Alexandra Ross. We had been caught up together in Sergei Rogomil’s terrorist attack on Jarl Rimethur, and I had taken her into the Shadowlands to save her life. She was wearing black yoga pants, a loose pink tank top, and pink exercise shoes, and she was fit enough to make the casual clothes look good. The big, handsome man wearing jeans and a T-shirt sitting next to her was her husband, Robert Ross, a man-at-arms in service to Duke Carothrace of Madison. He was also Graysworn, and he had gone with me to Venomhold when Morvilind sent me to steal Rosalyn Madero’s Nihilus Stone.


  And the two of them smiled at Russell. They knew him. 


  What the hell was going on here? How did the two of them know him?


  No, not the two of them. Three of them. Alexandra was holding a baby. 


  That was right – she had been pregnant the last time I had seen her. My first totally irrational thought was mild annoyance that she had gotten back into shape so soon after having the baby. (Which was totally irrational because I had never been pregnant and was unlikely to become so.) Then again, the little boy in her arms was about nine months to a year old, and the way Alexandra exercised that was plenty of time for her to get back into shape. Hell, knowing her, she had likely kept a light exercise routine even while pregnant. 


  “Hey, Mr. Rusk,” said Robert. He got to his feet and shook Rusk’s hand. He had enough muscles to make his T-shirt look good. I had speculated that any babies Robert and Alexandra had would be ridiculously good-looking, and it seemed that I had been right. Even before the Eternity Crucible, I hadn’t been the sort of woman who cooed over babies, but damn if that wasn’t a cute kid. “It’s good to see you again.” 


  Rusk smiled and shook Robert’s hand back, though Robert did most of the shaking. “It’s good to see you again, and Mrs. Ross as well. How is little Felix?”


  Felix? Must be the baby’s name. Thank God, they hadn’t named him Nicholas.


  “Healthy,” said Alexandra with a smile. “His breathing is so much better now. Mr. Vander thinks he’ll make a full recovery.” 


  “We wanted Mr. Vander to look at him one more time,” said Robert, “before I have to go back on duty.”


  I frowned. Alexandra’s baby had been sick? Maybe this Vander guy really was a medical specialist of some kind. And Rusk’s daughter had been in a coma, hadn’t she? 


  Before I could pursue that line of thought further, the door behind the receptionist’s desk opened, and a wiry middle-aged man with graying hair stepped into the room. He was wearing a button-down work shirt with the sleeves rolled up, dusty jeans, and battered work boots, and he looked like the sort of man who would be good with his hands. Like he’d be more comfortable with a power saw and a paintbrush than with people.


  Rusk straightened up at once. “Lord Vander.”


  The middle-aged man, presumably Lord Vander, winced. “Don’t call me that.”


  “Sorry, sir,” said Rusk. “I got excited.” He swallowed. “Is she…”


  Vander smiled. “Awake right now and asking about you.”


  Rusk went white. 


  “I think you’d better go talk to her, yeah?” said Russell.


  Rusk nodded, and Vander and Russell walked him to the door behind the desk. I waited until they had gone through, and then slipped through the door before it closed behind them. 


  The next room looked sort of like a medical ward. There were two hospital beds against one wall, and a long table held a lot of medical supplies – bandages and pill bottles and things like that. One of the beds was empty, but the one farthest from the door held a teenage girl. She didn’t look healthy. Her skin was waxy, her eyes sunken. Her head had been shaved down to stubble, and there was a nasty scar on the right side of her forehead and temple. 


  A surgical scar. It looked like she had been shot in the forehead. 


  This had to be Rusk’s daughter. She had been shot in the head during the Archon attack a century and a half ago…I mean, last year. The doctors hadn’t been able to do anything for her, and even Lord Morvilind’s magic hadn’t been able to heal her. The reason was obvious. A bullet that entered her skull at that angle would have destroyed most of her brain. That she was alive at all was nothing short of a miracle, and the best she could have hoped for was a persistent vegetative state.


  But she was awake, and a tremulous smile went over her face.


  That wasn’t possible. That just wasn’t possible. 


  “Dad?” she croaked. 


  “Jill?” said Rusk. He staggered forward and dropped into the chair next to the bed, staring at her. 


  “I…I couldn’t save Mom,” said Jill, blinking tears from her eyes. “We tried to run, but those orcs were everywhere, and…”


  “I know, honey, I know,” said Rusk, and he kissed her forehead. “I know. It’s…I’m just very glad to talk to you again.”


  “What…what happened?” said Jill. “I woke up, and there was this red light everywhere. Mr. Vander said I should be able to stay awake now.” She smiled at Russell. I guess my brother could charm even coma patients. “Russell said that this was a clinic, that Mr. Vander had cured me. But…I don’t understand what is going on.”


  “You were really hurt,” said Rusk. “None of the doctors could help you. His lordship even tried to help you, but he couldn’t do anything. Then I met Russell Moran. He wanted to talk to me about…well, some other things, but he said that Mr. Vander might be able to help you.” 


  “I guess he did,” said Jill. She frowned. “But…don’t I know you from somewhere?”


  “I’m your father, honey,” said Rusk.


  She smiled. “Don’t be silly. I remember you, Dad. But…my head’s all scrambled up, you know.”


  “I’m afraid there will be some permanent memory loss that I was unable to reverse,” said Vander. 


  Jill’s eyes shifted to Vander, and she frowned. “But I remember you now. That…carpentry competition I won? The chair I made? Mr. Vander was one of the judges there. He’s…a shop teacher, a shop teacher at a high school somewhere. How did a shop teacher know how to cure me?”


  Then the memory clicked.


  I had driven Russell to school often, and one of his favorite teachers had been the shop teacher, a guy named Nathan Vander. 


  A shop teacher. A shop teacher had somehow healed Jill Rusk and helped Alexandra’s baby. 


  A wave of bafflement and confused anger rushed through me. My brother was standing in a building with Lord Morvilind’s butler, the butler’s daughter, two people I had met while doing Lord Morvilind’s jobs, and a shop teacher. Somehow the shop teacher had been able to heal a catatonic girl and a sick baby, and this was all happening within a half mile of a warehouse owned by a Rebel front company.


  What the freaking hell was going on here? 


  I suppose I could have slipped away, surveilled Vander and Russell for a few days, shadowed them and worked out what was going on. But I had been badly frightened to see him here, and I wasn’t thinking clearly.


  So, I dropped my Cloak, stepped forward, and said, “What the hell is going on?”


  That got a reaction, let me tell you. 


  Vander took two quick steps back, his hand coming up, lightning snarling around his fingers. He could use magic – he must have been a member of the Wizard’s Legion. Jill only looked confused. Likely she was still too foggy from her ordeal to react to much of anything yet. Rusk spun around in his chair so violently that he almost fell over, and he had to grab at the hospital bed’s rail to keep upright.


  Russell’s jaw fell open, and his gray eyes went wide. 


  “What the hell?” said Vander. “Who are you? Identify yourself!”


  “Dad?” said Jill. “Who’s the woman? She wasn’t there a minute ago.” 


  “Miss Moran?” croaked Rusk. “What are you doing here?” 


  I barely heard all of them. I was staring at Russell. He looked…


  Relieved. Overwhelmingly, overpoweringly relieved. 


  “Nadia?” he said, his voice soft.


  I opened my mouth, closed it again, tried to force moisture into my dry throat.


  I suddenly realized how glad, how very glad, I was to see him again. 


  “Yeah,” I said.


  Russell took a step closer.


  “Wait, Russell,” said Vander. “Wait! She might not be what she appears to be. An illusion spell, or a shapeshifter.”


  Russell paused. “Can you check?”


  “Yeah, hang on,” said Vander. He dismissed the lightning globe he had summoned and cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. I couldn’t help but think that his technique was…clumsy. Heavy-handed, even. But the spell worked. “No, no illusions. And she’s human.” He peered at me, like someone meeting a person they’d heard about. “Is that your sister? She looks a lot like…”


  Russell covered the distance between us and caught me in a hug. 


  I flinched and then found myself hugging him back, my face pressed into his shoulder. It had been a long, long time since anyone had hugged me. A long time since anyone had touched me. I mean, Nicholas had kissed me, and Lorenz had groped me, but I had almost wound up killing both of them over it, so that didn’t count. 


  I had really missed my brother, and I hadn’t realized how much.


  The emotions hit me like a punch to the stomach. My eyes started to sting, and I blinked a few times. 


  Russell stepped back, smiling, but I could see the strain on his face.


  “Nadia,” he said. “You look…”


  “Like shit, yeah?” I said. 


  “Well,” said Russell, “I was going to say that you look like you’ve lost weight, which is what you’re supposed to say to women, and you actually have, but…”


  I laughed. “You haven’t changed, have you?”


  But he had. He was taller, for one. Everyone was always taller than me, which wasn’t fair. But he did look…harder, somehow. More confident, and Russell Moran had never lacked for confidence. And he had definitely put on muscle. Like a surprising amount. He had always been on the spindly side because of the frostfever, but now he looked sleek and lean. I didn’t look good, but he really did. Even the white hair worked for him, made him stand out. I had always worried that he would have trouble in life because he would never serve as a man-at-arms, but now I wondered if he would have to keep the women away with a stick. 


  My brain started to work through my emotions again. 


  “Russell,” I said. “Just what the hell is going on here? What are you doing here?”


  Russell let out a long breath. “Well, I was hoping you could tell me.”


  “Miss Moran?” said Rusk. “Does…his lordship know you are here?”


  “I really doubt it,” I said. 


  “I mean,” said Russell, “I’ve been looking for you for a year, and then you just appeared out of nowhere. So…”


  “Wait,” I said. “You’ve been looking for me?”


  He blinked. “Well, yeah.” My eyes flicked to his temple, and I saw the faint scar left from where I had accidentally hit him with the door. “You just disappeared. No number, no contact information, nothing. I had no idea what had happened to you.” He frowned, and the tension in his expression sharpened. “I tried to find you. Of course I tried to find you.”


  I stared at him, blinking, and then a monstrous wave of guilt washed through my head. 


  I had accidentally hurt him after the Eternity Crucible, and fearing that I would lose control and kill him, I had Cloaked and fled, breaking up with Riordan a few moments later. In a fit of rage and grief, I had smashed my old cell phone. Which meant that Russell had no way to contact me. I had done it for his protection, of course, which was the same reason I had broken up with Riordan. It had been for their own good. They had to be kept safe from the dangerous, unstable person that I had become.


  Except…


  I hadn’t really thought about what my disappearance would do to them, had I? 


  If Russell had just freaked out and disappeared without a trace one day, I would have torn apart heaven and earth to find out what had happened to him. 


  Something else occurred to me. 


  I hadn’t told anyone about the Eternity Crucible. From Russell’s perspective, it would seem like I had snapped for no reason, fled raving into the night, and never come back again. 


  Oh, God. What would it be like to watch someone you loved do that? 


  What had I done? 


  “Russell,” I said. “I…”


  The door to the waiting area opened, and Robert stepped into the room. He had the tension of a man ready for action, and he was holding a small revolver against his hip.


  “What’s going on?” he said. “I heard shouting, and…”


  His dark eyes fell on me. He blinked once, and then astonishment went over his expression. 


  “Miss Novoranya?” he said.


  Why did he call me that? Oh, right – he thought my name was Irina Novoranya. 


  “Hi,” I said. “Uh. Congratulations on the baby.” 


  “Then you really are her,” said Robert, shaking his head. “Russell’s sister. I thought it was just a coincidence, but it makes a lot of sense.”


  “How did you find Russell?” I said, uneasy. Had Rusk and Robert joined forces to track down Russell? Not that it would have been hard for Rusk to find Russell – he knew Russell lived with the Marneys. 


  Robert snorted. “I didn’t find Russell. Russell and Vander found us.” His voice grew quiet. “And thank God for that. Felix might not have survived his illness otherwise.” 


  I looked at Vander. He was watching me uneasily, like if he wasn’t sure I was going to attack him or not. It was a reasonable fear – if Vander had hurt Russell, or was trying to use him for something nefarious, Vander’s remaining lifespan would be measured in seconds. 


  “What’s going on here?” I said. “Why are you all here?”


  “It is as Russell said, Miss Moran,” said Vander.


  “I was trying to find you,” said Russell.


  I blinked at him, a sense of unreality going through me. Had Russell gathered together people from my past in one place? How? And why? I almost expected to see Armand Boccand stroll through the door, or maybe Hakon Valborg or Rosalyn Madero. 


  “I…” I started to say.


  The door swung open again, and Alexandra hurried into the room, Felix in her arms. Her expression was tight with alarm.


  “Robert?” she said. “Robert, I think you had better talk to…”


  She saw me and froze in astonishment. “Irina?” 


  Rory Murdo came in behind her, his expression hard. Right away that set off alarm bells in my head. That was the expression he wore when there was trouble. 


  Then he looked around the room and blinked in surprise. 


  “We’ve got a problem,” said Murdo.


  “Yeah, I think we do,” I said. 


  “No, we’ve got a problem right now,” said Murdo. “I just saw an orcish mercenary drive past.”


  That caught my attention, and my mind snapped into combat focus, my emotions falling away. 


  “What?” I said.


  “Where?” said Robert. 



  “Unmarked white van,” said Murdo. “Like the ones we saw at the Rocky Mountain Mile.” I nodded. “The van was circling the block, so I got suspicious. Got out my binoculars, and I saw an orcish mercenary in the passenger’s seat.”


  “You’re sure?” said Robert. “Whoever you are?”


  “Name’s Rory Murdo,” said Murdo, “and I’m positive. I’ve fought orcish mercenaries more times than I care to remember. And there aren’t too many people on Earth with blue skin and tusks.” 


  Vander looked disturbed. “Are they scouts for an Archon attack?”


  “Actually, the Rebels own one of the warehouses nearby,” I said.


  “What?” said Rusk, his face going white. He stood up as if interposing himself between Jill and anyone else who might come through the door. “Rebels in Milwaukee?”


  Vander’s dark eyes narrowed as he considered me. “You’re not with the Rebels, are you?” 


  “I’m here to set fire to their building,” I said, “and I found you guys by accident. So, no. Rory, show me.”


  “Alexandra, wait here with Felix,” said Robert. Alexandra nodded and moved near Jill’s bed. Russell crossed to one of the cabinets and reached inside. 


  He drew out a semiautomatic pistol. Where the hell had he gotten that? I wanted to tell him to stay here, but Murdo had already gone through the door. 


  And looking at Russell’s face…his expression had gone hard and determined. I realized he wouldn’t listen to me. And why would he? I had gone nuts, nearly killed him, disappeared from his life for a year, and then appeared out of nowhere into this weird little clinic he apparently ran with Vander. Why the hell would he listen to a word I had to say?


  That thought just made me sad. 


  I pushed the emotions aside. At least I could be sure that Vander wasn’t a Rebel. A Rebel wouldn’t have reacted with alarm at the prospect of an Archon attack. For that matter, Robert Ross was a patriotic man-at-arms of Duke Carothrace, and a member of the Graysworn. If Nathan Vander was a rebel, Robert would have shot him in the head without hesitation. 


  Later. I could figure out what was going on here later.


  The four of us walked into the front room and stopped near the window. Murdo pointed just as a big white van drove past. It was the same sort of windowless van that the anthrophages had used in their attack on the Rocky Mountain Mile. I couldn’t see the driver and the passenger clearly, but I did catch a flash of blue skin, of white tusks rising from their lower jaws.


  Shit.


  “Is that the same van?” I said.


  “Nope,” said Murdo. “Different license plate.” 


  “We need to call Homeland Security right away,” said Robert.


  “Is that a good idea?” I said. Russell gave me an odd look.


  “Miss Novoranya…Miss Moran, rather,” said Robert. “If there is an Archon attack about to begin, people will die. The faster that Homeland Security and Duke Tamirlas can mobilize, the more lives we’ll save.”


  “Yeah,” I said. A flash of insight came to me. “But I bet you, Alexandra, and Felix do not want to be caught in the same room as Mr. Vander.”


  Robert hesitated. That was all the answer I needed. 


  “Let’s get everyone out of here,” I said. “Rory, you got the plate numbers?” Murdo nodded. “Once we’re gone, we’ll make an anonymous call and give Homeland Security the plate numbers. Then everyone’s safe, and Homeland Security can figure out what’s going on. Satisfied?”


  “Fine,” said Robert, stepping back from the window. “Someone will have to give Rusk and Jill a lift. He always parks his car a couple blocks away and walks.”


  “I have room in my SUV,” said Murdo. “We…”


  And then it all went to hell.


  Two white vans roared into sight and turned right. The strip mall’s parking lot had two driveways, and the vans screeched to a stop in front of both. Behind the two vans six more came to a halt in the street, blocking traffic.


  The side and rear doors on the vans burst open, and orcish mercenaries boiled out. Most of them stood six or seven feet tall, and they wore body armor and carried the same kind of AK-47s that I had blown up at Vernon’s supply dump in New Mexico. That was bad enough, but anthrophages also emerged from the vans, gaunt and gray and spiny, and they carried guns, their yellow eyes sweeping over the parking lot. 


  Some of the orcs and anthrophages spread out, forming a perimeter, but a dozen rushed towards the clinic.


  They were coming for us.




  Chapter 4: Security Contractors


  



  “What the hell?” said Robert, his revolver in both hands. “They’re attacking us?” 


  “Yep,” I said, but my mind kicked into overdrive. Were Murdo and I the targets? That seemed unlikely. I mean, how could the orcs and the anthrophages have known where we were going? Until twenty minutes ago, I hadn’t even known this place existed, and I would have noticed if they had been following us. You can’t hide that many damn vans. That meant they were here for Vander, Russell, Rusk, or Robert.


  Russell? Why the hell would they come after Russell? How did they even know Russell was here?


  The most probable explanation was that they were here for Rusk or Jill. Kidnapping a relative to serve as leverage was one of Nicholas’s favorite tricks. Maybe he wanted to use Rusk as a spy for some reason.


  Right now, though, that didn’t matter. I could figure it out later. 


  A shiver went through me, and suddenly I was back in the Eternity Crucible, my mind choked with rage and hatred as the anthrophages came for me. I didn’t want to kill humans, but anthrophages and orcish mercenaries, well…


  Kill them all. 


  I felt my face spread in a joyless rictus of a grin. 


  “Get behind me,” I said, my voice soft and dead. 


  “What?” said Robert. 


  I stepped forward, magic flooding through me, and cast a spell. I used the telekinetic grip spell that Arvalaeon had taught me, and I hurled a telekinetic shove into the front door. It was a steel frame door with a glass pane in the middle.


  I blasted it off the hinges, the glass exploding into glittering shards. The door clipped an anthrophage on the head with enough force to crack its skull, and the anthrophage flopped in a boneless mass to the ground. The door landed in the windshield of a parked car, shattering it, and the car’s alarm started to warble.


  The orcs and the anthrophages froze for a half-second, guns swinging towards me, but that was all I needed to draw together power for a second spell. A fireball blazed to life above my right palm, and I thrust my hand forward. The sphere of fire leaped from my fingers and landed amid the enemy.


  It was one of my better explosions, I have to admit.


  My will had shaped the blast so it expanded outward in a cone, away from the front of the clinic. I think it killed six or seven of the anthrophages outright, and it hurled the rest of them screaming into the air, flames wreathing their bodies. The explosion also flipped over a parked car onto its roof, the glass of its windows shattering. 


  Whatever the rest of the orcs and the anthrophages had expected, that hadn't been it. They froze, and like experienced soldiers ought to do, they scattered and started taking cover, ducking behind their vans, the parked cars, and even the curb itself.


  That wouldn’t save them.


  I summoned magic and started killing.


  Another sphere of fire leaped from my fingers and shot across the parking lot. It blasted through an anthrophage’s skull, turning the top half of its head to smoking charcoal. I gestured, and the sphere kept going. It drilled through the heads of four more anthrophages and three orcs before its power drained away. A group of anthrophages popped up over a parked car, AK-47s in hand. Before they fired, I cast another spell. Five lightning globes whirled into existence around me, sparking and sputtering with harsh blue-white light, and they shot across the parking lot. They slammed into the anthrophages and threw the creatures backward, lightning crawling up and down their bodies. Next to the vans, I glimpsed an orcish soldier bringing up the black tube of a rocket launcher.


  Goddamn it! I was so tired of people shooting rockets at me. 


  I dealt with that frustration by hurling another fireball that consumed the orc. 


  And as I did, I caught sight of two figures near the right side of the vans blocking the street, and my blood went cold. 


  I didn’t recognize the first man. He was tall, over seven feet, and he wore a peculiar combination of clothes – combat boots, black jeans, a long gray trench coat, and a baggy red sweatshirt with the hood pulled up. Over the hood he wore a green baseball cap with the brim pulled low and heavy sunglasses, making it impossible to get a good look at his face. It was way too hot to be wearing that many layers. Unless you’re me, of course, and you’re cold most of the time. 


  The second man was Victor Lorenz.


  He was wearing the sort of combat fatigues that the Rebels favored, and he made them look good. Lorenz had a strikingly handsome face. He was so good-looking, in fact, that he had played a leading role in a long-running Mexican soap opera for years. But he had forced himself on nearly all his female co-stars, one of whom had been only fourteen years old, and at last the Mexican police had come after him. 


  He had run into the waiting arms of the Dark Ones cultists and the Rebels. Lorenz had become a powerful wizard, with a Dark One inside his head to fuel his magic. He was one of Nicholas’s Gatekeepers, and he had tried his best to get me killed a couple of times.


  Was he here to kill me? That made sense, but it was implausible. I moved around a lot, and how the hell had Lorenz known I would be in Milwaukee at this strip mall? That was impossible…


  Then the realization hit me, and the bottom dropped out of my stomach.


  He wasn’t here for me.



  Lorenz was here for Russell. 


  Victor Lorenz had tried to kill me, and the reason he had tried to kill me was that he was smart enough to realize that I was a serious threat to the Rebels’ plans. Ever since I had started fulfilling Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner, I had taken every opportunity to harass and slow down the Rebels without breaking the deal. But the instant I stole the final item for Nicholas, the minute the deal was complete, I was going to war. I would call the Inquisition (anonymously, of course), and give them every single bit of information that I had gathered about Nicholas and his inner circle.


  And if it was within my power, I was going to kill Nicholas Connor and Victor Lorenz and Hailey Adams and Martin Corbisher myself. 


  Nicholas knew that, and he was confident he could deal with me when the time came. But Lorenz knew that just as well, and he was less confident, so he had tried to arrange my death. 


  That had failed.


  But if he couldn’t kill me…maybe he could control me. 


  Like I’ve said, the Rebels’ favorite trick for coercing unwilling targets was to kidnap family members. I had been so careful, but somehow Lorenz had worked out who I really was and that I had a brother. And if he got his hands on Russell, I wouldn’t have any choice but to cooperate.


  Rage howled through me. 


  Lorenz was clever, but that wasn’t going to save his life.


  I cast a fireball hot enough to melt steel and flung it at Lorenz and the tall man in the trench coat. It should have exploded at their feet and killed them both in an instant, burning the flesh on their bones to greasy char. Lorenz’s Dark One could heal a great deal of damage, but not a catastrophic injury like that.


  Except the tall man gestured first. 


  Sickly green light shone from his fingers, and the aura of his power brushed against my magical senses. A dome of pale green light appeared before him and Lorenz, and my fireball struck that dome and went out. I got a sense of the power behind that spell as it did. I had been wielding magical force for so long that I sometimes could sense it the way that I felt the wind on my face. 


  I realized two things.


  First, the tall man in the coat and the ball cap wasn’t human. He was an Elf. 


  Second, there was something…wrong with his magic. 


  It felt twisted, diseased, corrupted somehow. It wasn’t the same sort of corruption I felt when Nicholas or one of the other Gatekeepers drew on their Dark Ones. This was a different sort of dark magic. 


  Lorenz shouted instructions, and the orcs and the anthrophages regrouped. I had torn a big hole in their numbers, and the ferocity of my attack had thrown them off balance. But Lorenz was nothing if not adaptable. He had come here to kidnap Russell, but the whole point of kidnapping Russell was to control me. If Lorenz couldn’t control me, then he would settle for killing me. 


  And the most logical tactic for the orcs and the anthrophages to employ now was to spray the front of the clinic with bullets. 


  I cast another spell, sweeping my hand before me, my fingers hooked into claws. A curtain of white mist sprang up from the ground, and it hardened into a curved wall of ice eight feet high and two feet thick. About a heartbeat later the orcs and the anthrophages opened up, and I heard the roar of dozens of automatic weapons throwing bullets into the ice. The ice would shatter under that impact, but it should hold them off for a little while.


  I took a step back, breathing hard, my head ringing a little from expending so much magical force.


  Robert and Russell stared at me in astonishment, and Robert looked as if he wasn’t sure if he wanted to point his gun at the orcs or at me. What the hell was his problem? Then I remembered that while Murdo had seen me cut loose with my magic before, Russell and Robert never had. 


  “Was that Lorenz by the vans?” said Murdo.


  “Yeah,” I said. “We need to get the hell out of here right now.” 


  “That’s going to be a problem,” said Robert. “Those damn vans are blocking the driveway. We won’t be able to get to our vehicles out of here.”


  “Could we drive over the curb, sir?” said Russell.


  The wall of ice shuddered. I saw chips of ice flying over the top as the orcs and the anthrophages poured on the gunfire.


  “Can’t,” said Robert. “They’ll mow us down before we get two steps off the sidewalk.”


  “Wait,” I said to Murdo. “Our cars. We parked at the gas station. I don’t think Lorenz saw us.”


  “Lorenz?” said Robert. 


  “The asshole in charge out there,” I said. “We can trade stories later. Does this place have a back door?”


  “Yeah,” said Robert. “Alley out back.”


  “That alley should lead right to the gas station,” said Murdo. 


  The wall of ice shuddered, cracks spreading across its surface, and a harsh yellow-orange glare shone behind it. Lorenz had just hit it with a fireball. Another blast like that, and he would melt right through it. And now that he knew I was here, he might not bother taking Russell alive. He might decide to cut his losses by blowing up the building and killing us all. 


  I yanked out my van keys and tossed them to Murdo, who snatched them out of the air. “Robert, Rory, get our vehicles and get them to the back door. Russell, help Rusk get Jill moving. She doesn’t look like she’s in great shape.”


  Murdo nodded, as did Robert, but Russell stared at me.


  “Nadia…” he started.


  “Goddamn it!” I said. “Do you want to die here? Move!”


  He didn’t. “What are you going to do?” 


  “I’m going to delay them until you get everyone loaded up,” I said. “I’m not going to sacrifice myself or anything. Go!” 


  “Come on, son,” said Robert, and Russell nodded. The three of them ran for the door to the back room, and I whirled back to face the shattered door and my ice wall. It extended in a half-circle out from the sidewalk, but I had left about a foot of space between the ice and the front of the building.


  I Cloaked myself, and I ran outside, darting through the gap. I saw that the orcs and the anthrophages had spread out, weapons leveled at the ice wall. Lorenz and the hooded Elf still stood by the van, surrounded by a shimmering dome of sickly green light. More elemental fire danced around Lorenz’s fingers as he gestured, pulling together another fireball. Even with his Dark One, he couldn’t summon magical force as fast as I could, but he could still hit plenty hard. 


  I couldn’t cast any other spells while Cloaked, but that was all right. I stooped and grabbed an AK-47 from the burned corpse of a dead orcish mercenary. The weapon still felt hot from the explosion, and it reeked of burned flesh. I took cover behind a car, aimed the weapon over the hood, and squeezed the trigger.


  Lorenz wasn’t getting away this time. 


  I sent two shots at him, but I saw a flash as the bullets rebounded off that dome of green light. The ward, whatever it was, was powerful enough to deflect both elemental fire and kinetic attacks like bullets. Lorenz whirled, trying to find me, and I got up and ran to the left, circling around the car.


  And while I did, I started shooting orcs.


  As I had found out earlier, shooting enemies is easy when they can’t see you to shoot back. I really can’t recommend it enough. The orcish mercenaries were good soldiers, and they ducked for cover, sweeping back and forth as they tried to find their attacker. Others laid down suppressing fire, while the anthrophages shot in all directions. A few of the smarter ones dropped to the ground and started sniffing, but between the flames and the gun smoke, there was no way they could track down my scent.


  And while they did that, I methodically shot orc after orc and anthrophage after anthrophage.


  I had killed about eleven or twelve of them when Lorenz figured out what was happening. He began a new spell, and this time harsh blue light glared from his fingers. The Elf in the coat started a spell, more of that sickly green light pouring from his hands. Lorenz finished his spell first, and a massive symbol written in lines of blue-white light spread across the parking lot. From above, I knew, it would look like a giant circle filled with magical sigils. 


  It was a Seal of Unmasking, designed to block any illusion spells, and my Cloak spell collapsed. In the same instant, the Elf cast his spell, and a hazy pulse of green light washed out from him and rolled across the parking lot. I ducked behind a damaged SUV, but the green light passed through the car and touched me.


  It didn’t do anything.


  Nonetheless, the touch of the light made goosebumps erupt across my skin. It felt wrong and twisted and corrupt, and terribly cold. 


  “There!” shouted Lorenz, pointing. “She is there! Take her now!”


  I shot one more orc, threw aside my emptied AK-47, and ducked for cover behind the SUV as its side exploded from multiple volleys of gunfire. Once I got to the sidewalk, I would cast another ice wall, and use that to cover my retreat into the clinic. How much time had passed since I had started killing? It felt like an eternity (and believe me, I know what eternity feels like), but it couldn’t have been more than a minute or two. 


  The bullets had torn apart the SUV’s windows, so I flung a fireball through the ruined vehicle and into the attacking orcs. There was another explosion, and I had my chance as the orcs scrambled for cover. I straightened up, calling magic to myself, and I started to run for the clinic door.


  And then something bad happened.


  I’ve seen a lot of bad things over the one hundred and eighty years of my life, but I had never seen this before.



  Because the orcs I’d killed were starting to move again. 


  It looked almost as if someone had jabbed invisible fishhooks into their flesh, and was using them to jerk their limbs up. The green light that the hooded Elf had summoned had pooled in their eyes, and the dead orcs were rising. 


  The horrified realization flashed through my mind.


  The Elf in the coat was a necromancer, and he had just animated the orcs I’d killed as undead. I had never seen undead raised before, but I had fought them in Chicago. They could run like champion sprinters, jump like grasshoppers, and punch like world heavyweight champions. And Lorenz and his Elf buddy would send them after us. 


  I had never seen an Elf use necromancy before, not even an Archon, and the shock of it froze me for a half-second.



  Which, as it turns out, was stupid. 


  One of the surviving anthrophages twisted towards me and fired. I saw it coming at the last second and dodged, and the creature’s stream of fire missed me. The bullets struck the curb instead, ricocheting off the pavement, and one of the tumbling rounds clipped me on the outside of my left calf, tearing through my jeans and my skin and the top layer of muscle. 


  That really hurt.


  It didn’t stop me from blasting off the anthrophage’s head with a fire sphere. 


  Thanks to my time in the Eternity Crucible, I have a weird relationship with pain. After dying in agony fifty thousand or so times, my perception of pain had altered. I don’t like it, and I don’t seek it out, but I can ignore staggering amounts of it. Truth be told, I can ignore pain right up to the point where my body becomes too damaged to function or injured to the point where no amount of willpower can overcome anything.


  Like the time I got shot four times in Washington DC. 


  And if I didn’t want to repeat that delightful experience, I had to get moving. 


  I jumped back, ignoring the pain in my left leg and the feeling of blood trickling down the inside of my jeans leg, and cast the ice wall spell. Again white mist rose up before me, hardening into another wall that sealed off the sidewalk and the clinic’s front door from the parking lot. The surviving anthrophages and orcs opened fire at it, and I was pretty sure the necromancer Elf’s undead could punch their way through the ice, but I had a few seconds. 


  I hoped Murdo and Robert had gotten the vehicles.


  I ran back into the waiting room just as Russell burst through the door behind the receptionist’s desk.


  “Nadia,” he said. “They’re…you’re hurt!” 


  “Looks worse than it is,” I said, gesturing towards the door to the ward room. “Go! Did they get the vehicles?”


  “Yeah, I saw them coming,” said Russell.  


  “Then move it,” I said. A sudden inspiration occurred to me, and I whirled and cast another spell. More white mist rolled up from the floor, and I called another ice wall, sealing off the front door and the shattered windows. Then I followed Russell into the next room, and I saw Rusk and Vander helping Jill along. The girl had gotten dressed in a T-shirt, sweatpants, and plastic sandals, and she looked drawn and pale as if the effort of moving was a monumental effort.


  Given that she had been shot in the head, it probably was. 


  I cast another spell, and Vander’s head snapped around to look at me. More white mist rolled up, and hardened into yet another ice wall, sealing off the door from the waiting room to the ward room. Lorenz could blast through them in short order, but hopefully, the walls would slow him and his goons and his Elf necromancer’s pet undead long enough for us to escape. 


  “What the hell is going on?” said Alexandra, her face drawn and tight as she held Felix close. She had curved around him, almost as if she wanted to shield his body with her own. 


  “Talk later,” I said, jogging past them to the back door. “Run now.”


  I pushed open the door just as my van and Murdo’s SUV skidded to a halt in the narrow alley behind the strip mall. Robert was driving my van, and Murdo was behind the wheel of his blue SUV. 


  “Let’s go!” I said, running to the back doors of my van. “Jill and Rusk, get in the van. There will be enough room for Jill to lie down in the back. Alexandra, Vander, Russell, get in Rory’s SUV.”


  “But…” started Russell.


  I heard one of the ice walls shatter, and I shot a look up and down the alley. None of the orcs, anthrophages, or undead had found their way back here yet, but that was going to change any second. 


  “Goddamn it, move!” I said, wrenching the van’s back doors open. Russell nodded and helped Rusk get Jill into the back, and then Vander, Russell, and Alexandra ran to Murdo’s SUV. I raced around the side of my van and threw open the driver’s door.


  “Your wife and son are in the SUV,” I said to Robert. “Move over. I’m driving.”


  He didn’t protest and slid to the passenger seat. I wondered why he had listened to me. He was a captain of a Duke’s men-at-arms and a Graysworn, and I was…


  I was the woman who had just blasted my way through a small army of Lorenz’s goons, and Robert Ross had seen me do it. 


  Huh. Guess that was why Robert listened. 



  I grabbed the wheel with one hand and seized the CB mike with the other. “Rory?”


  “We’re ready,” said Murdo. “Let’s go!”


  I nodded and hit the gas, and the van rolled forward. The alley was just wide enough that I could squeeze the van between the buildings and the rows of dumpsters. “Where are we going?”


  “I have a place in Milwaukee where we can lay low,” said Murdo. “Once we get there, I…”


  A flicker of gray at the end of the alley caught my eye. 


  Three anthrophages darted into sight, raising their AK-47s.


  “Down!” I barked, both to everyone in my van and Murdo and his passengers, and I slammed on the gas. The acceleration shoved me into my seat, Robert cursed, and I heard Jill yelp. The van’s old engine roared, and the big vehicle shot forward. 


  The anthrophages hesitated for a split second at the sight of the van hurtling towards them, which was a mistake. They should have either dodged or raised their guns and sprayed the windshield with bullets. By the time they decided to shoot, it was too late. My big Royal Motors Caravanserai slammed into them at about fifty miles an hour, and the shock of the impact shot through the vehicle. The fender knocked the anthrophages to the ground, and then I felt the double thump as the wheels ran over them. 


  Well, the fender was already dented from that one time I ran over an anthrophage in Los Angeles. I suppose the van had just collected a few more dents. 


  The van shot into the street, and I wrenched the wheel to the left, the tires squealing. If I had taken the turn any sharper, the van would have tipped over, but I kept control, and we sped away from the strip mall. There was no sign of the white vans, or of any anthrophages or orcish mercenaries. There were plumes of black smoke rising from the strip mall’s parking lot, and in the distance, I heard the wail of sirens. Someone had called Homeland Security, probably because of all the gunfire and explosions, and once they realized what had happened, they would contact the Elven nobles, who would then mobilize to defend from an invasion. 


  Or maybe not. I remembered the undead orcs rising from the ground, the green light settling in their eyes. Lorenz was a Gatekeeper. He could open a rift way back to Venomhold, and he and his goons could retreat to the Shadowlands. Hell, the corpses could even walk away under their own power, thanks to the necromancer. If Lorenz was quick, he could vanish entirely with all the evidence, leaving Homeland Security to puzzle over some wrecked cars, bullet casings, and severe property damage.


  A cold feeling settled into the pit of my stomach. Worse than usual, I mean. I felt pretty cold and lightheaded after all the magic I had used, but this was a different feeling.


  Dread.


  Victor Lorenz had been there for Russell. Which meant he knew who I really was. Which also meant he had been there to kidnap Russell. He might have told Nicholas already. Nicholas might have ordered him to carry out the operation.


  What the hell was I going to do now?


  I decided to start with a question.


  “Rory,” I said, picking up the CB mike. “Where are we going?”


  “Turn left at the third stoplight,” said Murdo. “I’ve got a safe house we can use until we figure out what we’re doing next.” 


  “Got it,” I said.


  But what were we going to do next?


  I had no idea, but I had better figure it out quick.


  
 

  




  Chapter 5: Safe House


  



  “All right, guys,” I said, glancing back at Robert in the passenger seat and Rusk, Vander, and Jill in the back. “It’s question and answer time.”


  “Wait,” said Robert. “Ask your friend if Alexandra and Felix are all right.”


  I blinked, felt foolish, and nodded and squeezed the mike button. “Did Alexandra and the baby get through okay? And Russell?”


  There was a pause.


  “They’re fine,” said Murdo. “The baby slept right through it.”


  Robert snorted. “Six months the kid doesn’t sleep through the night, and then a damned gunfight doesn’t wake him up.” 


  I heard Alexandra laugh in the background.


  “And Russell?” I said.


  “He’s fine,” said Murdo. He paused again. “But I really think you two need to have a long talk.”


  “Later,” I said, and I dropped the mike and glanced back at Robert. “Now I have some questions.”


  Robert nodded. “I thought you might.” 


  For some reason, he glanced at Vander, as did Rusk and Jill.


  “After what we just saw,” said Vander, his voice quiet, “I think if we want to survive, we must answer all of Miss Moran’s questions freely.” 


  Robert frowned. “Those orcs…you think they can follow us?”



  “It is within the realm of possibility,” said Vander. “They had two wizards with them, one human, one Elven. If they have the right spells, they will be able to work out a way to follow us.”


  Well. Great.


  “Okay,” I said as the van rolled up to a red light. “Rusk. You go first. What the hell are you doing here?” 


  Rusk cleared his throat, looked at his daughter, at Vander, at Robert, and then at me.


  “Come on, Rusk,” I said. “You already know everything about me.”


  “Not everything,” said Rusk. “The kind of destruction you just unleashed in that parking lot…you shouldn’t have been able to do that, Miss Moran.”


  “He’s right, you know,” said Robert. “I’ve seen what the men of the Wizard’s Legion can do. Only a few of them can use that kind of magic. You fought like a…”



  “Like a what?” I said. There was more of an edge to my voice than I would have liked.


  “Like an Elven noble, to be blunt,” said Robert. 


  The light turned green. I drove through it, Murdo’s SUV keeping pace next to me. Murdo accelerated to pass me. I wondered why he did that, then realized that he was the one who actually knew where we were going. It would make more sense for me to follow him. 


  “Okay,” I said. “I think we can agree we’ve got problems, and the more we know, the better chance we have of getting out of this mess.” The others nodded. “So. Rusk. What the hell were you and Jill doing at that clinic?”


  Again, Rusk looked at Vander, who nodded.


  “All right,” said Rusk. “I…told you what happened during the Archon attack. My wife was killed,” Jill closed her eyes, “and Jill was badly hurt. The doctors despaired of her. His lordship tried to use his magic on Jill, but even he could do nothing.” He looked at his daughter. “I…confess I despaired of hope.”


  “It’s all right, Papa,” said Jill, her voice unsteady. My van didn’t have the smoothest ride, and I hoped the jouncing didn’t worsen any internal injuries she had. “It’s been awful for me, but it must have been awful for you, too.”


  Rusk took a deep breath, blinking. “Yes, well…but we must do we what must, yes? Anyway, about a year ago, when you had your long-term assignment from his lordship to…”


  “Don’t talk about that,” I said. 


  “Don’t be afraid,” said Vander. His eyes met mine in the rear-view mirror. “It’s well known in certain circles that Lord Kaethran Morvilind regularly employs human shadow agents.”


  Evidently, Vander was part of those circles.


  “Okay. Keep going,” I said to Rusk.


  “A few months after you started that long-term assignment,” said Rusk, “your brother Russell approached me.”


  I frowned. “What did he want with you?”


  “To find you, of course,” said Rusk. “He was quite concerned about you. I gathered that you disappeared without a trace, which he said was uncharacteristic.”


  Again, I felt that stab of uneasy guilt. I had disappeared without a trace, quite deliberately. At the time I had thought it for the best. I hadn’t considered what my disappearance might do to Russell. I had just thought he would accept it and move on with his life.


  Not once had I ever considered that he might go looking for me. 


  And maybe he had stumbled across Lorenz and his people while looking for me.


  God, was this entire mess my fault? 


  “I told him nothing, of course,” said Rusk. “His lordship places a great premium on his privacy.” There was an understatement. “Then Russell started following me.”


  “What?” I said.


  “I believe the legal term is stalking,” said Vander in a dry voice. “We discussed it at some length.”


  “He found out about Jill,” said Rusk. “Russell said he knew someone who could help her. The thought was utterly ridiculous, of course…but I was so very tired. What did Jill and I have to lose? Russell introduced us to Lord Vander,” Vander sighed, “er, Mr. Vander…and he did it. He healed Jill.” He looked at Jill and smiled. “Mr. Vander actually did it. In gratitude to Russell,  I asked his lordship if I could expect your return, and he said you were still alive. I was able to pass that on to Russell, at least. Small repayment for what he and Mr. Vander did for us, but it was still something.”


  “Yeah,” I said. Murdo turned right, and I followed suit. “All right. Captain Ross. How did you get mixed up in this?” 


  “Same way that Mr. Rusk did,” said Robert. “You know that Alexandra was pregnant the last time I saw you.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I could just make out Alexandra’s silhouette through the rear window of Murdo’s SUV. She was hunched over as if holding the baby tight against her. A cold chill went through me. If I hadn’t been there, if I hadn’t messed up Lorenz’s plans, then little Felix Ross might have caught a stray bullet from an AK-47. Or if Alexandra had gotten in the way, then Lorenz would have shot her and the baby. 


  He would have shot her son in front of her. 


  The cold chill turned to rage. All those pregnant women and children who had died in the Ducal Mall a hundred and sixty years ago (a little less from everyone else’s perspective) flashed through my mind. I had killed Sergei Rogomil for that. And I was going to kill Victor Lorenz. I didn’t care if I had to blow off his head when he was sitting between Nicholas Connor and the Forerunner himself, I was going to kill Victor Lorenz for this. 


  Robert’s expression turned cautious. Something of my feelings must have shown on my face.


  “Go on,” I said, forcing the emotions down.


  “Well, he had trouble sleeping through the night,” said Robert. “The doctors said it wasn’t anything to worry about at first. But then I noticed Felix would sometimes stop breathing in the middle of the night.” 


  “Can babies get sleep apnea?” I said.


  “They can,” said Robert, “but this was worse. His left lung hadn’t formed properly in the womb. There’s some long Latin name for it that I still can’t pronounce right…”


  Vander said a long Latin name that my brain promptly refused to remember.



  “Yeah, that,” said Robert. “Anyway, it can be fixed, but the surgery has something like a fifty to seventy percent mortality rate. Alexandra and I were going to risk it, but then Russell found us.”


  “How did he find you?” I said.


  “Look…you and Russell are going to need to have a serious talk,” said Robert. I gave him a look. “But let’s just say Russell was tracing your movements over the year before you disappeared. You remember when we had that meeting in the coffee house last February?” I nodded. “Russell found the security recording from the coffee house, and then found my picture on Duke Carothrace’s website.”


  “Did he, now?” I said, unsettled. Where had he learned to do that kind of surveillance?


  “Have to admit I almost shot the kid when he showed up,” said Robert. Vander snorted at that. “But then he explained who you were and that you had disappeared, and I had to tell him that I hadn’t seen you since we did that job together last year.” He rubbed his jaw. “Right then, the doctor happened to call, and Alexandra took it and started crying. I almost shut the door in Russell’s face, but somehow he got me talking about Felix…and then the next thing I knew, Alexandra and I were driving to Milwaukee to meet Nathan Vander.” 


  “He’s good at that,” murmured Vander. “The boy could talk the Devil into selling Hell at a discount rate.” Rusk bobbed his head in agreement. 


  “Yeah, but I’m glad he is,” said Robert. “It worked. Vander was able to save Felix. No surgery, no complications, nothing. His lungs are as good as new.”


  “Which they are, technically,” said Vander, “seeing as he’s nine months old.”


  Robert grinned. “Well, he still only sleeps the night sometimes. But when he wakes up and starts crying his head off, he does it with a healthy set of lungs.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Now I have an obvious question.” I glanced back at Vander. “Who the hell are you and how can you heal people? You were in the Wizard’s Legion, yeah?”


  Through the rearview mirror, I saw Rusk, Robert, and Vander all share a glance.


  “I’ll tell you who I am,” said Vander with a sigh. “Seems only fair, since I know who you are. But not yet. Not until we get to Mr. Murdo’s safehouse.”


  I frowned. “Why not?” 


  “Because the answer might cause you to crash the van and I don’t want to die in a car accident,” said Vander.


  I blinked and decided not to press it.


  “All right,” I said at last.


  “But we’ve got some questions for you, Miss Moran,” said Robert. “And I want some answers.”


  “I’ll bet you do.” I sighed. “Go ahead and ask. You seem to know all about me already thanks to Russell.”


  “First question,” said Robert. “What the hell is going on?” 


  Funny, that was my first question, too. 


  But I think Robert wanted to know a different answer than I did. 


  “Look,” I said. “I can tell you, but the information is dangerous. Like, really dangerous.”


  “Even more dangerous than the things you told me at that coffee house?” said Robert, referring to the Dark Ones and Venomhold and Natalya Karst.


  “Yes,” I said at once.


  “Someone just tried to kill my wife and son,” said Robert, his voice hardening. “We are way the hell past dangerous.” Rusk nodded his agreement. 


  That was a good argument.


  “All right,” I said. “The guy in charge of those orcs and anthrophages is a high-ranking Rebel named Victor Lorenz. You know the Rebels have a base in Venomhold.” Robert nodded. He had seen it firsthand, but Rusk look startled. “Lorenz is one of their Gatekeepers. He’s possessed by a Dark One, and he can open a rift way back to Venomhold whenever he wants. That’s why Homeland Security won’t find anything when they go to the strip mall. Lorenz and his Elven friend will have retreated back to Venomhold and taken all the evidence with them.” 


  “What is he doing in Milwaukee?” said Robert.


  “He’s not here for you or your family or Rusk or Vander,” I said. “You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. I think he’s here for Russell.”


  Robert’s frown deepened. “Why?”


  I let out a sigh, considering how to phrase my answer. “The reason I disappeared for the last year is that I’m on a long-term job for Lord Morvilind.” That was true, though it definitely wasn’t the entire truth. “He has a grand plan to screw the Archons over somehow, and I’m part of it. So, I’ve been screwing with the Rebels for the last year, and I’ve really pissed some of them off.” I left out the part where I’d helped Nicholas twice and had to help him one more time. “Lorenz is one of them, and he’s already tried to have me killed a couple of times.”


  “Then why go after Russell?” said Robert, and then he scowled as he answered his own question. “Leverage. Typical Rebel trick. If he captures Russell, he can make you do whatever he wants.”


  “Bingo,” I said. 


  “That despicable,” said Robert.


  “That’s Lorenz and the Rebels,” I said. 


  “What about Dr. and Mrs. Marney?” said Rusk.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll have to check on them as soon as possible.”


  Robert frowned, and then blinked. “Russell said they were in Florida for the next two weeks, so…wait. You didn’t know any of this was going on?”


  “No,” I said. “I…we were in town tracking down some of Lorenz’s money. I wanted to disrupt his operations. He’s renting a warehouse a couple of blocks from the clinic. When we drove past, I saw Rusk walking alone and thought it was unusual, so I followed him and saw Russell. Then Lorenz showed up.”


  “Dear God,” said Rusk. “If you hadn’t been there…we would all have been killed.”


  I didn’t say anything. A lot of bad things might have happened if I hadn’t been there. Russell would have been taken captive. Robert and Rusk and Vander would have been killed. Felix, too – I doubted Lorenz would burden himself with a baby. He almost certainly would have taken Alexandra and Jill back with him to Venomhold and imprisoned them in the brothel the Rebels used to reward their soldiers, the women drugged to make them passive and obedient. That was one of Nicholas’s little innovations, copied from the wars of pre-Conquest Earth. 


  “Yes,” I said out loud.


  “One more question,” said Robert.


  I nodded. 


  “How did you learn to fight like that?” said Robert.


  “Fight like what?” I said.


  “I think what Captain Ross means,” said Vander, “is that you displayed a shocking level of magical power.”


  “You already asked that,” I said, but Robert talked over me.


  “Yeah,” said Robert. “Yeah, that’s it. During our last trip together, I saw you fight. You didn’t do anything like that. You were calling up firestorms and lightning and walls of ice, and you mowed down those orcs like grass. You were fighting like an Elven noble.”


  I didn’t say anything. What could I tell him? That I had been locked in an Eternity Crucible for a hundred and fifty-eight years? That I had died something like fifty-eight thousand times, every last one of those deaths agonizing and horrible?


  “Well,” I said at last. “I learned that the best way to learn anything. The hard way. A better question is what we’re going to do next.”


  “Call Homeland Security,” said Robert at once.


  “Yeah,” I said. “But like I said before, I’m betting you don’t want to talk to the Inquisition about Mr. Vander here.” 


  Robert hesitated. “No. No…I think it would be for the best if we didn’t mention Mr. Vander to anyone in authority.”


  “Mr. Vander agrees, for the record,” said Vander. “I’m getting too old for this kind of nonsense. How did I get caught up in this?”



  Rusk snorted. “The same way we all did. Young Mr. Moran talked us into it. And I, for one, am glad that he did.”


  “Anyway,” I said before the conversation could wander further afield, “an anonymous report to Homeland Security is the best way to go.”


  Robert shook his head. “Anonymous reports aren’t given high priority at Homeland Security. Or by the Inquisition.”


  “We’ll have to think of something else,” I said.


  But that was a lie. I had already decided what I was going to do. Once I made sure that Russell, Alexandra, Robert, Felix, Rusk, Jill, and Mr. Vander were safe and out of this mess, I was going to find Victor Lorenz and crush him like the cockroach that he was. I hadn’t wanted to start a fight with Nicholas until his deal with Morvilind was done, but Lorenz had crossed the line. The next time I saw Lorenz, I was going to do my best to end his life then and there. Even if he was sitting right next to Nicky.


  Unless…


  Maybe I could get Nicholas to kill Lorenz for me? 


  If I called Nicholas and told him that one of his men had attacked me and violated his deal with the Forerunner, maybe that could force Nicholas to get rid of Lorenz. Or, even better, maybe if I went to Morvilind himself and told him that Nicholas’s men had attacked me, I could get him to break his deal with the Forerunner. Then I could call the Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon himself, point him and his goons at the Rebels, and let the Inquisition go to town on Nicky’s would-be Revolution. 


  Perhaps that was the best idea. 


  Especially since I wasn’t sure that I wanted to fight that Elven necromancer with Lorenz. 


  The fireball I had thrown at Lorenz should have killed him, but the necromancer had blocked it. I wasn’t certain, but I didn’t think the Elf had been trying very hard in the battle. Robert might think I had the power of an Elven noble, but some Elven wizards are stronger than others. 


  “Like what?” said Robert.


  “We’ll work it out when we get to this safe house of Murdo’s,” I said. “But whatever I decide to do, I want to get you and your family out of this mess. You too, Rusk. And I don’t think you should be in any danger once we get you clear. Lorenz wanted Russell, and you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. He wouldn’t have seen you in the firefight.” 


  Murdo’s SUV turned right, and I followed. We were in the industrial areas of Wauwatosa, not far from the rail tracks where I had escaped from Mr. Cane all those years ago. We drove down a narrow street lined with decrepit-looking warehouses.


  “Wait a minute,” said Robert.


  “What?” I said.


  “Murdo’s Graysworn, isn’t he?” said Robert. 


  I thought about how to answer, and then decided it didn’t matter. Murdo was Graysworn, and so was Robert Ross. If both men realized they were “friends” of the Knight of Grayhold, they might work better together.


  “How’d you guess?” I said at last.


  “Because,” said Robert, “I know where we are going.”


  Murdo slowed and turned into a decrepit-looking warehouse yard. The warehouse was a shabby-looking brick building, with stacks of pallets and shipping containers lining the fence. The SUV parked outside the warehouse, out of sight of the main gate to the street, and I settled my van next to it. 


  “Then where are we?” said Rusk.


  “A safehouse for the Graysworn,” said Robert. “The Knight owns the building through a shell corporation.”


  “Hmm,” said Rusk.


  I glanced back at him. “You know who the Graysworn are?”


  Rusk raised an eyebrow. “I’ve been his lordship’s butler for decades, Miss Moran. I know many things I wish I had never learned. But the Knight of Grayhold helps to defend Earth from the creatures of the Shadowlands, and the Graysworn are the Knight’s friends on Earth.” He hesitated. “His lordship has…strong opinions on the Knight of Grayhold.”


  “I’ll bet,” I said. Knowing Morvilind and Jacob Temple, they had likely helped and hindered each other at various times. I shut off the engine, and we got out, Rusk and Vander helping Jill along. She was putting up a brave face, but I could tell she really needed to lie down. 


  My left leg hurt damnably. I ignored it. 


  I looked towards the SUV as Murdo and Russell emerged. Alexandra followed them, holding Felix. It was still over ninety degrees Fahrenheit, and while that didn’t affect me, I doubted that the heat would be good either for the baby or for Jill.


  “Hey, Rory,” I said. “Maybe we had better let Alexandra and Jill stay in the SUV with the engine running. It’s hot, and the SUV has air conditioning.”


  “Normally I would agree,” said Murdo, “but it shouldn’t be a problem.”


  He walked to a narrow door in the warehouse’s brick wall and flipped up a small metal panel, revealing a keypad. Murdo punched in a long code, and the lock chirped and clanged as the bolt released. The door swung open, and Murdo gestured for us to go inside. 


  Beyond the door was a large room that looked a bit like the lobby of a nice hotel that had closed for the season. There were couches and chairs, all covered with tarps, and through a door on the far wall, I saw a hallway that led to multiple small bedrooms. Another door opened into a room that held metal shelves of canned goods, medical supplies, and weapons.


  “Huh,” I said. “I was not expecting that.”


  “I’ve been here before,” said Robert, standing close to Alexandra. She leaned against him, still holding Felix. “The Graysworn use this place when our tasks from the Knight take us to the Milwaukee area.”


  “I didn’t know old Jake Temple had this much money,” I said. 


  Murdo grunted. “He doesn’t. But he’s very resourceful.” He took a deep breath. “Mrs. Ross, you can use any one of the bedrooms for the baby. Mr. Rusk, likewise Jill can use any of the beds. There should be bedding in the closets. I think Mr. Vander, Mr. Moran, and Miss Stoker…pardon, Miss Moran, and I all need to have a long talk.” 


  That was right. Murdo knew my real name now. 


  “What are we going to do, though?” said Rusk. “We can’t stay here. That Lorenz brigand doesn’t seem the sort to give up easily.”


  He wasn’t.


  “That’s one of the things we must decide,” said Murdo. 


  “Right,” said Robert, and he helped Rusk guide Jill down the corridor, Alexandra following them with Felix. About halfway there Jill wobbled, so Robert simply picked her up and carried her to one of the beds. 


  I watched them go, and then looked at Russell and Vander. 


  “You’re hurt,” said Russell.


  “What?” I said and looked down at my leg. “Oh, yeah. I’ll deal with that later.” Both Russell and Vander frowned at that. I suppose it looked more painful than it really was. Actually, it did hurt a lot, I just didn’t care. “So. You said you’d tell me.” I pointed at Vander. “Just who the hell are you, and why can you heal people?”


  “He’s on our side, Nadia,” said Russell.


  Vander sighed. “I will tell you, Miss Moran. But…please do not kill me until I have the chance to explain.” 


  That didn’t sound good.


  “All right,” I said. 


  Vander sighed and seemed to brace himself. Then he reached for his right wrist and started tugging at it. That was weird since he wasn’t wearing a watch or a bracelet or anything.


  Then it got weirder.


  He slid a thick, heavy silver bracelet off his wrist. It was made of about twenty interlocking segments, and it looked like the band from an expensive watch. That wasn’t the strange part.


  What was strange was the fact that I was certain, absolutely certain, that Vander hadn’t been wearing a bracelet.


  “What…” I started to say, and then Vander changed.


  Specifically, Nathan Vander turned into an Elf. 


  He had the same height, and he was wearing the same clothes, but he was an Elf. His face had the alien cast of the Elves. His ears rose to a sharp point. He was unquestionably an Elf.


  Reflex grabbed control. I took two quick steps back and lifted my hand, six lightning globes snarling into life and whirling around me.


  “What the hell?” I said.


  “I knew she would react like this,” said Vander.


  “He’s not a threat, Nadia,” said Murdo. 


  “Nadia!” said Russell. “He won’t hurt you. He’s on our side, Nadia. He healed Jill Rusk and Felix. Why would he do that if he wanted to hurt people?” 


  He had a point. And something else worked its way through the alarm filling my brain. I saw a vein throbbing in Vander’s neck, and his eyes kept darting back and forth.


  He was frightened. Terrified, in fact.


  Of me, specifically. 


  What had I become, that I could frighten an Elf?


  I let out a long breath and dismissed the power I had called. Vander relaxed a little. 


  “Okay,” I said. “Okay. I have questions.” 


  “I figured you would,” said Vander. 


  “You were Masked,” I said. “Disguised as a human.” Vander nodded. “But Masks use a lot of magical force. They’re obvious to detect if you use the spell to sense magic. Why didn’t I sense your Mask when I cast the spell to detect magical force?”


  “Because of this,” said Vander, hefting the bracelet in his palm. He pulled it back over his wrist, and his appearance changed to a wiry middle-aged human shop teacher once more.


  The bracelet, of course, vanished as well.


  “What is it?” I said.


  “It is called a Ghostwright Mask,” said Vander. “Back on Kalvarion, our homeworld, our most skilled artificers knew how to make them. A Ghostwright Mask creates a magical illusion that no spell can detect or penetrate, so long as the bearer wears the bracelet. Since all Elves have at least some magical ability, you can imagine that these bracelets were highly prized.”


  “Did you make it yourself?” I said. But that didn’t seem right. From what I had seen of Vander’s magic, he wasn’t a powerful wizard. Truth be told, I think I was a good deal stronger. 


  “No,” said Vander. He looked at Russell, sighed, and then looked back at me. “The High Queen made it for me.”


  “The High Queen?” I said, taken aback. “Why would she do that? Why give you a bracelet to disguise you as a human?”


  Vander gave me a bitter little smile. “It was part of my parole.”


  “Parole?” I said. “What did you do? Insult the High Queen? Make fun of Lord Mythrender? I…”


  Facts started to click together in my brain. That the High Queen would parole an Elf made sense. Elves committed crimes just as humans did. Baron Castomyr was proof of that. Except…the Elves really preferred to keep to themselves. The Elven nobles ruled over mankind, but the Elven commoners lived in their own cities, and only human slaves were allowed there. From what I heard, even human slaves were not all that welcome, and there was intense social pressure from the commoner Elves to keep human slaves out of their cities. 


  Why was Vander living with humans? As a punishment? That didn’t make sense. There were easier ways to punish someone. That meant the only reason he was living among humans, disguised as a human…


  He couldn’t live among the other Elven commoners because they would kill him.


  “Oh,” I said. “You were an Archon, weren’t you?” 


  Vander looked at Russell and smiled a little. “You were right about her. She figured it out much faster than you did.”


  “Don’t try to flatter me,” I said. “I’ve killed Archons before, and I was a lot younger and a lot less mean back then.” Murdo frowned at that. “So why shouldn’t I kill you now?” 


  “Because I betrayed the Archons to the High Queen,” said Vander. His eyes grew distant. “I believed in the Archon cause, at first. I joined them willingly. Joyfully, even. I believed in the three-headed dragon that was our symbol. Liberty, equality, solidarity. We would overthrow the High Queen and the nobles, and all would be equal, all would be free, all would be prosperous.”


  I had heard crap like that from Nicholas. “Sure didn’t work out that way, did it?”


  “No,” said Vander. His eyes were haunted like he was looking at some horror from the past that only he could see. “When the High Queen ruled, Kalvarion was a harsh place, but it was an orderly place. Now our homeworld is a nightmare of blood and death. The Archons have built death camps and exterminate anyone who crosses them or is even inconvenient. They use the blood of the slain to fuel mighty spells of dark magic. All the chief Archons are possessed by Dark Ones, and it has twisted them into monsters. They have waged war against a hundred different worlds and spilled oceans of innocent blood. The Archons have become a thousand times worse than the High Queen and her father ever were.” His tired eyes met mine. “The Archons are a thousand times worse than anything the High Queen has done to your world.” 


  “So how did you defect?” I said. “I assume you must have done something useful for her, else the High Queen wouldn’t have let you settle here as a shop teacher.”


  “I warned her of one of the impending Archon attacks,” said Vander. “The High Queen and her nobles were then ready for it, and they utterly crushed the Archon force. In exchange, she gave me the Ghostwright Mask and let me live here.”


  I studied him, thinking it over.


  “No,” I said. “There’s more.”


  Vander smiled a little and looked at Russell. “She really is as smart as you said.”


  “Don’t try to deflect me with flattery,” I said. “You must be useful to the High Queen somehow. She’s not the forgiving sort.”


  “Are you so sure of that?” said Vander. 


  “Entirely,” I said. “You must have some useful talent or ability, or some…”


  Another memory started rattling around in the horror show of my brain. I was sitting handcuffed to a cold metal chair, naked and bleeding and bruised, while the Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon started what I thought was an interrogation. Instead, he had told me to ask him questions, and one of the questions I had asked was if there was a way to save Russell without Morvilind’s cure spells. And Arvalaeon had said…


  “You’re a bloodcaster, aren’t you?” I said. “Jill Rusk should be dead. Felix Ross needed surgery that might have killed him. But you were able to save them both.” 


  “Yes,” said Vander. “I was always only a mediocre wizard. All Elves can use magic, yes, much in the same way that nearly all humans can learn to read and write. But some humans can barely get through a newspaper article, and some read a book a day. I was never more than marginally competent with most spells, but I know how to heal.” 


  “Which is why the High Queen paroled you and set you up with that Ghostwright Mask toy,” I said. “When she needs a bloodcaster, you’re the man she calls.”


  “I am,” said Vander. “When she needs someone healed, I get a phone call, and then a sudden trip on a plane or a helicopter. It doesn’t happen often. No more than seven or eight times a year, and never more than once a month.” 


  I started to say something, and then an idea of blazing simplicity shot through my mind like a thunderbolt.


  “Frostfever,” I said. “Can you cure frostfever?”


  “I can,” said Vander.


  This was it. This was my way out of all my many problems. If Vander could cure Russell’s frostfever, then Morvilind would have no more hold over me. And I could turn Nicholas and his entire miserable crew over to the Inquisition. I had collected a lot of information on all of them, and I would enjoy handing it over to Arvalaeon and then getting out of the way.


  “But there is a complication,” said Vander.


  My elation faded.


  “Of course there is,” I said. “Why wouldn’t there be a complication?”



  “Frostfever is a powerful and complex magical disease,” said Vander. “The frost giants were always skilled wizards. To remove it properly, I would need to draw on the power of a dragon pearl.” 


  I blinked. The words didn’t make any sense. “A dragon…what?”


  “A dragon pearl,” said Vander.


  “What the hell is a dragon pearl?”


  “A magical repository of power created by a dragon,” said Vander.


  “Wait,” I said. “There are such creatures as dragons?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Murdo, voice quiet. “You wouldn’t want to meet any of them.”


  “There are at least several dozen living in disguise on Earth,” said Vander. “They are creatures of immense power and age, but for the most part, they dislike showing themselves openly and prefer to act through proxies and servants. In the United States, several of them own the large corporations the High Queen allows to operate. Overseas, they prefer to take human form and assume positions of power. I think a dragon is actually the interior minister of the Russian Imperium. Not that anyone but the High Queen and her trusted nobles know that.”


  I frowned. “And the High Queen allows this?”


  Vander shrugged. “Easier to work with the dragons than to fight them. They’re greedy, but so long as they can make a profit, they’ll follow the High Queen’s rules. War is bad for business. And archmages like the High Queen and Lord Morvilind and Lady Kathromane,” Murdo frowned at the name for some reason, “can treat with a dragon as an equal…but that’s much harder for the rest of us. It’s better for everyone if the dragons and the High Queen get along.” 


  “Right,” I said. It didn’t matter. “I don’t suppose you happen to have a dragon pearl back at that clinic of yours?”


  “Yes, I left it in my chest of gold, jewels, and magical relics,” said Vander in a dry voice. “They’re incredibly rare and valuable. Dragons don’t part with them willingly.” 


  “But if I get you a dragon pearl,” I said, “then you’re willing to do it? You’ll cure Russell?”


  “Of course,” said Vander. “It would take about five minutes.”


  I let out a long breath, the idea burning in my head. Without false modesty, I could say that I was one of the best thieves in the world. I had a better chance of finding and stealing a dragon pearl than anyone else. But I could worry about that later, once I had dealt with Lorenz and Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner.


  “Okay,” I said. “One more question.” Vander nodded. “How the hell did you get mixed up with Russell?”


  Vander grunted. “Suppose you had better talk about that with your brother.” He looked at Russell. “I think the two of you have things to discuss.” 


  “Russell,” I said. “What’s going on? How did you find Vander?”


  Murdo snorted. “Maybe it’s better to ask how Vander got mixed up with Russell.”


  He had a point. I didn’t think Vander was dangerous. I mean, he was a former Archon and all, but he just seemed…defeated. Defeated, and kind of cynical. But he had gone out of his way to help Jill Rusk and Felix Ross, and I had the feeling he did that kind of thing a lot. 


  “Okay,” said Russell. “It was last summer. You remember how I worked at Sergeant Bob’s Shooting Range And Dining Club?”


  “Um,” I said. It took a minute for the memory to come into focus. “Yeah. I remember now. Place in Wauwatosa.” Come to think of it, the owner had hit on me a few times when I had dropped Russell off for work. 


  “One day Riordan came to the club…” started Russell.


  “What?” I said. “What the hell was Riordan doing there?” He had never told me about that. I had always thought that he and Russell talked a lot without my knowledge, and I suppose this proved it.


  “I’m getting ahead of myself,” said Russell. “Uh. There was a disguised cognophage at the club, and it was feeding on people. You’ve heard of them?”


  “Creature from the Shadowlands,” I said. “Anthrophages eat flesh. Cognophages eat memories, more or less. The victims look like they’ve had a debilitating stroke.”


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “The Shadow Hunters sent Riordan to kill the thing. I saw that he was there and invited myself along.” Murdo snorted. “Mr. Vander worked at Sergeant Bob’s over the summers, too, and he was trying to find the cognophage. Riordan thought that Mr. Vander might be the cognophage…”


  “So I had to tell him the truth,” said Vander. “An angry Shadow Hunter is a formidable sight. The human version even more so than the Elven one, I think.” 


  “Riordan killed the cognophage, I assume,” I said.


  “He did,” said Russell. “Vander told me the same thing that he just told you, that if he could get a dragon pearl, he could cure my frostfever. I knew Lord Morvilind makes you do dangerous things, and if I could find a dragon pearl, I could get us out of it.”


  “Russell,” I said. “You’re a sixteen-year-old boy. How the hell are you going to find a dragon pearl?”


  He shrugged. “There’s always a way. I just had to find it.” His face tightened. “But then I got distracted.”


  I nodded. “You started dating Lydia Valborg.”


  “No, I broke up with her last year,” said Russell.


  “Why did you do that?” I said. 


  “Because I needed to keep my grades up,” said Russell, “so I didn’t get into trouble with James and Lucy, and since all the rest of my time was going into finding you, I couldn’t afford the distraction.” He shrugged again. “She cried a lot, but…well, you do what you have to do.”


  “Why were you looking for me?” I said.


  For the first time, Russell looked taken aback. “Because you disappeared without a trace.” 


  “Why does that matter?” I said, but I felt stupid even as I said. “I mean, I almost killed you. I had to leave so I didn’t accidentally hurt anyone and…”


  “But you disappeared!” said Russell. He sounded hurt and even a little angry. “You just disappeared without telling anyone. You didn’t tell me where you went, or the Marneys or Riordan. And something horrible had happened to you, and you wouldn’t talk about it.”


  “You don’t know that,” I said. 


  “It was obvious,” said Russell. “I mean, you were wearing two sweaters even though it was ninety-five degrees out, you wouldn’t sleep, you wouldn’t eat, and you kept twitching every time someone slammed a car door. And then you disappeared without a trace, and you broke up with Riordan…”


  “Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “How the hell do you know about that?”


  “Because I called him and asked if he knew what had happened to you,” said Russell. “No one knew where you had gone or what you were doing. So, I decided to find you. I started talking to people, and at first, no one would talk to me. But Mr. Vander has this clinic here he uses to heal people quietly, and I found out that people are a lot more willing to talk to you if you do them a big favor first, and introducing people to Mr. Vander can change their lives.” He took a deep breath. “I started backtracking through the people you had talked to and the things you had done over the last year, and…


  A deep wave of searing guilt went through me.


  This whole mess was my fault. 


  I had been trying to protect Russell, but I hadn’t realized how he would respond to my disappearance. He had always been one to seize the initiative…and because of that, I had nearly gotten a whole bunch of people killed by Lorenz.


  But I was too wound up and upset to articulate my feelings, so instead, I said:


  “Why the hell would you do a stupid thing like that?”


  Russell blinked as if I had slapped him. “What?” 


  “I’m dangerous,” I said. “I’m dangerous, and my life is a mess, and Lord Morvilind has had me doing dangerous and stupid things for years. If you dig back into my life, some of that mess is going to splash back on you. And look what just happened! If you had stayed home and stayed out of trouble, then none of this would have happened.”


  “But what was I supposed to do?” said Russell. Anger was starting to overwhelm his hurt. “Just pretend like nothing was wrong? Everything was wrong! You and the Marneys are my only family. What, was I just supposed to say ‘Oh, well, my sister’s disappeared, guess I had better not think about it and go sit in algebra class?’ If I disappeared, what would you do?” 


  I would rip make whoever had taken him regret it in the final instants of their life.


  “You should have stayed at home and stayed out of this,” I said. 


  “No,” said Russell. “What if you needed help?”


  “What?”


  “What if you needed help?” said Russell again. “What if you were hurt or sick or something and you needed help? I couldn’t just stay at home and not think about it.”


  “He’s got a point,” said Murdo, his voice quiet.


  I glared at him and then looked back at Russell. “I don’t need help.”


  “Seriously?” said Russell incredulously. “You don’t need help? You disappeared for a year. Before that, you freaked out like something bad had happened to you. And when you do come back, you’ve got orcs and anthrophages and some big bad Rebel boss chasing you, and…you look…you look…”


  “How the hell do I look?” I snapped.


  “Sick,” said Russell. “Like you’ve lost ten pounds and haven’t gotten a decent night’s sleep or a good meal in a year.” 


  “I don’t need help,” I said. “I need you to stay safe. I’m doing all this so your frostfever can get cured. If you get yourself killed meddling with this, then none of it would have any point. I…”


  “Nadia!” said Russell. “I don’t want you to get killed! You need help. I…”


  Anger and fear warred in my chest. He was going to get killed. He wanted to help me, and he was going to get killed by the chaos that surrounded me. 


  “No,” I said. “This is idiotic, Russell. You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re going to get killed for nothing! And I…”


  I couldn’t speak. I was too angry, too frightened. 


  “I need to look around,” I said. “Just stay here and don’t do anything else stupid.”


  I stalked away down the hallway without another word.




  Chapter 6: Properly Taught


  



  I heard Russell call after me, but Murdo said something and Russell subsided.


  I didn’t know where I was going. I couldn’t go far in case Lorenz or that Elven necromancer turned up, though I doubted they had followed us here. 


  But I needed…


  Hell, I don’t know what I needed. 


  Just a minute to clear my head, to sort through the emotions. 


  I was angry at Russell for putting himself in danger, terrified he was going to get killed…and I couldn’t blame him, could I? Because everything he had said was true. I had disappeared to protect him and the Marneys and Riordan, but I hadn’t thought it through. How the hell had I expected them to react? To sit at home and forget about me? That was what I had thought would happen, but in retrospect that was stupid. 


  And a lot of the anger was directed at myself. 


  Stupid, stupid, stupid. I hadn’t been thinking clearly after the Eternity Crucible, but I still should have realized what would happen if I disappeared.


  I reached the end of the corridor and pushed the door. The crash bar clicked, the door swung open, and I found myself in a large, hot, gloomy space.


  The rest of the warehouse. The Graysworn must have just converted the office wing into the safehouse. The warehouse area looked abandoned. Shafts of pale sunlight leaked through the grimy skylights in the roof. Here and there I spotted abandoned equipment – a rusted pallet jack, stacks of empty pallets, a baler still bolted to the floor. 


  I started pacing, ignoring the pain in my leg. I felt a sudden urge to draw on my magic and start burning pallets to ashes and blasting craters in the concrete floor, but I restrained myself. For one thing, if Lorenz and his necromancer buddy showed up, I would need my magic, and it would be stupid to waste my strength in a tantrum. For another, blowing things up would make a hell of a lot of noise, and that would bring the others running, and I didn’t want to talk to anyone just now. 


  I needed to think. I had to figure out what I was going to do about Lorenz. He knew about Russell, which meant he also knew about the Marneys. Were the Marneys in any danger? Probably not – Lorenz would only go after them if he couldn’t get to Russell. For that matter, Lorenz clearly had not expected to find me here. 


  Which, of course, made the situation all the more dangerous. Nicholas had already punished some of his people for going after me without his approval, and I doubted Nicholas had authorized Lorenz’s little excursion here. That gave me some hope. Lorenz probably hadn’t told Nicholas about my real identity or Russell yet. Which meant that if I killed Lorenz and his necromancer, I could wrap up all of this neatly. 


  I doubted it would be that easy. It never is.


  I had been pacing for twenty minutes, trying to think of a plan, when the door to the safe house opened. I looked up, wondering if Murdo or Russell would come out to talk to me, or if Rusk or Robert would come out and tell me to get my act together.


  Instead, it was Nathan Vander. 


  He walked towards me, frowning a little, and stopped a few paces away. 


  “Let me guess,” I said. “Rory or Russell sent you out here to talk me down.” 


  “No,” said Vander. “Mr. Murdo appears to be trying to calm Russell down, Captain Ross is trying to keep his wife and son calm, and Jill has fallen asleep with Mr. Rusk sitting next to her. It’s really been quite a trying morning for everyone.”


  “Has it?” I said. “I suppose it would. I’m used to this sort of crap.”



  “Yes,” said Vander carefully, as if concerned I would explode. A reasonable fear, I supposed. “I suspect you would be. I have a question.”


  “You want to know what I’m going to do next or if I have a plan,” I said.


  Vander shrugged. “Not really, Miss Moran. I’m old enough to know that plans aren’t usually worth the paper upon which they’re written. The Archons had a plan. The High Queen had a plan. Look how that turned out.”


  I snorted. “Spoken like a former Archon.”


  “I’m afraid I have become a bit jaded,” said Vander.


  “What is your question?” I said.


  “Do you want me to look at your leg?” said Vander.


  “What?”


  “It looks quite painful,” said Vander, “and if you don’t at least clean it out soon, it’s going to get infected.” 


  “Oh,” I said, glancing at my leg. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I gave him a wary look. Did I really want some Elf I had never met before casting spells on me? But Russell trusted him. “Go ahead.”


  “Roll up your jeans leg, please,” said Vander. I nodded and rolled up the left leg of my jeans to the knee, wincing a little. The dried blood had made the denim stick to my leg, and the bullet wound had crusted to an angry, ugly black. 


  Vander dropped to one knee and scrutinized my leg. “Okay. That’s not too bad, all things considered.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve had much worse.”


  His eyes met mine for a moment, dark and intense.


  “Yes,” he murmured. “Yes, I rather expect you have.” He began to wave his hand in the air before him with slow, deliberate motions, and I felt the surge of gathering magic. “Hold still. This will feel rather strange.”


  The veins in his right hand and forearm started to glow with light the color of blood. Flames of the same color danced around his fingers, twisting around his knuckles like glowing ribbons. Vander took several deep breaths, braced himself, and placed his glowing hand over the cut in my calf. 


  A chill filled my body, and I shivered as his magic washed through me. It felt a little like the regeneration spell that Arvalaeon had taught me, but it was somehow stronger, much stronger. But unlike the regeneration spell, there was no pain, no agony roaring up and down my veins. Vander left out a shuddering breath and removed his hand, and the chill vanished.


  As did the pain in my leg.


  I blinked and looked down. The cut was simply gone as if it had never happened. 


  “Okay,” I said. I took a few experimental steps. My leg felt fine. “I think I see why the High Queen paroled you.”


  Vander nodded. “I failed at most things in my life, Miss Moran. But I am good at this.”


  “Thanks,” I said. I suppose I could have used the regeneration spell to heal it, but that would knock me unconscious for a few hours, and I didn’t dare spare that time.


  “But I do have one more question now,” said Vander.


  “Sure,” I said. “Shoot. Well, not literally.”


  He smiled a little, but it faded. “How long were you in an Eternity Crucible?”


  I blinked at him, a torrent of horrible memories shooting through my mind. 


  “What?” I said. “How…you can’t, how did you…”


  Vander sighed. “When I heal someone, I can see their aura briefly. Yours has been marked by a frankly horrific amount of pain. Also, I just saw you fight. There are only a few human wizards as powerful as you, and only a few ways for human wizards to become that powerful. Combined with your aura and your obvious signs of post-traumatic stress, the most logical explanation is an Eternity Crucible.”


  I stared at him. 


  I had never talked about the Crucible with anyone (and Morvilind didn’t count). I almost told him to go to hell. 


  But…he had just healed me. Vander quite clearly had been looking after Russell. And I felt something inside me start to shiver, like a rope under too much strain.


  “I…” I started, then I swallowed and looked away. “One hundred and fifty-eight years.” 


  He frowned. “How many times did you die?”


  “Um,” I said. “Over fifty-seven thousand times.”


  He actually flinched when I said that. 


  “Dear God,” he muttered. 


  “Is…that a lot?” I said.


  “How long ago did you get out of the Crucible?” said Vander. “A couple of weeks, I assume. No more than a month at the most.”


  I shook my head. “No. It’s been almost a year.”


  “Oh,” said Vander, surprised. “That’s a good sign, actually.”


  I snorted. “How is that possibly a good sign?” 


  “Because humans almost always descend into homicidal insanity after even a decade in an Eternity Crucible,” said Vander. He scowled. “The High Queen has forbidden the use of Eternity Crucibles on humans.”


  “Has she, now,” I said. 


  “For you to be this stable is remarkable,” said Vander. “Especially since you don’t have any alcohol or substance abuse problems.” 


  “You don’t know that,” I said. “I just killed a bunch of orcs. And I could be drunk or stoned out of my mind right now.”


  Vander snorted. “You’re not. I just saw your aura, remember? Alcohol and drugs are rather obvious.” 


  “Maybe I am insane,” I said. “Just killed all those orcs, remember?”


  Vander shook his head. “You’re not insane. You’re perfectly rational, mostly, except for the obvious post-traumatic stress. I’ve been involved in wars since before your race invented the internal combustion engine, and insane people cannot handle themselves in combat without getting killed.”


  “Okay,” I said. “If humans usually go insane after time in an Eternity Crucible, why didn’t I go nuts?”


  “Why do you think you stayed more or less sane?” said Vander.


  “What, are you a therapist?” I said. “Are you just going to mirror my own questions back to me?”


  “No, it was a serious question,” said Vander. “Why did you stay sane?”


  “I didn’t have the luxury of going mad,” I said. “I couldn’t drink or swallow a bottle of pills because I have too many powerful people trying to get me killed. I have to keep it together because if I don’t, Morvilind stops the cure spells and Russell is going to die…oh.”


  Vander nodded. “Seems like you just answered your own question.”


  I let out a long breath.


  “Might be why you’re so angry at him, too,” said Vander. “Because you’ve sacrificed so much to save his life and then he goes and risks it.”


  “No,” I said. “I don’t own him. Russell’s life belongs to Russell, not to me. I’m not angry at him. I’m angry at myself. Because I’m a goddamn idiot.” 


  “How so?” said Vander.


  “I just disappeared,” I said, pacing back and forth. “On everyone. I broke up with my boyfriend, walked out on Russell and the Marneys, and I didn’t tell them where I was going. What did I think would happen? They would just accept it and move on with their lives? I should have realized that Russell would go looking for me. And because I didn’t realize it, he almost got killed today.” 


  “You can’t blame yourself for having limitations,” said Vander. 


  “Can’t I?” I said. “It’s never stopped me before.” I stopped pacing and rubbed my forehead with the heels of my hands. 


  “And Lorenz,” said Vander. “Russell didn’t go looking for him. He came looking for Russell.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “Lorenz tried to kill me before, but this time he’s crossed the line. Next time I see him, I’m going to kill him.”


  “Then what are you going to do now?” said Vander.


  “Get you and the others to safety,” I said. “Figure out a way to keep Russell safe. And then find Lorenz.”


  Vander nodded. “And when you find Lorenz, what are you going to do?”


  I shrugged. “Kill him.”


  “How?”  


  I snorted. “What do you mean, how? I’ll shoot him in the head. Or I’ll send a fireball through his skull or throw a lightning globe into his chest.”


  Vander frowned. “And how will you defend yourself during the fight?”


  I shrugged again. “I’ll get out of the way. Or I’ll use an ice wall to block the attacks.”


  “An ice wall…” Vander shook his head in exasperation. “For God’s sake. An ice wall?”


  “What’s wrong with using an ice wall to stop bullets?” I said, annoyed. “It works.”


  “Obviously,” said Vander. “As does using a cinder block as a shield to deflect punches. You can use a cinder block to stop punches, yes. It will work. But there are vastly more efficient ways to do it.”


  “Like what?” I said, half-annoyed, half-intrigued.


  “Do you happen to know the Shield spell?” said Vander. “Or the Splinter spell?”


  “I’ve never even heard of them,” I said.


  “For God’s sake!” Vander gazed at the ceiling, shook his head, and looked back at me. 


  “What?” I said. “Why does that annoy you so much?”


  “I must tell you something that will irritate you,” said Vander. “Lord Morvilind has…something of a reputation in certain circles.”


  “No!” I said with mock surprise. “Let me guess. Morvilind the Magebreaker has a terrifying reputation.”


  “That is true,” said Vander. “He also has a reputation for using up shadow agents rather quickly.”


  “Heard that one, too,” I said. I had even met one of my predecessors. She hadn’t aged well.


  “Did you also hear,” said Vander, “that Morvilind had a reputation for training his shadow agents in such a way so they couldn’t possibly threaten him? He would teach them just enough magic to achieve his goals, but not enough that they could rebel against him or ally with his enemies.” 


  “I…guessed something like that, yeah,” I said. Arvalaeon and Rosalyn Madero had all said as much.


  “To put it bluntly, he trained you to be very good at illusion magic, but deficient in all other areas,” said Vander. “I imagine that was disrupted when he put you into that Eternity Crucible…”


  “Actually, he didn’t,” I said. “One of the Inquisitors did and didn’t bother to ask Morvilind first. I probably shouldn’t tell you which one…”


  “Ah,” said Vander. “Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon, wasn’t it?”


  “How the hell did you know that?” I said. 


  “Because I am older than you are and have known of them longer,” said Vander. “With the addition of the Crucible’s warped time you are about…one hundred and eighty years old, I guess?” I nodded. “I am five and a half centuries old, and both Morvilind and Arvalaeon have been powerful and influential during that time, and it is well-known that Morvilind and Arvalaeon hate each other. Or perhaps that is too strong a word. Morvilind hates Arvalaeon and considers him insufficiently ruthless to save the Elves and retake Kalvarion from the Archons. I doubt Arvalaeon hates anyone, but he thinks that Morvilind is too ruthless and will sabotage his own efforts.”


  “But Arvalaeon was the one who put me into the Eternity Crucible,” I said, shivering as the bloody memories washed through my mind once more. 


  Vander shrugged. “Morvilind will not want you to become too powerful, lest he lose control over you. Which I suspect is in danger of happening.”


  “He did say our current arrangement was…unprecedented,” I said.


  “Arvalaeon probably views you as a future asset,” said Vander. “Someone he can use in a future crisis or emergency. That’s how he thinks.” 


  “And what do you think, Nathan Vander?” I said. “Do you hate humans? Do you want to kill us all? Or enslave us?”



  Vander didn’t say anything for a while.


  “You know,” he said at last. “I rather like it here.”


  “Seriously?” I said.


  “I like being Nathan Vander,” he said. “I like teaching shop class and working at Sergeant Bob’s in the summer. I like going for a fast food cheeseburger at the end of the week. I…” His voice trailed off. “I was an Archon for centuries, so you know how much it costs me to say this. But the High Queen has built a stable civilization here. Is she heavy-handed and her nobles tyrannical? Yes. Does she keep slaves? Yes. But there are no death camps on Earth, and she doesn’t let the human nation-states fight each other. There hasn’t been a genocide on Earth for centuries, and humans used to have a genocide every twenty-five to forty years like clockwork. I am so utterly pained to admit it, Miss Moran. Tarlia is an iron-handed tyrant without a speck of conscience…but she has brought stability and order to both the exiled Elves and humanity. Is she a tyrant? Yes. But all the alternatives are so much worse.”


  “She does keep human slaves,” I said. “And she has nuked human cities before.”


  “Humans kept other humans as slaves right up until the Conquest,” said Vander. “The pre-Conquest American Presidents kept millions of people locked in their prison systems. Is that better or worse? And the High Queen nuked human cities to stop the Archons from building a beachhead here. The Archons, incidentally, do regard humans as annoying apes, and will either exterminate or totally enslave humanity should they conquer Earth, and…” He shook his head and laughed.



  “What?” I said. “It’s not funny.”


  “It’s not,” said Vander. “But I am laughing at myself. I am defending the High Queen to a human. My younger self would have been horrified.”


  “My younger self would definitely be horrified,” I said, thinking of the woman I had been before the Eternity Crucible, “if she could see me now.” 


  “Perhaps that is the punishment for our sins,” said Vander. “We live to see what we have become.”


  “Why are we having this conversation?” I said. “There are more urgent things to do.”


  “Yes,” said Vander. His dark eyes met mine again. “I need to teach you two spells.”


  I blinked. “Why?” 


  “Several reasons,” said Vander. “It offends me that your magical education was so deficient. If you’re going to go up against people like Lorenz and that renegade necromancer, you need to know how to defend yourself.” I started to interrupt, but Vander kept talking. “I’m not saying you don’t know how to fight, but your magical defenses aren’t very good. A Cloaking spell won’t stop a bullet. You’re like a boxer with a hell of a right hook but a glass jaw.”


  “That…makes sense,” I conceded. With the regeneration spell that Arvalaeon had taught me, I could heal myself, but that didn’t mean I enjoyed the experience of getting shot. 


  “Besides, Russell’s a good kid,” said Vander. “If you get killed, he’s going to be upset.” 


  “And he dies of frostfever,” I said.


  Vander grunted. “He cares less about that and more about you.” 


  I didn’t say anything, but the guilt pulsed through me. 


  “All right,” said Vander. “I’m going to teach you two spells that you’re going to find useful.” He flexed the fingers of his right hand. “Ready?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go to school.” 


  “Okay,” said Vander. He walked closer and stopped in front of me. He was taller than I was, which was annoying, but most people were taller than me. “This is going to feel a little strange.” 


  “I spent a century and a half in an Eternity Crucible, buddy,” I said. “A little strange is fun and games by comparison.”


  “Hmm. You can joke about it,” said Vander. He flexed his right hand again, blue light shining around his fingers. “That is probably a good sign, psychologically speaking. Here we go.”


  He tapped my forehead with two fingers, and a spell surged through my thoughts. I’d had this happen a few times before, and I still wasn’t entirely sure how it worked. It was a specific variant of the mindtouch spell I had stolen from Hailey Adams. The mindtouch spell let a wizard look into the thoughts and memories of another. This spell allowed a wizard to imprint the knowledge of a specific spell into the memories of another user of magic. 


  Vander lowered his hand, and I stepped back, blinking as I examined the knowledge that he had put into my skull.


  “It is called,” he said, “the Shield spell. A basic element of magical education for the Elves, though Morvilind seems to have overlooked that for you.” 


  “What does it do?” I said. “Shield things, I assume?”


  “Yes,” said Vander, taking several quick steps back. “Try it.” I nodded and summoned power, focusing my will. “It might take you a few tries to get…” 


  I cast the spell, pushing out my left hand, and a flickering shield of gray light appeared about a foot in front of me. The translucent shield was about five feet in diameter, and I found that holding the spell in place wasn’t much harder than maintaining the Masking or the Occlusion spell.


  “Or you’ll get it right the first time,” said Vander. He hesitated and then cast the spell to sense the presence of magical force. “Are you getting any feedback or power bleeding out of the spell?”


  “None,” I said. “It seems efficient. What does this Shield actually block?”


  “At the moment, kinetic force,” said Vander. He stooped, picked up a broken piece of concrete, and tossed it at me. It struck the Shield and rebounded to land on the floor with a clatter. “Truth be told, I think you’re strong enough to block gunshots with this. Not every wizard is.” 


  “Can it just block kinetic attacks?” I said. “Or can it deflect other kinds of force?”


  “It can deflect any kind of force or energy you know how to wield,” said Vander. “I presume you can use elemental fire?”


  “You saw me blow up those orcs,” I said.


  “Right,” said Vander in a dry tone. “You can use a different kind of force as the base for the Shield.”


  “Like tuning a radio to a different frequency,” I said.


  “That is a crude metaphor, but essentially accurate,” said Vander. “Try casting the spell again, but this time use elemental flame as the base.”


  I dropped the Shield, modified it a little in my head, and cast the spell again. This time the Shield appeared as a disc of harsh orange-yellow light. Vander raised his hand and cast a spell of his own, and flung a sphere of fire at me. I flinched, but the spell struck my Shield and shattered into nothingness. I felt the pressure of his spell against my mind, but I held the Shield against it with ease. I suspect I could have held the Shield against a far more powerful attack.


  “Huh,” I said. “That is useful. Thank you.” 


  I felt a sudden wave of annoyance. Not at Vander, but at Morvilind and Arvalaeon. Why the hell hadn’t they taught me this spell? It could have saved me a lot of trouble. I remembered what Vander had said, how Morvilind had wanted me talented but limited to achieve his ends. Arvalaeon could have spared me so much damned pain if he had taught me this spell, but he had wanted me to struggle and become powerful to kill Lord Castomyr. 


  So why had Vander taught me the Shield spell? 


  He had been an Archon, but now he was loyal to the High Queen. 


  Maybe he was something rare. An Archon who had actually believed in freedom. 


  “There is one limitation,” said Vander, picking up the chunk of concrete again. “Observe.”


  He flicked his wrist, and the piece of concrete passed through my Shield and bounced off my knee. 


  “Ow,” I said. “Let me guess. I can only Shield against one kind of force or attack at once.”


  “I’m afraid that is correct,” said Vander. “More powerful wizards can cast Shields that deflect multiple forms of force and magical power at once. Alas, I could never manage that. I suspect you will in time if you continue to practice. Which given the dangerous trajectory of your life, no doubt you will.”


  “Yeah,” I said, taking a deep breath as I dropped the Shield spell. “Hey. Thanks, Mr. Vander. That’s really useful. Truth be told, it’s one of the nicest things an Elf has ever done for me.”


  “Oh, we’re not done yet, Miss Moran,” said Vander. “I have one more spell I can teach you. I assume you are familiar with illusion magic?”


  “You saw me Cloak,” I said. 


  “In point of fact, I did not see you Cloak,” said Vander.


  I snorted. “Heh. Okay. Yeah, good point. Do you know the Cloak spell?”


  “I do,” said Vander. “But I have never been any good with illusion magic. Observe.”He cast the Cloak spell, silver light flashing around his hand. He sort of…sputtered, became vaguely translucent for a few seconds, and then the spell ended. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “That…wouldn’t do very much.”


  “No,” said Vander in that dry voice again. “I have different skills. But you’re far better with illusion magic than I am.” He flexed his right hand. “So I can teach you another spell you can put to good use.”


  He stepped forward and touched my forehead, and again the knowledge of a spell flooded through my skull. It was…strange, altered somehow. It was an illusion spell, and it reminded me a great deal of the Mask spell I used to disguise myself. Yet when I used the Mask, the power wrapped around me, but this spell projected arcane force out from my body.


  “What’s this one called?” I said.


  “It’s called the Splinter Mask,” said Vander. “A variant of the Masking spell that Lord Morvilind taught you.”


  “Splinter Mask?” I said. “What splinters?” 


  “Cast the spell and find out,” said Vander. “It won’t hurt you. Or me.”


  I nodded and cast the spell. It felt just like casting the Mask spell, which meant I needed to choose a disguise. On a whim, I decided to Mask myself as Vander, so I held his features and appearance in my mind as I cast the spell.


  Silver light flashed around me, and I became an exact duplicate of Nathan Vander.


  And seven more copies of Nathan Vander appeared around me.


  “What the hell?” I said, shocked, and I took a step back.


  All seven Vander duplicates did the same thing. 


  Vander leaned forward, peering at both me and the duplicates. “Even after all this time, I’m still not used to seeing myself as a human.”


  “What is this?” I said, looking at the nearest duplicate. All the illusionary duplicates followed suit. 


  “Well, you know how when you look into a splintered mirror, you see multiple images?” said Vander. 


  “Yeah.” 


  “The spell just Splintered the Mask,” said Vander. “It’s the same principle.”


  “Neat,” I said, though I wondered what practical use that would have. Then an idea occurred to me. “I want to try something.”


  I dropped the Splintered Mask and cast the spell again. This time, I just used the Masking part of the spell to mirror my appearance, and then I Splintered the Mask. Seven perfect duplicates of myself appeared around me.


  That was a little distressing because I didn’t look all that great. God, I really had lost too much weight, and my eyes looked crazy. No wonder Russell had been alarmed to see me. 


  But I pushed the thought out of my head and focused on the Splintered Mask, and each of the illusionary duplicates began doing something different. I made one walk, I made another drop to the dusty floor and start doing pushups, and a third started to run laps.


  “How…are you doing that?” said Vander.


  I shrugged. “Compared to holding a Cloak spell in place, this is easy.” I lifted my left hand and called a fireball over my fingers. “And I can even cast other spells while I’m using it.”


  “When you said you were good at illusion magic,” said Vander, “you weren’t joking.”


  “Nope.” Another idea occurred to me, and I released the Splintered Mask and cast it again. This time I only projected one duplicate of myself, and as I concentrated, I realized that I could see through the duplicate’s illusionary eyes.


  Holy shit. It was like having a remote controlled mobile camera. 


  “Are you looking through the projection’s eyes?” said Vander. 


  “Yeah,” I said. It was giving me a headache, though the ache subsided when I closed my real eyes. 


  “That is…quite advanced,” said Vander. 


  “Still easier than a Cloak spell,” I said. I opened my eyes and released the illusion. 


  “If you spent a century and a half in an Eternity Crucible practicing the Cloak spell,” said Vander, “then, yes, it would seem easier.”


  “Anything else to teach me?” I said. “Trust me, you’ll never find a more willing and enthusiastic student.”


  “I’m afraid not,” said Vander. “I was only ever a mediocre wizard, and the spells I know are already known to you or would be of no use to you. I would teach you bloodcasting, but I’m afraid that’s an inborn talent that you don’t possess.”


  I looked him in the eye. “Thank you. That’s…well, that’s the nicest an Elf has ever been to me.”


  Vander inclined his head. “I support the High Queen now, but I don’t approve of what Morvilind has done to you and your brother. And Russell’s a good kid. He has a brave heart.” He hesitated. “You both deserve better than the hand you’ve been dealt.”


  “Russell might, but I don’t.” I snorted. “You sound like Murdo. He says the same thing.” 


  “You should listen to him,” said Vander. He hesitated. “And you should probably talk to your brother, sooner rather than later.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. I rubbed my forehead and felt a little foolish. I doubted Lorenz would be able to follow us here, but nonetheless, my little tantrum had been idiotic. There was too much at stake for me to waste time in a fury. “Yeah, you’re right.”


  I headed for the door back to the safe house, and Vander followed me.




  Chapter 7: Sibling Rivalry


  



  We slipped into the carpeted hallway, and the chill of the air conditioning hit me like a slap in the face. I started to shiver despite my sweater and coat, and I took a moment to run through the mental exercises Murdo had taught me. After a moment, my mind relaxed enough that I no longer felt so cold, and I took a deep breath.


  “You okay?” murmured Vander.



  “Not really,” I said, “but my leg doesn’t hurt any longer.”


  The doors to the rooms that Rusk and Robert had claimed were closed, and I heard soft voices behind them. Likely Rusk and Jill and Robert and Alexandra were discussing what to do next, given that they had fallen in with a dangerous madwoman and her brother. Well, if they wanted to go, I wouldn’t stop them, but I had the beginnings of a plan in my head. 


  Lorenz knew that I was on to him, which meant he had to double down and grab Russell. Else I would kill him the next time I saw him. That, in turn, meant I had to hang around Russell’s usual haunts until Lorenz showed himself, and then I would kill him. It probably would be safest for the others to wait here until Murdo and I dealt with Lorenz. 


  I heard voices coming from the waiting room, and I came to a stop, listening. Vander drew breath to speak. I lifted a finger to my lips. Vander rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything. 


  “You should talk to her,” came Murdo’s voice.


  “Well, yeah,” answered Russell. “But…it’s hard, you know? I haven’t seen or heard from her in a year, and then she walks into Mr. Vander’s clinic and starts blowing up orcs. That kind of magic…if she had been able to do that last year, those Archons wouldn't have been able to threaten us. She could have killed them all before Lord Morvilind showed up.” 


  “Then it’s good she’s on your side,” said Murdo. 


  “Yeah,” said Russell.


  I blinked a few times. Why was Russell confiding in Murdo? They had just met. I trusted Murdo, but why would Russell trust him? More to the point, why would Murdo trust Russell? He hadn’t known I had a brother until an hour ago. 


  “But what happened to her?” said Russell.


  “I don’t know,” said Murdo. “Something did, I’m sure of it. Humans don’t have the kind of magical power that she does. We just don’t. Something happened that gave her that power, and I don’t think it was pleasant.”


  “She never told you?” said Russell. 


  “No,” said Murdo. “Based on some of the things she’s said, I think it was something to do with the Inquisition. And whatever it was, it screwed up both her memory and her perception of time and pain. Occasionally she’ll say something happened a lot longer ago than it really did, and I’ve seen her forget how to do simple things from time to time. And when she’s hurt, she’ll just ignore pain that should incapacitate her.”


  I grimaced. Was I that obvious? 


  “Do you think she had a stroke or something?” said Russell. 


  “Stroke victims typically do not gain the ability to turn invisible and shoot fireballs,” said Murdo. 


  “That’s a good point,” said Russell. “Do…do you think we can help her?”


  “Maybe,” said Murdo. “If we can. But first, we have to deal with Mr. Lorenz.”



  “Why does he want her dead?” said Russell.


  Murdo grunted. “Personal dispute. Lorenz is an ass, and when he tried to bully your sister, she punched back twice as hard. He took it personally.” 


  That was true enough, though it omitted quite a bit.


  “He’s a Rebel,” said Russell.


  “Yeah,” said Murdo. “High-ranking one, too. Important enough that there’s probably a reward for his death. Pity we won’t be able to collect on it if we do kill him.”


  There was silence for a little bit.


  “How do you know he’s a high-ranking Rebel?” said Russell at last.


  “You’d better ask your sister that,” said Murdo. 


  “I mean, if Nadia’s mixed up with some bad people…” said Russell.


  “She is,” said Murdo, “and so I am. But again, that’s something you should ask her, not me. I don’t have the right to tell it.” He snorted. “I don’t even have the right to be here, truth be told.”


  “Yes, you do,” said Russell. “You should tell her.” 


  “Are you going to?” said Murdo.


  “Well…if I have questions that I should ask her,” said Russell, “then you’ve got things to tell her, don’t you?” 


  I blinked. Did Russell and Murdo know each other already? No, that seemed unlikely. I suppose it was possible that Russell had met Rory Murdo at some point, but I couldn’t see how or when. No, it was more likely that Russell was pumping Murdo for information. 


  I didn’t think that was a good idea.


  To interrupt them, I walked into the waiting room, Vander trailing after me. Russell and Murdo stood near the exit. Both men turned as I approached. Wait, both men? Russell was only sixteen. But he looked older than he had the last time I had seen him, his eyes heavier, his face quite a bit warier. 


  I had done that to him, hadn’t I?


  “Hey,” I said. “Um…”


  “I think,” said Murdo, “that you and your brother should have a talk.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I looked at Russell and swallowed. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I looked back at Murdo. “But first we need to settle on a plan. Let’s talk…um, just out the door there.” I nodded at the door that led back to the warehouse yard. “We can keep watch as well.”


  “That’s a good idea,” said Murdo. He nodded to Russell. “Be back in a few minutes.”


  Russell hesitated, looked at me, then at Murdo, and nodded back.


  I followed Murdo outside to the warehouse yard. It was much hotter outside, though we stood in the shade. My eyes flicked over the empty yard and the rusting chain link fence that surrounded it. There were no cars on the street, which was good. 


  Then I took a deep breath and looked up at Murdo. 


  “You should really talk to your brother,” said Murdo. 


  “God,” I groaned. I rubbed my forehead. “I want a damned cigarette.”


  To my surprise, Murdo reached into his pocket and withdrew a carton of cigarettes and a lighter. 


  “Where did you get those?” I said.


  He passed me a cigarette and flicked on the lighter. I let him light the cigarette and lifted it to my lips. It’s a terrible, terrible habit, and murder on the lungs, but sometimes the nicotine feels great. For me, at least, it soothes the nerves, and I was really wound up. 


  “I bought them in New York,” said Murdo, “while you were recovering from the gunshot wounds.” I nodded and drew on the cigarette, the warmth of the smoke filling my throat and lungs. “I thought you might want one when you woke up.”


  “I’m not a regular smoker,” I said. “I don’t even like the smell all that much. But sometimes…”


  Murdo nodded. “Sometimes a man just needs to get drunk.”


  “I’m not a man. And if I drink too much I just throw up.” I blew out a cloud of smoke. “So, a cigarette to settle the nerves.” 


  We stood in silence as I smoked. He didn’t light one himself. Maybe he didn’t smoke. Maybe he thought I needed the entire pack.


  “All right,” I said. “First thing. Um…my real name’s Nadia Moran, and that’s my brother Russell.” 


  “I gathered as much,” said Murdo. “Let me make a few other guesses. You’re actually the shadow agent of Lord Morvilind the Magebreaker. Your brother has frostfever, and that’s the club Morvilind uses to get you to obey.”


  “Yep,” I said. “It’s been loads of fun.” 


  “And Morvilind is the one who made that deal with the Forerunner,” said Murdo.


  I looked up at him. “You really, really shouldn’t repeat that. I hate Nicholas, and I’m afraid of him, but I’m way more afraid of Morvilind. And not just because I need him to cure Russell. Because Morvilind’s deal with the Forerunner could get him into a lot of trouble with the Inquisition, and if Morvilind realizes that you know, he will kill you. He’ll kill you just as easily as you could crush an empty paper cup. It will take him just as much effort, and it will bother him even less.” 


  “That matches what I’ve heard of his reputation, Miss Moran,” said Murdo.


  I let out a long breath. “You can just call me Nadia, you know. It is actually my name.” I shook my head. “I mean, if you pay for a girl to stay at a secret hospital for two weeks after she gets shot, I think you can use her first name.”


  He smiled a little. “All right. Nadia.” 


  “Just don’t call me that in front of Connor and his crew,” I said.


  “Obviously,” said Murdo. “What should we do now?”


  “What do you think we should do?” I said, tapping some ash from the end of the cigarette. 


  “Well,” said Murdo. “I think we can get everyone except Russell and Vander home safely. Lorenz doesn’t care about them. If he’s been surveilling Vander’s clinic for a while, he probably knows who they are, but he wants to get at you and Russell is the best way to do that. For that matter, it would be foolish for him to go after either Captain Ross’s family or Rusk’s daughter.”


  I frowned. “Why? I doubt he would have scruples about that.”


  “It doesn’t have anything to do with scruples,” said Murdo. “Rusk is Lord Morvilind’s butler. Do you really think Lorenz wants to draw Morvilind’s attention?”


  “Heh,” I said. “No. Lorenz isn’t that stupid.”


  “And Captain Ross is one of Duke Carothrace’s men-at-arms,” said Murdo. “He probably lives in one of the apartment buildings in Madison set aside for officers and their families. Which means if Lorenz attacked their home, he’d have to deal with a lot of men-at-arms and their wives who would try to shoot him.” 


  “Alexandra’s a pretty good shot,” I said, remembering when I had been masquerading as her personal assistant and she had blown off some stress by going to the shooting range. 


  “And if Lorenz tried to grab Russell from your parents…” said Murdo.


  “My parents are dead,” I said. “Morvilind arranged for one of his former men-at-arms to look after Russell. Dr. James Marney.” 


  “Then I bet they live in a crowded neighborhood,” said Murdo. “The sort of place where if someone fires a gun, Homeland Security shows up a few minutes later.” I nodded. “So, grabbing Russell at Vander’s clinic was Lorenz’s best bet. He brought the orcish mercenaries and the anthrophages to deal with Vander, but if he was quick, he could get in and out with Russell and back to Venomhold in two minutes. In that neighborhood, some vans wouldn’t draw any notice. It was a good plan…”


  “But then we walked into it,” I said. I felt cold, and not just from my inability to stop drawing magic. If we had been five minutes later, Lorenz would have taken Russell to Venomhold. 


  “Yeah,” said Murdo. “God was on our side today.”


  “Guess so,” I said. I finished the cigarette and ground it out underneath my shoe. Murdo lit me another one, and I took it with gratitude. “So, what now?”


  “We have to kill Lorenz,” said Murdo. “Lorenz has gone too far now. He knows that if he goes back without Russell, Connor will kill him for endangering the Forerunner’s deal. To save his neck, Lorenz either has to kill you or to capture Russell. That means our best shot is to wait near Russell’s house until Lorenz shows up, and then we wipe him out.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “That was my thought. I can take Lorenz…assuming his necromancer buddy doesn’t screw things up.”


  “Yes,” said Murdo, his voice distant. “His necromancer buddy. I wonder who he is.”


  I shrugged. “Must be an Archon who came along for the ride.”


  “I doubt it,” said Murdo. “The Archons won’t use necromancy. They hate it almost as much as the royalist Elves do.” He shrugged. “I suppose there are always exceptions, and if a necromancer is useful enough, the Archons would look the other way.”


  “And Nicholas wouldn’t care,” I said, letting out another cloud of smoke.


  “He would not,” said Murdo. “I wonder…”


  I frowned. “You know this necromancer?”


  “I might,” said Murdo. “Or I might have heard of him. Before I started this task for the Knight of Grayhold.” That meant Murdo had heard of the necromancer while he had still been in the Wizard’s Legion. “There were rumors of a mercenary Elven necromancer who would work for the highest bidder, a man named Vastarion. According to the stories, he was captured by the myothar…”


  “Ugh,” I said, remembering my own encounter with a myothar in the ruins of Chicago. 


  “Indeed,” said Murdo. “Somehow, Vastarion managed to impress the myothar, and they taught him some of their necromantic secrets. Now he works for hire. The High Queen and the Archons both have a lot of enemies, and Vastarion will work for them…in exchange for the right price.”


  “And the Knight of Venomhold’s collection of monsters,” I said, finishing off the second cigarette, “would be the perfect place for someone like Vastarion.”


  “Probably,” said Murdo. “Likely that is where Lorenz found him and hired him.”


  “Great,” I said. “Well, it doesn’t change anything. If we kill Lorenz, that will deal with Vastarion. Mercenaries tend not to stick around after you shoot their employer.” 


  “No,” said Murdo.


  I flicked away the cigarette butt and looked at him.


  “Two is probably enough,” said Murdo. 


  “It is not,” I said. “I can…” I promptly defeated my own argument by having a coughing fit. “Okay. I’m a grown woman, and I can destroy my lungs if I want…but maybe I’ve destroyed them enough for one day.” 


  “Probably,” said Murdo, putting the cigarettes and the lighter away.


  I glanced at the sky. “Let’s wait until dark. Then we’ll get the others home…and we’ll need to find a place to hide Russell.”


  Murdo grunted. “Or he could come with us.”


  “What?” I said. “Why? The whole point of this is to save his life.”


  “He might be able to help us,” said Murdo.


  “How?” I said. 


  “He knows how to handle himself in a crisis,” said Murdo. “Not everyone does. In a crisis, people either freeze up, or they act. He acted. The kid has seen the elephant.”


  “Elephant?” I said, looking around in surprise. The Graysworn had an elephant?


  “It’s a saying from the American Civil War,” said Murdo.


  “Was that the one where the Germans attacked Pearl Harbor?” I said. Murdo blinked. “No. It was the one where the Spanish blew up the state of Maine?”


  Yeah, my grasp of pre-Conquest history isn’t always at one hundred percent. 


  “Neither,” said Murdo. “It was when the southern states seceded from the United States, and…”


  “Oh!” I said. “I remember that one. Everyone was fighting about plantations and slaves. There was this really old movie about Atlanta catching fire and this woman whose boyfriend didn’t give a damn.”


  Murdo hesitated. “Close enough.” 


  I could tell he was being diplomatic.  


  “Why are we talking about the Civil War?” I said.


  “We’re not,” said Murdo. “We’re talking about your brother. In the Civil War, there was a saying that if a soldier had seen combat, he had seen the elephant. People can describe an elephant to you, but you don’t know what it’s really like until you see it for yourself.”


  “Guess that makes sense,” I said. 


  “And Russell’s seen combat,” said Murdo. “I can tell. He didn’t panic or freeze when Lorenz showed up.”


  “He has seen combat,” I said, my voice quiet. I had been there for it. During the Archon attack on Milwaukee, Russell and I had been at the Ducal Mall. An orcish mercenary had been about to kill me, and Russell had shot him dead. Russell had also kept his cool as we escaped from the Ducal Mall with Lydia Valborg in tow, and later that day when orcish mercenaries and a pair of Archons had attacked the Marneys’ house. 


  “I think you can trust him,” said Murdo.


  “Of course I trust him,” I said, but the words felt hollow. I said I trusted Russell…but did I act like it? Had I told him anything? I had tried to keep the fact that I could use magic from him for years, but he had figured it out anyway. 


  “That’s not what I meant,” said Murdo. “I think you can tell him the truth. He’s not as fragile as you seem to think he is…”


  “That’s the whole point of this,” I said. “That’s what I’ve been doing my entire life. To save his life. I didn’t want him to get involved in this, I…”


  “Nadia,” said Murdo. 


  His tone wasn’t hard, but something in it demanded my attention.


  “I know you wanted to protect your brother,” said Murdo, “but we came to Milwaukee by random chance. If we had decided to follow up another lead, we might have been on the other side of the country. And if we had, Lorenz would have taken Russell alive and killed everyone else in Vander’s clinic.”


  “I know that,” I snapped. “Why are you repeating it? To make me feel guilty?”


  “No,” said Murdo, “to make you see the truth. And the hard truth is that you can’t always be there to protect your brother. Which means you have to help him protect himself. One of the best ways of doing that is to tell him the truth. And if you had done that…maybe he wouldn’t have put himself at risk by contacting Vander and Captain Ross and Mr. Rusk and the others.”


  I glared at him, but there wasn’t much force behind it.


  He had a point. A really, really good point. 


  “Goddamn it,” I muttered. “You’re annoying when you’re right, you know that?” 


  He smiled, briefly. “My ex-wife used to say that.”


  I blinked. “You never mentioned that you were married.”


  “It didn’t end well,” said Murdo, gazing at the chain link fence. “I thought I would be alone after that, and then I met another woman, and…things changed.”


  “This hostage that Nicholas has,” I said.


  “Exactly,” said Murdo. He shook his head, seemed to come back to himself, and looked at me. “Are you ready to talk to your brother?”


  “Yeah,” I said, wrapping my arms around myself. 


  Murdo nodded. “I’ll tell him to come out.” He turned towards the door.


  “Rory?”


  He paused. “Yes?”


  “Thanks,” I said. “You really do give good advice.”


  “Now I just need to learn to take it.” He nodded and disappeared into the warehouse.



  Russell came out, walked next to me, and stopped, his hands in his pockets. 


  I stared up at him. I couldn’t remember the last time I had been alone with him. Wait – it had been the day that Arvalaeon had captured me and thrown me into the hell of the Eternity Crucible. Lydia Valborg and her family had been coming over for dinner. The Marneys’ kitchen had been out of…steak sauce, that was it. I had wanted a cup of coffee anyway, so I had volunteered to walk to the grocery store and get some.


  Then Arvalaeon had found me.


  That had been a hundred and fifty-nine years ago from my perspective.


  “Hey,” I said, a rasp in my voice.


  “Um,” said Russell. “I noticed something kind of strange.”


  “What?” I said.


  “It’s ninety degrees out,” said Russell. “I’ve been sweating all day.” He gestured at the sweat stains in his armpits. “You’re wearing a heavy sweater and a pea coat…and you still look kind of chilly.” He hesitated, reached out, and touched my forehead. His fingers felt feverishly hot. “And you feel really cold.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I closed my eyes.


  “Nadia?” said Russell. 


  “I really missed you, you know,” I said, keeping my eyes closed. “I…we used to talk all the time. Every day, when I was in town. And now it’s been a long time.”


  Longer than he knew. 


  “Yeah,” said Russell, voice cautious. “But, Nadia…I wasn’t the one who left.”


  I opened my eyes. “I’m sorry.”


  Russell didn’t say anything, but he did swallow. “Uh…well, you didn’t really do anything…”


  “Yes, I did,” I said. “No, wait. You’re right. I didn’t do anything, and that’s the problem. I just…disappeared on you. Didn’t tell you where I was going or why. I didn’t send a postcard or even a damned text message. I thought…I thought I was going to protect you.” I shook my head, tried to run a hand through my hair, and then remembered I had it tied back in a tail. I still needed a haircut. “I didn’t realize what it would do to you. I didn’t think it through. And I’m sorry about that. I’m really, really sorry.” 


  Russell shifted, put his hands in his pockets, tugged them out again. “Nadia, it’s okay.”


  “No, it’s not,” I said. “I mean…how much time have you spent looking for me?”


  “A lot,” he admitted. “I haven’t flunked out of school or anything. My grades are still good. But I did break up with Lydia because I didn’t have time for her. Her parents and her grandfather were pretty upset with me.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. Old Hakon Valborg was formidable when he was angry. 


  “But I had to do it, you know?” said Russell. “You’re the only family I’ve got. I couldn’t just sit on my hands and do nothing.” 


  “I thought I was protecting you,” I said. “I wasn’t safe to be around, and…damn it. I’m sorry, Russell. I wish I had done some things differently.” 


  I thought of Riordan, how coldly I had broken up with him, and felt a pang of regret. Grief, even. I realized that I missed him almost as much as I had missed Russell. 


  “It’s okay,” said Russell. “I’m just glad you’re safe. Well. Mostly safe.” 


  “Given that we just escaped from a couple of vans full of orcs and anthrophages, yeah,” I said. 


  “Okay,” said Russell. He took a deep breath. “I have to ask you something.”


  I nodded. I expected him to ask what had happened to me. I didn’t know how I would answer. Would I tell him about the Eternity Crucible?


  “This Victor Lorenz guy,” said Russell.


  “What about him?” I said.


  “He’s a high-ranking Rebel, right?” said Russell.


  I started to say something glib, and then remembered Murdo’s advice. “Yeah. Extremely high-ranking. The Rebels have one leader, a guy they call the Overseer, and Lorenz is part of his inner circle.” 


  Russell took a deep breath and met my eyes. “Then how do you know him?” 


  I realized that Russell was asking if I was a Rebel. If I had become a murderer and a terrorist.


  A flicker of anger went through me, followed by shame and deep regret. It was a reasonable question, wasn’t it? Russell wasn’t stupid. He knew the only reason a high-ranking Rebel would come after him was because of me. 


  “Okay,” I said. “I’ll tell you, but it’s seriously dangerous information. If you mention this to anyone, there’s a good chance Lord Morvilind will kill both of us before the Rebels can get around to it.”


  Russell hesitated and then nodded. “I never told anyone you can use magic. I won’t tell anyone about this, either.” 


  “All right,” I said. “There are these creatures from the Void beyond the Shadowlands called the Dark Ones.”


  “Like, demons?” said Russell.


  “No,” I said, “but they’re as nasty as demons, so it hardly matters. I think they’re kind of like superpowered locusts, and they move from world to world killing everyone they can find. The Archons draw a lot of their dark magic from the Dark Ones, and so do the Rebels. There’s a human wizard called the Forerunner. He’s an ally of the Rebels, and I think he’s kind of like a…well, like a scout for the Dark Ones, and tries to open the way for them so they can eat Earth.”


  Russell frowned. “Then why do the Archons and the Rebels use the Dark Ones, if they know the Dark Ones will turn on them?”


  “Because they’re morons,” I said, and Russell laughed. “No, seriously. They’re ambitious and ruthless, yeah? It’s like a guy who gets drunk and thinks he can handle the drive home. Instead, he wraps his car around a tree or drives into an overpass support. Same impulse. Except the Dark Ones are way more dangerous than booze.” 


  “How do you know about all this?” said Russell.


  “I found out the hard way,” I said, rubbing my forehead. I was getting a headache. Hopefully, Jacob Temple had been thoughtful enough to stash some coffee in the safe house. “Morvilind made a deal with the Forerunner.”


  His eyes went wide. “Lord Morvilind is a Rebel? Or an Archon?” 


  “No,” I said. “Morvilind hates them both. He’s working on some grand plan to destroy the Archons. Or at least I think that’s what he’s doing. Anyway, the Forerunner possesses some piece of knowledge that Morvilind thinks he needs. In exchange for that piece of information, Morvilind promised that I would steal three things for the Forerunner.” I sighed, the memory bitter in my mind. “The Forerunner let the Rebel Overseer decide what those three things were.”


  Russell stared at me. 


  “So that’s what I’ve been doing for the last year,” I said. “Fulfilling Morvilind’s damned deal. I’ve stolen two of the three things for the Overseer. I expect he’s going to contact me about the third item any day now. And after I’m successful, once the deal is done, he’s going to try to kill me unless I can kill him first.”


  “Then…you’ve been working with the Rebels?” said Russell.


  I snorted. “Under duress. When I haven’t been stealing those two things, I’ve been blowing up their supplies and handing information about their organization to the Inquisition. That’s why Lorenz is here. The Overseer thinks he can kill me when the deal is done. Lorenz disagrees, and he’s tried to kill me twice before, but I’ve gotten out of it both times. Seems like his next tactic was to come here and take you captive, use you as leverage to get me under control.”


  Russell didn’t say anything for a while.


  I closed my eyes and sighed again. “If you think I’m a monster or you want to tell me to go to hell, that’s fine. Just…”


  “What?” said Russell. “No, no, no. I was just thinking about what you said.” He took a deep breath. “Man. That is all kinds of messed up.”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “And it’s my fault.” 


  “What?” I said. “No, it’s not. I mean, I’ll admit I’m not entirely happy about the way you tried to track me down, but that saved Jill and Felix. But nothing you did here drew Lorenz’s attention. Even if you had sat at home, he would have tried to find you.”


  “No,” said Russell. “The entire thing’s my fault. Because I have frostfever. Morvilind can make you do these stupid and dangerous things because he’ll stop casting the cure spells if you don’t.”


  “It’s not your fault,” I said. “It’s Morvilind’s fault. It’s the Rebels’ fault. Hell, it’s the fault of the frost giants. They’re the one who gave our dad frostfever in the first place. None of this is your fault.”


  “But if I had died as a baby,” said Russell, “then…”


  “Don’t,” I said, my voice hardening. “I made my choice. Even if I had known what was coming, I still would have made the same choice.”


  I had been only a child when Morvilind recruited me. But when he had told me that I could save Russell by working for him, I had made up my mind then and there. I suppose there was nothing left of the little girl that I had been, but that determination had not changed. Nearly a hundred and seventy-five years after that conversation, my resolve had not wavered. I was going to save my brother or die trying. 


  And even if I had known what would happen to me, the Rebels and the Shadowlands and the Eternity Crucible and all of it, I still would have made the same decision. 


  “I’m sorry,” said Russell. “But…I’m still sorry you had to do this. That you’ve had to put yourself through all this.”



  And he didn’t even know the half of it.


  “It’s all right,” I said. 


  “But I still wish you would tell me the truth,” said Russell.


  I frowned. “What are you talking about? I just did. I didn’t tell you everything. Knowing the Overseer’s name would be dangerous, so I didn’t tell you. But I didn’t lie about anything.”


  Russell took a deep breath. “I know you didn’t lie. But, Nadia…something happened to you before you found out about Lord Morvilind’s deal.”


  I didn’t say anything. He was right.


  “It was the day Lydia and her family came for dinner,” said Russell. “You disappeared, and you came back the next day, and you were…different. Something awful happened to you, something that changed you. And that was before you found out about Lord Morvilind’s deal with this Forerunner person.” 


  My brother was a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them.


  “I just wish you would tell me what it was,” said Russell, staring at the fence. “Maybe I could help.”


  I didn’t say anything.


  And then to my astonishment, my lip started to tremble, and I realized that I wanted to cry. 


  I used to cry all the time when I was younger. Sometimes after a rough mission from Morvilind, I would sit in the shower and cry for a while. I know that sounds pathetic, but I always felt better after it. Sometimes a good cry is just the thing to cheer you up, oddly enough.


  I hadn’t cried in a long, long time.


  I felt something inside my chest start to tremble.


  “Russell,” I whispered. 


  He stared at me and tried to smile. “It’s okay.”


  I took a deep breath. “I…”


  I have no idea what I would have said next. Maybe I would have told him about the Eternity Crucible. Or how much I had missed him, or how I regretted breaking up with Riordan. Or maybe I would have just burst into tears. 


  Then a flicker of white caught my eye, and my emotions shut off as my mind shifted into combat mode.


  I turned towards the gate, and I saw a white van drive past.



  A very familiar looking white van, with an orcish mercenary sitting in the passenger seat.


  “Shit,” I said. “They’ve found us.”




  Chapter 8: The Riddling Dead


  



  “That’s one of Lorenz’s vans,” said Russell. He had a gun in his hand, a Royal Arms .45 semiautomatic. I wondered where he had been carrying the thing, then I realized his shirt was loose enough that he had concealed it in a shoulder holster. I needed to pay better attention. 


  “Yeah,” I said, flexing my fingers as I called magic, my mind racing. My initial impulse was to tell Russell to get back inside while I dealt with Lorenz and his goons. 


  But I remembered what Murdo had said.


  “Elephant,” I muttered.


  “What?” said Russell.


  “Go get Murdo, tell him to get out here,” I said. “Go!” 


  Russell nodded and ran back to the safe house. I waited, holding my magic ready to strike. Through the chain link fence, I saw the white van pull up to the curb maybe forty yards down the street. I guess our last encounter must have taught them wariness since it was far enough away to make it difficult to aim. Three more white vans came into sight and parked near the first one. The back doors on the vans opened, and orcish mercenaries and anthrophages started to emerge, guns in hand. 


  Murdo and Russell emerged from the safehouse and ran to my side. Russell still had his pistol, and Murdo had one in his right hand. 


  “Looks like they tracked us,” said Murdo. 


  “Yeah, how?” I said. “They didn’t follow us. We both would have noticed if we had been tailed.” 


  “Could we worry about that later?” said Russell.


  “Can’t,” said Murdo with glacial calm. “Because if Lorenz figured out how to follow us here, he might figure out how to follow us to someplace else.” 


  “Yeah,” I said, flexing my fingers as my mind raced. “Rory, does this place have a back gate?”


  “It does,” said Murdo. “Lorenz might be smart enough to watch it.”


  “He probably is,” I said, annoyed. The anthrophages and the orcish mercenaries were forming up, and it looked like they were getting ready to head into the warehouse yard and sweep the building. “They look a little too comfortable. Let’s change that.”


  I lifted my hand and cast a spell, a fireball whirling into existence above my fingers. I poured more power into it, the air above my hand rippling with heat, and then I sent the fireball screaming forward. It shot through the gate and landed in the street, exploding with a roar and a flash of flame. I don’t think I killed any of the enemy, but it put a fright into them. They scrambled for cover behind the vans, weapons raised. I tensed, preparing to cast an ice wall in front of us. I didn’t think the orcs would open fire at this distance, and the fence would foul their shots, but they might try. 


  An idea came to me.


  “Russell,” I said, digging into my jacket pocket. I found my van keys and tossed them to him. “Get into my van and get out of sight. When you hear me shout, start the engine. We might have to get out of here in a hurry, and we can fit everyone into the van. We can’t fit everyone into Rory’s SUV.”


  He nodded and took off for the van, and he didn’t argue. Like I said, my brother was smart. 


  “I’ve got the others getting ready,” said Murdo. “If we need to run, they can move.”



  “Good,” I said, glancing at the vehicles. I was glad that we had parked so close to the door. Robert could probably carry Jill Rusk if necessary, and if…


  “Unless,” said Murdo, voice quiet, “you want to try to kill Lorenz right here and now.” 


  I hesitated. It was a tempting idea, and it would solve all our immediate problems. I knew I could take Lorenz in a straight fight, and I could probably wipe out all his men and monsters as well. Especially if I had Murdo to back me up, whether with his magic or his excellent skills as a marksman.


  And yet…


  I didn’t know the abilities of Lorenz’s necromancer buddy, Vastarion or whoever he was. I also didn’t know how many undead creatures Vastarion had created, and if they were anything like the undead I had fought in the ruins of Chicago, they would be tough and fast and strong. For that matter, I didn’t want to face Lorenz in a fair fight. A fight was always a roll of the dice. I would prefer to shoot him in the back from behind a Cloak spell when he thought himself safe, not walk up and challenge him to a duel of magic. 


  I started to draw breath to ask Murdo what we should do, and then a deep voice with a Mexican accent boomed over the street and the yard.


  “Nadia Moran!” 


  I glimpsed Lorenz standing behind a row of anthrophages. I also saw the necromancer next to him.


  “It seems we have reached an impasse,” came Lorenz’s voice. “I suggest that we meet and discuss our differences. Surely we can reach a compromise that will not cause any bloodshed.”


  “Bullshit,” I muttered. 


  “I agree,” said Murdo, still calm. “Either he thinks to get something out of the meeting, or he’s stalling until something else can happen.” 


  “We can play that game, too,” I said. “Run inside and tell the others to start getting in the van and the SUV. We’ll have better odds if we take two vehicles. I’ll start shouting at Lorenz and arguing about conditions. Hopefully, that will slow him down long enough that we can get everyone loaded.”


  Murdo nodded and hurried back towards the warehouse.


  “Lorenz!” I shouted. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Why, Miss Stoker!” he called back. “Or should I say, Miss Moran? I think you lied to our leader about your name.” 


  “No, I mean why the hell are you asking for a meeting?” I said. “You know how this is going to end. The last thing you’re ever going to see is a fireball exploding into your forehead.” 


  “Are you entirely certain of that?” said Lorenz. “Do you really want to take that risk?” A mocking note entered his shout. “After all, Miss Moran, you might kill me, but would the victory really be worth it if poor little Russell was killed in the fight? You’ve spent your entire life trying to save him, haven’t you? Wouldn’t it be tragic if he was killed now?”


  “Hey, dumbass!” I said. “You realize threatening him isn’t likely to make me agree to anything?” 


  Murdo returned from the warehouse and jogged to my side.


  “But I think we can solve our mutual problems without any threats,” said Lorenz. “Come meet me at the gate to your warehouse. I’ll bring one other person, and you can as well. Probably Murdo, if he’s still following you around like the dumb dog that he is.”


  I glanced at Murdo.


  He shrugged. “I gave my SUV keys to Captain Ross. He and your brother will be able to get both of the vehicles ready to go while we distract Lorenz.”


  “Fine,” I said. “Let’s go talk to Lorenz.”


  I took a deep breath, flexing my fingers as I gathered magic and cleared my mind.


  “Lorenz!” I shouted. “We’re coming out to talk to you. I promise I won’t attack you during the meeting, and once we’re done talking, I’ll give you one minute to get back to your goons. Agree?”


  “A most reasonable arrangement,” said Lorenz. “I look forward to a productive discussion.”


  I looked at Murdo.


  “Do you want to just walk up and shoot him?” said Murdo.


  I did. I really, really did. 


  “No,” I said. “I promised I wouldn’t attack Lorenz unless he attacks first.”


  “He wouldn’t keep a promise to you,” said Murdo.


  “Yeah.” I rolled my shoulders. “But the longer we delay, the longer Robert and Russell have to get everyone into the vehicles.” I took one more deep breath. “And if Lorenz wants to finish things now…well, I’m game. Ready?”


  Murdo nodded, and together we walked to the warehouse gate. I held my magic ready to strike, prepared to cast an ice wall spell before us if Lorenz’s pet anthrophages or orcs opened fire. I could have Shielded myself with the spell that Vander had taught me, but I couldn’t Shield Murdo, and the ice wall would stop bullets just fine.


  We stopped at the edge of the sidewalk. Lorenz’s white vans had lined up on the far curb, and the orcs and the anthrophages waited, AK-47s in hand. The anthrophages hissed and snarled as they saw me, black tongues lashing over their fangs, their yellow eyes glittering with hate. The orcs remained impassive, glaring over their tusks. I grinned my mirthless grin at them and waited. 


  Victor Lorenz and the tall Elf in the trench coat emerged from the orcs and walked towards us, stopping about twenty feet away in the middle of the street. I stared at them, watching them for any sign of treachery or violence. Lorenz was tall and strong and handsome, with flashing dark eyes. He had shaved off his close-cropped beard and cut his hair short, probably to cut down on the risk from anyone recognizing him from the Royal Bank, and it made him look sleek and dangerous. Lorenz wore combat fatigues, grenades hanging from his harness and an AK-47 slung over his back. 


  Rebel chic, I suppose.


  The Elf…I had thought before that there was something wrong with the Elf, and the impression was all the stronger up close. A strange smell rolled off him, a mixture of chlorine, formaldehyde, and rotten meat. He smelled like a funeral home that didn’t quite manage to cover up the odor of the preparation room. There were odd stains on his red sweatshirt that looked like grease, like he had dropped a pork chop on himself or something. His alien features were pale and gaunt, and rings glittered in his nose, lip, and ears. Elven women wore earrings, but I had never seen an Elven man wear one, and I had never seen an Elf with a pierced nose or mouth. Black wrap-around sunglasses hid his eyes, and oddly-shaped black tattoos marked both sides of his face. 


  We stared at each other in silence. Lorenz only smirked. The Elf looked bored. 


  “So,” I said at last. “Your Elf buddy.” The necromancer stirred. “Is that the famous Vastarion?”


  The Elf looked at Lorenz, annoyed. “How does the human female know who I am?” His voice was thick and wet. 


  “You’re very well known in certain circles,” I said. “Why are you hanging around with this loser?”


  Vastarion’s sunglasses turned in my direction. There was something wrong with the sunglasses, too. I could see my reflection in the lenses, but it was twisted and distorted. 


  “Humans are monkeys,” hissed Vastarion. “But dumber. If one monkey wants to hire me to kill another monkey, well, there are worse ways to make money.” 


  “That sounds like the sort of thing a myothar would say,” I said. Vastarion stiffened. “Looks like you learned well from them. Hey, when you were studying necrophilia from them…”


  “Necromancy,” snapped Vastarion.


  “There’s a difference?” I said. “When you were studying necromancy under the myothar…well, just where did they put their tentacles? I mean…”


  That did it. 


  Vastarion snarled and stepped forward, green light flaring around his hand. Lorenz grabbed his shoulder, and Vastarion turned to glare at him.


  “Miss Stoker,” said Lorenz, his voice calm, “has a great gift for irritating her foes into doing something stupid. I hope a man of your age and experience would see that.”


  Vastarion snarled and stepped back, still glaring at me. “You said her name is Moran.” 


  “Oh, it is,” said Lorenz with a smile, though he took a prudent step back from Vastarion. “I know all about her. Her name is Nadia Moran. She’s the shadow agent of Lord Kaethran Morvilind,” Vastarion scowled at that, “and her only living relative is her brother Russell. Poor Russell, alas, acquired frostfever, and should have died years ago. But in exchange for Miss Moran’s devoted service, Lord Morvilind casts the cure spells that Russell needs to stay alive.” 


  His words chilled me. Lorenz had indeed done his homework. I wondered how the hell he had found out so much about me. I had been so careful about my real identity, but a single mistake could have ruined all those preparations, and Lorenz was smart enough to exploit even the tiniest mistake. 


  “Might not be smart to come after Kaethran Morvilind’s shadow agent,” said Murdo. “He’s vengeful.”


  Vastarion scoffed. “He’s also practical. If we kill his shadow agent, he’ll simply train another.” 


  “You see, Miss Moran, we know everything thing important about you,” said Lorenz. “We know ‘Katrina Stoker’ was an alias, and we can find your brother whenever we want. I think it would be best for you and Mr. Moran to accompany us. I’m sure Nicholas will be delighted to meet your brother, and…”


  I burst out laughing. Lorenz blinked. Vastarion kept scowling. 


  “Vicky,” I said, “you’re an idiot.” 


  The skin around his eyes tightened. He really didn’t like it when I called him Vicky. 


  “And how is that?” said Lorenz.


  “Because no matter what happens next,” I said, “you’re dead. No matter how this ends, you’re screwed.”


  He smiled his brilliant white smile at me. “Do explain, Miss Moran.”


  “Nicholas doesn’t know about this little excursion, does he?” I said. 


  “Nicholas Connor is the Overseer and supreme commander of the Revolution,” said Lorenz. “I don’t trouble him with every piddling little problem.”


  “Let me guess,” I said. “You figured out who I really was, and you had the bright idea that you could secure my cooperation by taking a relative captive. It’s one of the Rebels’ favorite tricks. You thought you would roll into Milwaukee, grab Russell, open a rift way back to Venomhold, and that would be that.” I decided to tell a lie. “I realized what you were doing, and so we showed up to stop you. And that was your last bit of luck, Vicky. I didn’t expect you to show up with so many goons and a pet necromancer. I was planning to kill you then and there, but instead, I settled for getting away.” 


  Lorenz offered a thin smile. “I don’t think you’re that lucky.” 


  “You had a good plan,” I said. “But it all went bad, didn’t it? And now no matter what happens next, you’re dead. If we fight, I’m going to kill you. If you run, I’m going to talk to Nicholas, and the first thing I tell him is that one of his flunkies violated his orders and tried to kill me. He’ll kill you for threatening the Forerunner’s deal.” 


  “Don’t be absurd,” said Lorenz. “You see, Nicholas cares about results. Not methods. Nicholas thinks he can control you, and he also thinks that he can kill you once your deal is done. I have grave doubts. And if I present him with the perfect lever for controlling you, he won’t care very much how I got it for him.” 


  “Yeah,” I said, “but you don’t have Russell, do you? And if you try to get him, we’re going to fight. And if we fight, you’re going to die. And if we get away, you’re going to die when Nicholas finds out you’ve gone rogue.”


  “Do you really want to fight Vastarion?” said Lorenz, smirking.


  “I don’t think Vastarion will care once you’re dead,” I said. Vastarion said nothing. 


  “Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Lorenz. “I need Russell alive. The rest of the patients in that clinic…I don’t care what happens to them.”


  I looked back at Vastarion. The necromancer’s thin lips twisted into a smile that made his Elven features seem even more alien. 


  “Humans make for robust and reliable undead,” said Vastarion. “The infants provide a powerful font of life energy to empower my magic.”


  He wanted to feed on Alexandra’s baby to increase his power. 


  “That would be a serious mistake,” I said in a quiet voice. “The last one you’d ever make, buddy.”


  Vastarion sneered. “A bitch monkey cannot threaten me.” 


  I grinned my mirthless grin at him. “But I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to your employer.” I looked back at Lorenz. “And no matter how this ends, you’re going to die. You threatened my brother, and I’m not going to forgive that. So. What’s your counteroffer?”


  Lorenz’s smirk widened. “You still haven’t bedded her, Murdo? A woman this irritable needs a man on top of her, and she needs it good and hard. What’s the matter? Did the little hellcat scare you off? Or you’re not up to the job, is that it?” He gave a theatrical sigh. “I suppose I could fill in if I had to…”


  Murdo gave absolutely no reaction to his insults. “You haven’t answered her question, Lorenz.” 


  Lorenz laughed, his teeth flashing white in his face. “I’ll answer with a question of my own. Let’s say you actually do manage to kill me, Miss Moran. A long shot, yes, but things can happen. What will you do after?”


  “What do you care?” I said. “You’ll be dead.”


  Lorenz shrugged. “Indulge me. What will you do next? Or is that too specific? What will you do when Nicholas calls you up for your third and final mission for him?”


  “I’ll fulfill the deal,” I said.


  “And then?” said Lorenz.


  I glared at him. “And then I’m going to kill Nicholas Connor.” 


  “So sure of that?” said Lorenz.



  “Entirely,” I said. 


  “See, I’m not,” said Lorenz. “I’m not at all. Nicholas is going to kill you once he’s done with you. And then he’s going to win.”


  My smile bared teeth as I threw back his own words at him. “So sure of that?”


  His smile was wide and warm, and none of it touched his eyes. “Can I confess something to you, Miss Moran?” 


  “I really wish you wouldn’t,” I said, “but why the hell would that stop you?”


  Lorenz grinned and leaned closer. Murdo shifted, his fingers tightening around the grip of his gun.


  “I don’t give a damn about Connor’s Revolution,” said Lorenz.


  Vastarion snorted, once. 


  “Really,” I said. 


  “Connor likes to talk about politics,” said Lorenz. “He reads all these dusty old Marxist philosophers who have been dead since before the Conquest. He talks about how humans are the oppressed class and Elves are the oppressor class, and how we’re going to wipe out the Elves and all the collaborationist humans. Connor’s also got these grand plans for what we’re going to do once the Elves are defeated. He wants to build a classless society – no more rich, no more poor, no more religions, with all mankind learning to wield magic.”



  “With himself in charge, of course,” I said.


  “Of course,” said Lorenz. “I’m sure we can both agree that Connor is something of an idealist.” He laughed. “But you and I, we both know better, don’t we? Connor talks a big game about equality, but someone always winds up on top. Some people get eaten, and some people do the eating. And that’s why I’m with the Revolution.”


  “Really?” I said. “I thought you were with the Revolution because you forced yourself on some underage actresses and needed to run from the Mexican police.” 


  “Oh, please. What they really wanted was more lines in front of the camera. They certainly enjoyed themselves at the time,” said Lorenz. “The bitches only changed their minds once they decided to extort money from me.”


  Ugh. I wondered if I could shoot a fireball through his head before Vastarion could stop me. Probably not.


  “But that’s not the point,” said Lorenz. “I took shelter with first the Dark One cultists and then the Rebels because I didn’t want to end up on a Punishment Day video. But why do you think I stayed loyal to Connor? I don’t care about his Revolution or his politics. If I handed him and his crew over to the Inquisition, I could probably trade that for a pardon, and return home to Mexico as a hero.”


  “Then why don’t you do that?” I said. “Or are you afraid Nicky will shoot you in the head like he did to Vass?”


  “Well, there is that,” said Lorenz. “Nicholas Connor is not a man to cross lightly. And that’s the reason I don’t betray him. He’s going to win.”


  “Sure he is,” I said.


  His smile faded. “I’m not joking, Miss Moran. This isn’t bravado, this isn’t boasting. It’s just the facts. I know what Connor’s plan is, and I know that he’s going to win. All the things he talks about, the Revolution and overthrowing the High Queen? He’s going to do them. He’s going to do them before the year is out. By this time next summer, Nicholas Connor is going to be the ruler of Earth.”


  “Bullshit,” I said.



  “It’s not a bluff,” said Lorenz. “It’s just the truth. I look out for myself. If I thought I could get a better deal by betraying Connor, I would. I’ve even told him that. But that would be slitting my own throat. Connor’s going to win.”


  “The High Queen is going to fall,” said Vastarion. “The Knight of Venomhold knows it. The Archons know it. Both have made plans to deal with her defeat in the coming year. Even the frost giants and the dwarves and the myothar know that her defeat is imminent. All that remains is to decide where the human monkeys shall serve in the new order.”


  “You see, Miss Moran?” said Lorenz. “In a way, whatever we do today doesn’t matter at all. If you fight, you might win. You might kill me. You might even kill poor Vastarion here.” The necromancer’s snort made his opinion of that clear. “But no matter what you do, Connor’s going to win. You won’t be able to kill him, and you can’t stop him. He’s going to overthrow the High Queen and conquer Earth…and once he does, what are you going to do then?” 


  “What’s your point?” I said.


  “You and your brother should come with me voluntarily,” said Lorenz.


  I snorted. “Right.”


  “Because if you come with me now,” said Lorenz, “Connor will find a role for you in the new government. He admires you greatly.” Lorenz shrugged. “I hate your guts, truth be told. Mouthy bitches like you need a lesson in respect…but you’re dangerous. Almost as dangerous as Connor himself.”


  I didn’t say anything. The comparison between myself and Nicholas unsettled me. 


  “In other words,” said Murdo in a dry voice, “we should join the winning team before it’s too late.”


  “Exactly. I don’t care what you do,” said Lorenz. “But Miss Moran needs to think about the future. Because whatever we do today, the future is decided. The High Queen is going to fall, and the Revolution is going to conquer Earth. It doesn’t matter if I kill you today, or if you kill me, or if we kill each other. The world is about to change, and you need to decide your place in it.”


  I snorted. “And if I join you, then my brother dies of frostfever. I doubt Lord Morvilind would keep casting the cure spells if I join the Rebels.”


  Lorenz laughed. “You’re smarter than that. Do you really think the Knight of Venomhold doesn’t have the power to cure frostfever?”


  I stared at him, something dark shifting in my mind. A dragon pearl and Vander could cure Russell, but I had to find or steal a dragon pearl first. A wave of weariness went through me. If Nicholas’s victory was inevitable, and if the Knight really could cure Russell…


  “Sure she does,” I said, trying to sound sarcastic. 


  “You don’t think Connor would reward you for your loyalty?” said Lorenz. “For that matter, you’re powerful. You have…what is the word…bargaining chips, and you have a lot of them. For the aid of a wizard of your power, Connor would make sure that the Knight healed your brother.”


  I have to admit…I thought about it. 


  I really did.


  I was tired. And I was scared. Really, really scared. Not for myself, since I had died so many times that one more death wasn’t a big deal, but for Russell. During my years as a shadow agent, I had always kept Russell out of my jobs for Morvilind. Now he was here with me, his life in danger. 


  And maybe…maybe Lorenz was right. 


  Maybe it was inevitable. Maybe the Rebels were going to win no matter what I or anyone else did. Why keep fighting the Rebels if it wouldn’t matter in the end? Lorenz was a rat, but that meant he was going to stick with the winning side. And if he was so certain that the High Queen was going to fall…


  “You understand,” said Lorenz, his voice low, compelling. “You’re like me that way.”


  I flinched. “What?” 


  Lorenz smiled. “You’re a survivor. You’ll do what is necessary to make sure that you and your brother survive. It’s admirable, really.”


  A wave of violent revulsion went through me at those words. 


  I remembered the people killed during the bombings at Madison, remembered the pregnant women and children who had died at the Ducal Mall. I remembered Dr. Andrea Tocci, dying as she vomited up blood, all because she had moral qualms about Nicholas’s plans. I remembered how Nicholas had nearly bombed a stadium full of innocent men, women, and children. How Sergei Rogomil had boasted that he was willing to kill ninety percent of the human population so the remaining ten percent could live free of the Elves. And Baron Castomyr’s attempt to summon a Great Dark One? That would have killed forty million people…and Nicholas had been willing to let it happen to advance his plans. For that matter, Nicholas and each of the Gatekeepers had a Dark One inside of them, and the Dark Ones would only enter someone who had murdered an innocent victim as a sacrifice. 


  I was tired, and I was frightened, but the rage was stronger. 


  “Lorenz,” I said, my voice quiet.


  He inclined his head, studying me.


  “I’m not a good woman,” I said. “But we’re not alike. There are lines I’m not going to cross. And if the price of survival is crossing those lines…then I’m going to go out in a blaze of fire with a ring of dead Rebels around me first.”


  “For God’s sake,” said Lorenz. Vastarion only looked baffled. Like I had started spouting gibberish or jumping up and down on one foot.


  “I’ll let you get back to your goons because I promised,” I said. “But after that, we're having it out for the last time. This entire conversation has been a waste of time.”


  Actually, that first part was a lie. I planned to get to the vehicles and get the hell out of here. Once we had the others in a safe place, then Murdo and I were going to hunt down Lorenz. 


  “Well, yes, I expected that,” said Lorenz, glancing back at his orcs and anthrophages. He smiled again. “But that’s all right. I didn’t really expect you to change your mind. I just wanted to keep you talking for a while.” 


  My eyes narrowed. I had been stalling for time. Had Lorenz been doing the same? I shot a quick glance over the waiting orcs and anthrophages, but none of them were moving…


  Wait.


  “Ah,” said Lorenz. “Here he comes. Good work, Vastarion.”


  “Your approval is immaterial,” growled Vastarion.


  A human man emerged from the waiting orcs and walked towards us. I tensed, but he didn’t have any weapons. For that matter, he didn’t look all that healthy, his skin pale-grayish.


  And as he drew closer, I saw the green glow in his eyes. 


  He was undead.


  “Before you go,” said Lorenz, “I wanted to give Vastarion a chance to show off his little pets. They are impressive, aren’t they?”


  “They’re disgusting,” I said, staring at the undead man, who had stopped a dozen paces away. 


  In pre-Conquest movies, apparently, the undead were always shown as rotting and shambling, which I thought was stupid. What good was a rotting, shambling soldier? The undead I had encountered did not rot since they were preserved by the necromantic magic, and they ran like cheetahs and punched like pile drivers. 


  Oh, and they liked to bite, too. 


  “It is a pity we couldn’t hire Vastarion for the Revolution,” said Lorenz. “The undead make admirable soldiers. We…”


  The undead man had been standing motionless, but he turned his head and stared at me, his green-glowing eyes unblinking.


  Then it started to talk.


  “The fire burns,” said the undead man, his voice perfectly normal. “The citadel falls. The sky will turn to blood and the sea to ashes.”


  “What is it doing?” said Lorenz, taking a cautious step back.


  “Oh, Vastarion didn’t mention that?” I said. “They talk sometimes. All ominous and grim and portentous. Like crappy fortunetellers.”


  Except sometimes the undead really could tell the future, even if in a cryptic form. The undead I had encountered in Chicago had said things that sounded disturbingly like details from my life. I don’t know if they had just been spouting bullshit, or if they had seen glimpses of my future. Nicholas’s research had turned up a documented case of a man who had used the foretelling of the undead in Chicago to predict a change in agricultural prices and make a fortune.


  Then the man had killed his family and then himself. I wasn’t sure if he had always been unstable, or if talking to the undead had made him that way.


  “The undead, you see, are not quite as bound by linear time as you and I are,” said Vastarion, some animation coming into his gaunt features. Martin Corbisher loved to lecture about money. Maybe Vastarion was the same way about necromancy. “Consequently, they can see glimpses of the future, though they are unable to interpret it to be of any use, and…”


  “Why is it staring at her?” said Lorenz, looking back and forth between the undead man and me. The undead had not blinked once since it had arrived, and those glowing green eyes dug into me. 


  “Most likely it has identified her as the most dangerous threat,” said Vastarion.


  “She burns at the heart of the storm,” said the undead creature. “She opened the tomb of the warlord. Now she will open the gates of his citadel. The weapon of destruction lies within. The ruin of worlds waits in the shadows of the past.” 


  “What the hell is it talking about?” said Lorenz, unsettled.


  “It…seems to be seeing her future,” said Vastarion. Suddenly I realized the necromancer was disturbed as well. 


  That was all kinds of cheery, let me tell you. If the creepy insane necromancer found the behavior of the undead alarming…


  “Behold!” said the undead, and it pointed at me. “She is the one! She will take up the weapon! I see your future, and I see fire and ashes! She will lift the weapon, and the worlds of both mankind and Elves shall shatter.”


  “Tell the thing to shut up!” said Lorenz.


  Vastarion frowned and pointed at the undead, a glimmer of green light around his finger. The undead rocked and fell silent. 


  Then it kept talking.


  The look of shock on Vastarion’s face was profound.


  “She burns!” said the undead. “She will set the world to burn! I have seen it written in blood and ashes and ruin! She will open the citadel, and she will lift the Sky Hammer!”


  Now it was my turn to flinch. I had been watching the conversation with a mix of uneasiness and amusement at Lorenz’s obvious discomfort. But now I felt as shocked as Vastarion looked. The Sky Hammer? Nicholas was looking for something that had been called Operation Sky Hammer, some project of the long-dead General Jeremy Shane, and my previous two thefts for Nicholas had brought him closer to the weapon, whatever it was. 


  “The Sky Hammer?” I demanded. “What do you mean?”


  “Tell that damned thing to shut up!” said Lorenz.


  Vastarion looked at a loss.


  “The Sky Hammer!” shouted the undead, pointing at me. “Sky Hammer! Sky Hammer! Sky Hammer!”


  The undead was so loud that its words were echoing over the street.


  Wait.


  No, they weren’t.


  It wasn’t an echo. It was a chorus. 


  The same shout was coming from behind the warehouse.


  I whirled, trusting Murdo to watch my back, and I caught a glimpse of green light from behind the warehouse complex.


  More undead were coming. 


  Then I understood. I had been delaying with this conversation, but so had Lorenz. In hindsight, his plan was obvious. He had lined up all his mercenaries and anthrophages in plain sight, letting me see them. The conversation had held my attention, and Vastarion’s little show with his talkative undead had also been a delaying tactic, though it was clear neither Lorenz nor Vastarion had expected the creature to be so chatty. 


  Meanwhile, Vastarion’s undead had been maneuvering to attack. God, had he killed a bunch of people and raised them as undead? No, that would be too risky and might draw the attention of the local authorities. Probably Vastarion had a room in Venomhold stuffed full of animated corpses. It wasn’t like he had to pay them or feed them or anything. Both Vastarion and Lorenz could open rift ways, and after the fight at the clinic, the first thing Vastarion had probably done was go back to Venomhold for reinforcements.


  All this flashed through my mind in a second. 


  “Shit!” I shouted as I spun back around. “It’s a trap!”


  Murdo had come to the same conclusion. Even as I turned, lightning blooming around my fingers, he leveled his pistol at Lorenz and started shooting. An instant later a volley of lightning globes leaped from my fingers and hurtled towards Vastarion.


  But as fast as we were, Vastarion was faster. Whatever Lorenz had paid the renegade Elf, it had been worth it.


  Vastarion made a twisting motion with his hands, and that dome of translucent green light sprang into existence around him once more. The dome was large enough to enclose both Lorenz and Vastarion, and my spell and Murdo’s bullets rebounded from the dome. Vastarion gestured, and the dome doubled in size.


  Which meant it slammed into both me and Murdo.


  The spell looked insubstantial, but it was like running full speed into a concrete wall, and I wasn’t ready for that kind of blow. My head snapped back, blood flying from my nose and lip, and I hit the ground hard. Murdo landed better than I did, and he bounced off the ground and came up, shooting his gun. My bleary mind noted that he missed the dome entirely.


  No. Murdo first shot down the undead man with two rounds through the head, and then shifted aim to shoot at the orcs and the anthrophages, who were charging at us. Lorenz was casting a spell, fire shining around his hands. I heaved off the ground and got to one knee, calling magic to me.


  Both of us would have died right there, but Vander had taught me a new spell an hour or so before.


  I cast the Splinter Mask spell.


  I was angry, and my blood was up, and the fury empowered the spell as it had not in the warehouse. Silver light rippled around me, and nine duplicates of me appeared from nothingness, each one perfect in every detail. They even had blood on their lips and chin. At my mental command, some of the duplicates charged at the surprised mercenaries and anthrophages, and some illusionary spells at Vastarion’s dome.


  I leaped to my feet as the enemy reacted to my Splinter Mask. The orcs and the anthrophages started shooting at the illusions. 


  “Come on!” shouted Murdo, grabbing my arm. It kept me from falling over. I nodded and sprinted after him and into the warehouse yard. Blue-white light flashed across the ground and formed into an intricate symbol that covered both the street and most of the yard. It was a Seal of Unmasking, and it collapsed my illusionary duplicates.


  The orcs and the anthrophages aimed their weapons at us, but I was already casting another spell. I flung out my hand over my shoulder, and a curtain of white mist congealed into a tall, thick ice wall, one big enough to seal off the gate and a large portion of the chain-link fence itself. 


  I heard the roar of weapons fire as bullets slammed into the ice wall. 


  “Go!” I said, and we sprinted towards the van and the SUV. I prayed that Russell had gotten the engine started, that Robert had gotten everyone loaded up. 


  And they had, thank God. As I went around the corner of the warehouse, I saw that both the SUV and the van were already running, and through the windows, I saw that Robert, Alexandra, and Felix were in Murdo’s SUV, while Russell, Vander, Rusk, and Jill were in my van.


  I also saw the dozens of undead rushing towards us. Most of them were orcish, but there were quite a few humans in the mix as well. Maybe the Knight of Venomhold paid Vastarion in corpses or something. 


  “Sky Hammer!” they bellowed in unison. “Sky Hammer! Sky Hammer!” 


  “Nadia!” shouted Russell from the driver’s window of my van, his eyes wide and a little wild. He might have seen Murdo’s damned elephant, but that elephant hadn’t been undead. 


  “Have Robert follow us!” I said. 


  Murdo nodded and ran to the passenger’s side door of his SUV. “You’ve got a plan?”


  “Yep!” I said, skidding to a halt next to my van’s door. “I’m going to blast my way right through them.” 


  I wrenched the door open and scrambled into the passenger seat, winding down the window as I did. Damn manual windows.


  “You’re hurt,” said Russell.


  “Not badly,” I said. “Drive right through the undead. It’s the only way we’re getting out of here. Stomp on the gas!”


  Russell, to his credit, did not hesitate. I just had time to remember that he had still been on his learner’s permit the last time I had seen him, and then he hit the gas. The van’s engine roared, and the vehicle shot forward, the tires squealing against the asphalt. I leaned out the window, calling magic, and a fireball blazed to life in my hand.


  “We’re gonna hit them!” said Russell.


  “Oh, God!” said Rusk, and Jill let out a croaking little scream of fear.


  “Right through them!” I screamed, and I cast my fireball spell. The sphere of fire leaped from my fingers, soared in front of the van, and landed amid the charging undead. 


  I managed an impressive explosion. The blast immolated a dozen undead, and flung a dozen more to the ground, their bodies wreathed in flame. The undead I had fought in Chicago had been vulnerable to magical flame, and it seemed that Vastarion’s creatures had inherited that weakness from his teacher’s minions. For a moment, there was a mostly clear space through the undead.


  The van plowed into it at about forty-five miles an hour.


  The fender hit two undead and knocked them over, and the van thumped as first the front wheels and then the back wheels ran them over. The impact drove me forward, but I was grabbing the window frame, and I was ready for it. Another undead flipped over the hood, smashed into the windshield, tumbled over the van’s roof, and fell off the side. It left a spider web crack in the center of the windshield but didn’t do any other damage. Another undead hit the hood and managed to hang on, and I leaned out the window and cast a spell of telekinetic force. I didn’t hit the undead creature hard, but it already had a precarious grasp on the hood, and my spell was enough to send it backward.


  The van ran over it, which made the vehicle thump and my head bounce off the ceiling. Again.


  “There!” I said, pointing. “Russell, there!”


  Russell nodded and wrenched the wheel to the right. The tires squealed, and he turned so sharply that I was afraid the van was going to tip over, but he just managed to keep the vehicle upright. Then he punched the gas, and the van hurtled through the yard’s back gate and onto another street. There was no sign of the white vans or any more undead, and Russell accelerated.


  “Get back to the main street and turn left,” I snapped, looking into the rearview mirror. Murdo’s SUV was right behind us, and though there was a massive dent in its hood and the passenger’s side mirror and window were now missing, it looked otherwise unharmed. “That will get us back to the main streets. Lorenz won’t try anything there, not with so many witnesses.”


  “He tried at the clinic,” Vander pointed out from the back. He was still calm. Likely he had seen mayhem worse than this in his long life. “Plenty of witnesses there.”


  “Yeah.” I reached down for the CB radio microphone. “But he was expecting to grab Russell and retreat to Venomhold. He wasn’t expecting to run into me.” I hit the button on the microphone. “Rory? You there?”


  There was a long pause, probably while Murdo found the microphone.


  “Yeah,” he said, the speaker crackling with a little static. “Everyone okay?”


  “They are,” I said. 


  “You’re hurt,” said Russell.


  “I have a bloody nose and a split lip,” I said. “I’ll live.” Compared to what had happened to me in the Eternity Crucible, a split lip seemed comical. “Everyone okay in the SUV?”


  “They are,” said Murdo. “Felix slept right through it all, again. I have no idea how.”


  “Lucky kid,” I said. “Look, where are we going to go next?”


  Murdo rattled off an address. It sounded vaguely familiar.


  “Wait,” I said. “Isn’t that one of the addresses where Lorenz was storing weapons?”


  “It is,” said Murdo. “I thought we might help ourselves to some of Lorenz’s weapons and then go after him with them.”


  “I like that plan,” I said. 


  “My daughter and I are not soldiers, Miss Moran,” said Rusk. 


  “No,” I said. “And I don’t want to get you into a fight. We’ll get you and Jill back to Morvilind’s mansion. There’s no way Lorenz and Vastarion are dumb enough to draw the attention of Lord Morvilind. And if we can get Robert and his family to a car, they can get the hell out of town and back to Madison. Lorenz wants us. He doesn’t care about them.”


  Though I remembered Lorenz’s threat to feed the others to Vastarion’s necromancy. Well, Lorenz’s death wouldn’t have weighed on my conscience, and neither would Vastarion’s.


  “Very well,” said Rusk. 


  “Okay,” I said. “We’ll head to that supply dump and steal some weapons.”


  “I don’t know how to get there,” said Russell.


  “I do,” said Murdo. The SUV roared past us and pulled in front of the van. “Just follow me, Russell.”


  “I’ve been doing that anyway,” said Russell.


  I frowned at him. Following him anyway? What did that mean?


  I started to draw breath to ask, and then green light flashed around Russell.


  
 

  




  Chapter 9: Tracking


  



  I flinched in surprise, but the green light vanished as quickly as it had appeared.


  “Did you see that?” I said.


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Uh. What was that?”


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  But the light had been the exact color as Vastarion’s spells. Or the same color as the light in the eyes of his pet undead.


  “I think I do,” said Vander, his voice grim.



  “What is it, then?” I said, looking back at him.


  The back of the van was a bit of a mess because of the high-speed maneuvering. Jill lay on a blanket, her head propped on a pillow, her father hovering over her. Vander sat against the wall, using one of my plastic storage cabinets as a backrest. It didn’t look very comfortable. 


  “It looks like a tracking spell,” said Vander.


  “Something that Vastarion is casting?” I said. I glanced back at Russell. “Turn left here.”


  “Vastarion?” said Vander, his eyes going wide. I realized that he hadn’t heard the name when Murdo and I had been talking.


  “You know him?” I said.


  “Yes,” said Vander. “I should have realized.” He took a deep breath. “I met him when I was still an Archon on Kalvarion.”


  “What do you know about him?” I said. 


  “He’s a mercenary,” said Vander. “The Archons typically hire him to assassinate their rivals. For all their flaws, even the Archons won’t touch necromancy. Vastarion is an outcast, but he’s a useful outcast. Some of the high Archons hire him when they want something done quietly.”


  “Okay,” I said. “What did he do to Russell?”


  Vander frowned, leaned forward, and cast a spell. It looked like a variant on the spell to detect the presence of magical forces. Russell flinched a little, which made the van swerve. 


  “Out of curiosity,” I said. “How long have you had your driver’s license?”


  “Uh,” said Russell. “About three weeks.”


  “Oh,” I said. I suppose that was what I got for not paying attention. 


  “I haven’t had an accident yet,” said Russell. “Unless running over those undead counts.”


  “Since they were already dead, I don’t think it does,” I said. I looked back at Vander. “What to Vastarion do to him?” 


  “He didn’t do anything to Russell,” said Vander, his voice grim. “He did something to the frostfever.”


  “The frostfever?” I said, another surge of alarm going through me. “He didn’t make it worse, did he?”


  “No,” said Vander. “He didn’t alter it at all. But his spell lets him sense it.”


  “Sense it?” I said. “I’ve cast the spell to sense magical forces a bunch of times near Russell. I’ve never sensed anything magical from him.” 


  “You wouldn’t,” said Vander. “Frostfever is a spell of blood and flesh. You’re not attuned to that kind of magic. I am, so I can sense it and work with it. Someone like Kaethran Morvilind is so powerful and skilled that he would be able to sense it. And someone like Vastarion…”


  “He works with the magic of death and decay,” I said, “so he would be able to detect Russell’s frostfever.” 


  “That means I’m like a big homing beacon or something?” said Russell. 


  “Could you block it?” I said to Vander, my mind racing. If Vastarion could follow us anywhere, that was bad. That was really bad. Our plan revolved around hiding from Lorenz until we got the others to safety. If Vastarion could find Russell with magic, that wasn’t going to work. 


  “Yes,” said Vander. “At least…partially. And temporarily.”


  “Partially and temporarily?” I said. 


  “I can slow him down, at least,” said Vander. He flexed his fingers, and blood-colored light flared around his hands. “Make it harder for him to get a fix on Russell’s location. Russell, this is going to feel a little strange.”


  He touched the top of Russell’s head and cast a spell. The bloody light pulsed and sank into Russell. My brother blinked a few times and shook his head.


  “That feels odd,” he said. “I think…whoa.”


  He swayed in the seat, and the van started to swerve into the other lane.


  “Shit!” I grabbed the wheel and just managed to keep us from veering over the center line. “Russell, trade places with me!”


  He slid over to the passenger seat, and I climbed over him and got into the driver’s seat and my feet on the pedals without causing an accident. The van swerved a few times, but I got it under control.


  “Nadia?” came Murdo’s voice. “Everything all right?”


  “Yeah,” I barked into the microphone. “Just had to switch drivers.” I glanced at Russell. “You okay?”


  “Yeah,” said Russell, blinking. “Yeah, I’m fine, seriously. I…just got really dizzy for a second. Thought the van was spinning around me.”


  I shot a quick glare back at Vander before turning my gaze back to the road. “You should have warned him.”


  “Sorry,” said Vander. He sounded so apologetic that I felt bad. “I knew it would make him dizzy, but I assumed that since he was sitting down, it wouldn’t be a problem. I…er, forgot that it’s bad to get dizzy while driving.” He shrugged. “I never saw a car until I came to Earth for the first time.” 


  “Right,” I said. “It’s okay. Really. No harm done.”


  “What did you do to me?” said Russell, blinking. “That felt weird.”


  “I put a minor spell of bloodcasting upon you to filter your blood,” said Vander. “The frostfever is bound to every part of your body, but magically speaking, it is easiest to detect while in the bloodstream. The spell I used makes it…less visible, shall we say, in your blood.”


  “Does that mean Vastarion can’t find me with magic?” said Russell. 


  I saw Vander grimace in the mirror. “No. But it will make it harder for him to get a fix on your position. Right now, he’ll be able to determine that you’re in the Milwaukee area. You’ll have to stay in the same place for three or four hours for him to discern your exact location.”


  “That’ll have to be good enough for now,” I said. “Does this spell have any side effects?”


  “Well,” said Vander. “There is…just one.”


  “I do feel kind of warm,” said Russell.


  Vander sighed. “It can cause a heightened state of…ah, increased libido, shall we say.”


  “Dear God,” I said. “You just cast a spell that causes heightened libido on a sixteen-year-old boy?”


  “I don’t feel any different,” said Russell. “Just warmer.”


  I grunted. “Stay away from Mrs. Ross. Her husband’s protective.”


  “She is very pretty, isn’t she?” said Russell. “And she got back into shape quick after Felix came along. She definitely fits into those…”


  “Russell!” I said. I couldn’t decide whether to be appalled or amused. 


  He grinned. “I’m teasing. Mostly.”


  “Stay away from my daughter, young man,” said Rusk from the back. 


  “Papa,” said Jill, her voice gentle but reproving. “Russell’s been nothing but kind to us.”


  “Er,” said Rusk. “Yes. That is very true. But I know how teenage boys think. I used to be one.”


  “Don’t worry, Mr. Rusk,” said Russell. “Your daughter is safe with me.” His smiled faded. “At least, I hope she is going to be. Nadia, what are we going to do now?”


  “I’m not sure,” I said, following Murdo through another right turn. “The plan was to get the Rosses and the Rusks to safety, and then Rory and I would hunt down Lorenz. Except if Vastarion can find you anywhere, that makes things harder. And Vastarion…apparently, Lorenz promised the rest of you to Vastarion as payment.”


  “Payment?” said Rusk. “What would that rebel Elf want with us?”


  Fresh recruits for his undead army, most likely.


  “Nothing good,” I said. “But it doesn’t matter. We’re going to kill Lorenz and Vastarion both before they can hurt anyone else.”



  “And just how are you going to do that?” said Rusk. Some of his old supercilious manner had returned. I didn’t mind. I knew he was frightened for his daughter’s life.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “We’re going to a place where Lorenz has some armaments stashed away. We’ll decide what to do after that.” 


  “Perhaps the time has come,” said Rusk, swallowing, “to speak with his lordship about this matter.” 


  “And do you really want to explain this situation to him?” I said. “How a paroled Archon Elf healed Jill? You know what Lord Morvilind thinks about the Archons.” 


  Rusk took a deep breath. “If the choice is between confessing to his lordship and getting torn apart by those undead, I think the time has come to speak to his lordship.”


  He…wasn’t entirely wrong, was he? 



  It didn’t matter how powerful Vastarion was, how clever Lorenz was, and how many creatures and mercenaries they had. If I could draw Morvilind’s eye to them, he would wipe them out. Maybe Rusk had hit on the best solution. Morvilind might not even be angry about it. He detested the Rebels as Dark Ones-worshipping vermin, and he loathed necromancers. If Lorenz and Vastarion crossed Morvilind’s path, he would crush them like empty beer cans. 


  On the other hand…


  What would Morvilind do to me after he finished off Lorenz and Vastarion? He didn’t want the information that he had made a deal with the Forerunner to become public knowledge. And if I led my enemies to him, he might conclude that the deal had failed, it was my fault, and withdraw his cure spells from Russell.


  Or he might kill us both to cover his tracks. 


  I glanced at Russell, and then at Vander in the mirror.


  But if Morvilind stopped casting the cure spells, that might not mean Russell’s death. Not anymore. When was the next cure spell due? The end of July? That would give me about five weeks to find and steal a dragon pearl before the frostfever killed Russell. If I could do that, then it wouldn’t matter if Morvilind withdrew his cure spells. 


  For a moment I was tempted. It all looked so neat. Draw Lorenz and Vastarion to Morvilind, and let Morvilind the Magebreaker break them like glass.


  No. There were still too many risks, too many unknown variables. I couldn’t predict how Morvilind would react.


  But it made an excellent fallback plan. 


  “We might have to,” I said. Russell’s white eyebrows climbed halfway up his forehead. 


  “I do not want to talk to Kaethran Morvilind,” said Vander at once. “If he realizes that I am a paroled Archon, he will probably kill me on sight.”


  “It’s a fallback plan,” I said. “I’ll only talk to Morvilind if nothing else works.” I shot a quick glance back at Rusk. “You know as well as I do that we don’t want to get him angry.”


  “Better,” said Rusk. “I’ve been in his service longer.”


  There was nothing to say to that, so I picked up the CB mike. “Rory? How much farther?”


  “About a mile.”


  He had led us to one of the nicer parts of the greater Milwaukee area, the suburb of Brookfield. Brookfield is mostly larger, more expensive homes, and a lot of high-end strip malls, the sort of stores where you could pay twice as much for the same furniture or coffee you could get elsewhere. The last time I had been here had been on the day of the Eternity Crucible. In fact, even as the thought crossed my mind, we drove past the coffee shop where Arvalaeon had sent me into the Crucible.


  They had repaired the windows and the door that I had blasted out in my rage.


  “Nadia?” said Russell.


  Some of my feelings must have shown on my face. I smoothed my expression back to calm.


  “Traffic,” I said. “Still annoying after all this time.” 


  “Yeah,” said Russell. He took a deep breath. “Um. I had a thought. We’re going someplace where this Lorenz guy has weapons stashed away, yeah?”


  “That’s the plan,” I said. “We’ll help ourselves to the weapons and use them to blow his head off.”


  “Given that we just got away from him twice,” said Russell, “what if he goes to Brookfield to get more ammo before he comes after us again?”


  I shook my head. “Probably won’t be a problem. He’ll just…uh, retreat back to the Shadowlands to get resupplied.”


  I didn’t want to tell Russell about Venomhold, but it didn’t matter.


  “You mean he’ll hop back to Venomhold,” said Russell. 


  I glanced at him. “How do you know about Venomhold?”


  “Mr. Vander told me,” said Russell.


  I glanced back at Vander, who looked abashed.


  “I am a teacher,” said Vander. “My job is to instruct young people.”


  “You’re a shop teacher,” I said. “What, does the final exam include building a bird house and then opening a rift way to the Shadowlands?”


  “Considering the kind of winged creatures that live in the Shadowlands,” said Vander in a dry voice, “would you want to build anything to attract them?” 


  I shuddered. “Dear God, no.” 


  “And Russell’s very good at asking questions,” said Vander. He sighed. “I intended to live secretly and quietly in Milwaukee. Instead, I am fleeing for my life from a Rebel operator and a necromancer.”


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Sorry about that. I didn’t know it would end up like this.”


  Vander shrugged. “This war has been going on since before you were born. And if there’s anything I’ve learned the hard way, it’s that no matter how far you run from the fight, the fight will catch up to you eventually.” 


  “How much did he tell you about the Shadowlands?” I said to Russell.


  “Some,” said Russell. “Uh…it’s the place beyond the worlds. Or the place between worlds. That’s how the Elves got here from their homeworld, or how the Archons get here. But there are all kinds of nasty things that live in the Shadowlands.” There was an understatement, let me tell you. “There are demesnes in the Shadowlands ruled by lords. The Knight of Venomhold is one of them, and she hates both Elves and mankind and has allied with the Rebels against the High Queen.”



  “And that’s why we’re in this mess,” I said. “The High Queen can’t follow the Rebels into Venomhold. The Rebels can retreat there whenever they want, and then open rift ways to come back to Earth. Lorenz probably retreated there after we got away, and is going to come back with more reinforcements.”


  Russell frowned. “If engines don’t work in the Shadowlands, what does he do with the vans?”



  “He probably pushes them,” said Vander. “Vastarion has enough undead to do it. He’d just need to put the vans into neutral and tell the undead to push them.”


  “The car club for necromancers,” I said.


  I followed Murdo off the main roads, through a residential neighborhood, and then onto a gravel road. We were driving into a new subdivision, and half-built and empty houses rose on either side of the gravel road. To judge from the size of the finished houses, this was going to be yet another expensive neighborhood. Murdo pulled into the broad driveway of an ostentatious mini-mansion that looked like it would one day become the home of an ad executive with more money than taste, and shut off his SUV’s engine.


  “We’re here,” I said.


  “Why would the Rebels hide weapons in a place like this?” said Russell.


  “Makes sense,” I said. “After the building inspector signs off on it, no one’s going to be inside the house until someone buys it. A good place to stash weapons for a few months.” I glanced back at Rusk and his daughter. “Jill. How are you doing?”


  “I’m holding up, Miss Moran,” said Jill. She tried to smile. “Just don’t ask me to fight a bunch of monsters from the Shadowlands, and I’ll be fine.” 


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, and I got out of the van.


  The others followed suit, and Murdo, Robert, and Alexandra got out of the SUV, with Alexandra cradling a sleeping Felix in her arms. 


  “You’re hurt,” said Alexandra. 


  “What?” I said, and then I touched the dried blood on my face. “Oh, right. Well, that happens when you get hit with a wall of magical force. Looks worse than it is, though.”


  “We’re rather conspicuous here, aren’t we?” said Robert, looking around.


  “Yeah,” I said, “and we’ve got another problem.”


  Robert snorted. “Just one?”


  I nodded. “Vastarion can use his magic to track Russell.”


  They all looked at him.


  “I can block the effect somewhat,” said Vander, “but if we stay in the same location for more than three or four hours, Vastarion is going to find us.”


  Alexandra grimaced. “What are we going to do?”


  “Well,” I said, “we’re going to kill Lorenz. Vastarion, too. Lorenz promised everyone in the clinic to Vastarion as payment for his help. I’m afraid we’re all in this together.”


  I expected someone to object. I saw that Rusk and Jill had gotten out of the van, and I expected Rusk to refuse on behalf of his daughter. But no one did. Maybe that shouldn’t have been surprising. Robert was a veteran man-at-arms. Alexandra had escaped the Shadowlands. Rusk had lost his wife to the Archons and nearly lost his daughter. 


  It was like Vander had said. They knew they couldn’t run from this fight.


  “Well,” said Robert. “If we’re going to have to kick some Rebel ass, let’s get on with it.”


  “Robert, language in front of Felix,” said Alexandra, though she smiled and touched his arm as she did.


  “You should hear me when I’m on duty,” said Robert. “Besides, he’s not even one yet.”


  “Bet you’ll be embarrassed if Felix’s first word is ‘ass’,” I said. The others laughed. Alexandra looked alarmed.


  “Let’s start,” said Murdo, “by finding out what Lorenz left here.” 


  “Right,” I said. I glanced back at my van and winced. The fender had collected some more dents, and the hood had been warped, to say nothing of the cracks in the windshield. The van had collected so much damage that it was going to start drawing attention from Homeland Security patrollers when I tried to take it on the freeway. If we lived through this, I had to get the poor van fixed. 


  But we had to live through this first.


  I walked up to the garage with the others. The garage was huge, bigger than my apartment, large enough for two and a half cars. Both the doors were locked, but I used my telekinetic gauntlet spell to grasp the padlock and rip it open, and Murdo rolled up the left-hand garage door. 


  Within the garage, we saw…


  “Holy shit,” said Robert. 


  Alexandra did not bother to correct his language.


  Because the garage was entirely filled with an enormous quantity of guns and explosives. 


  There were racks of AK-47 rifles and M-99 carbines that had probably been stolen from a Homeland Security office someplace. I saw the familiar black tubes of rocket launchers stacked against one of the walls, next to wooden crates that held ammunition for the firearms. Other crates held mines, grenades, rocket-propelled grenades, and dynamite. 


  “That is a lot of guns,” said Russell.


  “Yeah,” I said, walking into the garage and looking around. I stopped by one of the crates labeled MINES, pried it open, and looked inside. Within the packing material lay a half-dozen flat black antipersonnel mines, the nasty kind that sprayed out a payload of steel ball bearings like a 360-degree shotgun blast.


  “Dear God,” said Alexandra, her arms wrapped tight around Felix as if trying to protect him from the weapons. “Do the Rebels really have enough men to use all these guns?”


  “Well,” I said, examining the stack of crates. “All those orcs aren’t going to buy their own AK-47s.”


  “In truth, orcish technology is not very sophisticated,” said Vander to Alexandra. “For that matter, they dislike projectile weapons in general and prefer to fight hand-to-hand whenever possible.” 


  I listened to the conversation with half an ear. An idea had filled my head. The Rebels used mines like this for terrorist attacks, wiring cell phones to the detonators so they could trigger the explosions from a safe distance. Morelli and I had used the same trick both to distract the undead in Chicago and to cut power to the Royal Bank. And that meant…


  There!


  I picked up a cardboard box, set it on top of a crate, and ripped it open.


  “What’s that?” said Russell. 


  “Cheap cell phones,” I said. The box was full of forty-eight cheap cell phones, the plastic blister packs adorned with the cheerful cartoon of a smiling anthropomorphic phone. “Burner phones. Useless in the Shadowlands, but here…”


  “They can use them to trigger bombs remotely,” said Murdo, voice grim. “We’ve seen it before.”


  “Yeah,” I said, taking a step back, my mind racing. “Yeah. And we can use it against them.”


  “What do you mean?” said Murdo.


  I grinned at him. “I’ve got an idea. We know that Lorenz is going to follow us, right? As soon as he gets a fix on Russell’s position, he and Vastarion are going to come after us again. But with the stuff in here,” I waved a hand at the weapons, “we can set a trap for him.” 


  “What kind of trap?” said Murdo.


  “An ambush,” I said. I patted the side of one of the crates, and Vander winced. He needn’t have worried. The mines were harmless until they were armed. “An explosive one.” 


  “Then you’re saying we need to find a suitable battlefield and prepare it to our advantage,” said Robert.


  “Exactly,” I said. “We need to locate a place where we can set up an ambush for Lorenz. Once we’re there, we’ll have four or five hours to set up before he can find us and get ready to attack. We’ll need someplace isolated, someplace where people won’t get hurt if they stumble into the crossfire. But it will also need to be somewhere in the city. He doesn’t know that we know Vastarion can track Russell. If we run out into the countryside, he’ll realize what we’re doing.” I started to pace, thinking. “It has to be someplace where it won’t be obvious we’re setting a trap for him, but also somewhere that it would make sense for us to hide.” 


  We thought it over.


  “Maybe a park?” said Alexandra at last.


  Murdo shook his head. “The weather’s too nice, Mrs. Ross. It’s the middle of June, and it won’t get dark until late. There will be people in the parks until nine or ten PM.” 


  “What about the waterfront?” said Robert. “Lots of empty stretches of beach.”


  “But like Mr. Murdo said, it’s summer,” said Alexandra. “There will be a lot of boats out. Swimmers, too.” 


  “Maybe someplace on the outskirts of the Milwaukee area,” said Vander. “There are a lot of patches of woods and fields out there.”


  “A forest might be perfect,” I said. “So long as there’s cell phone signal. We could lure Vastarion’s undead into the trap and blow them to hell.” I frowned. “But we could get encircled pretty easily if Lorenz realizes the danger.”


  “No bottlenecks in a forest, either,” said Murdo. “That’s the best way to fight creatures like the undead. Lure them into a bottleneck so only a few of them can come at you at once. For that matter, that’s also the most efficient way to make use of explosives.”


  “I have an idea,” said Jill.


  We all looked at her. She was leaning on her father’s arm, pale and wan. She really shouldn’t have been out of bed, but Lorenz had left us with no choice in the matter.


  “What is it, dear?” said Rusk.


  “What about the Ducal Mall?” said Jill.


  I blinked, opened my mouth, closed it. I had a lot of memories about the Ducal Mall. Russell and I had nearly been killed by the Archons and their orcish mercenaries there. Later that same day I had returned to take the Cruciform Eye from Sergei Rogomil, and I had wound up killing him and a bunch of other Rebels in the process.


  I regretted many things in my life, but I sure didn’t regret that. 


  “That…might work,” I said. “But there will be a lot of people there.”


  “No, there won’t,” said Russell. “The entire mall is still closed for renovations after the attack.”


  I frowned. “Really? After so long? It’s been decades. Shouldn’t they have finished by now?”


  “Decades?” said Russell, puzzled.


  “The Archon attack was last year,” said Murdo, frowning at me. 


  Last year? Oh, right. From everyone else’s perspective, it had been last year. From my perspective, it had been nearly a hundred and sixty years past. I had to watch that. 


  “The mall’s closed to the public,” said Jill. “There won’t be anyone there after 5 PM when the workers go home.”


  “You spent the last year in a coma,” I said. “How do you know that?”


  Jill blushed a little. Given how gaunt and wan she was, it made her look prettier. “Well…the Ducal Mall was my favorite mall, you know, before.” I nodded. “When I felt well enough to use my phone, I looked it up.” She looked embarrassed. “I lost so much weight while I was sick I’ll need to buy new clothes. I wanted to see if I had any coupons for clothes in my email. Then I looked up the mall to see if they were open.”


  “Very thrifty,” said Rusk. “I approve.” Given that he was going to be the one paying for her new wardrobe, that made sense.


  “The Ducal Mall is the best we could hope for,” said Murdo. “The main concourse is four stories tall. That gives us lots of places to hide. Even to act as snipers. We’ll have numerous avenues of retreat if this goes badly, and just as many places to hide Felix and Jill during the fighting.”


  “And bottlenecks,” I said, meeting his eye. “Don’t forget the bottlenecks.”


  “I wasn’t,” said Murdo with the ghost of a smile. “I think we can do this, Nadia. If we have four hours…it will be tight, yes. But we can do this. We can set up a trap for Lorenz, and we can kill him and Vastarion both.” 


  “Vastarion’s an Elf,” said Robert. “Bullets won’t work on him.”


  “Magic will,” I said, “and I’ve got plenty of that.” I looked at the others. “Does anyone have any better ideas?”


  No one did. Alas.


  “All right,” I said. “Then let’s build ourselves a Rebel trap.” 




  Chapter 10: It’s All My Fault


  



  We loaded up the back of my van with enough explosives and ammunition to blast one of the development’s mini-mansions to dust. 


  I thought we had sufficient explosives and weaponry, but Murdo insisted on more, and we filled every inch of my van with guns and bombs, and as much as we could squeeze into his SUV as well.


  “If we get pulled over,” said Rusk, eyeing the cargo nervously, “we’re going to end up on a Punishment Day video.”


  I shook my head. “We’ll drive the speed limit. And if we get pulled over, well…” I didn’t want to kill any Homeland Security traffic patrollers. “I’ll just wipe their memories of the last half hour or so. They’ll wake up confused with a nasty headache, but they’ll be fine, and we’ll be long gone.”


  “You can do that?” said Rusk.


  I grinned my humorless grin at him. “I learned it the same way I learned everything else in my life. The hard way.” 


  Rusk swallowed and nodded. 


  With my van so full, most of the others had to squeeze into the SUV. Murdo took the front seat, and Alexandra the passenger seat, Felix in her arms. That broke all kinds of laws, but we didn’t have a baby seat handy. Vander, Robert, and Rusk squeezed into the back, and Jill was halfway onto her father’s lap. She didn’t look good, and I really hoped we could get her to a bed or at least a cot or something soon. 


  I took the driver’s seat of my van, and Russell got into the passenger’s side. 


  “You want me to drive?” said Russell. 


  “Nah,” I said, easing the van down the driveway to the gravel road. Carrying a thousand pounds of explosives definitely messed up the vehicle’s handling. “The last time you drove my van you ran over someone.”


  “You told me to do it,” said Russell without missing a beat. “And he was already dead. It doesn’t count if he’s already dead.”


  “Tell that to my fender.” 


  Russell laughed, and I turned the van around and headed down the gravel road for the main street. Murdo followed me in the SUV. I planned on driving exactly the speed limit until we got to the Ducal Mall. If we got pulled over, I could wipe the Homeland Security officers’ memory, yeah, but too many things could go wrong. Better to avoid official entanglements entirely. 


  “You think we can win?” said Russell.


  I glanced at him. It wasn’t a plaintive question, like a child asking his mother for reassurance. Nor was it boastful. It simply sounded sober. The sort of question a grown man would ask.


  I felt a little pang. But I couldn’t expect Russell to remain a child forever, could I? The frostfever had forced him to grow up quickly. The attack of the Archons last year had also made him grow up.


  And my own actions, whether that was what I had intended or not. 


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Do I think we have a good shot at winning? Yeah, I do. Especially if I can take out Vastarion right away. If he dies, all his undead just turn into corpses. But there’s no such thing as a sure thing in a fight. Anything can go wrong…”


  “Because once the bullets start flying,” said Russell in a quiet voice, “there’s no way to predict what will happen.”


  “Yeah,” I said, easing the overloaded van to a stop at a red light. I hoped the tires or the suspension didn’t give out. The last thing I wanted to do was to break down in the middle of rush hour traffic with a load of military-grade explosives. “Suppose you learned that the hard way.”


  He sighed. “Yeah.”


  “Seen the elephant,” I muttered, remembering what Murdo had said. 


  “Like in the American Civil War,” said Russell. “But we have better guns and technology.”


  “How did you know about the Civil War?” I said. “Did they cover it in school?”


  “Nah,” said Russell. “I read about it in one of Malcolm Lock’s books.” He hesitated. “You…um, ever read any of his books?” 


  “Just the one you made me read,” I said. “He writes novels about the Crusades.” Russell and James gobbled up those books. They were okay, I suppose. I thought the parallels between the medieval knight serving his lord to defend the Holy Land from the Saracen horde and the modern man-at-arms serving the High Queen to defend Earth from the Archons had been a little heavy-handed. 


  “He writes books about the Civil War, too,” said Russell. “Good books.” He paused. “You know, I met him once.”


  “Really,” I said. “Book signing or something?”


  “He came to Sergeant Bob’s shooting range,” said Russell. “I think you’d like him. He’d probably ask you out.”


  “For God’s sake!” I said, but I laughed. “I’m not girlfriend material for a lot of reasons. And even if I was, I wouldn’t want to date some old history professor.”


  Russell grinned. “He was actually really buff.” His smile faded. “And…you’re too busy for that kind of thing, I know. Because of me.”


  “Don’t start,” I said, leveling a finger at him as the light changed. “I made my choice, and that’s that. Besides, Riordan was a pretty great boyfriend, and I screwed it up. That’s another choice I made, and I have to live with it.”


  Russell considered this for half a block. “Maybe you should give him a call. I think he’d be glad to hear from you.”


  “No,” I said. “I…well, I wasn't thinking clearly when I broke up with him. I…said some pretty cruel things to him. I don’t think he would forgive them.”


  “He might surprise you,” said Russell.


  “I don’t want to talk about Riordan,” I said, my voice sharper than I would have liked. 


  “Okay,” said Russell. He took a deep breath. “But…I think there is something I should tell you before it’s too late. It’s not about Riordan.”


  “What is it?” I said.


  “Happy birthday,” said Russell.


  “Birthday?” I said, baffled. 


  Then the math clicked in my head. Today was June 16th. Tomorrow was June 17th, which was my birthday. That should have been my twenty-second birthday. Except it was actually my one hundred and eightieth birthday, thanks to Arvalaeon and the Eternity Crucible. Inside the Crucible, there hadn’t been calendars, and the only way to mark the passage of the days had been to look at that damned metal clock. Birthday after birthday had passed without my knowledge. 


  In fact, I had totally forgotten I even had a birthday. Or that Russell used to buy me presents for it. Or that the Marneys used to make me dinner. Or that I had spent my last birthday before the Crucible with Riordan, and he had taken me out, and…


  The road was getting blurry. I growled and wiped at my eyes.


  “I…didn’t get you a present,” said Russell, watching me. I don’t think he had expected me to start crying. “Sorry.”


  “No, no, it’s okay,” I said. I took a deep breath, forcing myself to settle back down. “It’s just…no one’s wished me a happy birthday for a really, really long time.”


  “I did,” said Russell. “Last year.” 


  “Yeah,” I whispered. 


  “Um,” said Russell. “Just now, when we were talking, you thought that the battle at the Ducal Mall had happened decades ago. And…the day you disappeared, the day you went out to get steak sauce. When you came back the next day, you said you hadn’t seen me in a really long time.”


  I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to take my eyes off the road. 


  “Nadia,” said Russell.


  “What?” I whispered.


  “Do…you want to tell me what happened to you?” said Russell.


  All kinds of protests rose up in my mind. If I told Russell, it might put him in danger from Arvalaeon and the Inquisition. Or that talking about it now might be a distraction from the danger of Lorenz and Vastarion. 


  But I wanted to talk about it. I wanted to tell someone.


  I was so, so tired of carrying it alone in my mind.


  “Okay.” I swallowed and took a deep breath. “Okay. The day I went out to get steak sauce…I got caught.”


  “Homeland Security?” said Russell.


  “No,” I said. “The Inquisition.” We came to another red light, and I stopped.


  “Because of all the jobs you did for Morvilind,” said Russell. “They tracked you down and arrested you.” 


  “Actually, no,” I said. “The Lord Inquisitor knew all about those. He didn’t care. He wanted me for a job. Anyway, they grabbed me in the parking lot of the grocery store, and they brought me to the Lord Inquisitor Arvalaeon.” I left out the part where they had beaten me up, stripped me naked, and left me shivering in a cell for a few hours to break my resolve. I didn’t want to talk about that with Russell. “And as it turned out, Arvalaeon had a job for me.”


  “A theft?” said Russell.


  “No,” I said. “You remember Baron Castomyr?”


  Russell blinked. “I…think so. He was the Baron of La Crosse, wasn’t he? Died in a gas explosion last year. But…it wasn’t a gas explosion, was it?” 


  “It wasn’t,” I said. “This next part you can discuss with Murdo, but no one else ever, understand?” Russell nodded. “Baron Castomyr wanted to overthrow the High Queen. To do that, he tried to summon a Great Dark One.”


  “That doesn’t sound good,” said Russell. “What’s a Great Dark One?”


  “I told you about the regular Dark Ones. Lorenz has one in his head,” I said. Russell nodded. “A Great Dark One is like…I don’t know, a prince or a king of the Dark Ones, and it’s incredibly powerful. Castomyr wanted to summon a Great Dark One to use against the High Queen.”


  “Would it have worked?” said Russell.


  “Not a chance,” I said. “Castomyr didn’t know what he was doing. He would have botched the spell. If he had summoned that Great Dark One, the explosion would have destroyed the central third of North America. Something like forty million humans and ten million Elves would have died. Arvalaeon had tried to stop him, but he was out of time. Castomyr had a magical relic that killed any Elf who tried to approach him. So, Arvalaeon recruited me.”


  “But you wouldn’t be able to fight an Elven noble and win,” said Russell. “At least, not back then. You could now, but not then.”


  “No,” I said. I eased through another intersection. The van bounced as the edge of a wheel clipped a pot hole, and the suspension made an alarming creaking noise. “Arvalaeon knew that, too. So…he set up something to make me stronger, to make me more powerful.”


  I took a deep breath and then plunged into the story.


  “It’s a magical device called an Eternity Crucible,” I said. “I don’t know how it works, and I’m not entirely sure how to describe it. It’s like a little pocket demesne within the Shadowlands, but it’s contained within the Eternity Crucible, which looks like this flat little bronze clock about the size of a book. But the important thing is that time runs faster inside of it.”


  “Time…runs faster?” said Russell. 


  “Yeah,” I said. “A lot faster. Like, imagine this van was an Eternity Crucible.” Ghastly thought, that. “An entire day could pass in here, but only two or three seconds would pass outside.”


  “How would that make you stronger?” said Russell.


  “Arvalaeon filled the Crucible with monsters,” I said. “It was set up like a little rural town, and he showed me where the exit was. I just had to fight my way through the town and force my way through the exit.”


  “Like a really crappy video game,” said Russell.


  “Suppose so,” I said. I had never really thought about it in those terms. “Once I was strong enough, I would be able to fight my way to the exit.”


  “Once you were strong enough?” said Russell. “What…what happened if you failed?”


  I looked at him. “I died.”


  He stared back at me, and I had to look back through the cracked windshield.


  “I died over and over again,” I said. “The anthrophages tore me apart and ate me. The wraithwolves hunted me down and tore me to shreds.” The memories of the deaths flashed through my head, red and dark and drenched with blood. “Or the bloodrats found me. Or the cowlspawn. Or these damn giant beetle things – I never did find out what they were called. Whenever they killed me, the Crucible would reset, and I would start over. Just like that video game you mentioned. Except every time I was a little stronger, and eventually, I was able to fight my way out of it.” I shrugged. “Then I killed Castomyr, and you can probably guess the rest.”


  Russell was silent for a long, long time.


  “How many times were you killed?” he said at last.


  “Um,” I said. “Fifty-seven thousand eight hundred and nineteen. That would have been about…”



  “One hundred and fifty-eight years,” said Russell, his voice quiet.


  “About that,” I said. “I suppose tomorrow is technically my one hundred and eightieth birthday. That’s a lot of candles.”


  I meant it as a joke, but it fell flat.


  “After you got out and killed Baron Castomyr,” said Russell, staring out the windshield. “What did you do then?”


  “I…wasn’t right,” I said. “You were there. You knew something was wrong. I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, couldn’t relax. I saw anthrophages in every shadow. When I blasted the door off its hinges and almost killed you, I thought I was still in the Crucible and that the anthrophages were coming for me. That’s when I knew I had to go, that I had to break up with Riordan. I knew I was a danger to everyone around me. I thought I would just disappear and go somewhere and try to get my head together, but then Morvilind summoned me and told me about his deal with the Forerunner…and here we are.” I shook my head. “Hell of a year.” 


  We drove in silence for a while. I felt tired, drained, emptied. It was the first time I had told the story to anyone except Morvilind, and he hadn’t cared, other than to wonder if the experience would make me more valuable to him as a shadow agent. 


  “I’m really sorry,” I said. “I should have told you more, I…”


  “No,” said Russell. “It’s okay. I…”


  His voice broke up a little, and I looked over at him.


  And I was so surprised that I almost went off the road.


  He was crying.


  I hadn’t seen him cry since he had been a toddler. Boys weren’t supposed to cry. They were supposed to become strong, stoic soldiers for the High Queen. The Department of Education even occasionally ran videos comparing the strong, capable human men of modern America to the weepy, effeminate, cowardly men of the pre-Conquest United States. I didn’t know if the comparison was true or not (the Department of Education had every reason to lie about it), but the effect was the same. Men were not supposed to cry in public, or in front of anyone. 


  And now Russell was crying in silence, and I hadn’t seen him cry in at least thirteen years. Or one hundred and seventy-one years, depending on how you counted.


  “Russell?” I said.


  “This is my fault,” he said. “You had to die fifty-eight thousand times.”


  “It was more like fifty-seven thousand eight hundred and nineteen times,” I said.


  “And it’s my fault,” said Russell. 


  “Russell…”


  “It’s my fault!” said Russell. “It’s because of my stupid disease. If I had died before that, it would have been better.”


  “Don’t say that,” I said.


  “It would have been,” said Russell. “You wouldn’t have had to go through all that. Lord Morvilind wouldn’t have made you work for the Rebels.” He gave a vicious shake of his head, sniffled, and wiped his eyes. “You could have had a normal life and not been a shadow agent. Instead, they tortured you for a hundred and fifty years so you could save your stupid useless little brother…”


  “Russell!” I snapped. 


  He fell silent and blinked a few times. 


  “I made my choice,” I said. “I don’t regret it.”


  “But a hundred and fifty-eight years,” said Russell. He took a shaking breath. “A hundred and fifty-eight years. That’s just…that’s just insane. Humans don’t even live that long. I mean, half of that is a long life. And you spent that entire time getting killed over and over again. And it was my fault you had to go through all that.”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” I said. “And it was my decision. What, did you walk up to me, put a gun to my head, and force me to do it? No. Arvalaeon did that, not you. And it wasn’t your fault you contracted frostfever.”


  “No,” said Russell. “But it was because of me.”


  I let out a long breath, and something clicked in my mind.


  “Russell,” I said, “if I hadn’t done it, you would have died anyway. But not from the frostfever.”


  He stared at me, his gray eyes bloodshot. 


  “You would have died when Castomyr finished his spell,” I said. “The Marneys would have died. The Valborgs would have died. Vander would have died. Everyone in Milwaukee would have died. Everything from Denver to Cincinnati would have been ashes. All those people would have died if I hadn’t done it. I…”


  My voice trailed off as I spoke. I had been trying to calm Russell down, but I realized that I believed what I had been saying. I had died and gone to hell. I had died again and again, and it had broken me…but it would have been far worse if I hadn’t gone to the Eternity Crucible and known a century and a half of torment.


  Much, much worse.


  God, did I really believe that?


  I did. 


  “Russell,” I said at last. “I’m really sorry.”


  He looked at me in astonishment. “Sorry? Why on earth are you sorry for anything? You’re the one Lord Morvilind has coerced. You’re the one who had to go into that horrible Eternity Crucible thing. You’re the one who had to work with those Rebel terrorists. All that happened to you…and I’m sitting here blubbering like a big baby.” 


  “I should have handled things better,” I said. “I shouldn’t have disappeared like that, and I shouldn’t have broken up with Riordan.” I shook my head. “I…thought it would have been better if I went off by myself. And I did need to do that for a while, I think. I spent a lot of time harassing the Rebels, and that was good. It let me get my head mostly together. But I should have at least told you where I was going, or that I needed some time alone. I didn’t, and I’m sorry.”


  We drove in silence for a while.


  “It’s okay,” said Russell. “Really, it is. I’m just glad to know that you’re…well, that you’re alive.” He sighed. “I suppose I can’t say safe or healthy.”


  “I’m functioning,” I said. “That’s probably good enough.” 


  “And you shouldn’t blame yourself,” said Russell. “I mean…after all that, it’s a miracle you were as coherent as you were. I just wish…I just wish I had understood and been able to help you.”


  I snorted. “Come on. There isn’t a manual for this kind of thing. What, you think the Department of Education puts out a video on how to deal with someone who just spent twice a normal human lifetime inside an Eternity Crucible? Vander told me that humans aren’t usually put into Eternity Crucibles because we tend to go totally insane. I wouldn’t hold myself up as a model of mental stability, but…well, I’m not totally crazy. I guess the point is that this has never happened before, so we have to play it by ear.”


  “Okay,” said Russell. “What can I do to help?”


  I hesitated. “Maybe…hell, maybe we should just be honest with each other, you know? No more secrets. I did all this stuff behind your back to help you, and you did all this stuff behind my back to help me. Maybe we should just level with each other.”  


  “Okay,” said Russell again. He paused. “Okay. But I’m still sorry…”


  “I know,” I said. “And I’m sorry, too. We’re both sorry. Couldn’t we just, you know…forgive each other and move on? Because we do have a serious problem just now.”


  “Lorenz and his necromancer buddy,” said Russell.


  “Yep,” I said. “Tell you what. We’ve both had a bad year. Why don’t we take it out on them?”


  Russell laughed. “I suppose that’s one way to feel better.”


  I grunted and shifted in my seat. “Works for me.” 


  We lapsed into silence again.


  “I do have a suggestion,” said Russell. 


  “What is it?”


  “We should pull over and get some fast food,” said Russell.


  “No, we shouldn’t,” I said. “That stuff is terrible for you. I’ve got some protein bars somewhere in the back. Plus, Lorenz is still chasing us. I don’t want to get ambushed while we’re sitting in the drive-through line at that one burger restaurant with a weird clown for its mascot.” 


  “Yeah,” said Russell, “but you’d get the senior discount.”


  I blinked and looked at him. “What?”


  “You’re a hundred and seventy-nine now, right?” said Russell. “And you’re going to be a hundred and eighty tomorrow. You definitely apply for the senior discount at a lot of places. Think of all the money we’ll save. You could buy dinner for everyone, and we’d save a ton of money…”


  “For God’s sake,” I said.


  “And they have those early-bird specials for seniors at restaurants,” said Russell. “We could get free pancakes. A lot of pancakes, and…”


  “For God’s sake!” I said, but I started laughing, and I couldn’t stop for a bit. 


  I suddenly felt better than I had in a long time.


  “You’re teasing me,” I said once I had calmed down.


  “Well, yeah, a little,” said Russell. “It’s a younger brother’s solemn duty to tease his older sister.”


  “You’re a teenage boy,” I said. “All you think about is food.”


  “That’s not all I think about,” he said. “If you want, I could start thinking about Mrs. Ross in exercise clothes again…”


  “Don’t be gross,” I said, but I laughed. “You really have a crush on her, don’t you?”


  “A little bit,” said Russell. “But she’s a good woman. And Captain Ross is a nice guy. But it helps that he’s kind of a scary dude.” 


  “That’s good,” I said. “Tonight, we want a bunch of scary guys on our side.”


  “Like Mr. Murdo,” said Russell. 



  “He’s not scary,” I said. “Well, I suppose he is…but he’s really looked out for me. Even saved my life a couple of times. He didn’t have to, but he did.”


  “Huh,” said Russell. “So, you and Mr. Murdo, did you ever…”


  “Ever what?” I said. 


  “You know,” said Russell. “Go out. You seem like you kind of have a crush on him.”


  “I do not,” I said. Russell waited. “Okay, yes, I kind of do. But it doesn’t matter. Murdo's got kind of the same problem I do. The Rebel Overseer has his girlfriend captive, and the Overseer is using that to compel Murdo to work for him. He infiltrated the Rebels at the command of the Knight of Grayhold, but his real reason was to save the woman he loves.”


  Russell stared at me. 


  “Seriously?” he said. “You didn’t realize…”


  “Realize what?” I said.


  “Never mind,” said Russell. “Mr. Murdo just seems like your type. Tall. Scary. Can kill a bunch of people without working up a sweat.” 


  I started to protest, but then I remembered that I had been with exactly two boyfriends in my life. Nicholas Connor and Riordan MacCormac had both been tall, scary, and entirely capable of killing a bunch of people without working up a sweat. 



  I guess I really did have a type. 


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I like Rory a lot, yeah…”


  “Rory, is it?” said Russell.


  “Don’t be snide,” I said. “I like him a lot, but it doesn’t matter. Once my deal is done, I’m going to hand over the Rebel leaders to the Inquisition, help Rory rescue his girlfriend, and that will be that.” 


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “Sure. That’s exactly how it will go down.”


  I eyed him. I had the odd feeling that I had just missed something significant, but I had no idea what it was. 


  “You know,” I said, “I had forgotten just what a smart-aleck you are.”


  He grinned. “I learned it from you.”


  “Mmm. That’s probably true.”


  We turned a corner, and the Ducal Mall came into sight. 


  It was a huge building, the biggest mall in the Milwaukee area. Come to think of it, I think it was the biggest mall in the state of Wisconsin. It was a huge sprawling pile of polished white stone and gleaming glass, though right now fully half of it was covered in scaffolding. Vast acres of empty parking lots surrounded the mall, and right now the only vehicles there were various trucks and several parked trailers adorned with the logo of a construction company. 


  THE DUCAL MALL proclaimed a sign by the entrance. GRAND REOPENING IN NOVEMBER. JOIN US FOR THE HOLIDAY SEASON! Below that was a web address, no doubt where Jill Rusk had gone in search of coupons. 


  A lot of old, dark memories went through my head. Russell and I had nearly gotten killed there, and we had barely gotten away with Lydia Valborg. I had stolen a car from the mall’s parking ramp to escape, though I had to run over a few orcish mercenaries in the process. 


  Come to think of it, I had run over a lot of orcs and anthrophages in my life. Maybe that was where Russell had learned it. 


  “Hasn’t changed much, has it?” said Russell.


  “No,” I said, turning into the deserted parking lot and heading for the ramp. Best to keep our vehicles out of sight. “Hey, question.”


  “Yeah?” said Russell.


  “Wanna go to the mall and kill orcs?” I said. 


  Russell took a deep breath and grinned, though I saw the tension around his eyes. “Thought you’d never ask.”




  Chapter 11: Tripwires


  



  We parked in the first level of the mall’s parking ramp and got to work.


  The first thing I needed to do was to disable the security systems. The mall was empty and closed for business, but that didn’t mean it was unguarded. A big empty mall was an ideal target for, say, Rebel terrorists, or a bunch of people planning to ambush some Rebel terrorists. For that matter, it would be a great place to do a quiet drug deal or something. To prevent that kind of problem, there were security cameras everywhere.


  I dealt with that difficulty by Cloaking, jogging to the mall’s security office, breaking in, and damaging the server system that controlled the cameras. Whoever managed the mall had gone cheap and bought a model of server that only uploaded its camera logs every twenty-four hours. This particular server was configured to upload the camera logs at 3 AM. When that failed, a notification would go out, and the mall’s managers would likely call Homeland Security to investigate.


  That was all right. By the time someone came to investigate, this would all be over.


  Either I would be dead, or Lorenz would be. 


  Once I had disabled the camera systems, we got to work. Murdo, Russell, Ross, Vander, Alexandra, and I were all able-bodied, and we unloaded the van and the SUV in haste. Rusk carried Felix and helped Jill along. Russell located several pallet jacks and empty pallets, and we stacked the crates on the pallets and hauled them into the mall. 


  “The east entrance is our best bet, I think,” said Murdo. “Lorenz will probably come from that direction.”


  “I agree,” said Robert. “Been here a few times, at least before the Archons shot up the place last year. The east entrance and wing would make for a hell of an ambush point.”


  We pulled the pallets into the east wing, and I saw right away that both men were right.


  The Ducal Mall was a big place, and the east wing was four stories tall. Balconies lined both walls, holding more shops. About four hundred yards to the west was the food court, which had gotten destroyed during my final fight with Sergei Rogomil all those decades ago. Right now, the food court was still only half-finished, with the balconies sealed off by plastic sheeting, and pallets of floor tiles and tools everywhere. The eastern wing was in better shape and looked mostly finished, though portions of the floor were still rough concrete and some of the walls needed painting.


  Given how much blood had been spattered on the floor and walls the last time I had been here, I suppose they had needed a lot of paint and new floor tiles. 


  “Yeah,” said Robert. “Yeah, this has potential.” He pointed at one of the boxes of tiles. “Those boxes? I think we should scatter them around the main floor here. Lay them out for an optimal blast pattern. And then when Lorenz’s goons come inside, boom.” 


  I frowned. “What if he comes in from a different entrance? If you count the employee and service entrances, this place has dozens of different ways to get inside.”


  “We’ll wait on one of the upper balconies,” said Murdo, glancing up. “Mr. Vander, how accurate is Vastarion’s spell?”



  “Reasonably accurate,” said Vander. “He’ll realize that Russell is inside the Ducal Mall. But I don’t think it will tell him exactly where Russell will be.”


  “Which means,” I said, “that the orcs and undead will come through the front doors in a wave, and then they’ll split up and start searching every shop in the east wing.”


  “Yeah,” said Robert. “And our best chance is to get them when they come through the front doors. Hit them when they’re all in a group.”


  “They might send scouts through first,” said Murdo.


  “They’d be idiots not to,” said Robert. “And we’ll have to play it by ear. Let the scouts come in, and let them go back out. When the undead and the main force of the orcs come inside, hopefully, we can take out most of them in one explosion. If we get lucky, we might even catch Lorenz and Vastarion in the blast.” 


  “Uh,” I said. “Would the mines even work on Vastarion? Normal bullets wouldn’t.”


  “They wouldn’t,” said Vander. “Neither would the ball bearings from the antipersonnel mines.”


  “Why are Elves immune to bullets?” I said. Morvilind had tried to explain it to me, but the explanation had gone right over my head. But given that Vander was used to dealing with high school students, maybe he could condense it down.


  “Basically, Elves are more innately magical than humans,” said Vander. “We are more easily able to use and wield aetheric force from the Shadowlands. Earth is also far less magically charged than our homeworld. To put it simply, our flesh is so charged with magic you need metal equally charged with magical force to wound us.”


  I nodded. “Which is why bullets forged from Shadowlands ore can wound Elves but bullets from Earth cannot.”


  “That’s right,” said Vander, in the same tone he might have used when a student got a question correct. “Bullets forged from the ore of our homeworld would work, but that’s beside the point. The mines wouldn’t kill Vastarion, but they would hurt him a great deal. We might be immune to bullets, but we can’t entirely shrug off the kinetic force from a bullet impact. And getting hit by a thousand ball bearings at once is a lot of kinetic force. It would definitely hurt him, enough that Miss Moran or I would be able to kill him without much difficulty.” 


  “Good,” I said. 


  “What about Jill?” said Rusk. “She shouldn’t be anywhere near this fight.”


  “Neither should Felix,” said Alexandra, holding her son.


  “Yeah,” I said. It was also freaking hot in here. The repairs and renovations must not have gotten to the air conditioning yet. “Let’s put you guys in the security office. It’s on the fourth floor of the north wing, off the food court. If Lorenz and Vastarion try to sneak through the back, it’s off the main route, so they shouldn’t stumble across you. It’s also air-conditioned, which will be good for the baby and Jill.”


  “It would be nice to sit down,” said Jill, sweat glittering on her forehead. “Or to lie down.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. I looked at Murdo and Robert. “You guys get started wiring up the mines. I’ll get Rusk, Jill, Alexandra, and Felix to the security office. Then I’ll come back and help you set up.”


  Getting them to the security office proved harder than I expected. The elevators were out, so we had to take the stairs by the food court. After the first flight of stairs, poor Jill looked like she was about to pass out. While Rusk took Felix, Alexandra and I carried Jill up the remaining stairs. I took her ankles, and Alexandra held her under the arms.


  “Thank you for this,” said Jill, her voice scratchy. “It’s…God, this is so embarrassing.”


  “It’s all right,” I said, and I glanced at Alexandra. “And it’s not like this is the weirdest thing that Mrs. Ross and I have ever done together.” 


  Alexandra snorted. She was in good shape – the cords in her arms stood out, but she wasn’t even breathing hard as she climbed backward up the steps. “You know, when I hired you to be my assistant, I had no idea it would change my life so much.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Sorry about that.”


  “For what?” said Alexandra, surprised. “You saved my life at Madison. You brought back Robert from his mission. And if you hadn’t been here today, that necromancer would have taken my son.” She laughed a little. “My life would have changed even if you hadn’t been in it. No, it’s more than that. My life would have ended if you hadn’t been there.” She glanced at Felix. “And my son would never have been born. You’re a scary person, Nadia, but I’m glad I know you.”


  “Thanks,” I said. I meant it, too. Meeting her had been a turning point in my life. I had almost killed her when she had panicked in the Shadowlands, and if I had…maybe I would have been willing to listen to Nicholas’s and Lorenz’s arguments about the Rebels.


  Maybe I would have become a much, much worse person. 


  We got to the fourth floor and carried Jill to the security office. I had left the door unlocked after I had broken in to disable the server, and we got Jill inside. It was more of a suite than a single office, with a reception desk, a locker room, a big room with a half-dozen desks, and several holding cells for shoplifters until Homeland Security could cart them away. There were cots for officers to sleep between shifts, and we got Jill comfortable on a cot while Alexandra made up a little impromptu bassinet for Felix. The air conditioning was working in here, and the chill made me shiver beneath my coat. 


  “Okay,” I said. “I want you and Rusk to stay here, Alexandra. Someone needs to look after the baby, and I don’t want to leave Jill alone.”


  “Very well,” said Rusk. He sighed. “I was only an indifferent man-at-arms, truth be told, and I barely survived my term of service. If I fought, I fear I would only get in your way.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Someone has to look after Jill.”


  “I’ll go back with you and help you get ready,” said Alexandra, “if Mr. Rusk will look after Felix.”



  “Of course,” said Rusk.


  “I don’t want you fighting,” I said. 


  “I won’t,” said Alexandra, “but there’s a lot of work to do, and you need help setting up, don’t you?” She wasn’t wrong about that. “We’ve only got a few hours before Lorenz shows up. Let me help.” 


  “All right,” I said. “Rusk, you can look after things here?” He nodded, and behind him I saw something on one of the equipment shelves. I pulled out a box of belt-mounted radios and earpieces. I powered on the radios, did a check, and gave one to Rusk and another to Alexandra. “Call us if there is any trouble.” 


  “Trust me,” said Rusk, fiddling with the radio’s wires as he clipped it to his belt, “that will be the first thing I do.” 


  “Also,” I said, “keep the door locked.” I pointed at the wall next to the door. There was a small flat panel screen there, and it showed a black-and-white image of the concourse just beyond the door. “You’ll have a clear view of the concourse. Don’t open the door unless it’s one of us.” 


  “I won’t,” said Rusk. 


  “Come on,” I said to Alexandra. “You’re right. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”


  That said, it still took Alexandra five minutes to get ready to leave. She had numerous last-minute instructions for Rusk on the proper care and feeding of a one-year-old child. Rusk, for his part, took it all with good humor, though he seemed to know it all already. I suppose Jill had been a baby once upon a time. 


  After Alexandra calmed down, we left the security office and jogged to the east wing of the mall. The work was already well underway. Murdo and Robert had arranged a pattern of tile cartons and tool boxes on the concrete floor that looked random but would conceal antipersonnel mines. They had also secured more mines behind the plastic sheeting sealing off the unfinished shops on the first level. Based on the placement of the mines, when they went off, it would be like standing in the middle of a giant shotgun blast, albeit a blast that struck from every direction simultaneously. 


  It would be absolutely lethal for anyone caught inside of it. 


  Hopefully, it would take care of both the orcish mercenaries and the undead. 


  Murdo had already set Vander and Russell to work with the burner cell phones, and Alexandra and I joined them. I already knew the procedure for wiring a burner cell phone to a detonator, and I showed Alexandra how to do it. We went through the mines step by step, and I surreptitiously checked the work of the others as we did. Fortunately, Murdo had shown Vander and Russell how to do it properly, and Alexandra was a quick study. She approached wiring remote bombs with the same enthusiasm she had once displayed picking out centerpieces for Duke Carothrace’s events. 


  It took about two hours to get the mines wired, and even before we were done, Murdo started activating the cell phones. I was concentrating hard and was consequently chilly from clenching my magic, but I still felt the strain of every second ticking away. Lorenz and Vastarion were coming for us, and we had to be ready by the time they arrived. 


  “All right,” said Murdo. “I’ve got the numbers for all the burners on my phone.” He tapped his phone against his palm. “I’m also going to enter the numbers into Nadia’s phone, so we have a backup.” I nodded, unlocked my phone, and passed it to him. “They’re configured to make a group call. Once I make that call, all the mines will go up at once.”


  “Would it make more sense to detonate them sequentially?” I said.


  “It might,” said Murdo. “Depending on the circumstances. But we just don’t have the time to set up anything more complicated. If we had a couple of days…” He shook his head. “I’m afraid this is the best we can do in the time we have left. How much longer until Vastarion knows where Russell is?”


  “An hour, maybe,” said Vander, wiping some sweat from his forehead. “Maybe two.” 


  “Then we’ll just have to lure as many of the orcs and undead into the trap as we can before we set it off,” said Robert.


  “Yeah,” I said. “And I might be able to help with that.”


  “As bait?” said Russell, frowning with alarm. “It’s me they’re after, not you.”


  “And they’re only after you to get at me,” I said. “If Lorenz kills me, he can chalk it up as a win and go back to Venomhold.” Then when Nicholas called me for my final theft, and I didn’t answer, all Lorenz needed to do was keep a straight face, and he was an excellent liar. “But I’m not planning on sacrificing myself, thanks to Mr. Vander.”


  “The Splinter Mask,” said Vander, nodding. 


  “What’s a Splinter Mask?” said Robert.


  “This,” I said, and I cast the spell. Silver light flared around my fingers, and I used a simpler version of the spell this time. Instead of creating eight or nine illusionary duplicates of myself, I only created one, and I projected it to stand a dozen paces away.


  Robert jumped in surprise, and Alexandra’s jaw fell open.


  “Neat trick,” said Russell.


  “Ah,” said Murdo. “That was the spell you used during the ambush.”


  I nodded. “When the bad guys show up, I’ll go outside and throw a few fireballs and lightning globes at them. Once they’re all riled up, they’ll chase me inside. I’ll levitate up to the second floor, use this projection to lure them in, and then Rory will set the blast off. Big boom, no more Lorenz.”


  “Hopefully,” said Robert.


  “Let’s place these mines in their hiding places,” said Murdo. “We’ve also got some plastic explosive. It’s designed to go off with a triggering charge, and the mines will make a good triggering charge. Slap of wad of explosive on each of the mines.” He glanced up. “And then we’ll need to pick hiding places.”


  “Something strong enough to withstand the blast,” said Robert.


  Murdo nodded. “And strong enough to resist any structural collapse we might cause.” 


  We went back to work, slapping handfuls of sticky plastic explosive against each of the flat black mines, and then concealing them in the various hiding places Murdo and Robert had picked out. I handled the mines gingerly. It was irrational, I knew. They wouldn’t go off until triggered by the phones. Hell, I could drop-kick the things, and they wouldn’t go off. But I was still conscious of the deadly force I carried in my hands.


  I had been blown up a bunch of times in the Eternity Crucible. I did not want to repeat the experience.


  We had just placed the last of the mines when Vander stiffened and looked at Russell. I followed his gaze just in time to see greenish light flicker around my brother.


  “The tracking spell?” I said. 


  “Yes,” said Vander. “Vastarion knows where we are.”


  “All right,” said Murdo. “Let’s move. Get your guns and get to your hiding places.”


  “Alexandra?” said Robert.


  She hesitated and then nodded. “I’ll wait for you with Felix. Please be careful.”


  “Always,” said Robert.


  She paused once more, and then give him a hard kiss, rather harder than propriety would allow. Vander coughed and looked away, and Russell looked at the ceiling, though not before he had taken a quick glance at Alexandra's backside. 


  Alexandra took a deep breath and stepped back.


  “I love you,” she said.


  Robert smiled. “I love you, too.”


  “Before you go, we should do a radio check,” said Murdo, all calm professionalism.


  That was a good idea, so we all clipped the radio packs to our belts and donned the earpieces. A quick checked confirmed that the radios were all working, and Alexandra squeezed Robert’s hand once more and then hurried off, though not before Robert made her take a pair of handguns with her.


  “She is a good woman,” said Vander once she was out of earshot.


  “Yeah,” said Robert. “I’m not the brightest guy in the world, but marrying her was the smartest decision I ever made.”


  “Let’s get to our positions,” said Murdo. 


  We climbed to the second level of the eastern wing. We had chosen locations behind support pillars, and Murdo was confident that the balcony was sturdy enough to deflect the mine explosions without collapsing. Russell, Vander, and Robert waited about a hundred yards further down so that Russell’s location would lure Lorenz in. I took a Royal Arms .45 semiautomatic pistol. Murdo took two of them, and an M-99 carbine as well. Russell took a pistol and a carbine. Murdo also made each of them take a rocket launcher, after a brief primer on how to fire the weapon. It was fairly simple – just aim and pull the trigger, and don’t stand near a wall when you do so you don’t get cooked by the backwash. Hopefully, we wouldn’t accidentally blow ourselves up. 


  Murdo and I waited behind a support pillar at the very end of the balcony, right before the massive glass enclosure of the Ducal Mall’s eastern entrance. From here we had an excellent view of the vast empty expanse of the parking lot. Beyond it, I saw the headlights of the cars making their way along the streets surrounding the mall. It was almost 9 PM, and while it wasn’t quite dark yet, it was verging on twilight. Shadowy gloom filled the eastern wing, the only light coming from the emergency lights fixed to the support columns. 


  “How long do you think we’ll have to wait?” I said.


  Murdo shook his head. “I don’t know, but not long. Lorenz is taking a huge risk, and he knows it. If you go to Connor and tell him what has been going on, Lorenz is a dead man.”


  “He knows I hate Nicky too much to talk to him,” I said.


  Murdo glanced at me, his face shadowy in the dim light. “If you had to choose between Russell’s life and asking Connor for help, which would you do?”


  “Good point,” I said, swallowing. 


  “But unless I miss my guess,” said Murdo, “Lorenz is going to show up soon, and he’s going to show up in force. His best option now is to kill both you and me and make sure that no one lives long enough to report back to Connor. Then when Connor summons you, you’ll just have disappeared, and Lorenz’s hands will be clean.” 


  “We kill him,” I said, “or he kills us.”


  “Pretty much,” said Murdo. “Makes things simple, doesn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  We stood in silence for a while, watching the parking lot. I glanced at Murdo’s face from time to time, noting the strong shape of his profile outlined in the dim light from outside. I thought about what Russell had said, how he had wondered if Murdo and I were together.


  “Rory,” I said.


  “Yes?” he said, still watching the parking lot.


  “Thank you for doing this.”


  He blinked and glanced at me. “Like I said, I thought you got dealt a bad hand. I’m just trying to balance it out a little.” 


  “I know,” I said. “And I appreciate it. But…you don’t have to.” I shook my head. “I’m not the woman you’re trying to rescue from Nicholas.”


  “If I save your life now,” said Murdo, “then you’ll be alive to help me rescue her later. Elegant, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Russell said…”


  “What did Russell say?” said Murdo.


  “He wondered if we were together,” I said, watching his reaction.


  Murdo blinked and then snorted. “Your father must have had a smart mouth.”


  “Why? What does my father have to do with anything?”


  “Because the smart mouth is clearly genetic.”


  I laughed. “It might be. He died when I was five, so I never got to find out.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Murdo. “I shouldn’t pry.”


  I shrugged. “Why not? Thanks to Lorenz, you already know everything important about me.” I hesitated. “And…you’ve kept faith with me, Rory. Thank you. You didn’t have to, but you did.” I touched his arm. It felt very firm beneath his sleeve. “I…well, just thanks. Thanks.”


  He looked at me, and there was something electric and intense in his gaze. It made me shiver down to my toes. I wondered if he was going to try to kiss me. He had a girlfriend, someone he loved enough to take insane risks to rescue. I wondered if I would stop him if he tried to kiss me. Because if I was honest with myself, I didn’t want to stop him…


  A flare of light caught my eye.


  “Rory,” I said, my voice a little hoarse. 


  “I see it,” said Murdo, turning to look out the windows.


  A pair of headlights had turned off the street and drove into the parking lot. It might have been just someone needing to turn around, or perhaps an RV looking for a place to park for the night.


  But it was a white van.


  And five more were driving behind it.


  “Get ready, everyone,” said Murdo, keying his radio. “They’re here.”




  Chapter 12: Let’s Set Some More Stuff On Fire


  



  I took a deep breath, drawing my magic to myself. 


  There was a chance, I suppose, that the white vans didn’t belong to Lorenz. That maybe painters or electricians or something came in to work an overnight shift at the Ducal Mall. But contractors would have the logos of their companies on the sides of their vans. 


  The unmarked vans came to a stop near the construction trailers, and I waited, resisting the urge to hold my breath. 


  The doors on the vans opened, and orcs and undead began spilling out.


  “It’s them,” said Murdo. 


  I watched the orcs, my left hand opening and closing into a fist over and over again.


  There were not as many as I expected. We must have taken a toll on their numbers during the last few fights. There were a bunch of undead, though, and in many ways, the undead were more dangerous than the blue-skinned orcs. You could just shoot an orc in the chest. To take down one of the undead, you either needed to shoot it right through the head, a magical attack, or a whole lot of fire. 


  Fortunately, Murdo was a good shot, I had magic, and we had arranged for a whole lot of fire just inside the doors. 


  “How many?” came Vander’s voice over my earpiece.


  “About sixty, orcs and undead both,” said Murdo. 


  “Do you see Lorenz or Vastarion anywhere?” I said. I hadn’t spotted the Rebel Gatekeeper or the Elven necromancer anywhere within the group.


  “No,” said Murdo. “Maybe they’ll stay within the vehicles until…wait.” 


  There was a flare of grayish light behind one of the vans. 


  Murdo’s frown sharpened. “Is that a…”


  A curtain of grayish mist rose up between two vans, seeming to shimmer and flicker, and through the curtain of mist, I had sudden glimpses of a bleak plain covered in gray grass.


  “Yep,” I said. “It’s a rift way. Lorenz or Vastarion must have opened it. They’re calling in reinforcements.”


  The last word had barely left my lips when the reinforcements started pouring through. There were anthrophages, dozens of anthrophages, and they didn’t bother with their human guises, remaining gray and gaunt and spiny. More undead rushed through the rift way, both human and orcish, their glowing eyes shining like eerie green stars in the twilight gloom. 


  “Shit,” I said.


  “They know Russell is here,” said Murdo. “They also know you’ll be with him. But they don’t know that we figured out they can track us. I think Lorenz means to swamp us under sheer weight of numbers.” He nodded. “He’s definitely given up on taking Russell alive. He means to kill us all.”


  “Great,” I said. Only fair, I suppose, since I meant to kill him. “Then he’ll hide out there and let his mercenaries and undead do the dirty work.” 


  “Probably,” said Murdo. “It is the most sensible tactic under the circumstances.”


  “All right,” I said, stepping out from behind the pillar. “Then it’s time for our most sensible tactic under the circumstances. Ready?”


  “Yes,” said Murdo. “Keep your radio on. We might need to communicate in a hurry.”


  “I will,” I said. 


  “Nadia?” came Russell’s voice in my ear. “Be careful.” 


  “No one’s as careful as I am,” I said.


  Murdo snorted but gave no other response.


  I crossed to the balcony, seized the steel railing, and vaulted. It was a twenty-foot drop to the floor below, but I cast the levitation spell and came to a gentle landing on the concrete. At once I cast the Cloak spell, wrapping myself in invisibility, and I drew out the Royal Arms .45 pistol from my shoulder holster, the gun heavy and cold in my fingers.


  Then I took a deep breath and walked outside. 


  The muggy summer air washed over me, and I saw the orcs and the undead milling around the vans. The gray haze of the rift way snapped out of existence, which meant Lorenz had brought in as many reinforcements as he could.


  I took five quick steps to the right, raised the pistol, aimed, and squeezed the trigger.


  My aim was good, and the top of an orcish mercenary’s head exploded in a spray of blue blood. No one noticed at first. The orcs, the anthrophages, and the undead were still getting into position, and probably Lorenz and Vastarion were arguing about strategy. I shot two more orcs before the others realized that something was wrong.


  The reaction was impressive. 


  Some of the orcs began bellowing orders, and others raised their AK-47s and started spraying gunfire in my general direction. Since I was invisible, they couldn’t see me, but it would only take one stray bullet to kill me, so I ran back towards the mall doors. Several of the anthrophages dropped to all fours and started prowling forward, sniffing at the ground. The Cloak spell could turn me invisible and even mask my scent, but it did nothing about the scent trail I had already left on the ground, and the anthrophages had a keen enough sense of smell to pick it up. 


  Time to move.


  I jogged further to the right, jammed my pistol back into its holster, and dropped my Cloak spell.


  “Hey, assholes!” I yelled. “Lorenz! Come and get it!” 


  The orcs snapped up their AK-47s, taking aim. The anthrophages started racing towards me. The undead just rushed forward, glowing green eyes fixed on me. 


  I took a step towards them and cast the Splinter Mask spell. Silver light shivered around my fingers, and nine duplicates of me appeared nearby. I sent my will through the spell, and the duplicates all charged at the enemy, some of them casting spells, some of them shooting. The effect on the orcs and the anthrophages was immediate. Some of the orcs began shooting at the duplicates, while others fell back. The anthrophages and the undead charged at the illusionary projections.


  And while they were all busy doing that, I cast some more spells.


  I first cast the Shield spell, shaped to deflect kinetic force, and a half-dome of pale light appeared in front of me. Holding the Shield spell and the Splinter Mask in place at the same time was a strain, but I did it.


  And I had enough concentration left over to cast more spells.


  I hurled a sphere of compressed fire into the midst of the firing orcs, and the explosion ripped through them, killing a dozen and setting their corpses on fire. I flung a volley of lightning globes into the anthrophages, and blue-white sparks leaped up and down their gaunt gray forms, flinging them to the ground. A mass of undead started towards my position, and I threw another fireball. The explosion ripped through them and sent them sprawling to the ground. 


  But by then my illusionary doubles were collapsing. If too much physical matter passed through them, the spell became unstable and collapsed, and the anthrophages were trying to tear them apart. One by one the duplicates winked out. Right about then the remaining orcs realized where I really was, probably because I was holding that Shield spell in front of me. 


  A dozen of them opened up with AK-47s on full auto. 


  If they had done that yesterday, I would have died on the spot. But Vander had taught me the Shield spell, and I held it against the assault, though just barely. My mind screamed with strain as the bullets bounced off the Shield, and it felt almost exactly like doing an overhead lift, my arms trembling with fatigue as I tried to hold the barbell over my head.


  I stepped back, released the collapsing Splinter Mask spell, and cast the ice wall spell. I created a curving wall of ice in front of me and the mall’s massive glass entrance, and the bullets slammed into the ice.


  That wouldn’t last long, and it would only take the anthrophages a few seconds to run around it, so I sprinted through the mall’s doors and into the eastern wing. At once I cast another spell, catching the railing of the second level in a telekinetic grip, and I jumped. I pulled myself through the air in a broad arc, grabbed the railing, rolled over it, and landed on the floor with a thump. 


  Murdo was at my side in an instant. “You’re okay?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Better get under cover.”


  I got to my feet, and we ducked behind our chosen pillar. I heard the crash from outside as the undead punched their way through the ice wall. A second later the orcs and the anthrophages and the undead stormed through the mall doors and into the eastern wing. I watched as they spread out, watched as they looked around for me, my heartbeat a thundering drum in my ears. Just a little more. Most of them were in the mall proper by now. Just a little more…


  Now!


  I cast the Splinter Mask spell again, summoning magic and holding my will in place. I only created one projection this time, putting it just beyond the edge of the mines below. The image looked battered and bloody and bruised, my coat torn and shredded from bullets. I made the image drop to one knee, panting with exhaustion, and then bend over and throw up a lot of blood.


  Maybe that was overkill.


  But it worked. 


  The anthrophages howled their metallic hunting cries and charged forward. The orcs roared in triumph. The undead were silent, but they rushed ahead nonetheless. All of them converged on the illusionary image.


  “Now!” I hissed.


  “Detonating,” said Murdo, hitting a button on his phone. “Everyone, take cover.”


  We ducked behind the pillar. One heartbeat passed. Then two. 


  And then…


  Thunder filled the world. 


  The noise was immense, and so loud it seemed to press on my entire body rather than just my ears. The entire Ducal Mall shook like a car hitting a speed bump, and I heard a weird clanging ringing noise that I later realized was the sounds of tens of thousands of steel ball bearings hitting the floors and ceilings at once. Fire bloomed below the balcony, filling the eastern wing with harsh light, and the shock wave blew out the glass of the entrance, sending thousands of shards tumbling into the parking lot. The pillar I was crouched behind vibrated like an overtaxed engine, and for an awful instant, I was sure that we had miscalculated, that the entire eastern wing of the Ducal Mall was about to collapse into a pile of concrete and steel and empty overpriced shops. 


  But the noise faded away, and I heard snarls and screams from below.


  “Rockets!” shouted Murdo into the radio. 


  He leaped to his feet, raising his rocket launcher, and I followed him. I had a second to look at the main floor below. Flames burned everywhere, and the force of the explosion had torn most of the enemy apart. I saw very few things that looked like actual corpses, but lots and lots of pieces that had once belonged to corpses. The blue orcish blood and the black slime of anthrophage blood was spattered everywhere. But quite a few of the undead were still on their feet, and some of the anthrophages had survived. 


  Murdo fired his rocket, and further down the balcony, I saw the plumes of fire as Russell, Vander, and Robert all followed his example. We just had time to duck behind the railing again, and then the four rockets went off, another colossal roar echoing through the mall. I wondered how far the noise of the first explosion had carried. Too much longer and this entire place would be swarming with Homeland Security officers.


  I surged back to my feet and looked over the railing. The rocket blasts had taken out a bunch of the remaining undead and anthrophages, but some were still standing. Murdo snapped up his M-99 and started firing single, precise shots that drilled through the anthrophages’ heads. I cast a spell, calling a tight sphere of fire and holding it gripped in my will. I sent the sphere zipping forward, and it drilled through the head of the nearest undead, and then I sent it zigging and zagging through the rest of the undead, blasting tunnels through their foreheads and sending them to the floor as Murdo shot anthrophage after anthrophage.


  My spell dissipated, its power spent, and I gathered magic to cast again, looking for my next target.


  Except…


  I blinked in confusion, trying to see through the smoke and the flames.


  Except I couldn’t find any more targets.


  Murdo’s M-99 fell silent, though he didn’t lower the weapon. I looked back and forth, but I couldn’t see any orcs, undead, or anthrophages on their feet. 


  “Did…did we get them all?” I said, stunned. 


  “Think so,” said Murdo. “Captain Ross, do you see any targets?”


  “Negative,” said Robert, his voice hard and clipped. “I don’t see anything moving.”


  “Come on,” said Murdo, and I nodded. “Keep an eye open.”


  I followed Murdo as we ran down the length of the balcony to join Russell, Vander, and Robert. 


  “I think all the targets are down,” said Robert, the emptied rocket launcher still in his arms. Next to him, Russell was busily reloading his. 


  “Our trap,” said Vander, “might have been overkill.” 


  He wasn’t wrong. 


  The explosion had destroyed the lower level of the eastern wing. The plastic sheeting covering the unfinished shops had been torn to shreds, and the blast of the antipersonnel mines had shattered every single window on that floor. It had also ripped apart every single orc, anthrophage, and undead. A dozen fires burned on the walls and the floor. The floor itself looked like the drain of some hellish butcher shop. It made me a little queasy to look at it, but I felt absolutely no guilt. The anthrophages were monsters, and the undead had died already. And if the orcs had wanted to live, they shouldn’t have come after my brother and me.


  They had wanted to kill us, but we had killed them first. Sucks to be them. 


  “When it comes to a firefight…” started Robert.


  “There’s no such thing as overkill,” he and Murdo chorused in unison. I wondered if that was a common saying among the men-at-arms of the Elven nobles.


  “I completely agree,” I said. “Did anyone see Lorenz or Vastarion?” 


  “No,” said Vander.


  “I didn’t, either,” said Robert. “I don’t think he was with the attack.”


  “Great,” I said. I suppose it had been wishful thinking to hope that Lorenz and Vastarion would have gone up with the explosion. “He must be outside with the vans. If we hurry, we can catch him before he escapes back to Venomhold…”


  “Robert!” 


  Alexandra’s voice crackled in my ear. 


  “Alexandra?” said Robert. “What is it?”


  “They’re here!” said Alexandra, her voice tight with alarm. “Lorenz and Vastarion. They’re trying to break down the door! They’re…”


  The voice cut off.


  Robert looked at me, his eyes wide with alarm. 


  The horrified realization shot through me.


  Lorenz’s plan had been a trick all along.


  I knew how Lorenz thought. He had come after Russell and me with brute force twice, and I had beaten him and gotten away both times. It was time for him to change tactics. He had wanted to capture Russell to control me…but what if he captured Alexandra and Felix and Jill and Rusk and threatened to kill them if I didn’t cooperate or surrender? That was exactly how the slimy bastard thought. If he couldn’t kill me, and he couldn’t beat me, he would find a way to coerce me. Vastarion must have been able to locate them with his magic.


  And Lorenz was going after Alexandra and the others right now.


  “Alexandra!” said Robert.


  “Damn it,” I snarled. 


  I grabbed Russell’s rocket launcher, which he had just reloaded, and slung it over my shoulder. 


  “What are you doing?” said Murdo.


  “I’m going to stop Lorenz and Vastarion,” I said. “Follow me as fast as you can.”


  With that, I sprinted down the balcony, making for the food court as fast as I could. With the flickering glow dancing over the walls and balconies and the stink of smoke and pulped anthrophage filling my nostrils, it was kind of like running through hell.


  But that was all right. I was used to hell. 


  Murdo, Vander, Russell, and Robert hurried after, Robert and Murdo keeping pace with me, but I had an advantage that they didn’t.


  They had to take the stairs.


  I reached the end of the balcony overlooking the food court, vaulted the railing, jumped, and cast a spell.


  I caught a telekinetic grip on the railing of the fourth floor and pulled myself up, the velocity of my jump translating into an upward arc. This was really hard to do without breaking every bone in my body, but I had done it tens of thousands of times in the Eternity Crucible, and I had gotten good at it. I soared upward, caught in the grip of my magic, and I slammed into the fourth-floor balcony railing. I rolled over the railing, landed on the rocket launcher, and scrambled back to my feet.


  A red mist had fallen over my vision. 


  Lorenz was going after a child. A one-year-old. A baby. The scheming, slimy, smirking bastard was going after a baby to get at me. 


  Either I was going to kill him, or he was going to kill me. 




  Chapter 13: Never Talk


  



  I sprinted around the corner, bringing up the rocket launcher as I did. 


  The security office was thirty yards further down the balcony. And as I expected, Lorenz and Vastarion were both there. Lorenz stood against the railing, a pistol in both hands. Vastarion stood right in front of the door, his left hand extended, rippling green light washing from his fingers and into the door. The heavy metal door was rusting away beneath his necromantic magic. I wondered why he didn’t use telekinetic force to just open the lock the way I did, and then I remembered what Vander had said about different wizards having different magical strengths. Maybe Vastarion just didn’t know that kind of spell. 


  I had planned to Cloak and shoot Lorenz from concealment, but he had anticipated that. The glow of a Seal of Unmasking covered the balcony floor. 


  We were going to do this the hard way. 


  I skidded to a stop and aimed the rocket launcher. I had been at the business end of a fired rocket several different times, and even through my rage, I felt a brief instant of glee that for once I was the one shooting a rocket-propelled grenade at someone. 


  Then Lorenz saw me as my finger tightened on the trigger. 


  “Shit!” screamed Lorenz.


  Vastarion whirled, his hand coming up as I fired.


  The rocket screamed from the black tube in a cloud of smoke, and Vastarion cast a spell. A wall of green light shimmered into existence in front of him, sealing off that end of the balcony. The rocket slammed into the wall of green light and then exploded.



  Vastarion’s wall of green light winked out, and the necromancer stumbled back, blinking in surprise. He must not have had time to put together a powerful ward, or he had underestimated the amount of force from the explosion. 


  Either way, he was dazed, and that gave me an opportunity.


  I sprinted forward, calling together power for a spell.


  Lorenz leveled his pistol at me, but before he could fire, I cast a spell. A curtain of white mist sheeted up before him, hardening into an ice wall, and I heard the crack as his bullet ricocheted off it. The wall also cut Vastarion off from Lorenz. 


  The necromancer snarled, green light playing around his fingers, and a sphere of ghostly emerald light burst from his hand and shot towards me. 


  He had just flung necromantic force at me. A death spell, probably, one that would wink out my life as it touched my flesh. I couldn’t dodge it. Could I block it with the Shield spell? But what kind of magical energy could counteract a death spell? It wasn’t as if elemental fire could block death…


  Wait.


  Regeneration.


  I cast the Shield spell, charging it with the power of the regeneration spell that Arvalaeon had taught me. A golden dome of light appeared before me, and Vastarion’s spell slammed into it. The impact rocked me back, strain screaming through my head, but my will held. 


  “Damn it!” screamed Vastarion, starting another spell. “Miserable human monkey!” 


  Before he finished his spell, I flung a volley of lightning globes at him, their harsh blue-white glow throwing stark black shadows against the walls and ceiling. Each globe had been charged with enough magical power to stop a man’s heart and fry his nervous system in an instant. Vastarion thrust out his hands, calling a shell of harsh green light around himself, and my lightning globes slammed into the defense. They sparked and flared against the warding spell, and Vastarion stumbled again, his back against the ice wall. My attack hadn’t breached his defense, but it had weakened it. I needed more force to penetrate his defense. Or I needed the same amount of force applied to a far smaller area. It was easier to make a hole in a board with a drill than with a hammer.


  The elemental blade spell Murdo had taught me might serve.


  I cast it as I ran at the reeling Vastarion, and a sword fashioned of elemental fire burst from my right hand. I made the blade as hot and as thin as I could manage, concentrating all its power into as tight of a space as possible.


  I leaped at Vastarion, and he recovered his balance, fresh green light shining from his palms.


  The elemental blade came down as I slashed with all my strength, and it slammed into the shell of green light. For a moment I felt resistance, and then the blade sheared through the ward and ripped across Vastarion’s chest.


  As it happens, burned Elven flesh smells exactly like burned human flesh.


  Vastarion reared back with a shriek, his eyes wide with pain, smoke rising from the gash I had just carved into his chest. He reeled and started to cast another spell, but I was already moving. 


  A sphere of fire burst from my hand and blasted through his head with enough force to emerge from the back of his skull and carve a fist-sized hole in the ice wall. 


  Vastarion collapsed to the floor, the top half of his head missing. 


  I just had time to start taking a breath, and then the ice wall exploded. 


  It ripped apart with a flare of fire and a thunderous crack, and a bowling ball-sized piece of ice clipped me on the side of the head, and another hit me in the stomach. That knocked me off my feet, and I hit the floor hard, the back of my head bouncing off the concrete. Stars exploded behind my vision, and I was in too much pain to move or to even draw a breath.


  Lorenz stalked out of the wreckage of the ice wall, elemental fire snarling around his left hand, his right hand holding a pistol that tracked towards me.


  That snapped me out of my daze. 


  But my head felt fuzzy, and concentration was a monumental effort. I flung out my hand, pulling together a spell as quickly as I could. I threw a telekinetic shove at Lorenz that I hoped would crack his skull. But my aim was off, and I hit his right wrist. I heard a bone snap, and the pistol fell from his fingers as Lorenz snarled in pain. 


  I heaved myself to my feet, reeling, and Lorenz cast a spell. He hurled a sphere of elemental flame at me, and I reacted on instinct, casting a Shield spell charged with the power of elemental ice. A dome of pale blue light appeared in front of me, and Lorenz’s spell stuck it and winked out. 


  I drew together more magic, starting another spell.


  And as I did, Lorenz stepped through my Shield and punched me in the face.


  In hindsight, it was the perfect tactic for him to use. I was in good shape, but so was he, and he was also a foot taller and eighty or ninety pounds heavier than I was. In a hand-to-hand, physical struggle, there was absolutely no way that I was a match for him.


  My head snapped back with enough force that I heard something pop in my jaw, and those stars behind my eyes turned into supernovas. I fell backward, stunned, and Lorenz kicked me hard in the ribs. The breath erupted from my lungs, and the kick flipped me over with enough force that I rolled onto my stomach and flopped onto my back again. 


  A knife flashed in his left hand, and I realized that if I didn’t do something right now, he was going to kill me.


  I yanked together as much power as I could and threw it at him. It became a wobbling lightning globe that struck Lorenz in the chest. Sparks flashed, and lightning crawled up and down his limbs, and Lorenz staggered with a bellow of rage. It should have killed him, but I hadn’t been able to focus, and so it had only stunned him.


  I pushed off the ground and got to one knee, intending to stand so I could kill him. Except my head just would not stop spinning, and it was all I could do to stay kneeling.


  That gave Lorenz the time he needed to snatch up his dropped pistol with his left hand and point it at me.


  I saw my death in the bore of the gun. There was no way I could pull together a spell before he pulled the trigger.


  Lorenz smirked behind the gun.


  “You dumb little bitch,” he said. “You…”


  A weird expression went over his face, like all the muscles in his head had suddenly gone slack at once. 


  In the same instant, a glistening red dot appeared on his forehead, and I heard the crack of a gunshot. 


  Then I heard four more cracks, and dark patches blossomed on Lorenz’s chest. 


  The light of the Seal of Unmasking vanished.


  Lorenz fell onto his face and didn’t move again. 


  I turned my throbbing head and looked over my shoulder.


  Russell stood behind me, pistol in both hands, smoke rising from the barrel as he lowered the weapon. He was wheezing, his face glittering with sweat, his breath coming in deep gulps. The frostfever was hell on his stamina, and he must have sprinted to get here.


  Hadn’t messed with his aim, though. 


  We stared at each other.


  “Hey,” I croaked. “Thanks.”


  “Yeah,” said Russell. He hesitated. “Boy, he shouldn’t have stopped to talk, should he?” 




  Chapter 14: Happy Birthday


  



  Russell ran to join me, and Robert, Murdo, and Vander appeared around the corner and came after him. 


  Both Murdo and Russell helped me to stand. 


  “Lorenz?” said Murdo.


  “Dead,” I said. “Vastarion, too. I burned out the inside of his skull. Then Russell shot Lorenz.” I started to giggle, which was inappropriate, but I was woozy. “He really shouldn’t have stopped to gloat. Dumbass. Oh, I think I need to lie down.”


  “Here,” said Vander, stepping forward as he flexed his fingers. Crimson fire blazed around his hand, and he put his palm on my forehead. Waves of heat rolled through me, and the pain and wooziness faded. A moment later I felt a lot better. I still was absolutely exhausted, but the pain was gone.


  “Thanks,” I said. “You know, I’m really glad the High Queen paroled you.”


  “As it happens, so am I,” said Vander. “Russell?”


  “I’m fine,” said Russell, still breathing hard. “Just need to get my breath back. And for my hands to stop shaking.”


  “That’s the adrenaline after-effect,” said Murdo. 


  “I’m going to check on Alexandra,” said Robert. “It doesn’t look like they got through the door, but…”


  No sooner had he spoken than the door swung open and Alexandra hurried out. Vastarion must have blocked the radio, but he hadn’t messed with the door camera. She flew into Robert’s arms, and I saw Rusk hovering behind her, pistol in hand. 


  “You ever kill anyone before?” said Murdo in a quiet voice.


  “No,” said Russell. “Well, yes. Those orcs that were here last year and at the Marneys’ house.” He frowned. “Should I be upset? I feel like I should be upset, but I’m not. I just wish I had killed him sooner. Is that bad?”


  “No,” I said. “He was a murderer, a terrorist, a rapist, and he was about to threaten to kill a baby to get us to surrender. I mean, you shouldn’t go around killing people, but…geez. Lorenz had it coming and then some.” 


  “We need to move,” said Murdo. “Homeland Security’s going to be here any moment to investigate the explosion. I would prefer to have time to make sure we wipe everything down and leave no fingerprints behind, but I’ll settle for getting away.”


  “Yeah,” I said, wiping some of the dust from my forehead. “Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here.”


  



  ###


  



  We drove our vehicles out of the parking garage, and as it turns out, we just barely beat Homeland Security. We had gone no more than two blocks when I had to pull over to let something like twenty Homeland Security vehicles go screaming past at full speed, their sirens wailing. Most of them were the standard blue patrol SUVs, but I saw several heavily armored vans among them. SWAT teams, it looked like. At least Homeland Security was taking the report of an explosion seriously. The Archon attack last year must have taught the Milwaukee branch of the department greater vigilance. 


  But they didn’t pull us over and instead screeched into the Ducal Mall’s parking lot. I wondered what they would make of the explosion damage, the dead orcs, the dead anthrophages, and of Lorenz’s and Vastarion’s corpses. 


  I realized I didn’t care, so long as none of the evidence led back to us. But I thought we would be safe. We had destroyed the camera server on our way out, and the Homeland Security and Inquisition investigators would be preoccupied with the massive quantities of dead orcs and anthrophages. Most likely they would conclude that the Rebels or the Archons had been preparing to launch an attack, had fallen out with each other, and then killed each other in a firefight. 


  We didn’t dare go back to Vander’s clinic yet, so instead, we drove to a hotel, and Murdo paid in cash for hotel rooms for all of us. Robert and Rusk tried to protest, but they were too tired to argue, and they accepted without much of a fight. I would share a room with Russell, and as soon as we got inside, I showered, put on a sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants, climbed into one of the queen beds, and slept like the dead.


  I awoke the next morning at about 7 AM, blinking as the morning summer sunlight leaked through the blinds. I sat up and rubbed my eyes and looked around. Russell’s bed was unmade and empty. Probably he had gone to get breakfast. My initial impulse was to find him, but I squashed it. He could take care of himself.


  The Ducal Mall had proved it.


  I went to the bathroom and then flopped back into bed. I ought to get up and talk to Murdo and the others, but I still felt tired and battered, and I wanted to check some things. I dug out my phone and started browsing the Internet, checking the local news sites. To my relief, there was no sign of panic or alarm. The only mention of the Ducal Mall was a report of a large gas explosion in the building’s eastern wing. No one had been hurt, and Homeland Security was investigating the cause, though mechanical failure was the chief suspect.


  It seemed that the Inquisition had decided to cover this one up. I wasn’t going to argue with them. The more thoroughly they covered it up, the less likely it was they would track me and Russell and the others down. For that matter, it also made it less likely that Nicholas would figure out that Russell had killed Lorenz. I didn’t care if Nicky thought that I had killed Lorenz, but I didn’t want him to know about Russell.


  The lock beeped, the door swung open, and Russell stepped inside. He was holding a cardboard drink carrier with two cups of coffee and a paper bag.


  “Good morning,” said Russell.


  “Is that coffee?” I said, sitting up and putting aside my phone. 


  “Yep,” said Russell, passing me one of the cups.


  “You’re a saint,” I said, taking a sip. For hotel coffee, it was surprisingly decent. 


  “Happy birthday, by the way,” said Russell, sitting on the edge the bed.


  I snorted. “Thanks.” I took another sip of the coffee. 


  “I didn’t get you anything,” said Russell.


  “You did shoot one of my enemies before he could shoot me,” I said. “That definitely counts, I think.” I studied him. “You sure you’re okay?”


  “Yeah,” said Russell. “I mean…yesterday was crazy, right? But we survived. I didn’t want to shoot anyone, yeah, but Lorenz…he had it coming, didn’t he?”


  “And then some,” I said. “Thanks, Russell. For saving my life.”


  It was his turn to snort. “If I do it seventy or eighty more times, maybe we’ll be even. Oh!” He reached into the paper bag and drew out a wrapped protein bar. “Almost forgot. Mr. Murdo says you’ll eat these but not much else since you have digestive problems.”


  “I don’t actually have digestive problems,” I said, unwrapping the bar. “I have bad memories. Certain foods remind me of…getting killed in the Eternity Crucible. Let’s just leave it at that.”


  Russell nodded and drew out a doughnut for himself, and we ate and drank in silence. 


  “And just think,” said Russell. “We got it all wrapped up before the Marneys got back from Florida.” He hesitated. “I shouldn’t tell them about this, should I?”


  “Oh, God, no,” I said. “They’re probably worried about you enough as it is. You should…forget to mention it.”


  “They worry about you, too,” said Russell.



  “Yeah.” I stared into my coffee for a bit. Morvilind and his retainers had raised me, but the Marneys had always been there before. “Tell you what. I’ll write them a letter before I go. Tell them that I’m busy for Lord Morvilind, and apologizing for disappearing. That should help.”


  “It will,” said Russell. “So…you’re going to leave again?”


  “Don’t have much choice,” I said. “Sometime soon the Rebel Overseer is going to summon me for the final part of the deal. Until then, I want to hurt them as much as possible.”


  “Okay,” said Russell. He sighed. “It isn’t fair.”


  “No,” I said. “But we’re in the wrong life for fair, aren’t we? But I’m glad I came back. I’m…glad I told you the truth.” 


  “You can tell me anything you want,” said Russell. He took a deep breath. “I know this is going to sound incredibly lame and sappy…but I’ll always be there for you if you need me. Always.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I mean it, Russell. Thanks.”


  We ate in silence for a while more.


  “Though I suppose,” said Russell, “when I get back to school, I could write an amazing essay about what I did this summer.”


  I laughed. “Don’t you dare.”


  



  ###


  



  A few hours later, we pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall that housed Vander’s clinic, and we got out of the SUV and the van to assess the damage.


  “The repairs shouldn’t be too bad,” said Vander, looking around at the shattered windows, now covered with yellow tape. “I have a slush fund from the High Queen for expenses related to my healing work. I can pay for the repairs through that…and I can also shut down any official investigation.” He shrugged. “I suspect we don’t want too much official attention.”


  “We do not,” I said. 


  Robert’s and Alexandra’s SUV had come through the fighting intact, and they began loading up. Rusk was parked in a small public lot a half-mile away, and Robert offered to drive Rusk, Jill, and Vander there. Jill was out of danger, but she would need a lot of physical therapy yet (even bloodcasting could only do so much to combat coma-related muscle entropy), and Rusk and Vander had to take her to a hospital for care until she was strong enough to look after herself. 


  “It’s just as well the SUV’s intact,” said Robert, patting the vehicle. “I have to report for duty tomorrow.”


  “Yeah?” I said. 


  “Duke Carothrace is going to New York with the rest of the Elven nobles to greet the High Queen on her Royal Progress through the United States,” said Robert. “There’s going to be a parade and an official review, and the Duke wants his men-at-arms with him.”


  “It is a great honor to see the High Queen,” said Rusk. “I wish I could go.”


  “Beats going to the Shadowlands, I suppose,” I said. 


  “That it does. Well, Miss Moran,” said Robert, and we shook hands. “It was fun…but let’s never do that again, yeah?”


  “Amen to that,” I said, and I grinned. It wasn’t my usual mirthless rictus, either. “Unless you’re up for a quick trip to Venomhold?”


  “Don’t even joke about that,” said Robert, but he laughed. 


  Alexandra hugged me. “You saved my life twice, and now you’ve saved my son’s life.”


  “Russell did that,” I said. 


  “I just helped,” Russell said.


  “I saw you fight that necromancer through the camera,” said Alexandra. “It was…my God, Nadia. I’d never seen anything like that. I hope I never have to see anything like it again. But I meant what I said to you. If you ever need my help, just ask.”


  “I will,” I said. “Thank you.” 


  Rusk hesitated and then shook my hand. “Thank you for looking after Jill, Miss Moran.” Jill insisted on hugging me, too, though Vander had to kind of help her to stand for it. “You didn’t have to, but you did.”


  “I know what it’s like to lose people,” I said. 


  “I think we’ll see each other again,” said Vander. “I hope soon.”


  “I hope that, too,” I said. “And I hope I have a dragon pearl in hand when I do.”


  “I would like that,” said Vander. “Good luck, Miss Moran. And remember what I told you.” He hesitated. “I think you might be unique. At the very least, there are not many people like you.”


  “Know what I think?” I said.


  He raised his eyebrows.


  “I think you must make a hell of a shop teacher.”


  Vander burst out laughing at that. “I would hope so. Healing and teaching are the only two things I’ve ever been good at.” 



  With that, they got into the SUV and drove off, leaving me standing on the sidewalk with Russell and Murdo. 


  “He is a good teacher, isn’t he?” said Russell.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I think he might have helped me.” 


  Murdo nodded. “The spells he taught you.”


  “And maybe with more than that,” I said. I looked at Russell. “I suppose we had better get you home.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “It was good to see you, Nadia. I…”


  My phone started buzzing.


  I blinked and pulled it out, and my heart sank when I recognized the number.


  “Shit,” I said.


  “Connor,” said Murdo, his voice hardening. 


  “Yeah,” I said. There was only one reason Nicholas would contact me. 


  It was time for the third theft. 


  And once I had accomplished that (assuming I didn’t get killed in the process), then either I was going to kill Nicholas, or he was going to kill me.


  Well, at least he wouldn’t have Lorenz to back him up.


  I took a deep breath, accepted the call, and lifted the phone to my ear.


  “Hello, Nicholas,” I said. 


  “Hello, Katrina,” said Nicholas in his deep, amused voice. “I’m sorry, that’s wrong, isn’t it?”


  “What, did you forget my name already?” I said.



  “Not at all. I was simply mistaken. Hello, Nadia Moran.” 


  I didn’t say anything, my heartbeat thundering in my ears. 


  “You see,” said Nicholas. “I just received a most interesting and very detailed email from Victor Lorenz.”


  Dread flooded through me.


  “My God,” said Nicholas. “Nadia Moran, speechless. I never thought to experience that. Tell me, how did you kill Lorenz?”


  Then all at once, I understood, and rage mixed with the dread.


  It was one last spiteful little trick of Lorenz’s. Before he had gone into the Ducal Mall, he had set up an email with a time-release delay, just in case he was killed. No doubt he had been certain that he would be victorious. But just in case he wasn’t, just in case something had gone wrong, the email would go to Nicholas with all the details. Lorenz would have canceled the time-release email once I was dead…but I was alive, and he was not.


  And with Lorenz’s final revenge, Nicholas now knew who I really was. 


  He probably knew everything. 


  “Lorenz committed suicide,” I said, my voice cold as ice.


  “Did he, now?” said Nicholas. He still sounded amused, damn him. “That seems quite unlike him.”


  “He tried to come after me,” I said. “Counts as suicide in my book.” 


  “Or he tried to come after your brother?” said Nicholas. The dread and rage within me intensified. Lorenz had been dangerous, but Nicholas made him look like a puppy by comparison. “I always wondered what you really cared about, Kat. I suppose I ought to be grateful to Lorenz. Granted, he defied my orders, and I would have had to shoot him for it, had you not taken care of that little detail.” The satisfaction in his voice made me want to curse. “But I always wondered what you actually care about…and now I know.”


  “Spare me the bullshit,” I said. “What do you want?”


  “You know perfectly well what I want,” said Nicholas. “It’s time to fulfill the final phase of the Forerunner’s bargain with your patron…Lord Morvilind, I believe. We have another theft to plan, Nadia. Oh, and do bring your brother with you. I am rather looking forward to meeting him.” 


  



  THE END


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Thank you for reading CLOAK GAMES: BLOOD CAST! 


  Nadia's next adventure will be CLOAK GAMES: LAST JUDGE, coming in spring 2018. 


  


  


  


  If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page.


  
 

  




  Author's Note


  



  Thank you for reading CLOAK GAMES: BLOOD CAST!


  There are two books left to go in the CLOAK GAMES series. Book #10, CLOAK GAMES: LAST JUDGE, should be out in late spring 2018. 


  The eleventh and final book of the series should come out in summer 2018.
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  Yet he has a dark secret. He is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to keep the fury from devouring him.


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


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



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


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


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


  Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.


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


  Unless Mazael can stop him.


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


  



  The Ghosts Series


  



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  




  


  The Ghost Exile Series


  



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


  But the victory cost her everything.


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


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


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


  



  The Ghost Night Series


  



  Caina Amalas was once a deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.


  But civil war grips the Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers of the malevolent Umbarian Order. 



  And Caina has a dangerous connection to the Umbarians. 



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



  Read Ghost in the Ring and Ghost in the Glass.


  



  The Third Soul


  



  RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.


  Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.


  And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.


  And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.


  If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.


  And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them.


  Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.


  



  The Frostborn Series


  



  A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.


  But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.


  RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.


  But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.


  CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.


  For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.


  The secret of the Frostborn.


  Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, Frostborn: The Broken Mage, Frostborn: The World Gate, Frostborn: The High Lords, Frostborn: The False King, Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince, Frostborn: Excalibur, Frostborn: The Dragon Knight, and Frostborn: The Shadow Prison, and the prequel novels Frostborn: The Knight Quests and Frostborn: The Bone Quest along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, The Knight's Tale, The Soldier's Tale, and The Soldier's Tale. Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.


  



  Sevenfold Sword


  



  Ridmark Arban is the Shield Knight, the defender of the realm of Andomhaim. 


  The realm is at peace after a long and terrible war, but dark powers threaten other lands.



  And when a mad elven wizard comes to the High King's court, Ridmark finds himself fighting not only for his own life, but for the lives of his family.



  For the quest of the Seven Swords has begun...


  Read Sevenfold Sword: Champion, Sevenfold Sword: Swordbearer, Sevenfold Sword: Warlord, and Sevenfold Sword: Necromancer, and the prequel novellas Shield Knight: Ghost Orcs, Shield Knight: Third's Tale, and Shield Knight: Calliande's Tale. 


  



  Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy


  



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



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



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


  



  The Tower of Endless Worlds


  



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



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


  And all it will cost is his soul.



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


  He doesn't expect to find black magic.


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


  By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…


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


  



  Cloak Games


  



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


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



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



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



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



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



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



  



  The Silent Order Series


  



  The galaxy is at war, but wars are won and lost in the shadows.


  To the galaxy at large, Jack March is a privateer of the interstellar Kingdom of Calaskar and a former Iron Hand commando of the malevolent Final Consciousness. In truth, he is an alpha operative of the Silent Order, the most efficient and feared intelligence organization in human space. When there is a crisis, Jack March is the man to call. 



  But there are many forces that wish to enslave or destroy humanity...and Jack March stands in their way. 



  


  Read Silent Order: Iron Hand, Silent Order: Wraith Hand, Silent Order: Axiom Hand, Silent Order: Eclipse Hand, Silent Order: Fire Hand, and Silent Order: Wasp Hand, and the short story Rail Gun.
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