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Cloak Games Omnibus Description
 
Combined for the first time in one volume, here are the first three books in the internationally bestselling CLOAK GAMES series - CLOAK GAMES: THIEF TRAP, CLOAK GAMES: FROST FEVER, and CLOAK GAMES: REBEL FIST, and the bonus short story WRAITH WOLF.
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… 

 



Chapter 1: Master
 
One of the earliest things I remember is watching the entire United States Congress commit suicide on national television. 
I don’t know how old I was. Five years old, probably. I do remember that it was my first day of preschool, so I was most likely five. The teacher started the day by leading us through the Pledge of Allegiance, so we put our right hands upon our hearts and pledged allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the High Queen of the Elves that protected the Republic for which it stood, one nation under God, indivisible, with security, order, and duty for all. 
Then the teacher – her name was Miss Culpepper, I remember – had us sit on the floor, powered up the projector, and showed us the video clip. Later I learned that it was one of the High Queen’s initial edicts after the Conquest three hundred years ago, that children on their first day of school should watch this video. 
It was a clip from Year One of the Conquest, or 2013 AD according to the old calendar. It came from one of the old news networks, and showed the chambers of the United States Congress in Washington. Rows of desks and chairs faced the speaker’s podium, and American flags hung on the back wall.
Tarlia, the High Queen of the Elves, stood there, surrounded by her chief nobles and commanders. She had long red-gold hair and eyes like discs of blue fire, and her pale face was so beautiful that it frightened me. The High Queen wore silvery battle armor that could deflect bullets, yet somehow clung to the curves of her body. A silver diadem studded with glowing white gems rested upon her brow, and she held a sword in her right hand. Her left hand flickered with ghostly light as she called upon her magic. 
Under the command of her magic, one by one the Congressmen marched to the center of the floor, looked into the camera, lifted a gun to their temples, and blew out their brains. Some of them sobbed and begged for mercy. Some of them fought, shouting threats at the High Queen and her nobles, who gazed back impassively. None of Congressmen could resist her magic, and one by one they killed themselves. 
You can imagine the effect this had on a room full of preschoolers. 
By the end of the video, most of the class was crying. One of the other girls – I think her name was Melinda or Melissa or Melanie, something with an M – threw up on herself. Miss Culpepper and her aide hastened forward to clean her up. 
I didn’t cry. I just watched the video.
I suppose there might have been something wrong with me even then. 
“I know that was very upsetting, children,” said Miss Culpepper once all three branches of the United States government had killed themselves and ended the video, “but you shouldn’t cry about it. Do you know why?”
We shook our heads. One of the boys, a fat child named Michael, raised a tentative hand.
“Because…the High Queen said so?” said Michael.
“Yes,” said Miss Culpepper, smiling with approval. “That’s right. Those were bad people, Michael. They were in charge of our country, but they were very wicked men and women. They stole from the people, lied and cheated and did many bad things. The High Queen brought justice to Earth. The President and Congress we have now are good men and women because they fear the High Queen, and know that she will punish anyone who mistreats her subjects.” She turned her sunny smile toward the class. “And we are all the High Queen’s subjects. Can anyone else tell me some of the good things the High Queen and her nobles have done for us?” 
For a moment no one said anything, and then another boy raised his hand. “She…she stopped wars?”
“That’s correct,” said Miss Culpepper. “Before the Conquest, bad men could start wars with each other whenever they wanted. Our High Queen does not allow that now. Anyone else?”
A girl raised her hand. “She…brought us magic?”
“Correct,” said Miss Culpepper, her smile widening. “Before the Conquest, no one on Earth could use magic. Now many people can learn magic, and help the High Queen defend our world from our enemies.”
“My papa can use magic!” said another boy. “He’s in the Wizards’ Legion!”
His enthusiasm upset me. My father was in the Legion, too, and I wasn’t as happy about it. I hadn’t seen him in nearly a year. I had stopped crying myself to sleep, but my baby brother and mother hadn’t.
“If the High Queen’s magic is so strong,” I said, “why does she need the Legion to fight her enemies…”
I had a smart mouth back then, too.
Miss Culpepper thought so as well. Before the sentence got all the way out of my mouth, she crossed the classroom and slapped me hard, once on the right cheek and again on the left. It was the first time (though not the last), someone had ever hit me, and I gaped up at her in astonishment. 
“Shame, Nadia Moran!” said Miss Culpepper. “Shame on you! That is elfophobic, and elfophobia is ignorant and shameful! The Elves have done so much for us, and to question the High Queen is wrong! You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
Everyone was staring at me. I didn’t know what to do, so I burst into tears. After school, I had to write “I will not question the High Queen and insult Elves” fifty times on the whiteboard. I managed to get to the thirty-ninth repetition before the hand cramps made me stop, and Miss Culpepper had mercy on me and let my mother drive me home.
I didn’t like preschool very much.
Considering what happened later, I wish I had been able to stay longer. 
 
###
 
That day is one of the first three things I can remember clearly. The other two are less pleasant.
My father was indeed in the Wizards’ Legion, trained as an elemental wizard and recruited to fight in the High Queen’s wars. The Elves might have forbidden human nations to war amongst themselves, but that did not stop the High Queen from fighting her enemies, for she had many enemies. 
The Archons were chief among them. 
As I later learned, the High Queen and her followers were exiles from the Elven homeworld. Tarlia had been overthrown by a group of rebels who called themselves the Archons, and the High Queen had fled with her loyalists and their armies into the Shadowlands, the paths between the worlds, and found themselves upon Earth. So the High Queen and her nobles raised armies from the conquered humans, and fought against the Archons in the paths of the Shadowlands between the worlds. 
Except the laws of nature did not function in the Shadowlands as they did on Earth. Or at least the laws of physics, anyway. Magic worked in the Shadowlands, but electronics did not. Two minutes in the Shadowlands would destroy any electronic device. Gunpowder didn’t work either, and nor did most explosives or internal combustion engines. So the armies of Her Majesty the High Queen trained to fight the way the men of the Middle Ages would have fought, with sword and spear and arrow and horse. 
My father was one of those men. The Elves kept the greatest secrets of their magic to themselves, but they taught human wizards the spells of lesser elemental magic, fire and water and wind and earth. That made the Wizards’ Legion of the High Queen valuable, but it also made the wizards into targets, and the Archons had allies from other worlds in the Shadowlands, allies with terrible weapons. 
One of those weapons wounded my father, and it passed a disease called frostfever into his blood. Before he fell sick, he unknowingly passed it to my mother and my baby brother Russell, who would have been only a few months old at the time. I would have died with them. Maybe I should have died with them. 
But some humans are naturally immune to frostfever, and I was one of them. Lucky me. 
I remembered standing in the Seattle hospital, crying next to my parents’ beds as they died, crying because I didn’t know what to do. Crying because Russell was still alive, and I knew that he was going to die soon. 
And I didn’t know what was going to happen to me next.
The High Queen had kept the Constitution of the United States in place, including the Thirteenth Amendment, which banned slavery. However, the laws of the United States only applied to humans, not to Elves. Orphan children, or unwanted children, were often sold to Elven nobles. Even as a child, I had heard the horror stories, half true, half urban legend, of what happened to the slaves of Elven nobles. 
After the orderlies wheeled my parents’ bodies away, I stood over the little incubator holding Russell, watching him shiver as the frostfever burned through him, waiting for him to die.
A boot clicked against the polished floor of the hospital, and I looked up, expecting to see one of the nurses coming. 
Instead an Elf walked towards me, and I went rigid with fear. 
He was old. Elves can live a really long time, a thousand years or more, but this Elf looked older than that. He was tall and thin, his face gaunt and grim, his hair gray and close-cropped, his eyes like glittering chips of blue ice, his ears tall and pointed. His lips and fingernails had a peculiar blue tinge to them, the way you see in elderly people with heart trouble, and everything about him seemed cold. He wore the gold-trimmed black robe of an Elven archmage, and the ornamented red cloak favored by Elven nobles. At the age of five, I didn’t know any of that – but I realized that I stood before an Elf of great power.
And he looked right at me with those cold, dead eyes. 
“Well,” said the Elf, his voice a deep rasp, “here you are.”
I stared at him, too frightened to know what to do. 
The Elf reached down and cupped my chin, forcing me to at him. His hands felt cold, and his fingers seemed to dig into my face. 
“Yes,” he murmured. “I see. Tell me. Where are your parents?”
I said nothing, and the fingers tightened, pain flashing through my jaw.
“Where are your parents?” said the Elf again, his calm never wavering.
“Dead,” I whispered. “The frostfever took them.” 
“And the infant?” said the Elf. “Your brother?”
“He has the frostfever too,” I said. “He’s going to die next.”
The Elf smiled for the first time. It was a sardonic smile, as cold as the rest of him. “Is he, now? Are you so sure of that, little girl?”
Anger spiked within me. “He is going to die! My parents died! No one could save them!” I wrenched free of his cold grasp and glared up at him. “Maybe the stupid Elves with their stupid magic could have saved them, but they didn’t! I…”
The Elf simply stared at me, and I fell silent. Belatedly, my five-year-old brain realized that displaying elfophobia in front of an Elven noble was stupid. Miss Culpepper would have slapped me for elfophobia, but in hindsight she had a good reason for it. The Elves, especially Elven nobles, did not tolerate insults from their human subjects. The Elf lord could have killed me then and there, and the High Queen’s law would have been on his side. 
“Go on,” I said. “Kill me. See if I care. My mom and dad are dead anyway. You can’t make me any deader than that.”
Yes, I did indeed have a smart mouth already.
The Elf kept staring at me, and I stared back, waiting for him to kill me. I didn’t want to show any fear, but I could not stop myself from crying. Too much had happened already. 
Then, to my utter astonishment, he chuckled. 
“Then you do have some spirit,” said the Elf. “Excellent. I would have preferred that the male carry the spark…but you may serve as well.”
I blinked. “Spark?” 
“Ah,” said the Elf. “I forget how ignorant the young ones are. The spark. I shall show you.” 
Again his cold fingers clamped around my jaw, and this time ghostly blue fire danced around his hand. Fresh terror surged through me, and I would have screamed for the nurses and the doctors, but they would have stood by and let the Elf do whatever he wanted. But the strange cold fire did not burn me, and suddenly I felt it inside of my mind. I also felt the Elf’s fingers reaching into my thoughts, sinking deeper and deeper.
It was a loathsome feeling, and the terror redoubled. Anger rose alongside the fear, and the scream burst from my lips. Without quite knowing how, I shoved against the intrusion inside my head, like pushing away a blanket. 
The blue fire flickered and went out. 
The Elf smiled his cold smile and withdrew his hand.
For a moment I could do nothing but gape in sheer astonishment. There had been a fire around his hand, and I had put it out with my mind. Nothing in my life had prepared me for something like this, and I struggled to understand it.
“The spark,” said the Elf. “The inborn magical ability. A talent, if you prefer. Once it was extremely rare among your race. Then the High Queen opened the gates to the Shadowlands and we came here, and piercing Earth’s umbra seemed to break some sort of protective shell around your world. Consequently, the spark has become much more common among humans. It would be a fascinating experiment to track the rate of the spark’s progression in your population, though I have no interest in the matter.” The cold smile turned a bit indulgent. “But you have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”
“No,” I whispered, my eyes turning back to Russell in his incubator. 
“Perhaps you soon will,” said the Elf.
“I don’t care,” I said. “Go away and leave me alone. I don’t care about your stupid magic. I don’t care about anything.” 
“Lies,” said the Elf. “You care about the infant.” 
“He’s going to die,” I said, staring at Russell’s small, limp form. 
“My magic can save him,” said the Elf.
I looked up at the tall figure in black and gold. 
“It can?” I said.
“The frostfever inflicted by the blades of the frost giants is a deadly ailment, beyond the powers of your physicians and their machines,” said the Elf. “Even for magic, it is a difficult cure, spread over many years, yet not beyond the skill of an archmage. It is in my power to cure your brother.”
I stared at him, caught somewhere between hope and disbelief. I had a smart mouth…but I also had a suspicious mind, too. “Why? Why would you do that? Why would an Elf care about my brother?”
“I care nothing for your brother,” said the Elf. “You, though…I have a great deal of work for you. I could simply buy you both as slaves. Yet given the nature of the work I require from you, that would be a foolish strategy. A slave is a tool that always betrays his master’s work. No, I require your willing cooperation.” 
“To do what?” I said, baffled. 
“In time,” said the Elf. “In time. Do you understand what I am proposing?”
“I…I think so,” I said.
“Then say it in your own words.”
“You’ll use your magic to heal Russell,” I said, “if I do what you tell me to do.”
“Precisely,” said the Elf archmage, leaning closer to me. “Do you know what I will do to you if you disobey me or betray me?”
“You’ll kill us both,” I said.
“Of course not,” said the Elf. “That would be inelegant. No, the spell necessary to cure frostfever shall require twenty different castings, one cast every year. Should you disobey me, should you betray me, I shall simply withhold my power, and your brother shall die.” 
I looked at the Elf, and I was frightened. I saw the power there, the cruelty. Even at the age of five, I knew that this was not a good man. I wanted to cry. I wanted to run to my mom and dad. But they were dead, and I was all that Russell had left. If I did nothing, he would die. 
I couldn’t let that happen. 
“All right,” I whispered. 
The Elf raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry?”
I swallowed and squared my shoulders. “I…I will do what you say, if you make Russell better. Please, Lord Elf.” I remembered some of the manners Miss Culpepper had attempted to beat into my head. A human was always to address an Elf he did not know as Lord Elf, even if the Elf was not noble-born. 
The Elf snorted. “You do have a modicum of manners, then. We shall have to work on that. What is your name, child?”
“Nadia,” I said. “Nadia Moran.” 
“I am Morvilind,” said the Elf, “an archmage of the Elven nation and a Knight of House Tamirlas, vassal to Lord Tamirlas, the Duke of Milwaukee. You may address me as Lord Morvilind, or as ‘my lord’, as you prefer.” The cold blue eyes seemed to sink into me. “Now, Nadia Moran. Are you ready to follow my commands?” 
I tried to work moisture into my mouth. I was only five years old, but I had the sense that I was about to make an irrevocable choice. Yet I was only five, and I could not articulate my fears. 
Besides. Morvilind could help Russell. That was all that mattered. That was the only thing that could matter. 
“Yes,” I said, “my lord Morvilind.” 
“Good,” said Morvilind. “Let us begin at once. I shall speak with the doctors and secure your release, and I suppose one of my human men-at-arms can take care of the infant. One of the childless ones, I expect.”
“What?” I said. Morvilind gave me a look that was just short of a glare. “I mean…Lord Morvilind. Won’t Russell be with me?”
“Of course not,” said Morvilind. “Child, you and I have a great deal of work to do.” 
 
###
 
I had no idea what Morvilind wanted with me. 
At the time, I guessed he wanted to put me to work in his mansion. When I was a child, there were a lot of cartoons on TV about orphaned girls going to work in an Elven lord’s manor, gaining his approval through hard and industrious work, and then marrying one of the lord’s handsome human men-at-arms. The show usually ended with an epilogue set twenty years later as the protagonist watched with proud eyes as her son joined her lord’s service as a man-at-arms himself, ready to fight for the High Queen’s honor in the paths of the Shadowlands.
In retrospect, I watched a lot of stupid TV as a child. 
Anyway, that was what I expected. Scrubbing floors, cleaning pots, vacuuming carpets. That sort of thing.
Instead, two things happened.
First, before we even left the hospital, a physician visited, and gave me a drug that induced unconsciousness. When I awoke, I had a sharp pain in my chest and back, accompanied by a nasty bruise and a bandage. Morvilind informed me that he had drawn out a vial of heart’s blood, and with his magic he could use that blood to find me anywhere in the world or the Shadowlands if I ran. And with that vial of blood, his magic could kill me from any distance as easily as crushing a cherry in his fist.
That should demonstrate the overall tone of our relationship. 
Second, Morvilind started teaching me a variety of peculiar things. 
We left Seattle, and he took me to his mansion. As a vassal of the Duke of Milwaukee, he had an estate in a little lakeside town called Shorewood a few miles north of Milwaukee. My parents and Russell and I had lived in a small two-bedroom house in Seattle, and Morvilind’s mansion was so large that it boggled my mind. It was a sprawling pile of marble and glass and wood, built in the Elven style with a fine view of Lake Michigan. I looked at the house with dismay, wondering how long it would take me to scrub all those floors and wash all those windows. 
Instead, I had tutors, some of them human, a few of them Elven. 
In the mornings, I learned things most grade school children would have learned. Math and reading and lessons in English and Chinese and Spanish, the three most common human languages in the United States. I also learned High Elven, the language of government and law, and the use of computers. All the subjects were of a practical or technical nature. No history, no science, no art, no religion. 
Then, in the afternoons and evenings, Morvilind’s tutors taught me things I suspected grade school children in the United States generally did not learn. 
First, there was a great deal of physical training. A hard-bitten man who had the look of a former man-at-arms made me run laps in a gym, over and over again, a little further every day. He also taught me how to lift weights, and made me do sets on days I did not run. Another man taught me self-defense, how to fight with my arms and legs and how to get away from an attack. 
I learned other things. How to break into a computer illegally, whether I sat in front of it or accessed it over the Internet. How to open locks and safes and windows without being detected. How to use security systems, cameras and alarms and the like, and their weaknesses and vulnerabilities. 
There were endless tests. I had to open a lock, or hack a computer, or pick the pocket of a man unseen. There were no grades. If I failed a test, one of the instructors beat me across the shoulders and hands with a leather belt. It never broke the skin or raised welts, but God it hurt. If I failed too many times, Morvilind himself came to see me, and spoke of how disappointed he would be if Russell died of frostfever because of my failures. 
That drove me on. 
I pushed myself endlessly, desperate and frightened. The failures grew fewer and fewer. By the time I turned twelve, I suppose there were few people who knew as much as I had learned about locks and security systems and hacking and traps. More and more, I wondered what Morvilind was training me to become. Some kind of soldier, maybe? That seemed unlikely. The High Queen forbade human women from serving in her armies. A woman’s duty was to birth more sons and daughters for the defense of Earth from the Shadowlands, and a woman who died in battle could not birth children. 
So what did Morvilind want with me? Why go to so much effort?
At the age of twelve a different set of lessons began. 
Morvilind’s hard-bitten retainers taught me to use weapons. Knives, pepper spray, stun guns, and firearms. As much as I hated my teachers, I really enjoyed shooting. It took discipline and focus and concentration, and there was something deeply satisfying about putting a bullet through a target from forty yards away. Certainly it was much more efficient than fighting with a knife.
I had another set of teachers. Women, this time, mostly middle-aged. They taught me about clothing and makeup and manners, how to carry myself, how to dress myself. All the things my mother would have taught me, I suppose, had she lived. I hit puberty around that time, and they taught me how to deal with some of adulthood’s messier aspects.
I didn’t particularly enjoy that.
And then, to my astonishment, Lord Morvilind himself became one of my teachers.
“It is time,” he said, standing in the training room in his mansion, looking at the treadmills and weights with disdain. “You were too young to learn the power when we first met. Now that you have entered into what passes for adulthood among humans, you are ready.” 
With those words, he began instructing me in the use of magic.
His training focused upon the magic of illusion. Spells to create images, spells to alter the minds of others. Later I learned that the High Queen had forbidden humans from learning any kind of magic save that of the four elements, that any human who learned spells of illusion magic or mind magic was subject to summary execution. Morvilind did not share this little detail until later, but once he did, he never shut up about it, harping that if the Inquisition or the archmagi or the Wizards’ Legion or even the Department of Homeland Security learned what I could do, they would kill me on sight. And then, with no need for my services, he would not be obliged to continue his annual spells for Russell’s treatment. 
Needless to say, I never breathed a word about my magic to anyone. 
Nevertheless, I enjoyed learning to wield magic. The power, Morvilind said, came from the Shadowlands, radiated from it the way that heat and light came from the sun. Previously only a trickle had reached Earth, which was why true magic had been so rare in human history prior to the Conquest. After the High Queen and her armies had come, they had breached the barrier around Earth’s umbra, allowing far more magic into the world. 
It was a lot like shooting, really. I needed the same kind of discipline and mental focus to summon and direct the power. I learned basic spells to cloud the minds of others, to make them more favorably disposed to me. I learned to wrap myself in illusion, to disguise myself using a spell of Masking. 
But the most powerful spell I learned was the Cloak. 
With the Cloak spell, I could make myself completely invisible, undetectable by the senses or any magical spell. It did have a severe limitation, though – the minute I moved, the spell ended and I would be visible once more. Nevertheless, it was a powerful spell, and I surprised Morvilind by learning in quickly. In time, he told me, I could develop enough skill that I could Cloak myself while I moved, though that would take years of practice. 
The thought thrilled me. I dreamed of having that much power. I wanted enough power that I could cure Russell. I also wanted enough power that I could break free of Morvilind’s tyranny.
Because at the age of fifteen, after nearly ten years of nonstop training and study and work, I understood what Morvilind wanted of me. 
He wanted me to steal things for him. 
The first job was a bank in Minneapolis. I think it was a test of sort. Using the skills and magic that Morvilind and his retainers had taught me, I accessed the bank, overrode its security systems, stole an ancient golden necklace from a safe deposit box, and escaped without anyone even realizing that a theft had taken place. 
Morvilind was pleased. 
After that, he began giving me new tasks, each one harder than the first. A statue from a museum in Los Angeles. A rare book from the library of Harvard University. An enchanted ring from the mansion of an Elven noble. A computer hard drive from the offices of an art college in Seattle. Bit by bit I realized why Morvilind had trained me.
Morvilind was greedy. He liked antiquities and art, both from Earth’s history and the history of his homeworld, and he didn’t want to pay for them. So he had trained me as an expert thief. He could use me to steal anything he wanted, and all the risk fell to me. If I screwed up, if I was captured, no one would believe the word of a human thief over an Elven noble archmage.
Or Morvilind could just use that vial of heart’s blood to kill me.
And if I was killed, Russell would die.
So I didn’t screw up. I pushed myself hard, and I was careful. I had some close calls, but I always got away clean.
When I turned eighteen, Morvilind let me get my own apartment. So long as he had that vial of my blood, he could find me anywhere, kill me anywhere, summon me from anywhere. I asked if I could do some jobs on the side, and he answered that it was no concern of his if I got myself killed and let Russell die of frostfever.  
I started stealing for myself, squirreling away the money. I tried to seek out magical texts, volumes that could increase my power and magical skill. 
I wanted power. I wanted freedom. I wanted to be so powerful that no one could ever hurt me or Russell again.
Or, at the very least, I wanted to be free of Morvilind.
I would find a way. 
Somehow.
 
###
 
A few days after my twentieth birthday, I felt the summons from Morvilind. 
I was in my apartment. I lived in the basement apartment of an old house in Wauwatosa, one of the suburbs of Milwaukee. My landlord thought I was a student at the nearby medical college. At least, that was what all my paperwork and electronic records said. So long as the rent cleared, I don’t think he cared. 
Specifically, when the summons came, I was hanging from my pull-up bar, working through my second set, sweat drenching my workout shirt and shorts. The magical summons rolled through me in a wave of pain, my muscles going rigid. I caught myself before I hit the floor, and a jolt of pain went through my elbows and shoulders. I let go of the bar, hit the floor with a grunt, and lay down for moment, waiting until my head stopped spinning before I got up again. Morvilind’s magical summons always felt like a kick to the gut. 
At least it hadn’t happened in the middle of a job this time.
I couldn’t ignore it. If I delayed too much, he would just keep casting the spell, first daily, then hourly, until I obeyed and came to his mansion in Shorewood. 
Best to find out what he wanted from me. 
I took a deep breath and went to get ready. My basement apartment had only one bedroom, but since I never had guests, I had converted the living room and the dining room into a small gym and a workshop, with weights, a treadmill, a computer, and a workbench for my various tools. The bedroom held my other equipment, my clothes, my cosmetics, and most of my bookshelves. My bed was also tucked in there someplace. 
I showered off and dressed in jeans, a black tank top, and sneakers, and tied my hair back into a tail. There was no point in taking any weapons or equipment except for two of my phones. If I brought weapons, at best Morvilind would be amused. At worst, he would be offended and decide to punish me. It was June, which in Wisconsin meant it could get up to ninety degrees Fahrenheit, but I snatched a heavy leather jacket and a helmet with a visor as I left my apartment. 
I needed them for my bike. 
Motorcycles are an impractical vehicle in the Midwest for about a third of the year, but I loved them nonetheless. I loved the speed of them, I loved the power, and the minute I had stolen enough money to afford one, I had gone out and bought a Royal Engines NX-9 motorcycle with a six cylinder engine and a black body with orange highlights. Technically, the dealer called it a “sport bike”, but I didn’t care. It was fast, and when riding it I felt…
Free, I suppose. I knew it was only an illusion. But the illusion was fun while it lasted.
Maybe someday I would have the kind of power for real. 
I went to the ramshackle shed that served as my apartment building’s shared garage, started my bike, and headed into traffic. Milwaukee was a big city, with nearly two million people spread out along Lake Michigan. It had once been smaller, or so I’d read, but Chicago had been destroyed during the Conquest. 
I wondered if traffic had been as bad before the Conquest. 
Eventually I worked my way north of the city proper, putting on speed. About an hour’s ride brought me to Morvilind’s estate. I rode through the gates of the grounds and up the long driveway to his mansion. When I had first seen it as a child fifteen years ago, I had thought it looked like a vast pile of glass and marble. Now I thought the Elven style of architecture looked like a peculiar mixture of Imperial Chinese and old Roman designs, with ornamentations on the side that seemed vaguely Celtic but were in fact Elven hieroglyphics. (Evidently the Elves had their own alphabet for day-to-day use, but used hieroglyphs for formal documents and for spell work.) I parked my bike in front of the mansion’s grand doors of red wood, placing my helmet on the seat and draping my jacket over the handlebars. I didn’t worry about someone stealing it. No one would dare to steal from an Elven lord. 
Well. No one except me.
Morvilind’s butler awaited me at the door, a paunchy middle-aged man named Rusk. He wore the formal garb of a household servant, a long red coat and black trousers, the sleeves adorned with black scrollwork, a golden badge of rank upon his high collar. Even the phone at his belt was in a red and black case. 
“Miss Moran,” rumbled Rusk. He did not approve of me. I didn’t know how much he knew about his master’s business, but he did not like me and considered me a necessary evil in his domain. “Lord Morvilind awaits you in the library. I shall take you there at once.” 
I grinned at him. “No need, Mr. Rusk.” I patted him on the shoulder, and he cringed away as if my hand had been covered in poison. “I know the way. I’ve been here before. Or did you forget? You should really get that checked out. Memory loss is a bad symptom in an older gentleman like yourself.”
I may have mentioned before that I have a smart mouth. 
“If you will accompany me, Miss Moran,” rumbled Rusk, but I was already walking past him. I heard the butler sigh as he followed me into the depths of Morvilind’s mansion. 
Like most Elven architecture, it was light and airy, with lots of open space and red-painted walls, the wooden floor polished to a mirror sheen. Morvilind had a taste for the art of ancient Earth, and so Roman and Egyptian and Greek statues stood in niches or upon plinths. Morvilind had also listened to the advice of the experts who had trained me in various illegal skills, and my practiced eye noticed the signs of expensive security systems, small cameras and infrared lasers and pressure plates. I would not have wanted to rob this place, not even with the aid magic. 
Morvilind’s library occupied a large room at the rear of the house, high windows overlooking the bluffs and the endlessly churning waters of Lake Michigan. The floor was white marble, polished and gleaming. Books written in both high Elven hieroglyphics and the common Elven alphabet covered the walls, along with countless volumes on ancient Earth’s history and peoples. An elaborate summoning circle had been carved into slabs of gleaming red marble before the high windows, a design so intricate that my eye could not follow it. I recognized maybe a quarter of the glyphs and symbols and runes in the design. Long tables ran the length of the room, holding books and scrolls and relics. One table held the tools and instruments a wizard needed to create alchemical potions, essentially spells in a bottle. Before the summoning circle itself stood a high table covered with computer equipment, complete with three enormous monitors arrayed in a semicircle.
Lord Morvilind stood at the table, watching the computer displays. As ever, he wore his black robe with gold trim and the red cloak of an Elven noble. I don’t think I had never seen him wear anything else. The monitor on the left showed a strange language I didn’t recognize. The central monitor scrolled through three different windows of text, while the one on the right displayed what looked like news footage of a party. 
“My lord Morvilind,” said Rusk. “Miss Nadia Moran to see you.”
“Thank you, Rusk,” said Morvilind in his deep, rasping voice. “You may go.” 
Rusk bowed and strode from the library, and I went to one knee and bowed my head.
“Lord Morvilind,” I said, keeping my eyes on the gleaming marble floor. For once, I did not make any smart remarks. Morvilind never grew angry if I did. I don’t think I had ever seen him lose his temper. Instead, he simply lifted the crystal vial holding my heart’s blood and inflicted a wave of excruciating pain on me. While I writhed on the floor, he waited patiently and resumed his instructions once I was coherent again.
Like he was training me. Like I was his damned dog.
The thought filled my throat with bile, but I kept the anger from my expression. 
“Rise, Miss Moran,” said Morvilind at last, turning to face me. I rose, and he regarded me with those ancient, icy blue eyes. “I trust you have kept yourself in training?”
“Yes, my lord,” I said. 
His thin lip twitched in something that was almost a contemptuous smile. “Given the expense of that motorcycle you rolled up my driveway, it seems you have kept yourself profitably occupied indeed.” 
“It allows me to answer your summons all the quicker, my lord,” I said. 
He stared at me without blinking, and I saw him turning something over in the fingers of his right hand. It was the crystal vial holding the blood from my heart. A little flicker of fear went through me. With it, he could use his magic to do almost anything he wanted to me. If he decided that my last remark had been impudent, he could use the vial to fill me with unbearable agony. 
It was cold in the library, thanks to the air conditioning, but a drop of sweat slithered between my shoulders anyway. 
I may not have been his dog, but he did not need anything as crude as a leash to control me. Between the blood and Russell, he could make me do anything he wanted. 
How I hated it. 
“Answer a question,” said Morvilind, turning and tapping a sequence on a keyboard. The monitor on the right shifted to display the face of a middle-aged white man in an expensive-looking suit. He was handsome in a bloodless sort of way, clean-shaven with graying hair and rimless glasses. “Do you know this man?”
“No.” I hesitated. “But…I know him from somewhere.”
“When was the last time you ate a McCade Foods canned meat product?” said Morvilind.
I almost wrinkled up my nose in disgust. “The canned meat all the veterans like? Never.”
“Why not?” said Morvilind. 
“Because...it’s full of salt and chemicals and grease,” I said. “If I wanted high blood pressure and morbid obesity, I would at least have a bacon cheeseburger and enjoy the taste…ah, my lord.”
Morvilind did not care. Likely he considered the culinary needs of humans beneath his notice. 
“This man’s name is Paul McCade,” said Morvilind. “His father John was a man-at-arms in the army of the Duke of Sioux Falls, and served with distinction in the battles against the Archons across the Warded Ways of the Shadowlands. After the elder McCade retired from the Duke’s service, he took his retirement pay as a pig farm in South Dakota. John McCade proved to have a talent for business, and by the time of his death, McCade Foods was the biggest producer of meat in North America, and McCade himself one of the richest humans in the United Sates. After he died, Paul inherited the company.” A look of amused contempt went over Morvilind’s face. “Unlike his father, who was proud to think of himself as a working-class man who had done well, Paul views himself as a member of the elite. Consequently, he makes certain to ape the tastes of his betters.” 
“A lot of imitation Elven art and architecture?” I said before I could stop myself.
“Correct,” said Morvilind. “Gaudy and tasteless. However, like his betters, Paul McCade collects ancient human artwork. Specifically, he has a taste for ancient Assyrian artifacts, taken from eastern Asia before the Caliphate destroyed most of them.”
“And I suppose,” I said, “you want me to get one of those artifacts?”
“You suppose correctly,” said Morvilind. “A stone tablet, weighing approximately nine pounds.” He tapped some keys, and the image on the right monitor changed from Paul McCade’s smug face to a tablet of gray stone covered with strange, angular writing. I didn’t recognize it, but it did look the same as the symbols upon the left monitor.
“What is it?” I said. 
“A tablet,” said Morvilind, “containing a passage from a certain text. I wish to add it to my collection.” 
I shrugged. “It’s right there. If you know the language the computer can translate it for you.”
“I require the tablet itself,” said Morvilind. “You will obtain it for me.”
I looked at the tablet, at Morvilind, and then back at the tablet. 
“It’s magical, isn’t it?” I said. “That’s why you want me to steal it. If you just needed to translate the text, you could do it here. The tablet itself must be enchanted.”
“You reason correctly,” said Morvilind.
I let out a long breath and stared at the image of the tablet. 
“Is McCade a Rebel?” I said. 
“Not to my knowledge,” said Morvilind. 
That was not a reassuring answer. The High Queen might have ruled over Earth for three centuries, but not everyone was satisfied with her rule. The news didn’t report on it, but there were underground Rebel groups. Sometimes they were little more than disgruntled thugs. Sometimes they were well-armed terrorists. And sometimes they tapped into forbidden magic in an effort to overthrow the High Queen. I didn’t care about the Rebels or their stupid plans, but I had gotten caught in the crossfire between the Inquisition and the Rebels during a previous job, and I didn’t want to repeat the experience.
“You have to tell me if he’s a Rebel,” I said. Morvilind gave me a cold look. “My lord. If he’s a Rebel, and the Inquisition comes for him and I get caught…”
“There is no danger to me,” said Morvilind, raising the crystal vial. “I can kill you from a distance long before you reveal anything harmful to me.”
Well. That was reassuring.
“But if I’m captured or killed,” I said, “you’ll never get the tablet.” He made no reaction to that. “And you’d have to waste ten or fifteen years training my replacement.”
Morvilind remained silent, but he tapped the crystal vial with a finger. I flinched, expecting him to send a wave of pain at me through the link of the heart’s blood, but nothing happened. He was playing with me, and likely enjoyed the reaction. I was furious at myself for the show of weakness, and I forced myself to remain motionless, to wait for his answer.
“I do not believe that he is a Rebel,” said Morvilind at last. “He is too rich to be the poorer sort of Rebel, and not philosophical enough to be the richer kind of Rebel. Nevertheless, you have deduced at least part of the truth. McCade has an unhealthy interest in magic, especially for a man who was never part of the Wizards’ Legion. So he collects magical artifacts in secret. Most of his trinkets are useless, but the tablet…I want the tablet. So you are going to get it for me, and you shall obtain it for me within a month.”
“A month?” I said. “It will be hard to pull a job like that off in a month.”
“A month,” repeated Morvilind. “Do not disappoint me, Nadia Moran. It would be tragic if your brother succumbed at last to frostfever after so many years of treatment.”  
“I can’t do it in a month,” I said. Morvilind gave the crystal vial a tap, but I kept talking. “McCade is a billionaire, and he’ll have the kind of security money like that can buy. I can get through it, but I need time to prepare. A couple of months, minimum.” 
“As it happens, you shall soon have an excellent opportunity,” said Morvilind. “McCade will host a Conquest Day gala in honor of the Duke of Milwaukee, and Lord Tamirlas and his chief vassals shall graciously make an appearance.”
“They’ll have their own security,” I said, dubious. “Maybe even a few Inquisitors.” Yet I saw the potential in the idea. Hundreds of guests would descend upon McCade’s mansion for the gala. Even if they brought their own bodyguards, that many guests would strain McCade’s security resources. It might be possible to walk off with the tablet during the gala.
Maybe. Maybe not.
“I see the wheels turning,” said Morvilind. “You shall come up with a plan, I have no doubt. The gala is in three weeks.”
“Three weeks?” I said.
“Conquest Day, at least in the United States, is on July 4th.”
“I can’t do it that quickly.” 
Morvilind stared at me, his pale, blue-tinged lips twitching into a smile. He was enjoying this, the bastard. “I believe one of your race’s own philosophers said that a hanging is a marvelous way of focusing the mind. Consider your brother, consider the death that awaits him from untreated frostfever, contemplate that deeply…and I believe inspiration shall simply leap into your mind.” He turned from me, facing his monitors once again. “You may go. Rusk shall see you out. Return here once you have the tablet.”
I stared at his back for a moment, shaking with anger. 
“My lord,” I ground out. He would punish me if I didn’t say it.
Morvilind waved a hand in dismissal, and I strode out of the library. Rusk waited to escort me from the mansion, but I blew past him, stalked past the ancient statues and the Elven hieroglyphics, and out the door and back to my bike. I tugged on my helmet and threw on my jacket, pausing to check my bike’s handlebars. 
The pause was also to make my hands stop shaking.
Three weeks. Three weeks to figure out how to steal something from one of the most heavily guarded buildings in Milwaukee. 
I took deep breaths, focusing something other than the anger and the fear. The magical lessons and the unarmed combat training I had received had one other benefit. They allowed me to focus my mind quickly, to calm myself and come up with a plan. 
So, a plan. 
One thing to do first. 
I reached into my coat pocket, drew out a cheap phone, and sent a text message. I dropped the phone back into my pocket, bit my lip for a moment, and nodded to myself. 
I started up my motorcycle and left Morvilind’s mansion behind, heading south. Tomorrow, I would come up with a plan. Tonight, I would see the reason I was doing all of this.
Tonight, I was going to go see my baby brother.



Chapter 2: Family
 
The air smelled of barbecue as I turned the corner from 76th Street to Wisconsin Avenue. I rode past row after row of little two-story, three bedroom houses with fenced yards and narrow driveways. Many of the men-at-arms of the Duke of Milwaukee and his vassals settled here after they received their retirement pay, so I saw a lot of stern-looking middle-aged guys wearing T-shirts adorned with the Elven hieroglyphics of the lords they had served. I saw veterans with shirts bearing the hieroglyphs of Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee, or the Barons of Wauwatosa and Brookfield and Brown Deer, the Knights of Granville and the Third Ward. 
Many of the veterans were missing fingers or arms or legs. I saw a lot of wheelchairs and crutches, and many more women than men. Many men came back wounded from the wars in the Shadowlands, but many men never came back at all. 
At least I would never have to worry about that for Russell. 
I came to a nice little house on a tree-shaded street. It had a small front yard with a well-tended garden, and a flagpole over the front door flew the colors of the High Queen, the United States, and the House of Morvilind. A little wooden mailbox (hand-crafted, of course) said MARNEYS on the side. I rolled my bike to the curb, put down the kickstand, and hopped off. The garage door was closed, the curtains drawn. I wondered where Dr. Marney and his wife had gone. I pulled my main phone out and glanced at the time. 
12:42 PM on a Sunday. Then I felt like an idiot. 
They had gone to church.
I wasn’t sure how I felt about the Marneys taking Russell to church with them. I wanted Russell to grow up knowing right from wrong. Which was odd, coming from a professional thief, but I wanted Russell to have a good life, a normal life, a happy life.
Which meant a life away from Elves and their politics…and away from people like me. 
But I disliked the idea of church. More to the point, I disliked the idea of God. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe in God, more that I thought Him incompetent, or maybe a fraud. Like, God was supposed to be good, so why had my parents died? Why was Russell afflicted with frostfever? Why was I forced to undertake dangerous and illegal tasks for Morvilind? 
The worst part was that Russell and I had it comparatively good. Or better than a lot of people. Russell wasn’t fighting the Archons and God knows what other horrors in the Shadowlands. I wasn’t technically a slave, and I did not spend my days scrubbing an Elven lord’s floor or warming the bed of an Elven lord perverted enough to like human women. 
For that matter, we were both still alive. 
I had driven past the spell-haunted ruins of Chicago and Baltimore enough times to know what happened to those who provoked the High Queen. Which in turn made me angry when I thought of God again. If He was supposed to be good, why did things like that happen?
The Marneys came home while I stood brooding next to my motorcycle. 
So much for the uncanny senses of a master thief. 
Dr. James Marney drove an old Duluth Car Company sedan with a few dents in the side. It was an unfortunate shade of brown, but James was too frugal to buy a car with a better color. Given that his frugality helped him keep a roof over Russell’s head, I couldn’t complain. The car rolled up to the garage, and I followed it. The doors swung open, and James got out, hobbling a bit until he could get his cane out. He was a tall, bony man with a graying crew-cut and a lined face. His wife Lucy came out of the passenger side, still athletic and trim despite her age. The back door of the car opened…
“Nadia!” 
Russell flew across the driveway and caught me in a hug. 
It had only been five weeks since I had seen him last, but I swear he had grown six inches since then. He was only fourteen, but he was already taller than I was, which simply did not seem fair. Our father had been tall, I remembered that much about him. By the time Russell finished growing, I would have to crane my neck to look up at him. 
He was thinner than he should have been at his age, his face gaunt and angular. His hair and eyebrows were a ghostly shade of white, a side effect of the frostfever that boiled in his veins. Morvilind’s magic had contained the disease, keeping it from killing him or spreading to anyone else, but the illness still exacted a physical cost on him. 
At least that meant he couldn’t be conscripted into the High Queen’s armies the way that Dr. Marney had been, the way my father’s magical ability had taken him into the Wizards’ Legion. 
I kept all those musings from my expression. I didn’t get to see Russell as often as I liked, so I tried to keep these visits positive. I wanted him to have a good life, a happy life. 
A life that wasn’t anything at all like the way mine would likely end.
So I slipped out of his hug and grinned up at him.
“You,” I said, “have gotten taller.” I tapped his chin. “And you’re going to have to start shaving soon.” 
Russell grimaced at that. “I have, once. I didn’t like it. It felt like peeling my face.” 
“You get used to it, son,” said James, limping over. He could walk, but his right leg remained rigid, and most of his weight went upon his cane. Years ago, while serving in Morvilind’s men-at-arms in the Shadowlands, James had taken an orcish axe to the leg. He hadn’t lost the leg, and he hadn’t died of infection or gangrene, but his dancing days were done. After taking his pension, James went into civilian medical practice and married one of the nurses. Lucy couldn’t have children for some reason or another, and so they adopted.
Specifically, they adopted Russell. Lord Morvilind, in his great concern for the veterans who had served as his men-at-arms, had arranged for James and Lucy to adopt a poor orphan boy from the kindness of his generous heart…
“Nadia?” said Russell.
Some of my sour thoughts must have reflected on my face. 
“Stiff back,” I said. “Too long on the bike.” 
“Those things will kill you,” said Lucy. From another woman, the remark might have been condescending. From her, the concern was genuine. She had been a nurse for a long time. 
“I always ride carefully,” I lied. Honestly, I sometimes thought a motorcycle crash might be a better fate than what awaited me if I kept doing Morvilind’s work. But if that happened before Morvilind finished casting the spell to cure frostfever, Russell would die. 
Six more years. I just had to hang on for another six years. And then…well, then I would figure something out. 
“What brings you over?” said James, gesturing towards the house’s back door. We walked there in a slow group, in deference to James’s bad leg. “I thought you’d be busy.”
“Lord Morvilind has a job for me,” I said. James and Lucy and Russell didn’t know what I really did. They thought I was a computer programmer, and I knew just enough about computers to maintain the illusion. Russell was pretty clever, and if he got interested enough in computers that lie was going to come back to haunt me someday. “It’s going to take a couple of weeks, and I don’t know when I’ll be back.”
Russell looked anxious. “It’s not dangerous, is it?”
“Nope,” I said. “Just sitting at a desk and pressing buttons. The only danger is that I’ll die of boredom.” 
“Lord Morvilind must have great trust in you,” said Lucy, unlocking the door. 
I laughed. “I wish he would find someone else to trust. His lordship can be pretty demanding at…”
“Don’t be elfophobic, dear,” said Lucy as she stepped into the kitchen. 
That was the other thing that bothered me about the Marneys. Though to be fair, it bothered me about most people.
They…revered the Elves. Respected them. I had spent too much time around Morvilind to think that way. I knew the Elves regarded humans as loyal dogs at best and cattle at worst. But the Marneys had been raised to revere the Elves, and even James with his experience of the Shadowlands still respected Morvilind. 
They were teaching Russell to revere the Elves.
I don’t know why it bothered me. It shouldn’t have bothered me. Russell had a good home, and if things went well he would have a good life once he was cured of frostfever. I wasn’t a Rebel, to dream of liberating mankind from the Elves. I wanted Russell to have a good life…and I wanted to have enough power that no one could ever have a hold over me the way that Morvilind did. 
So it shouldn’t matter what the Marneys and Russell thought of the Elves, but it still annoyed me. 
“You’re right,” I said. I didn’t want to fight. “I’m sorry. Russell, how’s school?” 
He brightened up at that. Russell liked school. I worried that his inability to join athletics and his intellectual interests would turn the other kids against him, but he had the rare gift of pursuing his interests without giving a damn about the opinions of his peers. Paradoxically, that seemed to make him popular. Teenagers are weird. James encouraging him towards medical school, though Russell’s natural interests were toward computer science. Yet he took to biology well. If he could get his head around the math requirement, he might have a good career as a doctor. God knew the United States wasn’t about to run out of sick people…and plenty of wounded veterans returned from the High Queen’s campaigns in the Shadowlands.
He might have a life that was nothing like mine. 
We spent most of the afternoon talking. Russell told me about his classes and his friends. Apparently he had joined an automotive club, and spent some of his afternoons taking apart cars and rebuilding them. I approved, though I was careful not to show too much approval. Car repair was a practical skill, and if any of his other career choices didn’t work out, it might give him a good living away from the notice of the Elven nobles. I told some highly edited versions of my work for Morvilind that contained maybe five percent of the truth. James managed to work in a few invitations to his church, and Lucy asked in skillfully indirect ways when I was going to find a husband and start having children, and mentioned that their church had a plethora of eligible bachelors of quality character. 
I didn’t mind the questions about my marital status. If the Marneys didn’t care about me, they wouldn’t ask the questions. Though I certainly couldn’t tell them the truth that I did not want a husband or even a lover. Morvilind held too much power over me already. If gave my heart to someone, he would have power over me, and there was no way I would ever voluntarily surrender that much power. 
Not again. Not after the disaster of the one time I had fallen in love. I didn’t want to dwell on that, though, so I steered the conversation towards food.  
Eventually, I helped Lucy make dinner, while James and Russell went onto the tiny back porch to grill steaks while Lucy and I made salad. 
“Steak and leafy green vegetables,” said Lucy, washing a cucumber and passing it to me. I started slicing it up. “Just like you prefer.”
“Thank you,” I said. “Protein and vegetables are the healthiest. And you didn’t have to go to all this trouble for me, you know.” 
Lucy laughed. “What trouble? I’m making you chop the vegetables. I hate that part.” 
“Fair enough.” I swept the cucumbers into the bowl.
“For a computer programmer,” said Lucy, washing some more vegetables, “you’re in very good shape.”
I shrugged. “I exercise a lot.”
“I help with physical therapy at the hospital,” said Lucy. “Missing limbs from the battles in the Shadowlands, that kind of thing.” Her eyes strayed to the window over the sink. James stood at the grill, cane in one hand, and spatula in the other. “So I know the average fitness level of a woman your age…and you are way beyond that.”
I shrugged again. “Like I said, I exercise a lot. I spend all day sitting at a computer, so the exercise is to make up for that.” I swept some more cucumbers into the bowl, hoping she would change the subject.
“The…work you do for Lord Morvilind,” said Lucy, looking into the sink. “Is it ever…dangerous?”
I said nothing for a moment, watching as Russell started to flip the steaks on the grill. 
“Life is dangerous,” I said at last. 
“Be careful,” said Lucy. “Please. For Russell’s sake. You’re all the family he has left.”
“You’re his parents,” I said. “He doesn’t even remember our mom and dad. You’ve been there for him far more than I have.” 
“You’re his sister,” said Lucy. “If he lost you, I don’t think he could handle it.” She swallowed. “We’d be upset, too. James and I. You can stay here whenever you want, you know.” 
“Thank you,” I said. I never would, though. My “jobs” from Morvilind were far too dangerous. If I made a mistake, if I got arrested by Homeland Security or, God forbid, the Inquisition, and if the Marneys and Russell were with me when I was arrested…
No. I would have be careful. That meant not staying here. 
“Well,” I said. “Do you want to talk about our feelings some more, or should I crack some eggs for the salad?” 
Lucy laughed at that. “So that is where Russell gets that smart mouth from.” She opened the refrigerator and handed me a carton of eggs. 
By the time we finished the salad, Russell and James returned with the steaks, and we withdrew to the dining room. Like the rest of the house, it was small but cozy. On one wall was a cross and a picture of Jesus with some sheep. On the other wall was a portrait of the High Queen Tarlia, stern and regal in her silvery armor, with a banner bearing Morvilind’s hieroglyphs hanging from the frame. I’d asked Morvilind once why the High Queen had not crushed the churches the way she had destroyed so many other organizations and factions during the Conquest. 
To my surprise, he had answered me. 
“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s, is that not the traditional doctrine of the western churches?” Morvilind had said. “Those who can accept the High Queen as their Caesar…well, Her Majesty is a pragmatic woman, and she will leave them in peace so long as they serve her. For those who do not accept her as their Caesar, you can drive past the ruins of Chicago to see what Her Majesty does when pragmatism fails.” 
I shuddered a little as I passed the High Queen’s portrait, but fortunately no one noticed. James and Lucy and millions of others had no trouble accepting such an arrangement. Me, I didn’t care. I was no Rebel. I just wanted Russell to be safe and happy. 
And enough power to make sure no one like Morvilind could ever dominate me again. 
James said grace, which in the Marney household was an affair of five minutes, asking God to bless everyone he knew, and asking Him to grant wisdom to Lord Morvilind, Duke Tamirlas, and the High Queen. I squirmed at that part, but thankfully everyone else had their eyes closed. 
The meal was delicious. James knew how to grill a good steak, and he had passed that skill to Russell. For a while we sat in silence, too preoccupied with the food. Later the conversation turned to its previous easy rhythm, with James and Lucy telling me about their work at the hospital. After dinner I helped clear the table, while Russell loaded the dishwasher. I wandered back into the living room, opened the closet, and checked in the pocket of my coat. I had my main phone in my jeans pocket, of course, but in my line of work I went through a lot of burner phones, and one of them was in my coat. I had a new text message, an answer to the one I had sent from that phone earlier.
It said that I had an appointment at 10:00 AM in exactly eight days. 
Eight days. I thought through the implications. Would eight days be enough? It ought to be. I would have to start tonight, and…
“Nadia?”
I blinked, tucked the burner phone back into my jacket, and turned as James hobbled into the living room. 
“Leaving yet?” he said, holding a small white package the size of a deck of cards. “I wouldn’t what you to miss out.” 
I glanced over my shoulder, saw Lucy and Russell busy in the kitchen. “You’re a saint.” 
“No, I’m not. Come on,” said James, leaning on his cane. “We should probably talk.” 
I sighed. “Right.” I followed him onto the front step. June days in Wisconsin last a long time, but the sun was fading away to the west. James sat down with a grunt on the concrete step, the cane propped against one of Lucy’s potted flower bushes. I sat down next to him, and James opened the little pack of cigarettes. Some restricted items are available only to veterans who have honorably completed their term of service in the Shadowlands under an Elven lord, and cigarettes were one of them. Naturally, there was a black market, but I never bought them. Cigarettes were expensive, and I didn’t have the money to waste. And I didn’t want to use anything that might make me weaker. 
Nonetheless, I really enjoyed cigarettes. 
“Those things will kill you,” I said as he passed me one.
James grunted. “I’m fifty-five. Something’s going to kill me eventually. The Lord will take me in his own good time.” He lit his cigarette with a lighter, and I lit mine off the end of his. We sat in silence for a moment, puffing. The smoke burned a little going in, but left a warm, pleasant feeling in my chest. Of course, too much of it would leave my lungs a scarred ruin. 
“You tell Lucy about these?” I said. 
James smiled. “I love my wife, but I don’t tell her everything. You love Russell. But you don’t tell him everything, do you?”
I stared into the gathering twilight, watching the smoke rise from the end of the cigarette. “No. So why smoke with me?”
“You’re not a veteran,” said James.
“Of course not,” I said. “The High Queen only wants men for her armies. Women can stay home and make the next generation of soldiers.”
“You’re not a veteran,” said James, “but you know some things that only men who have served as men-at-arms should know. It sometimes turns up in the things you say. You know how guns work. You know a lot about magic. And the Shadowlands…”
I felt a chill. “What about the Shadowlands?” 
“You can always tell,” said James, “when someone has seen the Shadowlands.”
I thought of that strange, terrible place between the worlds, a place where guns and electronics did not work, where men had to fight with swords and spears and arrows as their ancestors had. I thought of some of the creatures I had seen, things that gave me nightmares still. 
“I suppose you can,” I said. 
“So whatever work Lord Morvilind has you doing,” said James, “I’d wager it’s more dangerous than computer programming.” 
“You know I can’t talk about it,” I said. 
“No,” said James. “And I trust Lord Morvilind’s wisdom.” It took some effort, but I didn’t laugh. The last thing I wanted was another lecture about elfophobia. “But there are so many strange things about you. When we took Russell in, I thought Lord Morvilind would place both of you in our house. Yet he let Russell live with us, and you stayed to work for him.” 
I said nothing. What could I say? That Morvilind used me to break the law and steal things for him? That I knew magic and spells that humans were forbidden to learn, that the Inquisition would execute me if they ever found out? That Morvilind had a vial of my heart’s blood and I didn’t dare to disobey him, to say nothing of what would happen to Russell?
“The only thing that matters,” I said, “is that I love Russell, and I want what is best for him. And I’m grateful to you for taking care of him for all these years.”
James sighed. “I suppose you have an envelope for me?”
“Left it on your desk,” I said. “If I’m not back by two weeks after Conquest Day, open it up. I’ve got some money set aside. The documents in the envelope can help you find it. It can help Russell. Maybe you can find another Elven wizard willing to work on the frostfever cure. Because if I don’t come back, Lord Morvilind won’t help Russell.”
“Your work for Lord Morvilind,” said James, “is that dangerous?”
“Extremely,” I said, thinking of my limited time frame. “More so than usual, for this job.” I put out the cigarette and stood up. “I should go. It’s time to get to work.” 
James got to his feet with a grunt, leaning on his cane. “Be careful, Nadia. We shall pray for you.” 
I started to say that if God really cared what happened to people, then my parents would still be alive, but I stopped myself. James didn’t deserve that…and I needed all the help I could get. “Thank you.”
I went back inside, retrieved my jacket and helmet, and said my goodbyes. I took one last look at Russell, realizing it might be the last time I ever saw him.
Then I got on my motorcycle and drove into the darkness.
It was time to get to work.



Chapter 3: Preparations
 
I had eight days before my appointment, and I put them to good use.
Using the Internet for anything in my line of work is dangerous. Morvilind’s teachers had told me that the last few pre-Conquest Presidents had built huge computer systems to monitor the Internet, both to spy on the various groups that eventually became the Caliphate and to monitor their own political opponents. After the Conquest, the Inquisition had taken over those computer systems and maintained them to this day. 
So I had to be very, very careful. 
Not that I did anything stupid. Going on a social network and complaining about the High Queen or one of the nobles would lead to a Homeland Security squad kicking down your door, followed by a public flogging (broadcast live on the Internet) on Punishment Day, a steep fine, and status as a lifelong pariah. But there were subtler dangers. If, for example, someone robbed Paul McCade, and investigators realized that I had been doing a lot of searches about him before the robbery, they might start sniffing around me. 
That would be bad. 
I was careful. There were ways to avoid the Inquisition’s online eye, and Morvilind’s teachers had taught them to me, a maze of hardware scramblers and false accounts and redirected connections. It helped that most of what I wanted to know was public information, available on various government sites and job boards. In a short time I had McCade’s home address, his official biography, and the names of the companies he hired to clean his palatial mansion and to cater the lavish parties he hosted. 
Specifically, the name of the catering company he had hired to provide food for his Conquest Day gala. 
I got jobs at both companies. That part wasn’t hard. Service companies tended to hire unmarried women and married women whose husbands were serving as men-at-arms in one Elven noble’s army or another, so they had a lot of employee turnover. I forged the necessary credentials and forms, and Natalia Smith joined the Duncan Catering Company, and Jesse Clarke got hired by the EZClean Cleaners. I spent a couple of days at both jobs, going through employee orientation and helping the cleaners vacuum mansions along the lake shore and the caterers prepare shrimp plates and truffles for various fancy parties. I kept my head down, didn’t ask a lot of questions, but made sure that I got my work done ahead of schedule and without any complaints. 
That endeared me to my supervisors (my fellow employees did not tend to be the most competent or motivated), so I had no trouble getting assigned to the EZClean crew scheduled to clean McCade’s mansion before the party, or to the Duncan Catering Company team that would cater McCade’s Conquest Day gala. I felt bad about that the deceptions, but if my plan worked, no suspicion would fall upon either company. And if it didn’t work…well, if I had to choose between Russell and a bunch of strangers, Russell would win every single time. 
Two days before my appointment, I drove downtown to take a look at Paul McCade’s mansion.
I didn’t take my motorcycle. A Royal Engines NX-9 motorcycle wasn’t the most expensive bike available, but it was not the sort of vehicle a woman like Natalia Smith or Jesse Clarke would drive. Instead I stopped by my rented storage unit and got one of the cars I had purchased under a false name, a fifteen year old green Duluth Car Company sedan with a hundred and fifty thousand miles, dents along the right side, and an air conditioning system that sounded like a running food processor. I preferred my motorcycle, but the green sedan was the kind of vehicle that everyone ignored. 
Though it did stand out a bit in McCade’s neighborhood.
I parked the sedan at one of the public beaches and walked to McCade’s mansion. I wore my gray cleaner’s coverall, my hair pulled back into a ponytail beneath a baseball cap and a duffel bag over one shoulder, my eyes hidden behind sunglasses and a wireless earpiece in my right ear. To anyone who looked, I would seem to be a janitor going to work. 
So I was able to take a good, long look at Paul McCade’s mansion.
It was a big place, set comfortably on a bluff overlooking Lake Michigan, surrounded by acres of close-cropped green grass. The mansion itself was a five-story monstrosity, built in the same Elven style as Morvilind’s mansion, but McCade’s mansion simply looked gaudy. I didn’t think he had intended his mansion to scream “I have too much damn money”, but it shouted the message so loudly I almost needed earplugs. 
The front courtyard had been enclosed in glass beneath an elaborate skylight, the space large enough to comfortably hold hundreds of people. I saw tables and chairs within it. McCade’s gala would take place there, and then in the gallery in the mansion proper.
The tablet that Morvilind wanted might well be within that gallery. I had found an article about McCade’s art collection in the sort of gushy lifestyle magazine that got really excited about hardwood floors. McCade displayed many of his prize pieces in the gallery beyond the glassed-in courtyard. He had a secure vault deeper in the mansion that held some of the more valuable objects, and I was certain that he had security measures that he had neglected to mention to the magazine, and perhaps had failed to mention to Homeland Security. 
I walked slowly past the mansion, crossed the street, and circled past it again. My earpiece included a handy little camera, dumping a video recording to my phone. That night I returned to my apartment, copied the footage to my computer’s hard drive and reviewed it carefully, taking note of the location of cameras and floodlights and motion sensors. Then I went for an early morning shift at the catering company, helping to prepare several orders of pastries for the company’s clients. The cooks were grateful for the help.
After that, I hurried to EZClean and joined the crew sent for the weekly cleaning of McCade’s mansion. I pulled my hair back into a tight tail, and put a fake ring in my nose, a second in my right eyebrow, and another in each of my ears. I didn’t have any real piercings – they were too much of a liability in a fight – but they did a marvelous job of changing my appearance when necessary. It’s amazing how a few bits of jewelry and some makeup can change a face.
We drove a chemical-smelling van to the utility garage of McCade’s mansion. A half-dozen bored-looking security men in black suits awaited us, and despite their boredom, they went about their work with competence. They collected our phones, scanned each of us for weapons, and then made us sign the visitor log. Our crew boss then assigned tasks. Mopping the floor in McCade’s main art gallery and vacuuming his library were the least popular tasks, since damaging even one of Mr. McCade’s exhibits or rare books would result in a lawsuit.
Naturally, I volunteered. 
That got me past the courtyard and into the gallery proper, a large hall with a gleaming hardwood floor, various objects of ancient art sitting upon pedestals. I made sure to do a good job of washing and polishing the floor to a mirror sheen while giving the various pieces of Roman, Egyptian, and Assyrian art a wide berth. Alas, the tablet that Morvilind wanted was not in the gallery. 
I suppose that would have been too easy.
Once the gallery was done, I headed to the library. Two massive wooden doors opened off from the gallery and led to McCade’s library, which was the size of a small town’s public library. It had two floors connected by a spiral staircase with a gleaming brass railing, and many smaller rooms opened off the main library, holding rare books. One room had a collection of Mark Twain first editions, while a second held illuminated medieval manuscripts, and a third had a collection of vintage comic books from the 1950s. Glass cases displayed various artifacts and relics, but I saw no trace of the tablet Morvilind wanted. 
I did, however, see a massive door like a bank vault on the far side of the library. I pushed the vacuum cleaner closer, rolling it over the thick carpet. A quick glance around confirmed that no one else was in the library. There were three cameras in the ceiling, and at least one of them would see me…but they couldn’t detect what I was going to do. 
I kept one hand on the vacuum’s handle, but I gestured with me free hand, whispering under my breath as I focused my mind and summoned magical power, casting one of the spells that Morvilind had taught me. I worked the spell to sense the presence of magical forces, and I sensed nothing within the library.
But beyond the vault door…
I felt the buzzing, taut presences of several auras of potent magical power. 
Well, well, well. 
Morvilind was right. McCade liked to collect magical artifacts. An anonymous call to the Inquisition could get McCade into a lot of trouble, and perhaps I could grab the tablet in the chaos. On the other hand, it was likely that the Inquisition already knew about McCade and simply didn’t care. McCade’s company provided a lot of food for the High Queen’s campaigns, and McCade himself was friends with Duke Tamirlas and several other high Elven nobles. A man like him would have privileges that an ordinary subject of the High Queen would not, and if I stole the tablet, the Inquisition and Homeland Security might actually help him get it back. 
No. Better to make the tablet disappear without any explanation. 
I finished vacuuming the library and rejoined the rest of the crew in the courtyard. We did a quick turndown of McCade’s guest rooms, and then trooped back down to the utility garage. The security men checked us over one last time to make sure we hadn’t absconded with anything valuable, returned our phones, and bid us good day. We climbed back into the van and drove off. Most of the other workers focused upon their phones, checking their emails and messages, and few others leaned back and went to sleep. I looked out the van’s back windows, watching McCade’s mansion recede behind us, Lake Michigan like a sheet of rippled gray steel in the distance.
So I saw the man standing on the sidewalk, staring at the van. 
He looked unremarkable – white, somewhere between thirty and forty, wearing athletic shoes, old jeans, a baggy hooded sweatshirt, and sunglasses. They were big sunglasses and not a bit stylish, the kind of sunglasses old people wore when they drove into the sun. Because of them, I couldn’t get a good look at his face. 
But I was certain, absolutely certain, that he was scowling at the van.
That didn’t have to mean anything significant. Maybe he had used to work for EZClean Cleaners and had gotten fired. Maybe his ex-girlfriend was in the van. Maybe the van had almost hit him – I had noticed the crew boss sometimes exhibited an alarming indifference to pedestrians. 
Or maybe he had noticed me looking around the mansion.
It was unlikely, but in my line of work a little paranoia is a good thing, so I memorized his features as best as I could.
 
###
 
My appointment, as it happened, was on Punishment Day.
Punishment Day happened once a week. In pre-Conquest days, criminals had been thrown into hellish prisons for decades, left to torture each other while the guards ignored them or actively participated. The High Queen took a different approach to disciplining her subjects, and the judges at the county, state, and federal levels carried out her will. Minor crimes received fines ranging from light to steep. Moderate crimes received public floggings, from twenty lashes to two hundred, sometimes accompanied by additional fines. Capital crimes were punished by death, whether by hanging or beheading. Those who could not afford their fines were sold into slavery, whether to an Elven noble or to one of the High Queen’s work gangs. 
Every single punishment was recorded, and on Punishment Day, Homeland Security released the week’s videos on the Internet, to inspire the High Queen’s subjects to greater virtue by watching the shame of those who had broken the law.
When I got on the bus, most of the other passengers were hunched over their phones, watching this week’s crop of punishments. The most popular video this week was of an overweight nineteen-year-old boy from Oregon, the son of a state legislator who had insulted an Elven noble. For the crime of elfophobia, he had been sentenced to sixty lashes. His high-pitched, keening screams as he was tied to the post and flogged to unconsciousness sounded like a terrified little girl, and social media erupted with mockery and derision. 
God, but I hated Punishment Day. 
I knew I might be the one screaming with terror and agony in one of those videos someday, that I might have even worse in store for me. The thought of being that powerless made my stomach twist…and I didn’t have that much power to start. I looked at the other passengers on the bus, some of them laughing and joking as they watched the Punishment Day videos, and for a moment I hated them so much that I could barely keep my bored, sleepy expression in place. 
Maybe that’s why I wasn’t a Rebel. I detested the Elves, but I didn’t like humans either. 
Well. That, and Morvilind would kill me. 
Thankfully, the bus soon reached my stop, and I yanked the yellow cord and got out, leaving the other passengers to their Punishment Day amusements. The bus deposited me near the airport, on a street with a massive rental car dealer on the north side and a row of industrial and office buildings on the south side. I wandered past the office buildings, hands in the pockets of my sweatshirt, my eyes darting back and forth as I watched for pedestrians. No one was on the sidewalks, and only a few cars rumbled up and down the road. 
I waited for a gap in the traffic, and then ducked into a windowless alley between two of the office buildings. The alley was deserted, save for a dumpster and a light scattering of trash. I took a deep breath, gathered magical power, and extended my right hand, silver light flashing around my fingers. I held the power for a moment, whispering the words of a spell in the Elven tongue as I focused my will, forcing the power to channel itself into my thoughts. The magic reached a crescendo, and I swept my hand before me, the silver light flaring up and down my body. 
The Mask shimmered into existence around me.
The illusion changed my appearance. I stand only five foot three, so the spell made me appear six foot two. It made me look like a man instead of a woman. I had fashioned a Mask in the image of a middle-aged man, balding and slightly paunchy, clad in a white dress shirt, a black sport coat, black trousers, and black dress shoes. Anyone looking at me would see the image of the Mask, not me.
It was a useful spell. 
Of course, like all useful things, Masking had limitations. I had to devote at least part of my mind to maintaining the illusion, or it would fall apart or develop obvious inconsistencies. No one would paid attention to a random middle-aged man, but people would notice if his clothes suddenly changed color or random body parts disappeared. It also took a continuous draw of magical power, and I couldn’t maintain it forever. Any wizard could detect the Mask easily enough, so it wasn’t a spell I could use against another wizard. 
Yet when dealing with people who had no magical abilities, a Mask was exceedingly useful. My appointment was with a genius, but he dealt with computers, not spells. I had bought things a couple dozen times from him in the last few years, but he had no idea who I really was, or that I was even a woman. If he was ever arrested, the evidence on his servers would implicate my alias, not me. 
I left the alley, strode along the sidewalks, and let myself into one of the office buildings. I headed down the hall until I came to a glass door with NILES RINGER COMPUTER SERVICES stenciled upon it. Beyond was a small waiting room stocked with old magazines and cheap folding chairs, and a bored receptionist playing a computer game involving pieces of fruit.
She looked up at me and managed a false smile. “Yes, sir?” 
“Ernie Tesserman to see Mr. Ringer, please,” I said. The Mask disguised my voice. I was a soprano, but the Mask gave me the gravelly voice of a fifty-year-old man who had enjoyed a lot of cigarettes. “I should be his ten o’clock.” 
“He’s expecting you,” said the receptionist, returning her attention to the fruit on her screen. “Go right in.” 
I nodded, stepped past the desk, and opened the door. 
Niles Ringer’s office looked more like a server room, with two rows of steel racks holding rows of humming black boxes covered in blinking green LEDs. Niles himself sat at his desk between the racks, its surface covered with half-assembled computers. He was the fattest man I had ever met, at least three hundred and fifty pounds, and even in the air-conditioned chill he had a faint sheen of sweat on his forehead. He looked harmless at best and ridiculous at worst, but he had been involved in various computer crimes since before I had been born, and he had never been caught. I was also pretty sure he had a variety of weapons hidden under the desk. 
Niles looked up from his monitors as I approached, and a smile spread over his face. 
“Ah,” he said. “Mr. Tesserman. My favorite customer. You always have such unusual requests.”
“That’s me,” I said in my Masked voice. “What about my last request? Can it…”
His phone rang. Niles lifted one thick finger and picked up his phone. I sighed with annoyance, folded my arms over my chest, and waited. 
“Yes?” said Niles. “Why, yes, I am? What? No, no. I’m just pretending to talk on my phone.” I blinked. “I’m testing my new app.” He beamed and rotated his phone’s screen to face me. “You see?”
“I don’t,” I said. 
“Well,” said Niles, “you know how sometimes you’re stuck in an annoying conversation and can’t get out of it? With my app, you can set a timer, and it fakes a phone call so you can get out of the conversation.” 
“Charming.” I wondered what Morvilind would do if I tried that with him, and tried not to shudder at the thought. “So I can assume you don’t want my business?” 
“Of course I want your business,” said Niles. “You always pay in cash, and there are never any…complications.”
“Complications are like hemorrhoids,” I said. “They’re bad.” 
“And I’m familiar with both,” said Niles, shifting a bit in his seat. 
“That,” I said, “was too much information. And not what I paid for.” 
“You haven’t paid me yet,” said Niles.
I reached into a pocket of my sweatshirt and drew out an envelope, concentrating on my Mask to make sure it looked like Ernie had reached into the inner pocket of his sport coat. I tossed the envelope on the desk, and Niles drew out the neat little bundle of hundred-dollar bills inside. The High Queen’s face gazed out from the bills with aloof serenity. 
“You don’t have to count it in front of me,” I said.
“Trust and openness make for a solid business relationship,” said Niles, counting the money. He nodded in satisfaction and then tucked the envelope away in a drawer. He then rummaged within the drawer for a moment, and drew out a small brown envelope. 
“You were able to answer my questions?” I said. 
“I was,” said Niles. “Took a bit of work, but I was able to track down the architectural firm that designed and constructed Paul McCade’s mansion. You know, I’m quite fond of McCade’s canned meat product. It’s really good on a toasted bun with some cheese and mayo.”
“That sounds like a heart attack,” I said. “And the second thing?” 
“A copy of the invitation to his Conquest Day gala?” said Niles. “Got that, too. Or the file template and the holographic watermark, anyway. You’ll have to find a high-end printer and print out the invitation yourself. I’m not having any physical evidence here. Speaking of which…”
He gestured with the brown envelope, and I took the envelope and opened it, part of my concentration focused on my Mask. Within the envelope was a small black thumb drive, and a slip of paper with a long string of letters and numbers. 
“That’s the encryption key to access the drive,” said Niles. “Don’t lose that paper. It’s the only copy of the key. I didn’t even keep one.” 
“No physical evidence,” I said, returning the drive and the paper to the envelope. “And no files left on your servers.” 
“Precisely,” said Niles. “Though of course I do not operate any unlicensed server-class computer systems, and have never once considered breaking the law for any reason whatsoever.” 
“Nor have I,” I said, lying just as much as he was.
Niles waved a thick hand at me. “But everything you need is on the drive. The blueprints, and the template file for the invitation. Just make sure you find a printer that can do the holographic code on the bottom.”
“Thank you,” I said. “Always a pleasure during business with you.” 
I turned to go.
“One other thing,” said Niles.
I turned again, fighting down a stab of irritation. Turning while Masked was always extra work.
“What, do you want more money?” I said.
“I wouldn’t object,” said Niles, “but you need to know something. There’s a blank spot on the plans.”
I made my Masked face scowl. “You charged me for incomplete blueprints?” 
“Of course not,” said Niles. He leaned forward, his chair giving an alarming creak. “Those are the complete blueprints. There’s just a large blank space in the center of the mansion, which means…”
“Which means McCade built part of his house off the books,” I said. I was certain that when I looked at the plans, the blank spot would correspond with the vault door in his library. 
“Yeah,” said Niles. “If you’re getting involved with a guy like Paul McCade, you should be careful. He has a bad reputation.” 
“Did you get food poisoning from a McCade canned meat product?” I said. 
“The stuff tastes better than it sounds,” said Niles. “But that’s not the point. In certain illegal circles, shall we say, McCade has a bad reputation. He likes to buy up stolen artwork and relics, and I’ve heard a rumor that he even does business with Rebel cells.”
“That seems unlikely,” I said, though not even Morvilind had been certain if McCade dealt with Rebels. “The Inquisition doesn’t screw around with Rebels. If a rich guy like McCade started doing business with a Rebel cell, the Inquisition would kill him and stick the video up on Punishment Day. ”
“The Inquisition is fearsome, but not omniscient,” said Niles. “That’s how men like you and I are in business. And a man like McCade has many friends in Homeland Security and the Elven nobility, which means he has space to do things quietly.” He shrugged. “Do as you wish. But you’re a reliable customer, and I would hate to lose the income stream.”
I laughed. “You’re getting sentimental.” 
“A weakness of mine,” he said. “Do take care. But bear in mind that if you get arrested, I’ve never met you.”
“Same goes,” I said, waved goodbye, and walked out of his office. The receptionist did not look as I passed, and I left the office and headed into the street. Part of my attention maintained the Mask, but the rest of my mind chewed over what Niles had told me. Was McCade a Rebel? Or was he working with them? I didn’t care about the Rebels and their mad plans to overthrow the High Queen, but I needed to get that stupid tablet for Morvilind and get out alive. It would be a lot harder to do that if I walked into some murky political intrigue. I muttered curses under my breath as I walked, venting my anger at Morvilind, at McCade, at the Elves, and the whole damned world. 
A few blocks later I turned into an alley between office buildings, making my way through a maze of parking lots and side streets. I planned to walk to one of the bus stops near the freeway and take the bus home. Then I would examine the data on the thumb drive and consider my next course of action. I had mapped out a plan for getting into McCade’s vault during the gala, but I needed more details.
I stopped and looked around. I was in an alley, and there was no one nearby. It should be safe to let my Mask dissipate. I released the spell and the illusion vanished, drifting away like smoke. Relief went through me, and I sighed and took a few deep breaths. Maintaining a Mask wasn’t hard, but it was a constant effort. Sort of like carrying a cinder block around with you. Which, come to think of it, sounded like a good workout idea…
I shook my head, crossed another parking lot, ducked into an alley, and froze. 
The man with the sweatshirt and the wrap-around sunglasses was walking down the center of the alley, no more than twenty yards away. It was the same man I had seen outside of McCade’s mansion, I was sure of it. Up close, he looked lean and tough, moving with the confident stride of a man who knew how to handle himself. 
He took one more step, saw me, and froze. The big sunglasses concealed much of his expression, but I could tell that he recognized me and that he hadn’t expected to see me here. 
For a moment we stared at each other, my heart pounding, my head racing with a dozen different plans. 
He spoke first.
“What’s a pretty girl like you doing in an alley like this?” he said. His voice was flat, unemotional. 
“Seriously?” I said. “You’re going with that? Bit clichéd, isn’t it? Next you’ll tell me it was a dark and stormy night.” 
“I saw you at McCade’s mansion,” said the man. “You were on the cleaning crew.” 
“Or are you hitting on me?” I said. “Are you going to tell me that heaven must be missing an angel? That’ll work. Women love getting hit on by weird guys with sunglasses in alleys.”
I had the pleasure of seeing his mouth tighten with annoyance. “No, you were there, with the cleaning crew." 
“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I’ve never cleaned a day in my life. I don’t even do laundry. I just buy new clothes when the old ones get dirty.” 
“You were at the mansion,” said the man, “and then you followed me here.”
I blinked. He thought that I had followed him? 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “I didn’t follow you. I just want to be left alone.”
“You’ve been following me,” he said. “Why?”
I couldn’t see any weapons on him, but he could have a knife or a small gun tucked away in that baggy sweatshirt. For that matter, he looked like he was in good shape. I was in good shape, too, but he stood a foot taller than me and outweighed me by fifty or sixty pounds. If he had any fighting experience at all, he wouldn’t need a gun or a knife to handle me. 
“I haven’t been following you,” I said, “and I’ve never seen you before in my life. I’d remember those stupid sunglasses.”
His mouth twitched a little. “They help my eyes.”
“Well, goody for you,” I said. “Why don’t you go help your eyes somewhere else?”
“You’re going to answer some questions for me,” said the man.
“Okay,” I said. “Fine. What do you want to know? I…”
I flinched and took a step back, my eyes going wide.
It was an old, old trick, but sometimes the old tricks work. The man half-turned, and as he did, I whirled and sprinted as fast as I could, grateful that I had not chosen a disguise that required high heels. I had reached the end of the alley before he got himself collected and started pursuit. 
He was fast. Like, professional athlete fast. I had a good lead, but he was going to catch me. I couldn’t fight him off. 
Which meant I was going to have to get clever. 
I tore around the corner into an alley between a strip mall and an office building. Dumpsters stood here and there, and closed steel doors led into the back rooms of the various mall shops. I had maybe six seconds before my pursuer came around the corner. I stopped, put my back to the wall, and took a deep breath, trying to clear my mind and summon magical power. 
Then I cast the Cloak spell. 
Cloaking was hard, really hard. When Masking, I could move around and interact with people. Cloaking took the entirety of my concentration and willpower. It was a bit like doing a deadlift at the limits of your strength – it took everything I had to do it.
But I did it.
Silver light flashed around me, and the world went hazy and indistinct, like a sheet of cloudy glass had fallen over my vision. While the Cloak spell was in place, I was completely invisible. No one could see me, and no magical spell could detect my presence.
I just couldn’t do anything else while I maintained the Cloak.
My pursuer came around the corner maybe a second and a half later. He ran past me, then stopped, his face turning back and forth as he tried to find me. I took deep, controlled breaths, focused on holding the Cloak. Working the Cloak had been difficult. Maintaining the Cloak got harder with every passing second. It was a lot like holding a barbell over my head – hard at first, and getting more difficult. 
The man took three quick steps back, his sunglasses swiveling back and forth, and came to a stop two feet away from me. I could have reached out and touched him. Up close, he looked handsome in a lean sort of way beneath the big sunglasses, and for an absurd instant I wondered what color his eyes were. He had a ragged shock of brown hair above the sunglasses, his brow furrowed as he looked back and forth. 
I noticed something else, too. He didn’t have a shadow. At this time of day, the dumpsters cast shadows. I had a shadow, too, though the Cloak hid it. Yet he didn’t have one. That was bad. I had heard rumors of men without shadows, and none of them were good. 
For now, though, the man with no shadow looked puzzled. To his perspective, I had just disappeared. There hadn’t been enough time to force open one of the doors or to climb up the wall to the roof. His gaze turned towards the nearest dumpster, his frown tightening. Likely he thought that I had hidden myself among the trash bags. I expected him to stride forward and search the dumpster, and then depart the alley. That would take no more than a few moments, and I could maintain my Cloak that long. 
Instead he lifted his right hand, gesturing with his left, and tiny arcs of lightning snarled around the fingers of his right hand, harsh and blue-white. 
The man was a wizard. 
He pushed out his right hand, and the arcs of lightning burst from his fingers and jumped to strike the dumpster, wrapping around it with a crackling hiss. The man strode forward as the lightning faded away, reached up, and flipped the lid open to rummage through the trash bags. 
I started to shake from the effort of maintaining the Cloak. 
At last the man with no shadow stepped back and looked around once more, his frustration plain. 
“How in the hell did she do that?” he muttered. 
That gave me a little jolt of satisfaction. I tried to use it to maintain the Cloak. The man cast another spell, one I recognized. It was the spell to detect the presence of magic. It would have worked to detect a Mask (one of the reasons I couldn’t use it with Elves or other wizards), but the Cloak shielded me from detection spells. The man swept his hand back and forth and found nothing. He gave another annoyed shake of his head, turned, and stalked from the alley. 
I was alone again.
I made myself count to three hundred, my shoulders and legs shuddering with the effort of maintaining the Cloak. The man did not return, and at last I let the Cloak dissipate, the magic fading away. I wanted to sit down and take a nap, but I made myself turn and walk, gathering energy for another spell. I whispered in Elven and worked another Mask, making myself look like an elderly woman in a tracksuit and sneakers. If the man with the sunglasses saw me from a distance, he would only see an old woman out for a walk. The effort made my head throb with pain, but I dared not lower the Mask. 
I did not release the Mask until I got on the bus, got off at the stop near my apartment, and made sure that no one was nearby. A wave of dizziness went over me, and I just barely managed to get into my apartment before I slumped against the wall and slid to the floor, breathing hard. 
A wave of despair went through me. Morvilind would work spells like this with barely an effort, and I felt as exhausted as if I had run a marathon. How could I ever break free of him if I could not even do this?
I pushed aside the despair. One problem at a time. First, I had to steal the tablet from McCade. I had to avoid McCade’s security and the strange man in the sunglasses, whoever or whatever he was. Then I could worry about other things.
Yes. One problem at a time. Easiest thing in the world, right?
It was a long time before I could stand up again.



Chapter 4: Dance
 
The time to the Conquest Day gala flew by.
Conquest Day is on July 4th, at least in the United States. It’s different in other countries. In Russia, it’s on the anniversary of Red October. In the United Kingdom, Conquest Day falls on the anniversary of the Battle of Hastings. It’s on July 4th in the United States because that was the day three hundred odd years ago that the High Queen executed the President and Congress on live television.
I spent the time preparing. 
I kept up my façade at both Duncan Catering and EZClean Cleaners, helping to make appetizers and cakes in the morning and cleaning houses at night. The next time the EZClean crew went to McCade’s mansion for its weekly cleaning, I volunteered to do the art gallery and the library. Since both tasks were so unpleasant, the shift supervisor accepted without complaint. That meant I was alone in the library for a few moments. The security men had checked us over thoroughly, complete with metal detectors. A vacuum cleaner set off the metal detectors, but that was to be expected. 
Which meant that the small duffel bag I concealed in the vacuum’s cylinder was not detected. Halfway through vacuuming the library, I used my levitation spell to float to the top of the high shelves on the first floor of the library, in the corner where none of the cameras reached, and duct-taped the bag on the top of the shelf, out of sight from the floor and the second-story balcony. 
The week after that, I used my levitation spell to float up and check the duffel bag again. The bag had not been disturbed, and I was confident that it would be there on the night of the gala. 
Better and better. 
At Duncan Catering Company, I got myself assigned to the crew scheduled to serve the food at McCade’s gala. We would take one of the company’s big white vans to the mansion, and I had noticed that while the security men always screened the workers, they never bothered to check any vehicles in the utility garage. That was a mistake, because it meant the duffel bag I taped to the bottom of the van would not be noticed. 
When I wasn’t working at one of my two full-time jobs, I prepared in other ways. A printer that could print an intricate holographic design like McCade’s party invitation cost upward of fifteen thousand dollars. I wasn’t about to spend that much money, and computer equipment like that had to be licensed with Homeland Security. So I found a print shop, broke in one night, and borrowed their printer to print the invitation. Once I finished, I used a magnet to wreck the computer’s hard drive. The unfortunate owners would assume that the computer had crashed, which in turn had messed up the printer’s page count. 
Hopefully they had good backups. 
Once that was done, I spent the rest of my time going over the plans to McCade’s mansion, committing them to memory, and practicing the spells I needed. I also made contingency plans in case the job went sour and I had to run for my life. I had a storage unit out in the edge of Wauwatosa, not far from the freeway, and I stocked it with canned food and other supplies if I needed a place to hide. Of course, if the job went really bad, and if I was taken prisoner, Morvilind would use that vial of blood to kill me and dispose of any evidence of his involvement. Or McCade’s security people would just shoot me on the spot. The money I had left behind for Russell might help James and Lucy…but if they could not find another Elven noble willing to treat his frostfever…
Well. That settled it. I just had to get in and out of the mansion alive. Easy as pie, right?
The biggest unknown variable was whatever waited behind that vault door in the library. The plans for the vault were not in the mansion’s blueprints. Bypassing the door would be easy enough – Morvilind had taught me a great deal about the magic of releasing locks – but I had no idea what waited behind the vault door. 
The second unknown variable was the strange man with no shadow. I had my suspicions, but I didn’t know who or what he was. He seemed to think that I had been following him. That was absurd – I had enough trouble without asking for more. Yet that made me wonder if he had business of his own in McCade’s mansion.
Maybe someone else had hired him to steal the tablet. 
That could be dicey. 
I would just have to keep my wits about me.
 
###
 
At last Conquest Day came.
It rained all morning and most of the afternoon, the sort of heavy, hard summer rain that made everything smell like a gym locker. It slowed to a drizzle by the time I parked my old Duluth Car Company sedan a few blocks from the Duncan Catering building. I walked to the building, sweating a little in the humidity. If anyone asked, I would claim that I had taken the bus to work. I wanted to keep the sedan nearby in case I had to make a quick escape. I had already made arrangements for an escape vehicle near McCade’s mansion, but a backup never hurt. 
The other servers and I changed into our formal uniforms, white shirts, slender black ties, black slacks, and shiny black shoes. At least they were flats, thank God. I pretended to tie my shoe just long enough to make sure my little duffle bag was still taped to the bottom of the van, and then I joined the others. Once we were ready, we loaded the food into the van, climbed in, and drove across Milwaukee to McCade’s mansion.
We got to McCade’s mansion at half past six, parking the van in its usual spot in the utility garage. The security men stood guard at the doors, and subjected us to the customary weapons scan and search. I made sure not to bring a phone, so they didn’t confiscate it. The less evidence I left behind, the better. It took a dozen trips to bring everything up to the mansion’s kitchen, a vast expanse of gleaming white tile and polished steel about six times the size of my apartment. It took us the better part of an hour to get everything set up, and another twenty minutes to get the food properly heated. 
Then it was almost eight o’clock, which meant it was time to serve hors d’oeuvres to McCade’s guests. 
I put on my friendliest smile, picked up a tray loaded with shrimp puffs, and walked with the others to meet the wealthiest and the most powerful of the Midwest. 
Already a substantial crowd had gathered in the glassed-in courtyard. Pale silver and blue mood lighting played over everything, and a hidden projector threw a scene onto the glass, an image of the High Queen’s banner rippling in the breeze, an American flag flying below it. I had to admit it made for an impressive sight. Already men in expensive black suits and women in sleek black dresses and high heels stood talking. Here and there I saw a man in the blue officer’s uniform of Homeland Security, and a few in the black-trimmed red uniform of the Wizards’ Legion. I recognized several men as ambassadors from the various client states of the European Union and others from the Chinese Imperium. I suppose McCade’s meat products had fans overseas. There were even a few minor Elven nobles already, mostly knights and barons from the United States and the European Union, standing aloof and cold from the human guests, their gaunt, pale faces masks of hauteur. The Elven men wore long blue coats that hung to their knees, their ornamented red cloaks thrown back, while the women wore shimmering gowns of green and blue. Two of the Elven nobles were Knights of the Inquisition, stark in their long black coats with silver lightning bolts upon their collars, and even the other Elves avoided the Inquisitors. 
Had I used a Mask, every wizard and every Elf in the courtyard would have sensed it at once. Just as well I had employed a more mundane disguise. 
Besides, when you’re pretending to be a waiter, it’s like you’re invisible. 
So long as you don’t spill anything, of course. 
I circulated through my assigned segment of the courtyard, the silver tray with the shrimp puffs balanced upon my left hand. The damned thing was heavier than it looked, and I was grateful for all the hours I had spent doing push-ups, pull-ups, and deadlifts. Granted, I hadn’t thought I would put my strength training to use carrying a tray of shrimp, but I wasn’t going to complain. I made sure to start with the Elves (I definitely did need an accusation of elfophobia just now), bowing as I offered them the tray. Only one of the Elven nobles deigned to take a shrimp puff, and then I moved through the human dignitaries. The shrimp proved more popular there, and soon my tray was empty. One man in particular, a stout Homeland Security major whose blue uniform made his paunch look distressingly like a blueberry, took five puffs. He then continued his inebriated flirtation with an annoyed-looking blond woman at least fifteen years his junior.
I made sure to remember him for later. 
Once the last shrimp puff had been claimed, I circled the edge of the courtyard and vanished into the kitchens. Orderly chaos reigned in the kitchens, with thirty different men and women hurrying about their tasks, some of them cooking more food, other refilling trays, others pouring champagne into glasses. I slipped past them, tucked my tray under my arm, and headed down the stairs to the utility garage. Only one security guard remained on watch, a bored expression on his face as he played a game on his phone, and he glanced up at me. 
“Someone spilled bleach on the tray,” I said. “Have to get a new one.”
The guard grunted and looked back at his phone. 
I passed him, returned to the van, and put the tray in its place. I glanced around, made sure I was out of the cameras’ fields of view, and yanked my duffle bag from beneath the car. I opened it up, checked its contents one more time.
Then I stripped down to my underwear, tossing my clothes into the van’s laundry bin. My next outfit came out of the duffel bag – a sleeveless black dress with a short, tight skirt, and a pair of black shoes with four-inch heels. I quickly slapped earrings in place and dropped a silver necklace over my head, and then undid my ponytail, letting my hair fall loose around my shoulders. Makeup would have been ideal, but there wasn’t time to apply it, and the light was dim in the courtyard anyway. I did apply some perfume to hide the smells of the kitchen. I flipped the duffel bag inside out, revealing its shiny interior and transforming it into a hideously ugly purse, and reloaded the remaining contents. I stepped to the driver’s side mirror and gave myself a quick look. I looked like someone’s spoiled daughter, which was perfect. 
I cast the Masking spell, making myself appear as a male catering worker in white shirt and black pants, and hastened across the parking garage. I had to take care to Mask the loud clicks of my heels with every stride. Fortunately, it was a wasted effort. The guard did not look up from his phone, and security cameras could not penetrate a Mask. Anyone watching through the cameras in the garage or reviewing the footage later would see nothing amiss. 
I left the garage, dropped my Mask, and crossed the mansion’s lush lawn, acres of brilliant green grass trimmed with machine-like precision, and made for the glassed-in courtyard. A crowd of later arrivals filed through the doors to the courtyard, and four of McCade’s security men stood there. I joined the crowd, adjusting the straps of my fake purse, and walked towards the door.
“Miss?” One of the guards, a middle-aged man with the look of a veteran still familiar with violence, held out his hand.
“What?” I said, filling my tone with surly truculence. 
“This is a private party, miss,” said the guard. “I need to see your invitation.”
“Oh my God!” I said, letting my voice go up an octave. “Don’t you know who I am?” A few of the other guests looked at me and snickered. 
“Unfortunately I do not, miss,” said the guard, “which is why I need to see your invitation.”
“My daddy is so going to get you fired,” I said. “He’s friends with the Duke of Milwaukee, and you’re just a security guard. You can’t talk to me that way.” 
“Please present your invitation, miss,” said the guard, still polite. My disguise was working. Had he thought me a random party crasher, he would have used force by now.
“Just do as he says, dear,” said a middle-aged woman in an elegant black gown. 
“Fine,” I said, drawing the word into an angry whine. I reached into my purse, drew out the fake invitation, and unfolded it. “Will you let me inside? I haven’t eaten all day.” 
The guard lifted his phone. The usual camera had been augmented with some kind of fancy combined IR/UV lens. He waved the phone over the bottom of the invitation, and I briefly saw the holographic seal and its embedded barcode flash. I hoped that Niles had done his work right, and that the printer I had “borrowed” had been up to the task. 
The phone beeped, and the guard glanced at the display.
“Please enjoy the party, Miss Annovich,” he said. 
I sniffed and walked past him, letting my heels click loudly, and the guard forgot about me as he turned to the other guests.
More people had arrived while I had been changing clothes, and now close to a thousand guests occupied the courtyard. The air conditioning was on full blast, the air chilly against my bare arms and calves. Across the courtyard, I saw a good-sized crowd spilling into the art gallery, admiring McCade’s collection. I wanted to slip away from the gala and reach the library, and do it without drawing undue notice. I reached into my purse and felt the smooth plastic of the burner phone I had prepared. I just needed to find that drunken Homeland Security major, and I would…
Speakers crackled overhead, and suddenly a voice boomed in my ears. 
“Ladies, gentlemen, honored guests, and nobles of the High Queen’s court,” said a man’s voice. “If I might have your attention for a moment?” 
The lights swiveled overhead, falling upon a clear spot near the art gallery. For the first time, I looked upon Paul McCade in the flesh. Morvilind’s photographs had given me a good impression of the man. He wore an extremely expensive suit, the coat cut a little longer in imitation of Elven fashion, though it didn’t quite conceal his small paunch. His graying hair was perfectly parted on the left, and he wore rimless glasses perched upon his nose. He was handsome in a sort of dry, passionless way, and the owner of McCade Foods looked like a man who had never touched a McCade Foods product in his life.
I didn’t like him. Just as well. It’s always harder to steal from people you like.
“It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to my home on this Conquest Day, the three hundred and fourteenth anniversary since our wise and gracious High Queen brought the benefits of her just rule and wisdom to Earth,” said McCade. “In that time, look at all that mankind has accomplished under the guidance of the High Queen and her nobles. War between human nations has been outlawed. Our cities are safe and prosperous, and human men-at-arms have fought under the High Queen’s banner in a hundred demesnes of the Shadowlands and upon the face of a dozen different alien worlds. We have even faced the rebel Archons and their armies of orc slaves and fouler things, and have emerged victorious. Let us look forward to the day when the High Queen at lasts defeats the Archons and returns to her home, and the Elven and human races alike shall prosper under her wise hand. To the Day of Restoration!”
“The Day of Restoration!” we responded, automatically, followed by the Pledge of Allegiance to the United States and the High Queen (the foreign guests did not participate, but bowed their heads respectfully). It was one of the things you learned in school. At least, normal people did, though Morvilind’s tutors had taught me how to mimic normal people reasonably well. 
“My friends,” said McCade once we had finished, “McCade Foods has the great honor of providing our fighting men with rations. In their honor, and for the honor of our glorious High Queen, I invite you to celebrate Conquest Day!”
The crowd applauded, and McCade waved for a moment, then hurried over to speak with the Elven nobles. I saw that Tamirlas, the Duke of Milwaukee himself, had arrived, a tall Elven noble in a gold-trimmed blue coat, his profile stark and forbidding. The hidden speakers began to play music, and some people broke into pairs to dance, while others went to bother my former coworkers at the catering company for more food. I turned, seeking for the Homeland Security major I had spotted earlier…
A tall man in a tuxedo stepped into my line of sight. Likely he wanted to dance. I flashed him a polite smile and started to step past him. 
“Care to dance?”
The voice froze me in place, and I turned, keeping my smile in place. 
It was the man without a shadow who had pursued me near Niles’s office. 
I took a long look at him. 
He…cleaned up pretty nicely, actually. 
Without the sunglasses, I got a good look at his face. It was lean with sharp cheekbones, and deep brown eyes the color of expensive bookcases. His brown hair had been styled and trimmed, glinting in the light from overhead. His tuxedo was, perhaps, a bit too snug, but he had the physique to make it look good. I couldn’t see any weapons on him, but he could have a folding knife or a small gun tucked away in the pockets of his coat. 
Of course, he could use magic, could call the lightning to his grasp. With that kind of power, he didn’t really need to bother with a gun. 
He met my gaze without flinching, and I felt a strange sort of pressure from his eyes. 
“Why?” I said. 
He shrugged. “A man sees a pretty girl at a gala, he asks her to dance. I imagine it is the sort of thing one does.” His thin lips moved into a smile. “It will give us a chance to talk.”
I didn’t think he was with McCade’s security. If he was, he would have thrown me out already. It was more likely he worked for Homeland Security, or even served as a human agent for the Inquisition. Which meant that he might have been hunting for me, following up on one of the many other crimes I had committed. If that was true, I was finished. 
Unless…
Unless he was a Homeland Security officer or an Inquisition agent here for McCade or one of McCade’s guests. That made much more sense. The Inquisition’s mission was to root out disloyalty to the High Queen, and while everyday people feared the Knights of the Inquisition, so long as people like James and Lucy paid their taxes and didn’t denounce the High Queen the Inquisition let them alone. People like McCade, who had the spare money to fund a Rebel cell, had much more to fear from the Inquisition. For that matter, Elven nobles feared the Inquisitors. That was one of the reasons Morvilind kept a vial of my heart’s blood. If something went wrong and I was arrested, he could kill me from a distance before the Inquisition learned of his various illegal enterprises. 
And that meant the man in the tuxedo was fishing for information. 
“Mmm,” said the man, and I realized that I had been staring at him. “I must have something in my teeth.” 
“What?” I said. 
“I asked you to dance, and you froze up like a deer in the headlights,” said the man. He looked amused. “Though I suspect you aren’t asked to dance very often.”
What the hell did that mean? Then I realized he was trying to push my buttons, to get a reaction out of me. That did calm me a little. An agent for Homeland Security or the Inquisition would just arrest me on the spot. If he was playing games, that meant he wasn’t sure about me…and I could play along. 
“It was just unsettling,” I said. “After all, you went to such lengths to chase me down. Makes a girl wonder why you want to dance with her so much.” 
In answer, he held out his hand. I took it, putting my other hand on his shoulder, while his free hand settled upon my hip. His fingers felt a little cold, but that might have been the air conditioning. The music playing from the courtyard’s speakers was pleasant but bland, and we moved in a slow circle as we danced. 
I watched him, waiting for him to speak first.
“What’s your name?” he said at last. 
“Katerina Annovich,” I said.
“Is it really?” he said.
I raised an eyebrow. “That’s what it says on the invitation.” 
“Your completely accurate invitation, I’m sure,” said the man.
“So what’s your name?” I said. “Tall, dark, and laconic? Hard to fit on a driver’s license.”
“My name is Corvus.”
I laughed at that. “Is it really? Corvus? Latin word for crow? Very dramatic. Do you dress all in black and listen to sad music?”
To his credit, he did not even bat an eye. “Only on weekends.” 
“Well, Mr. Corvus,” I said, “why don’t you tell me something? How did you do that trick with the shadow?”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Corvus said, his expression cooling a little.
“You don’t have a shadow,” I said. “Hard to tell in here, and I doubt anyone will notice.” The shoulder under my hand tensed, though his expression remained amused. “So, what’s your story? Are you a vampire? I read in some old book that vampires don’t have shadows.”
“No such thing as vampires,” said Corvus.
“Nope,” I said. “Worse things, though. Some of them don’t have shadows.” 
“Why don’t we make a deal?” said Corvus. “I’ll tell you why I don’t have a shadow, but you’ll tell me how you got out of that alley.”
I gave him a sunny smile. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
“I bet if I talked to Paul McCade and asked to see his guest list,” said Corvus, “that I wouldn’t find anyone named Katerina Annovich in the file.”
I kept the sunny smile in place. “What about a man named Corvus?” 
“An agent of the Inquisition,” said Corvus, “would find it a simple matter to edit the guest list, would she not?”
“So he would,” I said. “I…wait.” I blinked as my brain caught up to what he had said. “She would find it simple? Wait. You think I’m an agent of the Inquisition?” 
“The thought had crossed my mind,” said Corvus. 
“My God,” I said. “That suit’s so tight that the circulation to your brain has stopped. You really think I’m an agent of the Inquisition? Or that I’m with Homeland Security?”
“Homeland Security is too stupid to deal with someone like me,” said Corvus. “You seriously thought I was an Inquisitor?”
I shrugged, which was harder to do while dancing than I thought. “Why else would you chase me down?” 
“Really, you should have more confidence in your appearance,” said Corvus. “You must have men chasing you all the time.”
“Not for the reasons you might think,” I said. 
“I’ll let you in on a little secret,” said Corvus. 
He tugged on my arms, and suddenly I was pressed against him. He was a lot stronger than he looked. I was suddenly very aware of his hands against me for two reasons. First, he could kill me, and I wouldn’t be able to stop him. Second, he could…do pretty much anything else he wanted.
I shoved that thought right out of my mind. 
He leaned closer, his breath against my right ear.
“Every Inquisitor,” said Corvus, “still has his shadow.” 
He stepped back and spun me, and I was just able to keep my balance by flinging out my right arm. I supposed it looked graceful, and we drew a few appreciative claps from the nearby guests. 
For a moment we stared at each other, still gripping hands 
“Why don’t we agree,” I said, “to say out of each other’s way? Whatever your reasons for coming here…I’m sure they’re not mine.”
“I think we can agree on that,” said Corvus. “Good fortune to you, Miss Annovich.”
“And to you, Mr. Corvus.” 
He smiled once more, planted a cold, dry kiss onto my fingers, and strolled off into the crowd. I watched him go. 
The tuxedo did fit him well. It annoyed me that I noticed it. That kind of physical attraction was a liability, could cause me to make stupid mistakes. Morvilind had too much power over me already, and a romantic relationship with a man would cause me to give up even more power over my fate. 
I had learned that one the hard way. 
Well, it didn’t matter. I didn’t know if he was an Inquisitor or a Homeland Security officer or something else, but clearly I was not his objective. It occurred to me that Corvus had been near Niles Ringer’s office to buy a forged invitation for himself, and we had just stumbled into each other by bad luck. 
It also occurred to me that he might be here to do something illegal himself, maybe to steal something. 
Or to kill someone. 
His lack of a shadow…
I pushed that thought aside. It wasn’t my problem, and I had my own concerns to manage. Specifically, I needed to get my hands on that tablet and get out of here before anyone noticed it was gone. 
I headed across the courtyard, my eyes darting back and forth, and I found the middle-aged Homeland Security major I had spotted earlier. He was drinking another glass of champagne, and to judge from the ruddy color of his face, he had downed another two or three glasses while I had been chatting with Corvus. 
Perfect.
I reached into my fake purse, tapped a few commands into a burner phone, and then glided over to talk to him, my eyes wide, my back ramrod straight and my shoulders back to emphasize my chest as I asked him to dance. That did the trick. I caught his eye at once, and soon had his undivided attention. I learned that his name was Major Colin Kemp, that he had multiple awards for arresting Rebel terrorists, and that neither his wife nor his ungrateful children nor his commanding officer appreciated all his hard work. I nodded in agreement, touching his arm as I laughed at his jokes. Someone like Corvus would have seen through me at once. Maybe Major Kemp was a bit savvier when he was sober, but soon he was doing exactly what I wanted. 
A kiss on his cheek persuaded him, and soon we were walking arm and arm across the courtyard and into the art gallery. The gallery was much less crowded than the courtyard proper, likely because a pair of polite but unsmiling security men kept anyone from bringing food and drink. Likely McCade did not want his masterpieces damaged with shrimp sauce and champagne. Here and there men and women stood in small clumps, admiring the sculptures. 
“Let’s go someplace quiet,” said Major Kemp. “Maybe that library?” He jerked his head toward the double wooden doors to the library, one of which stood slightly ajar. “We can…talk.”
“That sounds nice,” I said. “You have such interesting stories. I think…”
Right on time, my burner phone went off. I made a show of rolling my eyes and reaching into my purse. Of course, the phone wasn’t really ringing. I had installed Niles Ringer’s fake call app, and to my surprise it had turned out to be clever. It even simulated a fake voice over the phone’s speaker, so anyone listening in wouldn’t realize the fraud.
“Daddy?” I said into the phone, and Major Kemp’s eyes widened. “Oh. My. God! You are such a jerk! Like, I don’t even have school until Monday. So what if I don’t graduate high school?”
“High school?” said Major Kemp, his eyes going even wider.
I waved a dismissive hand and smiled at him, and starting shrieking into my phone again. “Don’t tell me that! I don’t care what you think! I’m going to do what I want…”
Self-preservation conquered Major’s Kemp libido. He turned and walked away as fast as he could while still maintaining something that resembled dignity. No one took any notice of me as Kemp hurried away. 
I closed the fake call app, dropped the phone back into my purse, and made my way into McCade’s library.



Chapter 5: The Private Party
 
My heels made no noise against the library’s thick carpet. 
I paused just beyond the door and looked around, my eyes sweeping over the balconies and the shelves. The library was deserted for the moment, and I saw no one in the main floor, the balconies, or in one of the side rooms that housed the various rare books. That would not last, though. Major Kemp had thought the library a perfect place for a dalliance, and other lechers might have the same thought. I glanced at the ceiling and the railing, noting the location of the cameras. Their position and alignment had not changed since the last time I had vacuumed the library. 
Which meant I knew where I could walk to avoid their field of vision.
I skirted the edge of the lower floor, keeping close to the wooden shelves of books. I reached the corner, looked around, and summoned magical power, working it into a spell. The levitation spell took hold of me, and I floated towards the top of the shelf. I had a stab of irrational fear that someone might try to look up my skirt, but there was no one around.
And I had far more serious things to worry about. 
The duffel bag remained in place. I pulled it loose, and as I did, I noticed something odd. 
The nearest camera had been disconnected. 
I blinked and took a harder look at the thing. The camera was mounted in a little dome of black plastic, but I saw where the network cable had been unplugged. It wasn’t a wireless camera – the model was wrong for that. Maybe that camera had been damaged, but a quick glance around proved otherwise. 
All the cameras in the library had been unplugged. 
It made absolutely no sense at all. If those cameras were unplugged, the security men ought to have been swarming over the library. Except those cameras were forty feet off the floor. You needed a ladder and a good screwdriver, or a good screwdriver and a levitation spell, to unplug all those cameras. 
Which meant…
Which meant that Paul McCade knew that the cameras had been unplugged. Which in turn meant he had ordered them unplugged. 
Why?
Had he known I was coming? If he had known I was planning to rob him, the security men would have shot me on sight, or he would have had Homeland Security arrest me, and I would wait to see if Morvilind would kill me before I wound up naked and flogged on a Punishment Day video. Odds were that Paul McCade did not even know I existed. 
Something else was going on. Something that, in all probability, did not involve me at all. My problems were not the center of the universe. 
Outrageous as that might be. 
I floated back to the floor and released the levitation spell. Another look around the library, and then I slipped into one of the side rooms, the one holding the collection of Mark Twain first editions. I opened the duffel bag I had taken from the shelf and pulled out a pair of black cargo pants, black socks, and black running shoes. I slipped off my heels and donned the new clothes. Wearing cargo pants with a black cocktail dress looked peculiar, but I had used the combination before. I stuffed various useful items into the pockets and put my high heels and my fake purse into the duffel bag, adjusting the straps to turn it into an impromptu backpack. Best not to leave any physical evidence behind.
I strode back into the main floor of the library, towards the vault door, and I froze in surprise.
The vault door was unlocked. 
It had likely been unlocked the entire time I had been in the library. First the cameras, and now the vault door? Just what was going on?
Voices came from the library door.
I was caught between two easy chairs, and I had no time to hide, no time to run. I summoned power and cast a Cloak around myself. An instant later two men in the blue uniforms of Homeland Security officers entered the library. I tensed, fearing they had come for me, but neither man had drawn his sidearm, and both looked at least a little drunk. The officers walked to the vault door and pulled, and it swung open a few feet, pale blue light spilling into the library. I caught a brief whiff of something that smelled like…smoke? Incense? 
Then the officers vanished into the blue light. 
No one else came into the library, so I dropped my Cloak with a shudder of relief. For a moment I hesitated, trying to decide upon a course of action. Perhaps it was time to scrap this plan and start over.  Things were happening here that I did not understand. I saw again the large blank spot in the mansion’s plan. McCade had secrets here, and if I wasn’t careful, those secrets were going to get me killed. 
Of course, if I didn’t retrieve the tablet for Morvilind, I might get killed anyway. If I failed, he might simply tell me to try again. Or he might have me killed to cover his tracks. And McCade had unplugged his own security cameras. That meant there was something happening that he didn’t want recorded, that he wanted kept secret. I could exploit his need for secrecy, and make off with the tablet before anyone could stop me. This might be my best opportunity for success. 
I nodded to myself, took a deep breath, and summoned power, reading myself to Cloak or Mask if necessary. An Elf or a human wizard would sense a Mask, but if I was quick, I could Cloak before anyone noticed me. And if there were no wizards in the vault, then I could Mask myself as a Homeland Security officer and stroll right through them.
I crossed the library to the massive vault door, slipping past the enormous slab of steel to find myself in…
Not a vault. 
For a moment I looked around, bewildered.
From time to time the Department of Education put out videos describing what Earth had been like in the final few decades before the Conquest, describing the moral decay and corruption of Earth’s governments before the High Queen had arrived to guide mankind. Usually those videos portrayed pre-Conquest Earth as a hellhole of poverty and despair and squalor where the poor starved and died in meaningless wars while the rich led lives of debauchery and wanton immorality. The videos invariably included a few seconds of actors in expensive suits and actresses in skimpy dresses, dancing and drinking in a dim room while bad music played in the background.
I didn’t know or care whether or not that was a true view of pre-Conquest Earth, but the room beyond the vault door looked almost exactly like one of those videos. 
Dim blue light bathed everything, reflecting off the polished white floor and gleaming steel tables. A dull bass beat pulsed from hidden speakers. There were close to a hundred men and women in the room, some of them dancing, some of them drinking or smoking from pipes. The smell of the smoke had a sharp edge to it, and I suspected they were not smoking tobacco. Couches rested here and there, and the guests lay upon them, some of them glassy-eyed, others giggling and whispering to themselves as various drugs took hold. 
Ah. This was Paul McCade’s private party. The party for his friends, the one he didn’t show to the rest of the rabble in the courtyard. No wondered he had unplugged his cameras. 
“Mistress?”
A pale woman about my own age tottered over to me. She wore a ridiculously high pair of heels, a red silk kimono that barely reached the top of her thighs, and as far as I could tell, nothing else. A string of Elven hieroglyphics had been tattooed upon her forehead, and I recognized the symbols of Tamirlas, the Duke of Milwaukee. 
She was a slave. Under the laws of the United States, humans could not own slaves. Elves, however, could own humans slaves. According to the law, a wealthy man like McCade could not buy slaves…but sometimes Elven nobles loaned their slaves to their human favorites. McCade was friends with Tamirlas, and it seemed the Duke had lent some of his slaves to the head of McCade Foods. 
I spotted maybe thirty or forty slaves among the guests. Both the men and the women wore those sleeveless red silk kimonos. It wasn’t hard to guess what the guests intended to do with the slaves, either. All of the slaves were young and attractive, and even as I watched a middle-aged woman led off a glassy-eyed man in a red kimono to one of the curtained alcoves lining the room. 
I thought the Rebels were idiots, but sometimes it wasn’t hard to see why they were so angry. 
“I have an invitation,” I said to the slave, though it would look odd if I pulled it out of my impromptu backpack. 
“The master’s guests are welcome,” said the slave, her voice slurred. I wondered how many different chemicals the poor woman had coursing through her veins. “Would you like refreshments? Champagne is available, along with many different stimulants and narcotics.” 
“Gosh,” I said. “Aren’t those, you know, illegal?”
The slave blinked. “The master is friends with his lordship the Duke, and the master has friends in Homeland Security.” She looked at the two officers I had seen earlier. They reclined on one of the couches, both smoking from pipes, odd-scented smoke rising from the bowls. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Refreshment. Um. I’ll take a glass of champagne, please.” There was no way in hell I was going to drink it. God only knew what had been added to the drink. But my pants and running shoes already stood out in the strange party, and I didn’t want to draw any additional attention to myself. 
Though given how drunk, drugged, and stoned most of the guests looked, I could probably start singing at the top of my lungs while hopping up and down on one foot, and no one would notice. 
The slave woman gave me a glass of champagne. I took it and thanked her, which seemed to surprise her. Likely she did not hear it very often. I began circulating along the edges of the room. Granted, I had to hear some of the unpleasant noises coming from the curtained alcoves, but it kept me away from the other guests on the couches. Some of them looked as if their inhibitions had been eroded by the drugs, and I didn’t want to get into any fights or deal with someone like Major Kemp. 
I finished my circuit of the room, noting the details. The ceiling was not high, but the room was at least twice the size of the kitchens. At the far end of the room, opposite the vault door leading to the library, was another door. It stood open, and within a saw another blue-lit hallway, leading deeper into the mansion. Specifically, it led further into the blank area on the blueprints. 
Just what the hell did McCade have in here? 
I wondered if McCade had built himself a private little armory or gun factory or something, and was plotting to overthrow the Duke and seize Milwaukee for himself. Though given that his favorite guests were drugging and fornicating a few yards from me, that thought seemed ridiculous. This was the behavior of a rich boy who had grown into a hedonistic middle-aged man, not a would-be Rebel terrorist. 
Yet when I had been working with the cleaning crew, I had sensed several powerful items of magic behind the vault door. Clearly they had not been stored in here with the couches. Or if they had, they had been moved for the party. I needed to find them, or see if they had been moved. 
I didn’t see any wizards in the room, whether human or Elven, but it was always possible that a wizard of the Legion might have removed his uniform and donned a tuxedo to attend the party. Regardless, I had to take the risk. I ducked into one of the unattended alcoves and pulled the curtain shut behind me. A couch ran along the alcove’s curved wall, and the air smelled faintly of smoke and liquor and sweat. I wondered if McCade ever had the cushions in cleaned, and decided not to sit down. I waited a moment, but no one followed me into the alcove.
I gestured, summoning magical power, and cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. Again I detected the buzzing loci of magical power I had sensed the first time I had cast the spell in the library. I gritted my teeth, trying to focus the spell. With greater degrees of skill with the detection spell, a wizard could tell the precise distance to a magical object or spell, and discern its kind and nature. I didn’t have anything like that kind of skill. I only knew that there were several enchanted objects nearby, objects with powerful auras. I wished that Morvilind had bothered to tell me what the tablet’s aura felt like. Then again, he knew I didn’t have the skill to discern the aura, so hadn’t seen any pointing in telling me. I concentrated, trying to focus the spell. I thought the auras were coming from the hallway beyond the room with the couches, and…
A sudden flare of magical power brushed against me. 
It was close. No more than a few yards away. Someone was casting a spell. A detection spell, perhaps? If another wizard was casting a detection spell, he would feel my own magic…
I whispered a curse and released the spell, my heart pounding. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I should have…
The curtain to the alcove jerked open. 
Corvus stood in the doorway, a dark shadow in his black tuxedo, his hand raised in the familiar gesture of the detection spell. 
I remembered the lightning he had summoned in the alley. He could cast spells. Maybe our conversation in the courtyard while we danced had been a trick. Maybe he had been following me the entire time. 
I waited for him to act.



Chapter 6: Disguises
 
Corvus did nothing, his eyes hard and unblinking as he watched me. I realized that he was waiting to see what I would do, if I would attack. 
The music rumbled from the main room, and the smell of drugged smoke and the sound of laughter came through the opened curtain. So far, it seemed that Corvus was the only one who had noticed my magic. 
Maybe I should take the initiative. 
“You know,” I said, “those were some seriously clunky sunglasses.” 
He blinked. “What?” 
Whatever he had been expecting me to say, that obviously hadn’t been it. 
“Those sunglasses you wore when you were chasing me in the alley,” I said. “And when you were spying on this place. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I bet they were effective. But stylish they were not. My eighty-year-old grandma wears them when she drives on sunny days.” Actually, I had never met any of my grandparents, but Corvus didn’t need to know that. “If you wore a floral coat and a little hat with the sunglasses, it would have looked adorable.” 
That would have annoyed most men. Corvus didn’t even blink.
“They’re practical,” he said. “The sun bothers my eyes.”
“Because you’re a vampire, right?” I said. “No shadow, doesn’t like the sunlight, can use magic…” 
Corvus shook his head. “There are no such things as vampires, Miss Annovich.” He stepped into the alcove, letting the curtain fall closed behind him. “As long as we are discussing fashion, I could not help but notice your running shoes.” 
I struck a little pose, right hand on my hip. I had the distinct feeling that Corvus was a predator of some kind, and showing fear to a predator was a bad idea. “Do you? That’s so nice. They go with my dress, you know.” 
“They also go with your pants,” he said, looking at my legs, “and with the lockpick kit in your left pocket, the multitool in your hip pocket, and the spring-release lock picking gun in your lower right pocket. I am told that a lady must accessorize, but those are some peculiar accessories.” 
I shrugged. “More useful than these earrings.” 
“Indeed,” said Corvus. “Though I am curious about something. You were casting a spell.” 
“What a flattering thing to say,” I said. “A little forward, though.” 
“I do not refer to your charms,” said Corvus. “I mean it literally. You summoned magical force from the Shadowlands, directed it with your will, shaped it into a construct, and released the bound power in a manner of your choosing.” 
“That’s one way of putting it,” I said. 
“You were casting the spell to sense the presence of magical forces,” said Corvus.
“So were you,” I said. “If you live in a glass house, you shouldn’t throw stones.”
“Human women do not generally learn magic,” said Corvus. “The High Queen frowns on it. The only sanctioned human wizards are the battle spell casters in the Wizards’ Legion, and those are exclusively men.” He watched me. “Who taught you to cast that spell?” 
I sighed. “You found out my secret. I’m actually a man.” I gestured at my chest. “These? Sand in a pair of bags. I do the voice by inhaling some helium, and I…”
A brief flicker of annoyance went over his face. “You have a remarkably smart mouth.”
“People keep telling me that.”
“It is a dangerous quality in a thief,” said Corvus. 
“Oh, I’m a thief now?” I said.
“Obviously,” said Corvus. “You forged an invitation, concealed your tools and equipment somewhere in the mansion, and now are here to steal something from McCade or one of his cronies. It’s quite clever, really. McCade’s security men are reasonably competent, but they have all the intelligence of airport screeners. They couldn’t handle someone like you.”
“Such flattery,” I said. 
To my surprise, he smiled. “You had me fooled. I thought you were far more dangerous than you really were. I thought you an agent of the Inquisition or Homeland Security. Not a thief with a few tricks.” 
“So,” I said. “What will you do now? Going to turn me in?”
Corvus shook his head. “That would be counterproductive. I thought you might interfere with my mission, but it is clear that our objectives do not overlap.” 
“And just what objectives are those?” I said. “You’re not with the Inquisition or Homeland Security, are you?”
Something cold and dark flashed in his brown eyes. “No.”
“You’re not a thief, are you?” I said.
“I most certainly am not,” said Corvus. 
I made an impatient gesture. “Well, then, why are you here? To enjoy McCade’s private party?”
He looked disgusted at the notion. “Discipline and self-control are the foundations of an ordered mind. McCade and his cronies have neither.” 
“They don’t need discipline and self-control. They have money, drugs, and prostitutes,” I said.
“The overindulgence of which inevitably leads to destruction,” said Corvus. 
He…had a point. I didn’t want to let anyone else have power over me, and alcohol and licentiousness were an excellent way to reduce my power over myself. 
“That was an inspiring little pep talk,” I said. “But it doesn’t explain why you are here.”
“Before I continue,” said Corvus, “I wish to propose a pact.”
I blinked. “A pact? Like, a suicide pact? I’ll have to decline.” 
Corvus raised an eyebrow. “If you want to kill yourself, do not let me stop you. Just let me get to a safe distance. This tuxedo is rented, and I don’t want to get any blood on it.” 
I laughed at that. 
“Before I agree to anything,” I said, “why are you here? Are you here to steal stuff, too?”
“No,” said Corvus. He considered for a moment. “I am working for the Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee.”
“You’re one of the Duke’s men-at-arms, then,” I said. I suppose that explained some of the peculiar things about Corvus. Perhaps the Duke had taught him magic the way that Morvilind had taught me.
“I am not,” said Corvus. “Let us say instead that I was hired by the Duke. Or, rather, my family was hired by him.”
“Your family?” I said.
“Mr. McCade no longer has the Duke’s complete confidence,” said Corvus. “The Duke hired my family to look into the matter, and the task was given to me.”
“And what task is that?” I said.
He gestured at the curtain. “This entire section of the mansion is its own little fortress. McCade only permitted his trusted guests this far, and the corridors beyond are guarded in some fashion. I am going to see if McCade has been engaged in a…specific activity. If he has not, then I will depart without further trouble. If he has, then I will take action.” 
“That’s very vague,” I said.
“It is all that is safe to tell you,” said Corvus. “I assume you are here to steal a specific item? If you were simply after money, you could have taken the valuable books from the library or stolen jewelry from the guests.”
“Yes,” I said. I considered what to tell him. “All right. You’ve given me a little of the truth, and I’ll repay you in kind. McCade has a tablet, and I’m here to steal it.”
Corvus blinked. “A tablet? Like a handheld computer?”
I shook my head. “No. An ancient stone tablet. It was Assyrian or something. It has a magical aura around it.” 
His frown sharpened. “I see. Old magic from ancient Earth? That is telling. McCade should not possess such an item.”
“My employer agrees,” I said, “so I was hired to steal it from him.”
Though “hired” sounded much more friendly than “coerced”. 
“Such a valuable item will be in McCade’s inner sanctum,” said Corvus. “The answer to my question will lie there as well.”
“Seems likely,” I said.
“Our goals are complimentary, not contradictory,” said Corvus. “Therefore I propose a pact. You have skills that will be useful to me, and I suspect my abilities will help you as well. We can then help each other fulfill our missions, and then go our separate ways.” 
I mulled that over. “Or you could be here to take the tablet for yourself, and leave me to take the blame while you escape.”
“A reasonable possibility,” said Corvus. “But I have no interest in money.”
“Everyone has an interest in money,” I said. “No one likes starving to death.”
“My family provides for my needs, which are simple enough,” said Corvus. “And I have no wish to acquire an artifact of dark magic.”
I blinked. “Wait. What? Dark magic?”
Corvus frowned. “You didn’t know?”
“Know what?” I said.
“Magic was practiced on Earth before the Conquest,” said Corvus. “Thought it was exceedingly rare, and almost vanished entirely after the fall of the Roman Empire. Yet any pre-Conquest human magic was almost exclusively dark magic. Several ancient empires made use of it. The Assyrians were one of them.” 
“I see,” I said, a cold chill going through me. 
Morvilind had sent me to steal a relic of ancient dark magic? 
Why would Morvilind want an ancient relic of human dark magic? I could think of several reasons, and none of them were good. I thought his interests had always been in artwork, in old relics and sculptures he could acquire without spending any money. 
But if he wanted me to steal a relic of dark magic…
There were many different kinds of magic. Humans in the Wizards’ Legion were allowed to learn elemental spells, fire and earth and wind and water. The Elven mages had many kinds of spells they kept to themselves, spells of illusion and mind magic and summoning creatures from the Shadowlands. Yet the High Queen forbade the Elves from wielding the darker powers – spells of necromancy and entropy, spells to call creatures from the Void beyond the Shadowlands. The Inquisition’s main mission was to make sure both Elves and humans remained loyal to the High Queen, but if the Inquisition discovered any Elf wielding dark magic, they killed him. 
Was that the reason Morvilind had trained me? It made a grim amount of sense. If he was interested in dark magic, if he wanted to acquire relics of dark magic, he could use me to obtain them without risking himself. If I was captured, or if I tried to surrender to the Inquisition, he could simply use the vial of heart’s blood to kill me and destroy any evidence of his misdeeds. 
“You really didn’t know, did you,” said Corvus. 
“No,” I said. “Let’s just say my employer is not always forthcoming with information I might need. Information that might be really goddamned useful. He ought to…” I bit my tongue before the anger got carried away and I said too much.
“Yes.” His thin smile held no humor. “I was once a man-at-arms. I understand the feeling.” 
“All right,” I said, calming down. “This pact. What did you have in mind?” 
He shrugged. “We help each other accomplish our missions. I care nothing for your employer or this Assyrian tablet. I simply wish to see if McCade possesses a specific item or not.”
“Not the tablet,” I said. 
“No.” 
“What kind of item?” I said. 
He thought for a moment. “A book.” 
I jerked my head toward the wall. “Library’s that way.” 
“It is not the kind of book that he would leave lying around,” said Corvus. “It would get him in a lot of trouble, even with his closest friends.”
I snorted. “What, some kind of Rebel manifesto?” 
“Something like that,” said Corvus. 
I thought about that. It seemed unlikely that a man like McCade was a Rebel, but then it also seemed unlikely that a man like McCade would build a secret orgy room behind his library. Morvilind didn’t care about the Rebels, and neither did I. If the Duke had hired Corvus and his family to expose McCade as a Rebel, then all the better for me. In the chaos, it would be easy to get away with the tablet. 
“Why would you want my help?” I said at last.
Corvus raised his eyebrows. “You do not seem like a woman who is lacking in self-confidence.”
“I’m not,” I said. “I also think I am a woman who would be a convenient scapegoat for whatever you plan to do.”
“Confident and paranoid,” said Corvus. “A dangerous combination.” 
“When you’re breaking into a mansion,” I said, “there’s no such thing as paranoia.”
“True,” said Corvus. “For you to have come this far is impressive. Your skills would be useful in achieving my mission. For that matter, my skills would be useful in accomplishing yours.”
“You can call lightning,” I said. “I saw that in the alley. What else can you do?”
“You don’t have any weapons,” said Corvus. “If you need to fight your way out, you’ll need help.” 
“And you would do that for me?” I said.
“If you agree to help me,” said Corvus. 
I blew out a long breath. I suspected Corvus knew how to handle himself. If it came to a fight with McCade’s security or a cell of damned Rebels, I didn’t have any choice. I would have to run and Mask myself, or Cloak and hide until I could escape. In a fight, a capable ally would be welcome. Of course, it was possible this was some kind of trap, that Corvus really was an Inquisitor or a Homeland Security thug, and he was setting me up. Or he really was a thief, and planned to use me as a fall woman. 
Trusting him was risky. 
On the other hand, everything I had done since Morvilind had told me to steal the tablet had been a risk. And I had to succeed. If I did not retrieve that tablet, Morvilind would not continue the annual cure spells, and Russell was going to die in a lot of pain. 
If working with Corvus gave me a greater chance of success, then I would work with Corvus. 
“Okay,” I said. “Guess we’re allies. You ever break into a place like this before?”
“Once or twice,” said Corvus. 
“Do what I say,” I said. “One wrong move and we’ll bring McCade’s security down on our heads. I don’t care how much lightning you can call, you can’t fight through all of them.”
“I will follow your lead,” said Corvus. I had the feeling he was patronizing me, but I decided not to push it. “What did you have in mind?” 
“I stole some blueprints for this place,” I said. “Behind the library is a big blank space. I thought it was just a vault, but there’s more to it than that.”
“Obviously,” said Corvus. 
“My tablet and your book, if they’re illegal artifacts, are probably in the blank space,” I said. “We’ll have a look around, find them, and then get the hell out of here.” 
“A solid plan,” said Corvus. 
“Hope so,” I said. “Let’s slip away from the party and have a look around.” I went to the curtain and pushed it aside an inch, peering into the blue-lit gloom of the main room. The low bass beat of the music continued, and maybe fifty more guests had filtered into the room, sprawled on the couches or dancing in the corners. I saw more guests take slaves and vanish into the alcoves, and…
I blinked and jerked back. 
Three of McCade’s security men moved from alcove to alcove, twitching aside the curtains and looking inside. They seemed calm and collected, but I suspected they were looking for someone or something in particular. Maybe they were looking for Corvus. 
Maybe they were looking for me.
“Hell,” I whispered, getting back into the alcove and letting the curtain fall back. 
“What is it?” said Corvus. 
“McCade’s security,” I said. “Checking the alcoves. Might be looking for us.”
“They’re probably checking to make sure no one’s had a stroke or swallowed their own tongue,” said Corvus. “Always embarrassing when that happens at this kind of party.”
I hadn’t thought of that. “Maybe. But if they’re looking for us…”
I had thirty seconds before they looked in our alcove. I could Mask myself, or I could Cloak myself, but I wasn’t sure I could do the same for Corvus. I did not also want to reveal the full extent of my abilities to Corvus, either. He had been surprised that I could cast the spell to detect magic. How would he react if he knew I could use illusion magic? 
Best not to find out. 
But how to avoid suspicion?
The idea burst into my mind.
“Kiss me,” I said.
Corvus looked nonplussed. “What?”
“Kiss me,” I said. “Right now.”
“You cannot be serious,” he said. 
“What do people use these alcoves for?” I snapped. “The guards come in, see us kissing, and then move on to the next one. We…”
Corvus let out a sharp, irritated sigh. “Fine.”
Before I could say anything else, before I could even react, he seized my upper arms, yanked me close, and kissed me long and hard upon the lips, and…and…
As it turned out, he was really good at it. 
I had my arms around him a few heartbeats later. That was part of the disguise. It wasn’t because I was really enjoying the kiss or anything like that. Or so I tried to tell myself. He hadn’t been the first man I had ever kissed. There had been a fairly serious relationship when I had been eighteen that I had kept secret from both Morvilind and Russell, a relationship that had ended badly. From time to time I flirted as part of my tasks from Morvilind, and that occasionally had led to a kiss (though, thank God, I’d never had to seduce anyone). So I wasn’t a stranger to this.
Corvus was just really good at it.
The curtain twitched open, and I opened one eye to see three hard-faced men in suits scowling at me. They glanced at us, looked around the alcove, and then let the curtain fall back into place as they continued their rounds. Corvus had been right. The security men were checking to make sure none of the guests had overdosed, and had thought that Corvus and I were a pair of guests who had slipped away for some casual fun. 
So I could stop kissing him now.
Except…I really didn’t want to. 
Then I felt a presence in my mind, thoughts that murmured of hunger and need. Morvilind had taught me the rudiments of mind magic, so I knew how to recognize an intrusion in my thoughts. 
Corvus was reaching into my mind.
For a long, tantalizing moment, the hunger and need seeped into me, and I wanted nothing more than to press myself against him, to rip away the coat and shirt that prevented me from touching him, to pull my dress over my head and then…
I wasn’t going to let anyone have power over me ever again.
I pushed back, breathing hard, and Corvus flinched.
“Stop,” I stammered. “Whatever you’re doing, just…just stop.” 
He stared down at me, and with a shock I realized that his eyes had turned solid black, almost as if they had filled with shadows. Corvus stepped back, his breathing hard and fast, and closed his eyes. Bit by bit he slowed his breathing, the intensity fading from his expression. He braced himself against the wall with his right hand. 
“What were you doing to me?” I said. “I could…feel you in my head. And your eyes…”
“Sorry,” he mumbled. “When it starts…it’s hard to stop.”
“Said every man ever,” I said.
He barked out a hoarse little laugh and opened his eyes. They had returned to their normal brown color. “I apologize. It…has been a long time since I’ve done that, and I got carried away in the moment.”
“Um,” I said, fighting off a wave of embarrassment. He might have projected something into my thoughts, but there had been something in my head eager to receive it. “It’s…been a while for me, too.”
Corvus closed his eyes, nodded, and opened them again.
“What happened to your eyes?” I said. “It was like they were full of shadows.”
He said nothing.
“The shadows,” I said. “There are shadows in your eyes, and you don’t cast a shadow. Then you projected lust or whatever into my thoughts. Just…what are you?”
“I am,” said Corvus, “a man on a mission. Just as you are a woman on mission. I suggest we attend to our tasks.” 
I nodded and got control of my emotions. “Yes. Right. Well. Shall we?”



Chapter 7: Rift Way
 
I held out my left arm. Corvus stared at for a moment, the sighed and threaded his arm through mine. His forearm felt strong and firm through the sleeve of his coat. 
“Care to escort a lady for a stroll?” I said.
Corvus sighed. “Don’t flirt.” 
“Yes,” I agreed. “Clearly I’m much too good at it. I made your eyes turn solid black, and while I don’t know what you are, I suspect it’s a sign of intense arousal and…”
The sound Corvus made was somewhere between an irritated sigh and a laugh. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a smart mouth?” 
“Frequently,” I said. “And often.” 
“That’s redundant,” said Corvus. “Let’s go.” 
He pushed aside the curtain, and we walked arm-in-arm into the main room. The air had taken on a noticeable chemical reek, and more guests lay sprawled on the couches, smoking and drinking as the red-clad slaves circulated with food and drink and recreational poisons. The three security men were on the far end of the room, but they did not look our way as we wove our way past the couches and the gleaming steel tables. We reached the far doorway and slipped into the hallway beyond. 
The corridor did not look nearly as elaborate as the main room. The floor was polished concrete, the walls unadorned cinder blocks. Metal conduits and pipes ran along the ceiling in orange-painted racks. Every few feet a single blue light bulb burned in a metal cage, filling the corridor in long, gloomy shadows. 
“Surprised you didn’t draw more attention,” said Corvus.
“Why’s that?” I said, looking back and forth. The distant bass thrum of the music still vibrated through the concrete floor. 
“You were the only one in there wearing cargo pants and running shoes,” said Corvus.
“Considering some of the hallucinogenic drugs the guests have taken,” I said, looking at the pipes, “cargo pants are probably the least strange thing they’ve seen today.”
Corvus snorted. “True.”
“Look,” I said, pointing at the ceiling. “We won’t have to worry about security cameras.”
“No network conduit,” Corvus said.
“Too much concrete and steel in here for wireless,” I said. I reached into my pack and drew out my burner phone to check. It wasn’t getting any signal, and it didn’t detect any local wireless networks. “Nice and private. No cameras, no Internet, no way for anyone to call out.” 
“Indeed,” said Corvus, his tone grim. “Quite a lot of water, though.” He pointed. “Pipes for hot and cold water, and they’re not part of the air conditioning system.” 
I scowled at the pipes. “You think he keeps prisoners back here?”
“Perhaps,” said Corvus. “Though one wonders why a manufacturer of badly-flavored meat products would acquire prisoners.”
“Not a fan of McCade Foods canned meat products?” I said.
Corvus frowned. “I have experienced near-starvation, so while I would prefer McCade’s food products to starving again…”
“Saying food is preferable to starvation is not high praise,” I said.
“No,” said Corvus. “Which way should we go?” 
I shrugged and pointed at the pipes. “Let’s follow the hot water.”
We started forward, making our way down the utility corridor. My running shoes made no sound against the floor. Corvus wore gleaming dress shoes, but somehow he walked in silence as well. That was a neat trick.
“Out of curiosity,” I said, “are you a vampire?” 
He rolled his eyes. “There are no such things as vampires. You’ve seen me in the sunlight. Some of the shrimp puffs I ate had a lot of garlic in them. I didn’t bite your neck and suck out your blood while we were alone.” He opened one of the buttons of his shirt and reached inside, drawing out a slender silver chain. A little golden cross hung from the end of it. “And if I remember my popular fiction correctly, vampires burn at the touch of these.”
“It was resting against your undershirt,” I said. 
He snorted and tapped his finger against the cross, and failed to burst into flames. 
“So you believe in God?” I said. 
“Yes. Not all in my family do, but I do.”
“Peculiar thing for people in our line of work,” I said. The corridor stretched on without any doors, though I did see a corner coming up. 
“You do not?” said Corvus. 
“If God is supposed to be good,” I said, “then why is the world full of people like Paul McCade?” 
“Perhaps it is our task to improve the world,” said Corvus in a quiet voice, “to cut out the evil from among its peoples as a surgeon cuts out a cancer.” 
“What a peculiar thing to say,” I said. “Do you know a spell that can sense anyone nearby?”
“No,” said Corvus. “Do you?” 
I shook my head. “I can detect magic, but that’s all.” 
“I don’t think anyone is around that corner,” said Corvus. “I would hear them otherwise.”
“Really,” I said. “Your hearing is that good?”
“At night, yes,” said Corvus. 
I frowned, working through the implications of that. Did that mean he could hear my heartbeat? Just as well that I had Cloaked when running from him at Niles Ringer’s office, though I wondered if his senses were duller in the sunlight. Corvus struck me as a man who had a practical reason for everything that he did, and he wouldn’t have worn those big sunglasses simply because he liked the way they looked. It was another piece of the puzzle. Maybe if I gathered together enough pieces I could figure out who he was…or what he was.
“Right,” I said. “Let’s put that to the test.”
Corvus gestured, and I peered around the corner. The corridor continued, deserted as before, though I saw a metal door about fifty feet further down the hallway. The hallway ended in a concrete wall perhaps another sixty feet past the metal door.
“That door,” I said. “Our best bet. We should have a look around.” 
“Agreed,” said Corvus. “I think…wait.”
He frowned and stooped, peering at the polished concrete floor. For a moment I thought he had dropped his wallet or something, but I didn’t see anything. His head swiveled back and forth.
“What is it?” I said. 
“Look at that,” said Corvus, pointing at the floor. “What does that look like to you?” 
I shrugged. “It doesn’t look like anything. I think…”
I fell silent as I saw what he had noticed. There were scratches on the concrete, lots and lots of scratches. At first I thought that they had been left by wheels, by a pallet jack or a forklift or something, but they were too long and slender for that. 
“You see?” said Corvus. “What does it look like to you?”
“Like…claw marks,” I said. “Like something with claws was running through the hallway.” I frowned. “Does McCade have animals? Like, a private zoo, or a kennel or something?” It seemed exceedingly odd for a rich man to build himself a secret zoo inside his mansion, but I had seen weirder things tonight. 
“A kennel?” murmured Corvus. “Maybe. But they would be big dogs. Look at how far apart the clusters of scratches are.”
I shrugged. “So?”
“I see you are a city girl,” he said with just a hint of amusement. 
I let out an exasperated sound. “There’s nothing valuable to steal in the countryside. Stop being all clever and mysterious and tell me what the problem is.” 
“Those claw marks,” said Corvus, spreading the fingers of his right hand. “Look at how far apart they are. Something with big paws made them. Something big and heavy.” He scraped his shoe against the floor. “This kind of concrete doesn’t scratch easily…”
“Then a really big dog?” I said. “Or…maybe a bear? He has a bear back here?” That seemed weird. I suppose a hungry bear might make a decent security measure, but locks and cameras would be less likely to eat their owner. 
“I hope so,” said Corvus. 
I blinked. “Why? What’s the alternative that makes a bear seems like the better possibility?”
“Are you familiar with summoning spells?” said Corvus.
“McCade has been trying to summon creatures from the Shadowlands?” I said. “That’s illegal. Like, get-beheaded-on-Punishment-Day-illegal. It doesn’t matter if he’s friends with the Duke, the Inquisition would kill him for that.” 
“Half the things we have seen here tonight have been illegal,” said Corvus, “and if my suspicions about his book are correct…no matter. Further speculation gains us nothing. I suggest we press onward, but with caution. If there is a wild animal back here, or some creature from the Shadowlands, we will need to be on our guard.” 
I nodded, and we walked in silence down the hall and stopped before the steel door. It was an impressive, solid security door, designed to keep intruders out…or wild animals within. There were no cameras over the door, and I cast the spell to detect magic. Again I felt the same buzzing auras of power I had sensed earlier, but there were no wards or magical alarms upon the door. 
“Say,” I said. “Since you apparently have good ears, can you hear anything behind that door?”
Corvus nodded and leaned against the door for a moment. “Some machinery. A large refrigerator or a freezer unit, I believe. Nothing else.”
Another thought came to me. “You can cast spells, right? How good are you with the spell to detect magic?”
Corvus grimaced. “I am not particularly proficient with it. I can detect auras, and discern their natures, but I cannot focus the spell more than that.”
“Ah, well,” I said. “I suppose the only way we’ll find out what’s behind that door is by opening it.”
“Profound,” said Corvus. “Perhaps you could write greeting cards.” 
I looked at him. He kept a straight face.
“You’re not as funny as you think you are,” I said, and turned my attention to the door as I cast another spell. It was complex and demanded a great deal of focus, merging earth magic with psychokinetic force. I held my concentration, focusing the spell, and the door’s lock released with a click. 
“Impressive,” said Corvus. 
“Thanks,” I said. I reached into my bag and pulled out a pair of black gloves, since we had reached the point where I didn’t want to leave any fingerprints. Corvus followed suit, drawing the gloves from the pockets of his coat, and I pushed the door open.
The faint smell of rotting meat came to my nostrils at once.
I found myself in a large industrial kitchen. A row of stoves and ovens covered one wall, next to the humming walk-in freezer Corvus had overheard. A counter ran the length of the room, and an overflowing trash can stood next to the counter, generating the foul smell. In the opposite wall stood four niches the size of large closets, all of them sealed with sturdy steel bars. It looked like a row of prison cells, or…
Or exhibits at a zoo. 
“Weird,” I muttered. 
“Truly,” said Corvus. 
I shook my head and took a few steps into the room, examining the trash can. It was full of white foam trays, the kind that grocery stores used to hold cuts of steak and pork. Likely the smell came from various bits of raw meat that had fallen into the can. I crossed to the stoves and pulled one of the ovens open. A thin layer of dust covered the burners, and the interior of the oven looked pretty clean. I had spent the last several weeks helping to clean the ovens at Duncan Catering Company’s kitchen, so I knew what a well-used oven looked like, and this wasn’t it. 
“I don’t think these have been used for a long time,” I said. 
“No,” said Corvus. “Whatever was in those cages preferred to eat raw meat.” 
“Right,” I said “So. Why are the cages empty now?” 
Corvus shrugged. “Maybe McCade let them circulate among the guests.” 
“Wouldn’t a thing that eats raw meat be a little obvious in a room full of rich jerks and Homeland Security officers?” I said. 
Corvus shrugged again. “They’re predators. I assume another kind of predator would fit right in.”
“I can’t tell if that was a joke or not,” I said. There was another steel door at the far end of the. I cast the spell to sense the presence of magic again. There were no spells or magical traps upon the door, but the auras of power I had sensed before felt closer. “Whatever magical items McCade has hidden away are close. We should…”
Corvus took three quick steps back. 
I spun. “What is it? Is…”
A sheet of white mist rolled across the floor, splitting into two separate flows. I feared that we had triggered some kind of trap, that poison gas was pouring into the kitchen. Except gas didn’t act like that. The stream of mist split into two columns that seemed to thicken and harden and solidify. It was a bit like watching winter sleet condense into ice. 
“Brace yourself,” said Corvus. “Do you have any weapons?”
“Weapons?” I said. “No. Why? What’s…”
The mist vanished, and it its place appeared…
I blinked. 
Two creatures out of a nightmare appeared in the place of the mist.
They looked vaguely like wolves, albeit larger and far more muscular than normal wolves. Strange bony armor covered their long bodies and their heads, making it look as if they wore a second skeleton over their hides. Their fur was ragged and stringy, and their eyes burned with a peculiar intelligence. 
“Wraithwolves,” I said. “Goddamn it, he summoned wraithwolves.” 
I had never seen a wraithwolf before, but I knew what they were. The creatures were things of the Shadowlands, the strange parallel realm that connected the worlds, the home to the Warded Ways that the High Queen and her Elven nobles had used to leave their homeworld and reach Earth. When the High Queen’s human armies fought against her various enemies in the misty realms of the Shadowlands, the wraithwolves prowled after the carnage of the battlefield, feasting upon the wounded and the stragglers. 
James sometimes told me about the things he had seen in the battles of the Shadowlands. But he had only told me of the wraithwolves once during one of our late-night cigarettes, how they had had hunted him after he had taken his leg wound, how he had barely escaped. After telling that story he had smoked four cigarettes and gone to bed, and he had never spoken of the wraithwolves again. I don’t think he had even told Lucy that story. 
Seeing the wraithwolves up close, their rank, rotting smell filling my nostrils, their glowing eyes digging into me, I understood why James never wanted to speak of them. 
“Have you ever fought a wraithwolf?” murmured Corvus in a quiet voice. The wraithwolf to my left looked him, its eyes unblinking. 
“Never even seen them,” I said. “Heard of them, though. They’re going to kill us, aren’t they?” 
“They’ll try,” he said. “McCade must have summoned them and bound them as guardians. They’re from the Shadowlands, so bullets won’t hurt them.”
“I don’t have a gun,” I said. I wondered why the wraithwolves hadn’t attacked yet. 
“Neither do I,” said Corvus, opening and closing his right fist. “We need…”
The creatures shot forward in a blur. Corvus thrust out his left hand, and a brilliant ball of crackling blue-white lightning shot from his palm and struck the nearest wraithwolf in the chest. The creature rocked back with a tearing howl of pain as fingers of lightning stabbed up and down its limbs. 
The second wraithwolf pivoted towards me, every muscle tensing as it prepared to spring. I didn’t have any weapons. I didn’t have any spells with the power of the lightning globe Corvus had just cast into the other wraithwolf.
But I could Cloak, so I did that instead. 
I had the distinct pleasure of seeing the wraithwolf come to a halt, something like confusion come over its hideous face. The creature’s eyes jerked back and forth, its nostrils flaring as it tried to pick up my scent, but the Cloak would baffle its sense of smell. 
It hesitated for an instant, and then wheeled, springing towards Corvus in a smooth arc. I couldn’t warn him, couldn’t even move without releasing my Cloak. Fortunately, Corvus had no need of any warning. He dodged the wraithwolf’s lunge, looking as calm and relaxed as he had upon the dance floor, but his eyes had turned solid black again. 
He flicked his right wrist, his fingers opening…and suddenly a sword appeared in his hand.
At least, it resembled a sword. If shadows could have been collected and gathered into a blade, they would have looked like the weapon that Corvus had called into existence. It was a shaft of utter darkness that extended three feet from his hand, its edges flickering and gauzy. Even as the wraithwolf turned, Corvus wheeled, slashing the sword of shadows across the creature’s flank. The dark sword parted hide and muscle as easily as if they had been paper, and the wraithwolf staggered with a scream of pain. Corvus brought the sword down, and his next stroke severed the wraithwolf’s head, its black blood spurting across the concrete floor. 
He started to straighten up, his eyes still filled with shadow, and the second wraithwolf slammed into him. Its weight drove him to the floor, its forepaws raking at his chest, its jaws clamped around his right forearm. Corvus couldn’t get his sword arm free to strike, and he couldn’t cast a spell of lightning at the creature, since the power would conduct through both of them. 
A cold voice in my head pointed out that the time had come to abandon him. 
If I fled now, the wraithwolf would kill him. Likely the creature would be too busy devouring his corpse to pursue me. If I was quick, I could enter McCade’s inner sanctum, make off with the tablet, and escape before the wraithwolf finished its meal. If Corvus had been planning to betray me, his death would tie off that loose end nicely. For that matter, if I tried to help him, the wraithwolf might kill me, and if I died Russell would die. Russell’s life mattered far more than Corvus’s.
All this flashed through my mind in a heartbeat. 
I prepared to sprint for the door on the far end of the kitchen…and I couldn’t. 
I just couldn’t. 
To this day I am not entirely sure why. It wasn’t a pang of conscience – I didn’t really have much of one left. Maybe I feared that Russell would one day learn all the illegal things I had done to save his life, and I didn’t want to add leaving a man to die to the list.
Hell. Maybe I’m just an idiot.
I released my Cloak and began another spell, thrusting my hands towards the wraithwolf perched atop Corvus. My magical education had been very specific, with Morvilind focusing on spells he thought I might need as a thief and a general outline of magical theory. He had not given me much training in the elemental forms of magic, and very little in the way of battle spells. Likely he didn’t want to arm me with any spells I might use against him, though compared to his magical power, I was a candle flame next to his inferno. 
That said, he had taught me the basics, and I called elemental fire.
It was a simple spell, but I couldn’t control it well. Someone like Morvilind or a veteran wizard of the Legion could have unleashed a tight sphere of flame that would have shot through the wraithwolf’s skull like a superheated bullet. I only managed a cone of fire that washed over the wraithwolf’s hindquarters. The beast reared back with a startled yip of pain and surprise, and for an absurd moment it sounded like a startled puppy. 
The resemblance to a puppy vanished when the wraithwolf whirled to face me, its eyes ablaze with fury. The thing was going to tear me apart. I was a lot smaller than Corvus, and it could bite my head off with one twist of those massive jaws. 
The beast started to spring, and I Cloaked again. The wraithwolf stumbled, head jerking back and forth as it tried to find me, and in that moment of hesitation Corvus rolled to one knee and brought his sword down. The blade sliced into the wraithwolf’s neck, and the beast went into a spastic, jerking dance. I dropped my Cloak and dodged as the wraithwolf staggered past me, slammed into the side of the counter, and went limp, black slime pooling beneath it. 
I let out a long breath and looked at Corvus. 
“Damned things,” muttered Corvus. His white dress shirt had been shredded and stained with blood. “Always hated them. Almost as bad as anthrophages. I…”
He wobbled a bit, the black sword vanishing, and had to put one hand on the nearby freezer to stay upright. I moved closer, peering at his wounds. Trying to save his life might have been a wasted effort. Depending on how badly the wraithwolf had bitten him, he might bleed out right now. If I escaped with the tablet, leaving behind a mauled corpse would definitely complicate things…
As I stepped closer to Corvus, his black eyes fell upon me like a physical weight, and I noticed three things at once. 
First, with his shirt shredded, I saw his chest and stomach, and he was…well, let’s just say he was impressively muscled. There was a reason that tuxedo fit him so well. If he ever wanted female attention, he could just take his shirt off and walk about in a confident manner. 
Second, he had scars. A lot of scars. Sword scars, and other scars that looked like claw marks. The livid red gashes from the wraithwolf’s claws formed cross-hatches with his old scars. One scar on his belly, just below his ribs, looked as if it had been made by a large-caliber bullet, and I suspected it had left a nasty exit wound in his back. 
But the scars and the muscles were not at the forefront of my attention. 
His tattoos were.
Specifically, his moving tattoos. 
Spiraling black lines marked his torso and stomach, and as I watched the tattoos moved, writhing and flowing over his skin like…like…
Like shadows. 
I looked at the blackness that filled his eyes, as if they had become spheres made of shadow.
I looked at his right hand, and saw the lines of black tattoos retreating from his wrist and up his damaged forearm. I knew then, with utter certainty, that when he had called that dark sword into existence, the tattoos had flowed up his arm and coalesced into his hand to form the sword. 
And that meant…
A wave of fear rolled through me, more intense than any I had felt since beginning this enterprise. 
“Oh, hell,” I whispered. “You’re a Shadow Hunter.”
Oh, God. I had kissed a Shadow Hunter. If I died in the next few minutes, they could inscribe “NADIA MORAN, IDIOT” upon my tombstone. 
“See?” said Corvus, his voice a hard rasp. “Told you I wasn’t a vampire.” 
“Think I would have preferred that,” I said. “You’re an assassin.” 
“No,” said Corvus. “No. I am not. We are executioners, not assassins.” 
“Oh, there’s a fine distinction,” I said, my mind racing. 
I knew about the Shadow Hunters. Everyone did. They were a legendary organization of assassins, and according to the stories, they gained superhuman powers from symbiosis with a Shadowmorph, a creature of some kind from the Shadowlands. The Shadow Hunters turned up in a lot of movies and books, though the Inquisition always made sure the fictional Shadow Hunters killed traitors to the High Queen, Rebels, and corrupt businessmen. I had asked Morvilind once if the Shadow Hunters were real, and he had answered that if I valued my life, I would make sure to stay well away from the Shadow Hunters. 
“It is,” said Corvus, taking deep breaths. “We are not assassins. We only kill those who have earned execution.” 
“And you feed on them,” I said. According to the tales, a Shadowmorph drank the life of its victims, transferring that power back to its host. 
“Yes,” said Corvus, and his shadow-filled eyes opened again. “Please do not stand so close to me just now. You are young and pretty and I’m…a bit hungry at the moment.”
I took several hasty steps back, my eyes fixed on him. 
“Hungry,” I said. “Goddamn it. A Shadow Hunter.” 
“And what about you?” said Corvus, wincing as he closed his eyes. 
“What about me?” I said. “I’m not a Shadow Hunter.”
“Are you a half-elf?” said Corvus. His eyes darted back and forth behind closed lids, the black lines of the Shadowmorph skittering over his skin. “Or are you an Elven noble in disguise?”
“What are you talking about?” I said. “I’m not an Elf, and my mother didn’t sleep with one.” 
“You cast an illusion spell,” said Corvus. “A…Cloak spell, I believe it is called. You vanished so thoroughly that not even the Shadowmorph could sense you. Humans are forbidden to learn illusion magic, and the Inquisition kills any Elves that teach illusion or mind magic to humans. So what are you?”
That put an idea into my head. Maybe I could report Morvilind to the Inquisition for teaching me illusion magic. Of course, if I did that, he would use the vial of heart’s blood to kill me. If he killed me before he cured Russell, then the frostfever would kill Russell. A wave of bitter anger went through me. Morvilind didn’t need chains or brands or drugs to control me the way McCade controlled his borrowed slaves. He had built a perfect box around me, a box from which I could not escape. 
Though the wounded Shadow Hunter in front of me was a bit more dangerous at the moment. 
“What I am,” I said, “is concerned that you’re going to bleed to death unless you get something on those cuts.” The gashes across his chest and stomach were bad enough. His right forearm was a mangled mess beneath the torn sleeve of his coat. Unless he saw a doctor or a wizard with a powerful Healing spell within the next few hours, he was probably going to lose the arm. Or die of blood loss. 
“No,” said Corvus, shaking his head. “Just keep watch for a moment, will you?”
“Fine,” I said. “I’ll stand here and watch you bleed to death.” 
“You won’t,” said Corvus, rolling his shoulders. The movement had to pain him…but then I saw something astonishing.
His wounds were shrinking. The lines of the peculiar black tattoo writhed and twisted over them, making the gashes shrink centimeter by centimeter. As I watched, they closed, becoming livid red marks, then scars, and then vanishing entirely. Within five minutes, the wounds were gone. Corvus let out a ragged sigh and opened his eyes, which had returned to their normal brown color. He looked somehow…sharper, harder, hungrier, and I had the distinct feeling that he was undressing me with his eyes. 
I watched him, ready to cast a spell if he tried anything.
Instead he looked at the bloodstained tatters of his shirt and coat and shook his head.
“Pity it’s a rented tuxedo,” I said. “You’re not getting the deposit back.” 
“No,” he said. 
I licked my lips, pushing moisture into my dry mouth. “Are we going to have to fight?”
He blinked in surprise. “Why would we do that?”
“Because that Shadowmorph just expended a lot of power to heal you,” I said. “Because a Shadowmorph feeds of life energy, and it’s probably real hungry after all that exercise. Because I’m the nearest source of life energy.”
He shook his head. “I will not kill you or harm you, unless in self-defense. I do not have a decree of execution for your life. The law of the Shadow Hunters forbids it.”
“The law?” I scoffed. “Since when do people follow the law? I’m sure you’re just like the Elven nobles and their pets, mouthing about the law in public and then screwing a drugged slave when you…”
He slammed his left hand onto the metal counter with enough force to leave a dent, and I flinched back. 
“I keep my word and follow the law of the Shadow Hunters, Katerina Annovich,” said Corvus, his voice as cold and hard as the dented steel counter, “at a cost you cannot begin to imagine. I have kept my word and followed the law for decades before you were born. I will violate neither now.”
Silence stretched between us. A dozen smart remarks started and died on my lips.
“Um,” I said. “Okay, then.”
“Thank you for my life,” Corvus said, lifting his hand from the dented counter.
“You were doing pretty well on your own,” I said. 
“I might have,” said Corvus, “since I was about to shift the sword to my left hand. Or the wraithwolf might have ripped my head off. I am stronger than most men, but that matters little in hand-to-hand combat with a creature like a wraithwolf. Had I known McCade had such guardians, I would have come better prepared.” 
“You did pretty well on your own,” I said again. “Better than I would have. One of those things would have torn me to pieces. Two…” I would not have lasted more than a few seconds. “Thank you for killing them. I would have run.”
“Or hidden with that Cloak spell,” said Corvus. “That was how you got away from me in the alley, wasn’t it? You Cloaked yourself and waited until I left.”
“If you had waited a little longer, you would have found me,” I said. “That spell is exhausting, and I was almost at the end of my stamina when you left.” 
“I see,” said Corvus, nodding the way a man does when a vexing mystery has been solved at last. “I thought you had gone into one of the offices, but I couldn’t hear you running. The Shadowmorph is less potent in the daylight, but I still should have been able to hear you.”
“Not while Cloaked,” I said.
“No,” said Corvus. “Not while Cloaked. The prospect that you might have employed an Elven spell of illusion escaped me entirely. I shall not make that mistake again.” 
“What were you doing there, anyway?” I said.
“The same thing you were, I imagine,” said Corvus. “I hired the services of a man named Niles Ringer to forge an invitation to the gala.” 
“He probably overcharged you.”
“Egregiously,” said Corvus, “but the invitation was effective. We are both here, are we not?”
“That we are,” I said. “We are going next?”
“Onward,” said Corvus. “We both have our missions.”
“And what is yours? Are you here to assassinate,” Corvus frowned, and I rolled my eyes, “are you here to…to execute McCade? You have one of these decrees of execution?” 
“A conditional one,” said Corvus. “Only if he possesses a specific book.”
“And what is this book,” I said, “that it should earn a death sentence from a Shadow Hunter?”
“Nothing you should know about,” said Corvus. 
“I already know illusion magic,” I said. “That’s a death sentence right there. What’s another one atop it?”
“No,” said Corvus. “No, some knowledge you are better off never possessing. Even the mere possession of this knowledge can harm you. If we enter this inner sanctum and do not find the book, that is that. Better that you never know what I thought to find here.”
I made a show of rolling my eyes, but a thread of dark suspicion went through my mind. What if this book was some means of killing me? Another part of my mind pointed out the ridiculousness of that thought. If Corvus wanted to kill me, he could have let the wraithwolves do it. 
Or he could have summoned his dark sword and feasted upon me once the wraithwolves were slain. He looked harder, sharper, than he had a few moments earlier, and I knew his Shadowmorph was hungry. I could feel its presence brushing against my thoughts, a dark aura that called to me…and I admitted I found it attractive, the way his kiss had been. 
Better avoid that thought entirely. 
“Fine,” I said. “Let’s keep going. The sooner we get out of here, the better.” 
“Agreed,” said Corvus, and I started for the door on the far side of the kitchen.
Another grim thought occurred to me. “Do you think McCade will know that the wraithwolves have been killed? If he summoned them, he might be linked to them.” 
“Perhaps,” said Corvus. “I am more curious why he let them loose during his party.”
“Guard dogs?” I said. “Big, nasty, guard dogs?” I checked the door. It wasn’t warded, but it was locked, and I took a deep breath to clear my buzzing mind. I had cast a lot of spells tonight, and the effort was starting to wear me down. “Or maybe he wanted to dispose of someone. The wraithwolves would eat all the meat, and he could dump the bones down that big garbage disposal in the sink.” 
“The first possibility is more likely,” said Corvus. “I speak from experience when I say that a party is not the best venue to kill someone.”
“Then what are you doing here?”
He only snorted in answer. 
I focused and again cast the spell to undo a lock. The door clicked, and I swung it open. A narrow utility corridor stretched beyond it, lit only by a pair of light bulbs, and then opened into a large mechanical room. I supposed it would be amusing if I had come all this way only to break into McCade’s furnace room. On the other hand, the magical auras I had sensed had been in this direction, which made me wonder if McCade stored magical relics in his furnace room. 
It was a large place, at least as large as the room with the slaves, though air handlers and rows of transformers filled much of the space. The machinery gave off a constant wheeze, and sometimes a rattling cough came from one of the air handlers. A layer of dust and grit covered the floor, likely left over from the original construction, and rasped against the soles of my shoes. 
In the far wall stood a vault door, an eight-foot slab of steel adorned with multiple locks and bars. To judge from the reinforced frame, it was at least eight inches thick, and strong enough to resist gunfire, dynamite, and maybe even a small bulldozer. I couldn’t see any electronic alarms, but I suspected they were there. 
“Can you get through that?” said Corvus.
“Yep,” I said, casting the spell to sense magic. There were no spells or wards upon the vault door. “I’ve gotten through harder doors. It’ll take me a minute or two, though.” It would take multiple castings to get through the locks and the alarms, and I was tired enough already. "It’s your turn to keep watch.” 
“Of course,” said Corvus. “I…”
He spun, the Shadowmorph sword appearing in his right hand once more.
“What is it?” I said, wishing I had thought of a way to smuggle a gun into the mansion. “Is…”
Two rivers of mist flowed across the floor of the utility room.
“More wraithwolves,” I said. “There were four cages in the kitchen.”
“I will stun one,” said Corvus, and lightning crackled in his free hand. “Use your Cloak to distract the other. I will dispatch it, and then kill the second before it can recover from the lightning.”
That was an awfully tenuous plan, especially when we both were already weakened. The rivers of mist split, solidifying and hardening as they did so. 
This time we found ourselves facing six wraithwolves, not two.
“Well,” I said, my heart hammering with sudden terror, “guess McCade kept them two to a cage.” 
“Could you Cloak both of us at once?” said Corvus. He whipped his shadow-sword in a wide arc, and the misshapen creatures cringed back to avoid it. If all the wraithwolves charged at once, they could bury both of us with ease.
That would not be a pleasant death. 
“Maybe. Probably,” I said. “I couldn’t hold it for very long. Not long enough for them to get bored and wander off.”
One of the wraithwolves inched forward, and Corvus thrust, the beast jumping back. Sooner or later they would work up the nerve to charge. Or they would sit here and guard us until McCade and his security guards arrived to shoot us. We were trapped with no way out.
Unless…
My fear turned into something far sharper. 
There was another spell Morvilind had taught me, one that I had used several times. Every single time it had almost gotten me killed, but “almost killed” was better than “definitely killed”, and if I stayed here, I would definitely be killed. 
I stooped, grabbed a handful of dust and a chip of concrete from the floor, and whirled to face the vault door.
“What are you doing?” said Corvus. 
“Keep them off me,” I said, summoning magical power as I concentrated. I hoped I had enough strength left to work the spell. “Just for a few seconds.” 
Silver light whirled and flared around my hands, a sheet of gray mist rippling over the vault door. The strain was immense, but I gritted my teeth and forced myself to keep working the spell. 
One of the wraithwolves snarled, and I heard a thunderclap and saw a flash of blue-white light as Corvus flung a globe of lightning. A chorus of snarls rose from behind me, claws scraping against the floor as the wraithwolves braced themselves to spring.
In that moment, gray light washed over me, and the curtain of mist seemed to become deeper somehow…and through the mist I glimpsed a forest of barren, dead trees, a cold wind blowing over my face and tugging at my skirt and hair. 
The rift way was open. 
“Now!” I shouted. “Jump! Go!” 
Corvus whirled and ran past me as the wraithwolves sprang, and I jumped after him. I should have hit the steel vault door and bounced off. 
Instead I fell through the mist, and into the dead forest beyond. 
The gate had taken me to the Shadowlands, to the haunted places between the worlds.



Chapter 8: Shadowlands
 
I hit the ground, pale grasses rustling beneath me, rolled to one knee, and turned to face my gate. I saw the mechanical room back in McCade’s mansion, the wraithwolves racing after us, and with an effort of will I dismissed the spell.
The rift way flared and disappeared, and I saw that we were in a clearing, dead trees ringing us, pale grasses everywhere, the starless, black sky writhing with ghostly ribbons of blue and green and purple fire.
Right about then I passed out. 
If you’ve ever had heatstroke, or moderate dehydration, magical exhaustion is something like that. The blood pressure drops, and it’s usually accompanied by a sudden sweat and a loud humming noise in the ears. I managed to take two steps towards the dead trees. Corvus said something, and my vision turned gray, and then white, and I just had the wits to get to my knees before I keeled over. 
I wasn’t out long. 
My vision swam back into focus, and I sat up with a startled curse. Corvus stood nearby, the Shadowmorph sword in his right hand, his eyes darting back and forth. Belatedly I realized that the smell of his bloody clothes might draw all manner of predators. We had to get out of here as soon as possible.
“Oh, hell,” I said. “Did I drop it? Tell me I didn’t drop it.” 
“Dropped what?” said Corvus. 
If I had dropped it, we were in a lot of trouble. 
But I hadn’t. The concrete chip and the dust were still gripped in the fingers of my left hand. A little relief went through me. That, at least, was one less thing I had to worry about.
Though there were plenty of worries left behind. 
“Our way back,” I said, trying to get my legs underneath me.
Corvus held out a hand. I looked at it for a moment, wondering at the wisdom of touching a Shadow Hunter. Then I shrugged and held out my free hand. He heaved me up without a hint of effort, and I staggered a little, but I managed not to fall on my face. 
“A piece of concrete,” said Corvus, incredulous. “You brought a piece of concrete with us?”
“I don’t know why that surprises you so much,” I said. “Given that I just opened a rift way to the Shadowlands in front of you.” 
“Another spell,” said Corvus, “that humans are not supposed to know.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “I had a good…well, he wasn’t a good teacher. I had an interesting teacher, let’s say.” I rubbed my forehead with a moment with my free hand, trying to will my headache into acquiescence. It didn’t work. “You’ve been here before?”
“I have,” said Corvus, looking at the dead trees as the ribbons of ghostly light danced overhead, throwing strange shadows in all directions. “A long time ago, when I was a man-at-arms in service to an Elven lord.” 
“Before you became a Shadow Hunter, I take it,” I said. 
“Yes,” murmured Corvus, still gazing into the trees. Then he shook his head, as if throwing off a dark memory, and turned to face me again. “We need to depart at once. There are darker creatures than wraithwolves in the Shadowlands.” 
I almost asked if that included Shadowmorphs, but for once in my life I managed to hold my tongue. 
“Actually,” I said, “we’re going to avoid both of them. If we hurry up.”
“And just how are we going to accomplish this?” said Corvus. 
“How much do you know about the Shadowlands?” I said, rubbing the concrete chip.
“More than I would wish,” said Corvus. “This is the realm that connects the worlds. The Warded Ways cross through the Shadowlands, and are the closest things to safe paths. Many dangerous creatures dwell here, some more alien than you can imagine. Parts of the Shadowlands are claimed as demesnes by powerful lords, whether by spirits or mortal wizards, but such lords cannot leave their demesnes.” He looked at the dead trees for a moment. “Unless I miss my guess, we are in the demesne of the Knight of Grayhold, a lord who controls a large portion of the Shadowlands nearest to Earth.”
“Entirely correct,” I said. “Missing only one part.” Morvilind’s old lessons filtered through my head. “Every mortal world casts a shadow into the Shadowlands. The Elves call it an umbra. The umbra touches the material world in different places. So if you do it right, you can open a rift way to the Shadowlands, cross through a few miles in the umbra, open a rift way back, and cross over several thousand miles of the real world with only a few minutes’ journey in the Shadowlands.” 
“Indeed?” said Corvus. “I never knew that.”
“It’s a secret among the Elven nobles and wizards,” I said.
“So if it is possible to journey over thousands of miles with a few moments’ travel in the Shadowlands,” said Corvus, “why do not more of the Elven lords travel in such a manner?” 
“Two reasons,” I said. “Wait, three. One, it doesn’t work in a heavily warded destination. It’s easy to block a rift way from the Shadowlands with a few spells. Two, sometimes the distance isn’t a few miles. Sometimes it’s hundreds and hundreds of miles, and it has to be on foot. Gunpowder doesn’t ignite and gasoline doesn’t burn in the Shadowlands. Electronics don’t work, either.” Belatedly I remembered that I had forgotten to turn off my burner phone. Well, it was a useless brick now. “Third…the Shadowlands are dangerous. Even for Elven archmages. It’s safer to fly or drive three thousand miles on Earth than it is to walk three miles in the Shadowlands.”
“I am keenly aware of that last fact,” said Corvus. Perhaps he had acquired some of his previous scars in the Shadowlands. “Then you have abandoned your mission? You plan to escape from McCade’s mansion entirely?”
“Nope,” I said. “We’re going to go right back where we were…but maybe a dozen yards or so further to the right.”
Corvus blinked, and then I saw him figure it out. “You will open the rift way back to Earth within the vault door.”
“That’s right,” I said. “Another fun fact about the Shadowlands.” I hefted the concrete chip. “You can use physical objects from a specific location like…oh, a compass, I suppose. It will draw us to the place in the umbra of Earth that corresponds to an actual physical location on Earth. Then all I have to do is put a little more power into the spell, and the rift way will open inside McCade’s vault.”
“Admirably clever,” said Corvus. “I suggest we proceed before something finds us. The wraithwolves are powerful and fast, and they are nonetheless some of the weaker creatures of the Shadowlands.” 
“Agreed,” I said. Of all the many ways I could die doing Morvilind’s dirty work, getting eaten alive by some horror out of the Shadowlands would be one of the worst. I took a deep breath and summoned magic. It came easier, far easier than it would have in the real world. All magic originated from the Shadowlands, and it was the source of the power that leeched into the real world that I could touch and use. Until the High Queen had breached Earth’s umbra and allowed the aura of the Shadowlands to spill through, magic had been unknown on Earth…
I blinked.
No, that wasn’t quite right. There had been magic on Earth before the Conquest, hadn’t there? Else how had the Assyrians enchanted that tablet that Morvilind wanted so badly? 
It was a question for another time.
I forced the magic through a spell and gestured with my free hand, and the chip of concrete began to shimmer with a ghostly gray glow. I turned it back and forth, feeling the tugging of the spell against my thoughts.
“This way,” I decided, pointing into the dead trees. I tried to discern out the direction, and then realized that since the Shadowlands had neither sun nor moon nor stars, there was no such thing as north or south or east or west here. “About three miles, I think. Then I can open a rift way back to McCade’s vault…”
A hideous, shrieking cry rang out from the trees behind us. Corvus whirled with catlike grace, his dark sword coming up, his face tight and hard. The echoes from the cries died away…and a dozen more answered. 
A dozen cries that were coming closer.
“Um,” I said. “What is that?”
“Anthrophages,” said Corvus. “An entire pack.”
“Anthrophages?” I said. “What is an anthrophage?” It didn’t sound pleasant.
“They’re ghouls,” said Corvus. “Essentially. No one know what they really are. They feast on living flesh when they can get it, but they have no qualms about eating the dead. They attack and kill anyone they can catch in the Shadowlands, and haunt the battlefields.”
“They sound like wraithwolves,” I said.
“They’re worse than wraithwolves,” said Corvus. “Not as strong, but faster and much smarter.” Again that chilling chorus of screams rose from the dead trees. “They hunt by scent.”
“Oh,” I said. “The blood in your clothes…”
Corvus shook his head. “They could hunt you by the smell of your sweat. A rift way. Can you open it here?”
“I could,” I said, “but I have no idea where it would go. We might end up in the middle of the Sahara. Or in the center of the Pacific.”
“Your Cloaking spell,” said Corvus. “Could you cast it over both of us?”
“In the Shadowlands, yes,” I said, “but I don’t know how long I could hold it.” 
“Then do so,” said Corvus. “Quickly!” 
I started to snap that he couldn’t give me orders, but the grim urgency in his face made the retort die in my throat. I wouldn’t say he was afraid, not precisely…but he was certain that if we did not get away from the anthrophages, we were going to die. After seeing his capabilities, after seeing him handle himself in the fight against the wraithwolves, I knew that if something alarmed him, I had better take notice.
“Fine,” I said. “Hold still.” I stepped next to him and grabbed his elbow. “Whatever you do, don’t move. I can’t maintain the Cloak if you move. And stay in contact with me. If you stop touching me, the Cloak stops shielding you and the anthrophages find you.”
In answer he slipped out of my grasp and put his arm around my shoulder. 
Well, that would work too. 
I summoned magic and cast the spell, silver light flashing around my fingers as we vanished. Back on Earth, summoning enough power to Cloak both of us at once would have been hard. Here, it was far easier, but concentrating to keep the spell in place was just as challenging. It was a difficult task, and I gritted my teeth, focusing the way I did when lifting a particularly heavy barbell or sprinting the final mile of a long run. 
A moment later the anthrophages burst from the dead trees, loping over the dusty ground. 
They looked vaguely man-shaped, tall and thin and skeletal. Ropy muscles moved beneath their glistening gray hides, and some of them ran on two legs, but others ran on all fours. Jagged black claws jutted from their fingers and toes, and their eyes were venomous pits of yellow. They did not have noses, only triangular pits in the center of their faces, yet they seemed able to hunt by scent. They spread out through the clearing, lowering their grotesque faces to the ground and sniffing. As they bent over, I saw that their ears were long and pointed, that a row of black spikes jutted from their spines. The stench of them, a mixture of rotting meat and sulfur, washed over me, and I tried to keep from gagging. 
I held the Cloak as the anthrophages moved back and forth, snarling at each other in some sort of mewling, growling language. Sweat trickled down my back, a faint quiver of fatigue going through my limbs. The Cloak spell blocked scent as well as sight and sound, so I didn’t have to worry about the creatures sniffing us out. I did worry that they were going to walk into us. The Cloak made us undetectable, but that would not keep an anthrophage from blundering into us through dumb luck. 
The trembling in my legs got worse. I took deep, long breaths, trying to relax my legs, and Corvus’s iron-hard fingers settled in a gentle but firm grip around my right shoulder. That actually helped me stay standing, and I poured all my concentration into the Cloak, keeping the spell in place. Sooner or later the anthrophages would give up and go in pursuit of other prey.
But they didn’t.
The creatures kept moving back and forth through the clearing, and I realized they were searching in a systematic fashion. If the anthrophages hunted through scent, then they had not found any trail leading from the clearing. Eventually, I knew, they would give up…but they would find us before that. 
A shudder went through me as I fought to maintain the Cloak. I had to open a rift way back to Earth. Better to take the chance of appearing at some random location than to say here to be devoured. Except to open the rift way I would have to release the Cloak, and it would take me a few moments to draw in the necessary magical power. There was no way Corvus could hold off the anthrophages long enough for me to gather the spell.
To sum up our situation in a word, we were screwed. 
My trembling got worse, the effort of holding the Cloak harder. An anthrophage moved closer to us, sniffing at the dusty ground. The thing was following our trail, smelling the path of Corvus’s blood and my sweat. It would walk right into us, and then we would be dead. I felt Corvus tense as he prepared to move…
Then the anthrophages stopped.
In perfect unison, all of the creatures turned their heads to look in the same direction. I couldn’t see anything, but all the anthrophages were staring at something. They went as motionless as statues. 
Then they raced away as one, vanishing into the dead trees. 
A moment later we were alone in the clearing. 
I held the Cloak as long as I could, maybe another ninety seconds. Then my entire body shuddered, and only Corvus’s arm kept me from pitching over. The Cloaking spell unraveled and we reappeared, my breath sounding loud and uneven in my ears. I feared the anthrophages would return at once, that they had only hidden themselves to wait until we appeared, but nothing moved in the dead trees. 
They were gone. 
“Excellent work,” said Corvus.
“Thanks,” I muttered, blinking the sweat from my forehead. The beginnings of a massive headache stirred behind my eyes. If I lived through this, I was going to sit in a hot bath with a bottle of ibuprofen for hours. “Surprised that worked.”
“Your skill with illusion magic is impressive,” said Corvus. “But the Shadowlands are a dangerous place. Little wonder those who travel its reaches prefer to stay to the Warded Ways.”
“Yep,” I said, slipping out from under his arm. I didn’t want to lean on him too much. His Shadowmorph was still hungry, and I was exhausted. His instincts would be screaming that he could feed upon me, and for all his talk of self-control, I trusted actions, not words. “Let’s go before whatever scared off our new friends finds us.”
“Perhaps they found likelier prey,” said Corvus.
“They were screaming when they attacked us,” I said. “Like hounds flushing out birds or something. They ran away from us in silence. Like they didn’t want to be noticed.”
“That is a very good point,” said Corvus. “Lead the way.”
I nodded, held up the glowing concrete chip, refreshed my sense of direction, and started walking. 
We moved through the dead trees as quietly as we could. The trees were twisted and distorted, glowing moss clinging to their branches here and there. Morvilind had told me that each world’s umbra was a twisted reflection of the world that cast it into the Shadowlands, that you could find distorted reflections of cities and mountains and even significant historical events in a world’s umbra. Considering some of the things that had happened in human history, I hoped we didn’t encounter any of those historical reflections. 
Suddenly we came to another clearing, and I stopped.
“Damn it,” I muttered. 
A road of dull white stone stretched before us in either direction. It was about twenty feet wide, smooth and flat and hard. Alongside the road stood monoliths of rough gray stone, each of their four sides covered with glowing Elven hieroglyphics. The stones stood alongside the road at regular intervals, about every thirty yards or so.
“The Warded Ways,” I said. The ward spells upon the monoliths kept off most of the predators of the Shadowlands, allowing travelers and armies to traverse the Shadowlands in…well, not safety, but at least somewhat less danger. The Warded Ways crisscrossed the Shadowlands, leading to the umbrae of dozens of different worlds.
“I remember this road,” said Corvus, gazing at the ribbon of white stone with a distant expression. “This very road. I marched here as a man-at-arms, long ago. I…” He shook his head, his expression hardening again. “We should continue on…”
“No,” I said. “We have a problem. We have to cross the road to reach our entry point.”
Corvus shrugged. “So? At worst, we can shelter upon the road if the anthrophages return.” 
“No,” I said. “The Inquisition will know if we stay upon the road for too long.”
“They could not possibly know that,” said Corvus. 
“How do you think the High Queen knows when the Archons or the frost giants or someone else tries to open a rift way to Earth?” I said. “How do you think she knows when someone tries to attack? If someone stays on a Warded Way within Earth’s umbra for too long, it alerts the wizards of the Inquisition, and the High Queen calls out some of her nobles to meet the attack.”
“And how do you know that?” said Corvus.
“Same way I know illusion magic,” I said. Morvilind had mentioned it, not out of any concern for my welfare, but to keep his secrets from falling into the grasp of the Inquisition should I find myself in the Shadowlands. “Someone taught me. We’ll have to go around. Sometimes the Warded Ways cross over streams or ravines, and we can go under the bridge...”
“There isn’t enough time,” said Corvus. 
I opened my mouth to answer, but he moved before I could speak. His arms coiled around me like steel bands, and for an awful moment I was sure that his self-control had snapped, that he was going to call his dark blade, drive it through my chest, and feast upon my life force. Instead he slung me over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry, and did it so fast that I could not react.
Then he sprinted forward. 
He could move fast, even when bearing my weight. Far faster than a normal man should have been able to go. The Shadowmorph must have been lending him strength. He sprinted forward, jumped, and landed maybe a third of the way across the Warding Way. He sprinted forward another few yards and jumped again. We shot through the air, and he landed on the dirt on the far side of the road, my chin bouncing off his side. Corvus stopped, turned, and put me back on my feet.
He wasn’t even breathing very hard. 
“Don’t do that again,” I said, wobbling a bit. God, but he was strong. He would have been strong even without the Shadowmorph’s influence. I cast the spell to detect the presence of magic, and felt a faint stirring from the nearby monoliths. “It’s activated, but…”
“But not very much,” said Corvus. “The Inquisition, for all its power, does not have infinite resources. A dozen different major concerns continually occupy their attention, and wizards with the divinatory skill to see into the Shadowlands are not that common. Someone will investigate what we just did, I am sure…as soon as they can get around to it.” 
“Fine,” I spat out. His logic made sense, I had to admit, but I still did not like it. “Then let’s get the hell out of here before someone does come to investigate.”
“Can you run?” he said. “Or should I carry you.”
“Oh, shut up.”
We jogged into the trees, following the pale light in my hand. The ground became rockier, more uneven, the trees more twisted. Here and there I saw piles of yellowing skulls stacked up like miniature pyramids. I didn’t know if they were real skulls or some distorted reflection of the real world, and I didn’t want to find out. The concrete chip in my hand glowed brighter, the mental tugging growing more insistent. 
The trees thinned, and suddenly I found myself standing on the edge of a precipice, a vast canyon that had to be at least a half-mile deep and two miles wide. A turbulent river surged through the heart of the canyon, and it was so far down that I spotted clouds floating below me. We didn’t have canyons like this on Earth. Maybe there were canyons like this on Mars, or this was some sort of abstract representation of a historical event. 
“Here,” I said. “It’s here. This location corresponds to the vault in McCade’s mansion. I can open the rift way from here.”
“It’s not over the edge, I hope?” said Corvus, glancing at the rocky ground far below. 
I shook my head. “Right at the edge.” I took deep breaths, clearing my aching, buzzing mind to summon the power I needed to push open the rift way back to Earth. As before, the magic came more easily, but the effort to control it was no less, and I was already tired. 
“How long?” said Corvus. 
“A few moments,” I said. “Please shut up so I can concentrate.”
Corvus snorted, but turned to watch the dead forest. I held out the concrete chip and the handful of dust, focusing my will and power upon them. The silvery glow around my hand grew brighter, and a curtain of mist rippled into existence, the air growing colder and colder against my bare arms. 
Wait. It wasn’t supposed to do that. 
“Katerina!” snapped Corvus, his voice cracking like a whip. “Hurry!” 
I frowned, looked over my shoulder, and was so shocked by what I saw that I almost lost my grip on the spell.
A…thing was floating towards us. 
The wraithwolves had looked like twisted wolves. The anthrophages had looked vaguely human. This thing, this monster, whatever it was, had no analogues in the real world. 
A huge sphere of glistening gray flesh floated overhead, black veins pulsing and throbbing in the slime-coated hide. From the underside of the sphere hung dozens of black tentacles, their sides covered in razor-edged barbs. A cluster of misshapen grayish-green flesh nodules adorned the bottom of the pulsing sphere, and dozens of fanged mouths dotted the nodules, opening and closing to reveal jagged fangs. Each mouth looked large enough to bite me in half. 
I had seen a lot of terrifying things working for Morvilind, but this was in the top ten.
The thing was floating right towards me.
That put it in the top five. Maybe even the top three.
I whirled to face the rippling sheet of mist, throwing every last scrap of will and magic I could muster into it. The mist writhed, and then began to glow with pale gray light, shining brighter and brighter. Through the light and the mist I glimpsed a large room of black stone, and I was pretty sure it was McCade’s vault on Earth. 
“Corvus!” I shouted. “Go!”
I turned and saw him running at me. The huge creature floated after him, moving at least as fast as a car. I spun, took three running steps, and jumped over the edge of the vast chasm.
The rift way swallowed me. 



Chapter 9: Books and Scrolls
 
I hit a floor of black stone, rolled, and landed on my back with a groan. I sat up just as Corvus stumbled through the rift way, and beyond him I saw the huge spherical creature lowering itself toward the ground. It couldn’t fit through the gate, but those tentacles could.
At once I released the spell, and the rift way snapped shut, the view of the Shadowlands and the ghastly horror vanishing.
I flopped upon the floor, breathing hard, and Corvus knelt next to me.
“Are you injured?” he said. 
“No,” I said, sitting up with a grunt. “Just tired. Ugh. What the hell was that thing?”
“I have no idea,” said Corvus. “I have never encountered one before. I do not know if such creatures are native to the Shadowlands, or if it came from some distant world. The Shadowlands are supposedly infinite.” 
“Ugly thing,” I said. I pushed off the floor, stood, and managed not to fall onto my face. “Just as well it didn’t follow us. It wouldn’t do to end McCade’s gala with some alien monster rampaging through the guests.” 
“It would make for a memorable Conquest Day,” said Corvus, his tone grim as he looked around. 
“Hah,” I said, and I looked around myself.
For a moment I was too baffled to speak. 
I wasn’t in a vault. I wasn’t in a utility room or a mechanical room.
The room…it looked like I had landed in a temple of some kind. 
For one thing, it was big, about the size of a mid-sized church, with a vaulted ceiling about thirty feet over my head. The walls and floor were built of gleaming black marble, and a dais rose at the far end of the rectangular room. There was even an altar and a gleaming golden symbol hanging on the wall above it. 
“Looks like a church,” I said. 
“It’s not,” said Corvus, and his voice was harder than I had heard it yet. His dark sword returned to his right hand, and his eyes moved back and forth as if he expected attack from any direction. “Look closer.”
I did…and I felt my frown deepen. 
James and Lucy Marney’s church had stained-glass windows depicting Jesus and the apostles preaching to crowds or tending sheep or doing various other religious things. This room, this temple, had lines of symbols marching up the walls of black marble, strange symbols of wedge-shaped lines that I recognized as cuneiform after a moment, cuneiform similar to that upon the tablet Morvilind wanted. There was an empty space on the dais before the altar, and I saw a double circle ringed with Elven hieroglyphs. Morvilind had not taught me any summoning spells, but I recognized a summoning circle when I saw one. The Marneys’ church taught that the communion wine was the blood of Christ, but I was entirely certain the wine did not leave crusted bloodstains upon the altar, nor fill the air with a metallic, rotting reek as it dried. 
And the golden symbol above the altar was not a cross. 
It looked like a peculiarly stylized sunburst. No, that wasn’t quite right. The nine rays coming off the central orb of the symbol were too wavy for that. Instead, the rays look liked…tentacles, tentacles that surrounded a fanged mouth. 
“Definitely,” I said, “not a church. Damn it. We’re not on Earth, are we? I screwed up the rift way. We…”
“No,” said Corvus. “Look.” He pointed. A vault door stood in the wall behind me, identical to the one I had seen in McCade’s mechanical room. It was the same door.
I summoned power and cast the spell to sense magic, and at once the sensations flooded over my mind. I felt the buzzing, snarling auras I had detected earlier, but much closer. They were here with me, now, in this very room. I also noticed a dark overtone in many of the auras, a nauseating and greasy sensation that made my skin crawl. 
Dark magic. 
That meant Morvilind had sent me to steal an object of dark magic.
“Oh, hell,” I muttered. 
“You recognize the symbol, then?” said Corvus. 
“No,” I said. “What is it?” 
Corvus hesitated. “It is not something you should know.”
“For God’s sake,” I said. “Today I’ve almost been killed by wraithwolves, anthrophages, and whatever that floating greasy tentacle thing was. What is worse than that?”
“This is,” said Corvus. “It is the symbol of the Dark Ones.”
“Dark Ones? That sounds downright ominous,” I said. I didn’t recognize the title. “What are they really called?”
“No one knows,” said Corvus. “Save perhaps for their cultists. They are creatures that dwell in the realm beyond the Shadowlands, in the place called the Void.”
“That’s the source of dark magic,” I said. “The High Queen forbids all traffic with or summoning from the Void.” 
“She does,” said Corvus. “It was one of her disagreements with the Archons when they drove her from the Elven homeworld. There are cults among both Elves and humans that worship the Dark Ones and attempt to summon them up. The Dark Ones are incredibly dangerous, and attempting to summon one or even worshipping one is an automatic death sentence from the Inquisition.” 
“Then McCade is one of these cultists,” I said. 
“Perhaps even the high priest of his cult,” said Corvus. “He built all this, or his father did, and he likely has followers.”
“Does that earn him an automatic death sentence…ah, decree of execution from the Shadow Hunters?” I said. 
Corvus’s hard eyes turned towards me. “The Shadow Hunters are the enemies of the cultists of the Dark One.” 
“Right,” I said. Well, the Inquisition might hate the cultists, but since I was pretty sure the bloodstains on that altar were human, the cultists did not seem like good guys. That said, I didn’t care. I hadn’t come here to hunt down crazy cultists who worshipped monsters from beyond the Void. I had come here to steal an enspelled tablet. “Let’s see if we can find that book of yours. I suppose your decrees of execution are picky about the particulars.” 
“At this point,” said Corvus, scowling at the golden sigil of the Dark Ones upon the wall, “it is a formality. This temple could not have been constructed without the knowledge of Paul McCade, and he must die. But the Silent Hunters adhere to our decrees.” 
“Stay away from that summoning circle,” I said as we climbed the steps to the dais. “There’s some kind of spell on it. I don’t know what it will do, but I really don’t want to find out.” 
“Nor do I,” said Corvus, and we kept well away from the circle and its ring of Elven hieroglyphs. Standing too close to the circle made me dizzy, like I was standing atop a skyscraper and staring at the street far below. For a moment I had a vision of losing my balance, of falling into the circle, a fanged maw rising up to meet me…
“Katerina?” said Corvus.
I recognized the presence of a mental influence upon my thoughts. Whatever spell within in the circle was trying to call me to it. 
“Definitely,” I said, walking away, “stay well away from that circle.” 
I reached the altar. It was a massive slab of black marble, adorned on the sides with cuneiform symbols. I wondered how much McCade had spent upon black marble to adorn his weird little temple. Clearly the man had too much money. Bloodstains marked the front of the black marble, dull and dark, and the air smelled vaguely of rotting meat. A number of objects rested atop the altar – a golden chalice, a curved dagger, and an open book resting upon a pedestal. 
“That your book?” I said. There was an alcove in the wall behind the altar. One side held a row of metal boxes for circuit breakers, likely for the electric lights shining in the temple’s ceiling. The opposite side held a utility shelf containing a miscellaneous assortment of objects. There was a small leather pouch, and my eyes widened as I saw the gleam of gems. Perhaps McCade used those gems in his rituals to contact the Dark Ones. 
I tucked the pouch into my duffel bag. It’s not as if Morvilind pays me an allowance or a salary or anything. 
“It is,” said Corvus from the altar. 
“What is it?” I said. “Some book about the Dark Ones, I suppose? Their secret gospel or whatever?” I cast the spell to sense the presence of magic. All the items upon the altar radiated dark magic, but there was a powerful magical object in the alcove. 
“It is called the Void Codex,” said Corvus. I glanced back and saw him lift the book from its pedestal. “It was written in Germany sometime in the fifteenth century by a heretic priest who had founded a cult devoted to the Dark Ones. The wars of the Reformation wiped out his cult, but copies of his book survived and have circulated ever since. They did little harm until the High Queen’s advent and the Conquest…”
“Because magic became far more common then,” I said, sifting through the detritus on the shelves. It mostly seemed to be bloodstained cloths and old knives. I wondered how many people McCade had killed down here. I wondered what he had done with the bodies.
Suddenly I was glad I had not eaten McCade Foods canned meats in quite some time. 
“Precisely,” said Corvus. “The book became far more dangerous, and the High Queen banned it and ordered the destruction of any copies.” 
“Hard to do that on the Internet,” I said, squatting down to examine the last shelf. 
A scroll rested on the bottom shelf. I opened it up, and a surge of excitement went through me. Elven hieroglyphs covered the scroll, and I realized it was a spell. I didn’t recognize the spell, but I did spot the hieroglyph for “mind” near the top of the scroll. If I lived through this, I could learn a new spell, another spell that I might use to free myself and Russell from Morvilind’s grasp.
I stuffed it into my duffel bag, and realized that Corvus was still talking. Best not to mention this little discovery to him. 
“The Inquisition has tried,” said Corvus, closing the book and picking it up. “Anyone caught hosting, downloading, or reading the file is executed at once. They don’t even bother with a Punishment Day video. They’ve also flooded with Internet with false copies, and track anyone who tries to download it.” 
“That’s actually halfway clever,” I said, pushing away some bloodstained rags, grateful that I was wearing gloves. “I think…”
I froze.
The tablet Morvilind wanted sat on the bottom shelf.
The damned thing looked so…tiny. I don’t know what I expected. Morvilind had told me it weighed nine pounds, and stone is fairly dense, so it couldn’t have been too big. Nevertheless I had been planning to steal it for weeks, and it loomed so large in my thoughts that it should have been at least as tall as the menhirs along the Warded Ways. Instead the tablet was about the size of both of my hands and two inches thick. It looked like a fancy bathroom tile, albeit one covered with cuneiform. Morvilind had said it was an Assyrian tablet, so I suppose the language was Assyrian. I vaguely remembered from the Marneys’ church that the Assyrians had been bloodthirsty warriors and brutal conquerors in ancient days. Perhaps the Dark Ones had helped them with such conquests. 
The tablet absolutely radiated dark magic. The stone was cool and dry, yet somehow gave off the sensation of rancid greasiness, even through my gloves. I felt an urge to fling it away from me, the same urge I would have felt if a spider had crawled up my bare arm. Yet for Russell’s sake I had to deliver the damned thing to Morvilind. 
I pulled off my makeshift backpack and opened it, drawing out a little roll of bubble wrap and another of duct tape. With a few quick motions I secured the tablet within the bubble wrap and tucked it into my pack. I didn’t know if the dark magic upon the tablet made it more resistant to cracks than regular stone, but the thing was thousands of years old and I wasn’t going to take chances. I pulled the straps over my shoulders and stood up. The extra weight of the tablet was uncomfortable, but not unbearable. 
“What are you doing?” said Corvus.
I blinked. He had the Void Codex tucked under his left arm, its unadorned cover made of green leather. In his right hand he held his Shadowmorph blade, blacker than the marble beneath my shoes. 
“The same thing you are,” I said. “What I came here to do.” 
His eyes were hard and cold. “You came here to steal an artifact of dark magic? A relic of the Dark Ones themselves?”
I shrugged. “I came here to steal what I was hired to steal. I don’t give a damn what my employer does with it.” 
“That thing is dangerous,” said Corvus.
“You so sure of that?” I said. “Can you read Assyrian?”
“No.”
I shrugged again, the straps digging into my shoulders. If I got out of here and Morvilind wanted me to steal another piece of rock, I would make sure to bring padded straps. “Then how do you know it’s dangerous? For all you know, it’s some old Assyrian king’s recipe for sugar cookies.”
“Because,” said Corvus, “I can sense the dark power around the thing as well as you can.” 
“Not my problem,” I said. “I don’t intend to use it.”
“Then you will merely sell it for money,” said Corvus. 
“Something like that,” I said. I couldn’t tell him the truth. Morvilind had been very clear about what would happen if I told anyone the details of our little “arrangement”. 
“Then you are a fool,” said Corvus. “It is dangerous…”
“Don’t lecture me,” I snapped. “I don’t want to hear any speeches about morality from an assassin who kills for money.”
“We,” said Corvus, his voice just shy of a growl, “are not assassins. The Shadow Hunters are…”
“Executioners, yes, yes, I know,” I said. “But you don’t do it for free, do you? I bet you get a little remuneration? Maybe a little honorarium? And the parasite inside you feeds off the life force of your victims, lets you do all kind of neat tricks. So don’t claim to be an executioner or some sort of knight on a mission. You’re a hired killer, plain and simple.” 
“The magic in that tablet is dangerous,” said Corvus, his eyes hard and flat, “and it will destroy you if you attempt to use it.”
“That’s good news, then,” I said. “If my employer uses it and makes his head explode, I’ll be rid of him.” I waved a hand at him. “You found your book, your Void Codex or whatever. Don’t you have someone to assassinate?” 
“I will not let you take that tablet to work evil elsewhere,” said Corvus. “Or…yes, I see now. Has this been a game all along? Perhaps you belong to a rival cult, and you’ve come to steal McCade’s artifact for your own high priest.” 
I burst out laughing. “Don’t be an idiot. I didn’t know these Dark Ones existed until about five minutes ago. Listen to me, Corvus. I don’t care about the Dark Ones, I don’t care about the Rebels, I don’t care about the High Queen, I don’t care about anything. All I care about is selling this tablet.” For with that tablet, I could buy another piece of Russell’s life from Morvilind’s grasping, miserly hands. 
“Then you are a mercenary fool,” said Corvus. “I am not sure which is worse. At least the cultists of the Dark Ones have their faith, however mad and twisted. You, however, are heedless of the harm you could cause, and care nothing for anything except your money…”
“I have my own purpose,” I said. “One a blood-drenched old murderer like you would never understand. Now. Go about your business and get out of my way.”
“I will not let you leave with that tablet,” said Corvus.
“Oh?” I said. “Are you going to stop me?”
“If I must,” said Corvus.
I met his gaze without blinking. “Sure you can do that?”
He didn’t say anything, the Shadowmorph sword motionless in his right hand. 
He could stop me. In a fight, there was no way I could take him. I didn’t have any spells that could harm him. Cloaking would be useless, since he already knew I was here. I didn’t have any way of deflecting his lightning spells, and the thought of fighting him physically was ludicrous. The man had picked me up and sprinted over the Warded Way without breaking a sweat. Short of shooting him in the back of the head with a gun, there was absolutely no way I could overcome him. 
But he didn’t necessarily know that. 
I met his gaze, forcing myself not to show any fear. My only way out of this was to bluff, and I did not dare show any weakness. 
The silence stretched on and on. 
“Well,” I said at last, “what’s it going to be?” 
Corvus drew himself up and started to speak. 
I never did find out what he intended to say. 
Three loud clangs echoed through the black temple, ringing in my ears. I looked around in surprise, half-wondering if Corvus had somehow drawn a gun and shot at me. Yet the Shadow Hunter looked just as startled as I did.
Then my brain caught up with me, and I realized where I had heard that sound before.
It was the sound of a very expensive series of locks and bolts releasing. 
The vault door was opening. 
Corvus whirled, turning his back to me, and my training took over. I took three quick steps back, concealing myself between the massive circuit breaker boxes and the back of the alcove. The altar would block the view of the alcove, and anyone who entered the temple would see Corvus first. 
Footsteps clicked against the marble floor. Three men, I thought, all of them wearing dress shoes. Had we triggered some sort of silent alarm in the temple? Though if McCade himself had summoned up those wraithwolves, he might have been linked to them with a spell. Perhaps he could even have seen through their eyes. 
McCade’s voice rang out, smooth and calm with his Midwestern accent. 
“Well, well, well,” said McCade. “A Shadow Hunter. I was wondering when you would show up. But, really, you are a most welcome guest. My lord requires sacrifices in exchange for his gifts. And you and your Shadowmorph will make a most welcome gift.” 



Chapter 10: High Priest
 
I tensed, uncertain of what to do, my mind sorting potential plans. Though perhaps it was too late for a plan. McCade knew that we were here, and there was only one way out of the temple. I suppose I could open another rift way, but it would return to the edge of that chasm in the Shadowlands, and there was every chance the floating tentacle-thing was still lurking nearby. I would trade getting shot in the head for getting eaten by some horror from the Shadowlands. 
“Paul McCade,” said Corvus with contempt. “Come to grovel before the bloodstained altar of the horrors you worship as a false god?”
McCade laughed. “The legendary Shadow Hunters rather fail to live up to the legend. Isn’t that a shame? All those stories about your prowess and cunning, how you can slip through the shadows and scale walls like an insect. All those stories, and you follow the laws like all the other ignorant rabble that bow before their portraits of the High Queen.”
“The Dark Ones are older than the High Queen, McCade,” said Corvus. “And far more dangerous. The High Queen might be a tyrant…”
“Don’t be so elfophobic, Shadow Hunter,” said McCade with amusement. “Or else you’ll wind up on a Punishment Day video squealing like a pig.”
“She might be a tyrant,” said Corvus as if McCade had not spoken, “but concerning the Dark Ones her law is correct. The Dark Ones are dangerous…”
“Certainly they are dangerous, but the Dark Ones greatly reward those who serve them well,” said McCade. “You have seen my mansion? I received all my wealth and power from our lord. My father founded this cult. He was working as a farmhand in South Dakota when he found a cult of the Dark Ones that had been active in the Black Hills since the days of the Aztecs. He joined the cult and brought them here to Milwaukee, along with the copy of the Void Codex which you are now manhandling. The secrets of the Dark Ones let the company rise to power and wealth. When my father died, I inherited the company…and I became the high priest of the cult.”
“A fascinating story,” said Corvus, “though I wonder why you are telling it to me.”
“Isn’t it obvious?” said McCade. He sounded as cheerful as if he was discussing a baseball game over beer. “You’re not leaving here alive, Shadow Hunter. Neither you nor your little friend. Where is she, by the way? My pets told me that two of you entered here, a man and a woman. Where is she?”
“I came alone,” said Corvus. 
I blinked in surprise. I had expected Corvus to tell my location to McCade. Still, he might think me a wretched, mercenary thief, but that still made me better than a cultist of the Dark Ones. A weird little flicker of emotion went through me. Was it shame? Corvus was right about me. I was a wretched, mercenary thief. Not that I had any choice in the matter. Not that I had ever had any choice in the matter. If I had possessed the power…
The way things were going, I might not have the power to leave this room. 
“How very chivalrous,” said McCade. “Was she yours? Your little…pet? We’ll have some fun with her, and then offer her to our lord. It will reward us with great power for her blood.” 
Had he been able to see me, I would have offered him a rude gesture. 
“That presumes you can kill me,” said Corvus. 
“You’re faster and stronger than we are,” said McCade, “and that Shadowmorph blade of yours can cut through anything. You can also heal from nearly anything…but I imagine ten bullets through your chest and six through your head would prove a challenge for even the healing prowess of a Shadowmorph.”
“Then,” said Corvus, “why haven’t you shot me already?” 
“I wish to make you an offer,” said McCade.
I inched forward a bit, peering around the edge of the circuit breaker boxes and into the temple proper. I spotted Corvus standing behind the altar. He had dropped the book and held his dark blade raised before him, his stance tense and ready. McCade waited below the dais, a .45 semi-automatic pistol in his hands. A lot of rich guys who had never served as men-at-arms don’t know how to hold guns properly, but McCade held his weapon with a proper stance, both hands on the grip, his legs spread to handle the recoil. Two of his security men stood on either side of him, both holding identical weapons. All three of them kept their weapons trained at Corvus. As fast as he was, he couldn’t dodge three competent shooters at once. 
They hadn’t noticed me yet, but after they killed Corvus, they would search the alcove.
I had to think of something clever. Like, right now. Could I open a rift way in time? No, the light would draw notice. And I might have been a mercenary thief, but I disliked the thought of leaving Corvus to die. He had saved my life from the wraithwolves, and he hadn’t sold me out to McCade. 
Maybe he expected me to do something clever. 
But what? 
“You should join us, Shadow Hunter,” said McCade. 
“And just why should I do that?” said Corvus. 
“The Dark Ones are going to triumph,” said McCade. “You know it, I know it, and even the High Queen herself knows it in the depths of her black heart. She has fought against the Dark Ones for centuries, but in the end they will prevail. The advent of the Dark Ones is at hand, and when they enter our world great rewards shall be given to their loyal followers…”
“Don’t quote the Void Codex at me,” said Corvus.
McCade laughed. “Would you prefer it in the original German?”
“I would prefer,” said Corvus, “that you not weary my ears with lies in any language. There is only one God, and you have turned away from him to worship monsters.” 
“The superstitions of ignorant rabble, believed by fools for millennia,” said McCade. “The Dark Ones are real, and they grant gifts of real power. Oh, well. If you will not join us, then you will make a worthy sacrifice to our lord…”
He said…something. A word, a name, a title, I’m not sure what. I heard the syllables, heard the sounds come out of his mouth, but when my mind tried to process them into a coherent word…
Pain exploded through my head, and I had to grab at the side of the metal circuit breaker box to keep my balance. I heard Corvus grunt and stagger back, and glimpsed the black lines of the Shadowmorph crawling over his face. McCade had spoken the name of whatever Dark One he worshipped, and even the mere sound of it had been like getting hit in the face. 
“Our lord’s name brings torment to those who are not among his chosen,” said McCade. “Kill him.”
The two security men circled around the altar from the left and the right, while McCade covered the center. Corvus ducked behind the altar, but that would only give him a few seconds at best. McCade and his two goons had Corvus boxed in. No matter what direction Corvus tried to attack, at least two guns would cover him. I didn’t know whether a single bullet through the heart or brain would be enough to kill a Shadow Hunter, but I was sure that it would slow him enough so they could pump him full of lead at their leisure, and that would kill him.
Then they would kill me. At least, if I was lucky, they would kill me. There were all sorts of unpleasant things they could do to me first. 
Unless…
My eyes moved to the circuit breaker boxes. One of them had a steel lever topped with a black rubber knob. Above the lever was a yellow sticker marked with WARNING in black letters, followed by several paragraphs of legalese. Morvilind’s various tutors, alas, had not taught me the intricacies of modern electrical systems. However, I was willing to bet that the big WARNING lever would cut off power to the circuit breakers. 
And if those circuit breakers connected to the lights, that would plunge the temple into darkness. 
I stepped out of concealment, my duffel bag bouncing against my back, seized the lever in both hands, and pulled. At first it did not move, but it felt it start to give a little. 
“Boss!” shouted one of the security men. “I see her! She’s…”
“Cover the Hunter, you idiot!” snarled McCade.
The security man swung his gun around to point at me, and I yanked on the lever with all the strength I could muster, planting my shoes against the wall and shoving. The lever jerked down with a clunking noise, and I landed hard on my back, right atop my duffel bag. That hurt, though I was more concerned for the tablet. 
The security man took aim, settling into a shooting stance, his legs spread, both hands coiled around the grip of his pistol. I rolled to the side, hoping to get to the meager cover of the shelves before he shot me to death. 
Then the circuit breaker boxes let out an angry buzz, and the lights went out. 
An instant later I heard the crack of a gunshot, followed by the high-pitched whine of a ricochet bouncing off the black wall. I scrabbled backwards in the darkness, ducking behind the shelf. I had never been shot, and I didn’t really want to find out what it felt like. Both the security men started shouting, and I heard several more shots go off, the sharp cracks echoing off the stone walls. 
“Stop shooting!” roared McCade. “You’ll hit each other. Or me! Or you’ll blunder into the summoning circle!” He snarled a phrase in the Elven language, and pale green light flared in the darkness. A trio of globes of sickly green light appeared over the altar, throwing dim radiance and harsh shadows everywhere. 
As I had suspected, McCade could use some magic. That was bad. 
On the other hand, he was an idiot, which was good. That light had marked out his position to Corvus. I suspected the Shadow Hunter could see far more clearly in the gloom than a normal man could. 
Yet both McCade and his goons were handling themselves well. They began to move towards the altar, covering each other. If Corvus came at them, they could line up some clear shots and gun him down. Corvus needed a distraction if he was going to get McCade. I didn’t have any weapons, or any real way of hurting them.
I did have some illusions, though. 
I lifted my hand and worked the Masking spell, hiding the telltale light with my body. I didn’t have enough time or concentration to do a detailed Mask, but in the dim light that didn’t matter. I Masked myself as a facsimile of one of the security guards – the same black suit, muscular build, and close-cropped hair.
I made sure to alter my voice as well.
Then I took a deep breath, pushed away from the wall, and sprinted into the temple proper.
“There!” I shouted in my disguised voice. “He’s there! Boss, he’s there, by the door! Get him! He’s running!” 
The trick worked. In the dim light, McCade and his men mistook me for one of the guards. They whirled to face the vault door and started shooting, the muzzle flashes brilliant in the gloom. I kept running, slipped my duffel bag off my shoulders, took one more running stride, and spun as fast as I could as the Mask dissolved around me. 
The bag hit the nearest security guard in the left temple. His head jerked back with an uncomfortable crunching sound, and he staggered towards the altar. I dropped the duffel bag, seized the barrel of his gun with my left hand, and drove the fingers of my right hand into his wrist. Normally, something like this wouldn’t have worked, and I would have gotten shot in the head for my trouble. But I had managed to hit him hard, and the impact had stunned him. I wrenched the gun from his hand, got my fingers around the grip, and started shooting.
There were three rounds in the magazine, and I used them all. The first two hit him in the chest, and the third went into his forehead. The guard went sprawling in a limp heap to the ground, his blood gleaming in a dark pool beneath his head as it reflected McCade’s ghostly light. McCade and the remaining guard whirled to face me. I threw the empty pistol in McCade’s general direction and dove next to the altar just as they started shooting. Bullets whined off the altar, and I ducked next to the massive block of black marble. The surviving guard’s gun clicked empty, and he cursed and reached into his jacket for another clip. I peered around the edge of the altar, wondering if I could do something to stun or disable the guard before he reloaded, wondering how many shots McCade had left in his weapon. He had fired five times? Six times? A gun like that usually held eight or nine rounds, so either way if he got a clear shot at me I was in trouble…
Corvus exploded out of the darkness, moving faster than I had yet seen him move. 
The guard whirled towards him, fumbling with his gun, but Corvus was faster. The Shadowmorph blade plunged into the guard’s chest and out his back without the slightest hint of resistance. The guard went limp, and the shadowy blade seemed to pulse in Corvus’s hand, swelling and flickering with a peculiar dark glow as it drank away the guard’s life. Corvus pulled the weapon free with a flick of his wrist and turned towards McCade.
McCade leveled his gun and shot Corvus twice. The Shadow Hunter stumbled as the bullets entered his chest and stomach. I didn’t seen any exit wounds, which meant the rounds had lodged somewhere in his spine or his ribs, or they had deflected off a bone and bounced around his chest cavity. Either way he was badly injured. If the bullet had hit his heart, he was going to fall over dead.
Instead he shook his head and grimaced, and through the tattered ruins of his shirt and jacket I saw the spiraling black lines writhe over the muscles of his chest and belly, saw his flesh ripple and contort. I heard one metallic clink, and then another as the bullets fell out of him and bounced off the floor, as the life force he had stolen from the dead security guard healed the wounds that should have killed him. 
McCade backed away, his eyes wide with fright. 
“Paul McCade,” said Corvus, striding forward as he raised his sword of dark force. “For possession of the Void Codex, for trafficking with the Dark Ones, for offering them sacrifices, I bear a decree commanding your execution. Have you anything to say?” 
I moved towards the guard Corvus had killed, keeping my eyes on McCade. He fumbled his jacket for another clip, but there was no way he could reload and fire before Corvus reached him. Something mad and desperate flashed over his features as I went to one knee next to the guard and claimed his emptied gun. 
McCade’s lips peeled back from his face in a snarl, his features livid with fury. It was strange to see such rage upon his solemn face. Men like him did not raise their voices in anger. Men like him gave orders in soft, polite tones, and other men went to carry out violence in their name. 
“I have this to say, Shadow Hunter, trained dog of the High Queen,” said McCade. “You should have made me a better offer.”
He whirled and ran. That was foolish. Corvus could run him down with ease. McCade would only run to…
The realization hit me.
“Corvus!” I shouted. “He’s…”
McCade ran into the summoning circle. Harsh green light blazed up from the circle, the Elven hieroglyphs shining with ghostly green fire. Corvus cursed and sprinted towards the circle, but McCade threw out his arms and shouted his lord’s name once more. Again I heard the string of syllables, the sequence of sounds that created a word, but again my mind refused to resolve it, and pain exploded through my head. Corvus stumbled as well, the black tattoo of the Shadowmorph crawling over his face. 
“Behold!” screamed McCade, his voice a strange mixture of ecstasy and agony and joy and terrified horror. “Behold the glory of my lord! Behold the might of a Dark One!”
With those words, McCade…changed.
He grew, swelling to nearly twice the size, his expensive suit ripping apart as his flesh swelled. Even as he did, his form twisted and distorted, bulging muscle rippling over his limbs. His skin glistened with slime as it changed into a combination of leathery scales and an insect-like exoskeleton. Twitching spider’s legs erupted from his sides, and a mane of barbed tentacles burst from his back and his head.
I had never seen anything like it. Just looking at him made my head hurt, just as McCade shouting the name of his Dark One lord had sent a stab of agony through my skull. His very form had become hideous and twisted, an abomination. Even the wraithwolves had something recognizable in them, something sane and understandable. The thing that McCade had become had neither. 
He had been possessed by a Dark One. 
“Die!” screamed McCade in a strange double voice. From his mouth, or at least the barbed orifice that had been his mouth, came two voices. One was the voice of Paul McCade, albeit distorted with pain and madness. The other…the other was a voice that sent little jagged pulses of agony through my head. It was as if every word the voice spoke was a name of a Dark One. “Die, worms! Die!” 
The creature surged forward, pincers and tentacles reaching for Corvus. He leaped to the side, moving with the inhuman speed granted by his Shadowmorph, but McCade kept pace with him. One of the tentacles lashed across Corvus’s chest, opening a gash and knocking him back several steps. 
I grabbed the clip the security guard had been trying to load. I ejected the empty clip, slammed the new one into the gun, and took aim. A deep breath, and I emptied the clip into McCade, aiming for his…well, the thing that had been his torso. I suppose it was his center of gravity now. I wasn’t the best shot, but McCade had gotten a lot bigger. All nine bullets tore into McCade, staggering him. He let out a hideous scream of rage and fury that sawed into my head, black slime spurting from the wounds. Yet it didn’t slow him. He resumed his pursuit, his tentacles and pincers reaching for Corvus. 
I looked around, frantic. Part of my mind pointed out that I could take the duffel bag and run, leaving Corvus to his fate. He had been willing to take the tablet, which would have condemned Russell to death. But he hadn’t known that, had he? He thought he had been doing the right thing, and as annoying as it had been, I couldn’t blame a man for that. 
A more practical part of my mind pointed out that McCade had seen my face, that he would realize that I had stolen his tablet, and that I had just pissed him off by shooting him nine times. Even if I ran, once he finished Corvus, he would hunt me down and kill me. 
If Corvus and I didn’t kill McCade now, I was going to die. 
But I had no idea how to kill him. He had shrugged off nine bullets, and I had no spells that could hurt him. I racked my brain, trying to think of an idea. I didn’t know anything about the Dark Ones, save what I had learned today, but Morvilind had taught me a little about summoning spells. Summoning creatures from the Shadowlands took tremendous amounts of magical power. If the Dark Ones came from the Void beyond the Shadowlands, then presumably it would take even more power to call up a Dark One. 
So where had McCade gotten that power? 
I cast the spell to sense the presence of magic again. I still felt the dark power radiating from the tablet in my duffel bag, and the malevolent auras around the dagger and chalice upon the altar. I also sensed the tremendous power radiating from the circle. It had been latent before, but McCade had activated it by crossing the boundary. 
It was identical to the power within the chalice, the dagger, and the tablet. I suspected McCade had used the items to open the way to the Void, to make contact with whatever Dark One he worshipped. To do so had required a spell of great power. 
And like many spells of great power, it was fragile. 
I needed the tablet. I didn’t need the chalice or the dagger. 
I seized both items from the altar and flung them into the circle. There was a snarling flash of ghostly green flame, and a howling nothingness appeared into the center of the circle, a void that swallowed the chalice and the dagger whole. A pulse of dark magic washed through the temple, and the floor shuddered and groaned. A ribbon of green fire burst from the circle and wrapped around McCade, and the hulking creature screamed. He staggered, his pincers and tentacles lashing at the air, and Corvus regained his balance, his sword of dark force coming up in guard. 
The darkness and the green fire winked out, and McCade screamed again. He shrank, withering and diminishing, and the hideous creature vanished. In its place stood a naked, slightly overweight middle-aged man, his eyes bright with madness and pain, a keening scream coming from his lips.
The Dark One had been banished, and McCade had returned to his normal form. 
Though it looked as if the Dark One had taken McCade’s sanity.
Paul McCade screamed in fury, gibbering and laughing, and flung himself at Corvus.
He got maybe half a step before the dark blade lashed out, taking off McCade’s head. The body collapsed at the Shadow Hunter’s feet, while the head rolled down the stairs of the dais. Corvus looked at the corpse, breathing hard, and closed his eyes for a moment. 
I took the opportunity to pick up my duffel bag, slinging it over my shoulders. It felt like the tablet was still intact. I doubt Morvilind would have been forgiving if I told him I had broken the tablet over the head of a security guard employed by a Dark One-possessed food magnate. 
Corvus opened his eyes, his shadow-filled gaze falling upon me. 
“Be sure to get the bullets,” I said. 
“Bullets?” he said.
“The ones that…uh, popped out of you when you healed,” I said. “Once Homeland Security starts investigating McCade’s death, they might use the blood on the bullets to trace you.” His wounds had vanished, healed by the dark power of his Shadowmorph, and a grim thought occurred to me. “When you drank McCade’s life, did you pull in any of the…essence of the Dark One inside him?”
“No,” said Corvus. He lowered his hand, and the sword dissipated into nothingness, the lines of his tattoo across his chest going still. He knelt and retrieved the bullets. “You had banished the Dark One back to the Void, and I could kill him without fear.”
“Oh,” I said. “Well. Good.” 
“Thank you for my life, Katerina Annovich,” said Corvus.
“What?” 
“I might have been able to take both guards,” said Corvus, “and McCade before he transformed. But once he summoned his Dark One, I would not have been able to overcome him. If you had not acted, I would have died.”
I snorted. “Don’t read too much into it. If they had killed you, I would have been next on the list.” 
“Nevertheless,” said Corvus. “You could have abandoned me several times, but you did not. Thank you.” 
I shrugged, uncomfortable. I’m not used to being thanked for anything. “Well…you saved my life a couple of times. Guess that makes us even.” 
“The tablet,” said Corvus. “Are you still going to take it?”
I tensed. “Are you going to stop me?”
“No.” He watched me for a moment. “But I urge you to leave it behind. You’ve seen the kind of harm it can wreak. McCade must have used it to help contact his Dark One.”
“I can’t,” I said.
“If it is about money,” said Corvus, “I will pay you to…”
“It’s not about money,” I said. I dared not tell him the truth. But he had saved my life. “I…have to do this. I have to steal this stupid thing.”
“Why?” said Corvus. 
“Because I have to,” I said. “I don’t want to use it, and I’m not going to sell it. I just…I have to do this. There will be consequences if I do not.” 
“Consequences?” said Corvus, and then he nodded. “Ah. Someone has a hold over you. Someone you care about will suffer if you don’t deliver the tablet. A lover, perhaps, or a child or a sibling.” 
“Something like that,” I said. “I…really can’t tell you more. Don’t ask, because I can’t tell you.” 
Corvus stared at me for a moment longer, and then nodded. 
“Want to get out of here?” he said.
“Oh, God,” I said. “I thought you’d never ask.”
 
###
 
Despite the death of the host, the gala was still going strong, both the main party in the glassed-in courtyard and the drug-fueled revels in the hidden room. Sneaking through the hidden room proved easy enough, but a man in a bloody tuxedo and a woman in a dirty cocktail dress, cargo pants, and dusty running shoes couldn’t go through the courtyard without drawing notice. 
So we went out the window and into the muggy night. We cut across the vast lawn, following a route that avoided the security cameras, and returned to the street. No signs of alarm came from the mansion. 
We had gotten away clean, at least so far. 
“I guess this is where we part ways,” I said as we reached the sidewalk. “Thanks again.” 
“I still owe you something of a debt,” said Corvus. “I wish to repay it.”
“No,” I said. “No, you don’t owe me anything. Just don’t kill me and we’ll call it even.”
He reached into a pocket of his tattered coat and handed me a business card. 
“What, the Shadow Hunters have business cards?” I said. “Call 1-800-555-KILL to arrange an execution?” It was the business card of a coffee shop on Wisconsin Avenue. 
“Meet there at noon in ten days,” said Corvus, “and I shall repay you then. If you wish.”
I slipped the card into my pocket. “Maybe. Bye, Corvus. Thanks for not killing me.” 
He smiled, gave me a mocking little salute, and vanished into the muggy darkness. I started walking as well, and then broke into a jog as soon as I was out of sight of the mansion. I had stashed my motorcycle off the street a few blocks away, and I climbed atop it, fired up the engine, and got the hell out of there.
It was about two in the morning by the time I got back to my apartment. I locked the door behind me, dropped the duffel bag on the floor, and leaned my forehead against the wall for a moment, shivering. The reaction always hit me after a job. I had almost been killed any number of times in the last few hours, and I had seen things that would leave me with nightmares. 
Oh, but I had gotten lucky. 
If I had screwed up even once, if I hadn’t made a deal with Corvus, I would have gotten killed. And if I had gotten killed, Russell would die. 
The shaking got worse. 
I headed to the bathroom, pulling off my clothes and dumping them on the floor. I turned on the shower and sat beneath it, my legs drawn up to my chest, my head pressed against my knees, and I sat that way until the shaking stopped.



Chapter 11: Fight Another Day
 
The next morning I brought my motorcycle to a stop in front of Morvilind’s mansion. I peeled off my jacket and draped it over the handlebars, setting my helmet on the seat. I tucked the wrapped tablet under my arm and headed up to the front door.
“Miss Moran.” Rusk awaited me by the doors, stern and formal in his red coat. “Lord Morvilind desires your presence in the library at once.” 
“Yeah, I guessed,” I said. “Well, you can get on with escorting me there.”
Rusk shook his head. “You are to go alone, Miss Moran.” 
I frowned. “Why?”
Rusk shrugged. “I do not question Lord Morvilind’s commands, Miss Moran. I merely obey. Perhaps his lordship has finally tired of your smart remarks.” 
“I’m the very soul of courtesy,” I said, but a fresh shiver of fear went down my spine. Maybe Morvilind had decided to dispose of me, and didn’t want Rusk as a witness. Though if Morvilind did want to kill me, he wouldn’t care if his domestic servants witnessed the deed. None of them would dare betray him. 
Rusk only grunted and stepped aside. 
I made my way to Morvilind’s library. It had not changed since my last visit, though some of the relics and artifacts upon the tables had been rearranged. Morvilind stood before the table with the three computer monitors, clad in the gold-trimmed black robe of an Elven archmage and the red cloak of an Elven noble. 
All three monitors displayed reports of Paul McCade’s death.
“In shocking news,” said one of the talking heads in the news report, “Paul McCade, CEO of McCade Foods, was found murdered in his lakeside mansion. A spokesman for Homeland Security has confirmed that McCade was killed during his annual Conquest Day gala with the honorable Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee himself in attendance. Homeland Security has released no details to the public at this time, and…”
Morvilind tapped the keyboard with a bony finger, silencing the video. 
I knelt and bowed my head. “My lord Morvilind.”
“Nadia Moran,” said Morvilind in his deep rasp. “Rise.”
I stood as Morvilind’s cold blue eyes considered me. He always looked so old, almost withered, as if a stiff breeze could knock him over. Yet I knew he could kill me with a thought, that he could destroy the entire mansion around us with a crook of his finger. 
“My lord,” I said, holding out the wrapped tablet. “As you commanded.” 
Morvilind took the tablet and gestured, working a minor spell. The brown paper and the bubble wrap crumbled into nothingness, revealing the tablet. Morvilind turned it over, examining the inscriptions. At last a faint smile went over his thin lips. 
“Of course,” he said. “I had not considered that possibility. Interesting indeed.” 
“Then you are satisfied, my lord?” I said. “I have completed your task?”
“You have, child,” said Morvilind, setting the tablet next to one of his computer monitors. He reached into his sleeve and drew out a small, crystalline object.
It was the vial holding my heart’s blood.
“My lord?” I said in alarm. 
“The task was completed satisfactorily, as I expected,” said Morvilind. “Though now I have a few questions for you.” 
He cast a spell before I could react. The vial of blood chimed, and I felt a tightness in my veins. He had laid a spell of mind magic over me, a compulsion he had used on me before. While the spell lasted, I would have to answer any questions honestly. 
“It is curious,” said Morvilind, “that I sent you to steal the tablet. Do I not instruct you to remain quiet and unnoticed?”
My limbs tightened at the question. The spell felt like my skin was shrinking against my bones, and it compelled me to answer. 
“Yes, my lord,” I said.
“Indeed,” said Morvilind. “Did you kill Paul McCade?” 
“No,” I said.
“Who did?” said Morvilind. 
“A Shadow Hunter,” I said. 
Morvilind rolled the vial between his fingers, his cold blue eyes regarding me without blinking. I had the distinct feeling he was weighing my life, deciding if it would be of any further value to him. 
“What did you tell him?” said Morvilind. 
“I told him nothing about you,” I said. “Only that I had been hired to steal the tablet.”
“Elaborate.”
“He was there to kill McCade,” I said. “McCade had a copy of the Void Codex.”
Morvilind grimaced. “Of course he did. Continue.” 
“The decree of execution said that if McCade had a copy of the Codex, then the Hunter would kill him,” I said. “McCade did, the Hunter killed him, and…that was that.” 
“Who arranged the decree of execution with the Hunters?”
“Duke Tamirlas,” I said. “At least that’s what the Hunter said. I don’t know if he told me the truth.” 
“I see,” said Morvilind. He considered this for a moment. “You told the Hunter nothing of me?”
“No,” I said. “No details.”
“What did you tell him?” said Morvilind. 
“We made a deal,” I said. “He helped me to steal the tablet, and I helped him find the Codex. Then we parted ways.” 
“Interesting,” said Morvilind. “The Shadow Hunters have always hunted the followers of the Dark Ones and destroyed their relics, even before the Conquest.”
Curiosity overrode my fear. “Before the Conquest?” 
“The society of the Shadow Hunters dates back at least forty-five centuries to the rise of Sargon of Akkad,” said Morvilind. “A short time to an Elf, but a large span of recorded human history. It is irrelevant at the moment. Why did the Hunter let you depart with the tablet?”
“I saved his life when McCade called up his Dark One,” I said. “The Hunter seemed…disinclined to argue about the tablet after the fight.” 
“Mmm,” said Morvilind. “Did you seduce him?” 
“No!” I said. “Well, I did kiss him…”
Morvilind raised a pale eyebrow. 
“It was part of a disguise,” I said. “To hide from the guards. I did not seduce him. And we didn’t do anything but kiss.” 
“Very well,” said Morvilind, and he waved his hand. The tightness vanished from my skin as he released his spell. “You have completed this task to my satisfaction. You may depart for now. I shall summon you when I require your services again.”
He started to turn. 
“Wait,” I said. 
Morvilind stopped, those cold eyes falling upon me. 
“Why did you want that tablet?” I said.
Morvilind said nothing.
“It’s a thing of the Dark Ones,” I said. “The old Assyrians must have worshipped them. The Inquisition kills anyone dealing with the Dark Ones, the Shadow Hunter said so. Are you…”
Morvilind sighed and tapped the vial with a finger.
And pain exploded through me like a storm, so shocking and sudden that I screamed. My legs collapsed beneath me, and I fell hard upon my side, my head bouncing off the polished floor and sending another wave of agony through me. Morvilind gestured, and the power of his magic seized me and lifted me off the floor. I screamed again as his spell threw me into the air, and I feared he would smash me against the ceiling.
Instead he released the spell, and I tumbled towards the floor. The thirty-foot fall might kill me, or it might break every bone in my body and leave me crippled. At the last minute Morvilind’s magic caught me again, and I hung suspended and upside down, floating a few feet above the floor. 
Through it all Morvilind watched me with the same calm, slightly bored expression. He looked like a man attending to a tedious but necessary chore. I hung upside down for a few moments, breathing hard and trying to keep the tears from eyes.
At last Morvilind stepped closer. 
“Nadia Moran,” said Morvilind in a quiet voice. “I will only tell you this once. Never mention the Inquisition to me again. Never question me about the Dark Ones again. If you do, I will not let your brother die. I will kill him myself in front of your eyes. It will take days, and I will make sure that he curses your name before at last I grant him death. Do you understand?” 
I nodded. 
“Say it,” said Morvilind. 
“Yes,” I croaked. 
He sighed and tapped the vial again. 
I spent a bad few minutes screaming. 
“Yes, my lord,” I said when I could form words again. 
He crooked his finger, and I spun around and landed in a heap at his feet. 
“You may depart,” he said. “Await me at the Marneys’ home tomorrow. It is time for your brother’s yearly cure spell.” 
“Yes, my lord,” I said. I dragged myself to my feet and left.
 
###
 
The next day I took my motorcycle to the Marneys’ house. 
James wore his old dress uniform, and Lucy her nicest dress. Russell wore a suit that was too big for him, but he would grow into it. Morvilind arrived with a half-dozen of his human servants. After he had deigned to accept the Marneys’ greetings, he cast the cure spell.
It was a work of tremendous power, drawing upon all of the elements and sources of magical power I could not identify. The spell was complex beyond my ability to comprehend. Silver light and golden fire blazed around his hands and sank into Russell. When he finished, Russell looked…stronger, a little less pale, a little less sickly. 
Morvilind was a hard and ruthless man, but he kept his word. 
He left once the spell was complete.
Russell was fourteen. That meant Morvilind needed to cast the healing spell six more times before he was completely cured. That meant I had six years left. I had to obey Morvilind for six more years until he cured Russell of the frostfever. 
I just had to stay alive for six more years. 
Or find the power to cure Russell myself and break free of Morvilind. 
That night I sat with a cigarette and smoked with James. 
“Russell looks better every year,” said James. “When Lord Morvilind first brought him to us, I feared that he might not live to reach his tenth birthday.” 
I nodded, watching the smoke curl away into the night. 
“Your work for Lord Morvilind,” said James. “It is dangerous, isn’t it? You’ve got the look.”
“Look?” I said, startled. “What, do I have lettuce in my teeth?”
“No,” said James. “The thousand yard stare. The men-at-arms would come back from the Shadowlands with that look.” 
We sat in silence for a while.
“This was a bad one,” I said at last. “I can’t tell you about it. But this…it almost didn’t go well.” 
“It’s a good thing you’re doing, Nadia,” said James. 
“It is?” I said. If he knew the truth about me, he wouldn’t say that. 
“Your brother’s alive because of what you’re doing,” said James. “When things get hard, that’s what you have to remember.”
I nodded. I hoped he was right.
 
###
 
Several days later I walked unnoticed through the lunchtime crowd on Wisconsin Avenue, my mind focused upon my new spell. 
No one noticed me. 
I grinned. That was the point.
The scroll I had found in McCade’s temple had been a spell of mind magic and illusion, a spell called Occlusion. It didn’t turn me invisible like a Cloak, or disguise me as someone else like a Mask. Instead, the Occlusion spell made me…unnoticeable. People simply didn’t notice that I was there. So long as I did nothing aggressive, no one paid any attention to me. It wouldn’t work around another wizard, but I had been in many situations where the Occluding spell would have come in handy. 
I stepped into the coffee shop, released the spell, and looked around. It was a cozy sort of place, with wooden chairs and tables and a variety of junk pinned to the wall as some sort of art. Most of the customers were office workers stopping in for lunch or a snack. 
Corvus sat at one of the tables, waiting for me. He wore a denim jacket, T-shirt, jeans, and his oversized sunglasses, and a pair of cardboard cups waited on the table before him. He rose as I approached and drew out a chair for me. I blinked in surprise at the archaic gesture, but sat anyway. 
“You even wear those things inside?” I said as Corvus sat. 
“The Shadowmorph does not like the sun,” said Corvus. 
“Or fashion,” I said.
He smiled a little at that. “I am surprised you came.”
“So am I,” I said. “I half-expected that this would be a trap to kill me.” In fact I had circled the building three times while Occluded, looking for signs of an ambush, but had found nothing. 
“No,” said Corvus. “I keep my word.”
“I think I know that now,” I said. “So. What did you want to talk about?” 
“I repay my debts,” said Corvus, reaching into his coat. He withdrew an envelope and handed it to me. I opened it and my eyes got wide. It held hundred-dollar bills, a lot of them.
“What’s this?” I said. 
“Half the bounty for the decree,” said Corvus. “You earned it. I would have failed if not for your help.” 
I hesitated. This was blood money. Stealing was one thing. Killing people for money was something else. 
But I really could use the money. 
I tucked the envelope into my purse. 
“There is a card with a phone number in the envelope as well,” said Corvus. “If you need my aid, call that number.”
“Giving me your phone number on a first date?” I said. “Little forward, isn’t it?”
He didn’t even blink at that. “Technically, this would be the second date.”
“Robbery and infiltration do not count as a date,” I said. 
Corvus shrugged. “I am not familiar with modern standards of courtship. There is something else I can do for you.”
“What?” I said. 
He raised a hand. I flinched, fearing that he was about to cast a spell, but he only reached out and touched me on the forehead. It drew an odd glance from a passing couple. As he did, I felt a surge of magical energy, and the symbols and patterns of a spell burned themselves into my mind.
A spell. He had just given me the knowledge of a spell. It was the spell he used to conjure globes of lightning. 
“Why…why did you do that?” I said.
“Because,” said Corvus. “You saved my life, and it is an appropriate gift. You have no magical means of defending yourself. Now you do.” 
“Thank you,” I said. “I…thank you.” It was a tremendous gift. 
He rose. “Take care of yourself, Katerina Annovich. Don’t follow any more strange men into alleys.”
I imitated the mocking little salute he had given me in the temple. “You have my solemn promise. Corvus…thank you. Really. You don’t know how useful this will be for me.”
“I can guess,” Corvus said, and then left.
Later I sat in my Duluth Car Company sedan, and I cast the spell. A little snarling globe of lightning appeared over my fingers, and I smiled and dismissed it. Corvus had indeed given me a powerful gift. 
Perhaps I could put it to good use. 
For I was still alive, and Russell needed only six more healing spells. Russell was still alive, and I had survived my latest mission from Morvilind. 
For now, that was victory enough.



Epilogue
 
Corvus stood in a New York City penthouse, finishing his report. 
The Firstborn of the Shadow Hunters sat by the window, gazing at Manhattan’s skyline as he listened. He looked about sixty, thin and tough and wiry as an old tree, but he was older than sixty, far older. 
“This Katerina Annovich,” said the Firstborn at last, “you do not think she is a servant of the Dark Ones?” 
“No,” said Corvus, thinking of the strange gray-eyed thief. “I suspect she is being coerced. Likely a cult of the Dark Ones is holding her family captive, using them to compel her obedience.” 
“She knew illusion magic,” said the Firstborn. For a moment the lines of his Shadowmorph stirred against his seamed face. “Someone must have taught it to her.”
Corvus nodded. 
“Find her,” said the Firstborn, “and keep watch over her. She might be the key.” The ancient man looked up at him. “This is vital, Corvus. Find her. If we can find her, perhaps we can find her master…and strike the greatest blow against the Dark Ones since the High Queen was driven from her homeworld. Go with my blessing, my son.” 
Corvus bowed and strode to the elevator, thinking of the gray-eyed thief. He hoped she wouldn’t need the spell he had given her. He hoped he could find her before the Rebels or the Archons or the cultists of the Dark Ones did. 
The woman who called herself Katerina Annovich was in far more danger than she realized. 
THE END
 
 



Cloak Games: Frost Fever Description
 
Nadia Moran wants freedom, and she wants power. Unfortunately for her, she has little enough of either. To make matters worse, her baby brother Russell is dying of a rare magical disease, and the only one who can cure him is the cruel Elven archmage Morvilind. 

If that were not enough, Morvilind demands a steep price for his cures. 

Specifically, he wants Nadia to use her skill and magic to steal treasures for him, and this time he’s sent Nadia to steal a priceless relic from the ambassador of the frost giants. 

And the frost giants never forget a grudge…

 
 



Chapter 1: Business Complications
 
I had a problem. 
Specifically, I needed money. 
I “worked”, if you could call it that, for the Elven Lord Morvilind, a vassal of Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee. Lord Morvilind had money, a lot of money, but he didn’t pay me a salary or give me an allowance or anything like that. No, he thought that would make me weak and dependent, and he wanted me to be strong and clever so I could fulfill whatever insanely dangerous task he assigned me. To make matters worse, Morvilind employed me to steal various rare and valuable items, and pulling off jobs like that required a lot of specialized equipment.
A lot of specialized, expensive equipment. 
So I was always short of money, but I had learned to finance myself. When Morvilind sent me to steal something, it was usually in a bank vault or a museum or the mansion of some rich businessman or Elven noble. There were usually a few other valuable things lying around, and I helped myself to one or two (or five or six) while stealing whatever Morvilind wanted. Once I escaped and fulfilled my mission for Morvilind, I went to my various acquaintances in the black market and turned my valuable items into cash.
That was how I found myself sitting in a smoky bar called the Silver Dollar in Los Angeles, listening to the low beat of the background music as I met with a group of gangsters.
The bar was dim and dank, lit mostly by neon beer signs upon the walls. A babble of voices filled my ears, most of them speaking Spanish. Ever since the days of the High Queen’s Conquest of Earth three hundred years ago, Spanish had been the dominant language of the southwestern United States, so Morvilind’s tutors had taught me the language as a child. Unfortunately, they had taught me formal Castilian Spanish, which meant I invariably sounded formal and stiff, which was a liability when talking to a man like Mr. Rojo and his associates. 
Mr. Rojo and three of his “associates” sat across the booth from me. Rojo and two of his men were Hispanic, and the third was white. All four men were grizzled and weathered, with the stern looks of men who had served in the armies of the Elven nobles and the hard eyes of professional criminals. All four of them had guns concealed beneath their coats. There were armed bouncers, but Mr. Rojo owned the building. If he wanted, he could have carried a crate of dynamite inside, and the bouncers would have asked if he needed help lifting it.
Not that he would have done it. Mr. Rojo was far too savvy of a businessman to indulge in violence except when necessary. 
He wore a suit that could have paid the rent on my apartment for a year or two, and a magnificent gray mustache that somehow managed to look dignified. While he had the paunch of a man settling into comfortable living, he still had the shoulders and arms of a man who could break some heads if he felt it necessary. On TV, a Hispanic crime lord would sip tequila, but Mr. Rojo invariably drank warm Milwaukee Ducal beer straight from the can. 
He was a polite and charming, pleasant and reasonable, and perfectly capable of killing someone who crossed him with his bare hands. Or delegating the task to one of the many, many rough men that filled his bar.
The Silver Dollar was not the sort of place a woman should go alone. 
Fortunately, no one here knew that I was a woman. 
Lord Morvilind had given me some help with that, at least. He had taught me several magical spells, most of them dealing with illusion and magic of the mind. Granted, if the High Queen’s Inquisition discovered that I knew spells of illusion, they would execute me without a trial. Nevertheless, the spells were useful, and the Masking spell let me change my appearance. Right now I held the Masking spell in place, giving myself the appearance of a gaunt middle-aged man in a battered denim jacket and ragged jeans. It took an effort of will to keep the Mask in place, but it was useful. Mr. Rojo would not take a twenty-year-old woman seriously, but he would pay attention to a middle-aged man.
Especially since the gaunt middle-aged man kept bringing him such valuable merchandise. 
Mr. Rojo sipped his beer and waited for me to speak first. His associates sat with blank expressions on their faces, though I knew they kept watch on the Silver Dollar’s patrons. If I did anything threatening, I would likely be riddled with bullets before my corpse hit the ground. 
“It is always good to visit the Silver Dollar,” I said. A waitress clad in a skintight red skirt, a white halter top, and red heels approached, wiggling a bit with every step, and put down a tray with drinks. Mr. Rojo lifted his next can of Milwaukee Ducal beer, his associates took their beverages, and I helped myself to a cup of coffee. I needed to keep a clear head for this, and I didn’t want to maintain a Mask while drunk or even buzzed. 
A brief smile went over Mr. Rojo’s stern face. “You always speak such polite Spanish, Mr. West,” he said, using the alias I had given him. “So very polite. I would speak to my priest and my aged mother with such language. Or even the High Queen herself.”
“It is a sign of the great esteem I have for you,” I said, taking a sip of coffee. It tasted like motor oil. Whatever virtues the Silver Dollar possessed, a good cup of coffee was not among them. “Also, a very expensive and very wasted education.”
“Wasted? Not at all,” said Mr. Rojo. “It is a relief to find a polite man in our field of work. Speaking of which, perhaps it is time to turn our attention to business.” 
I nodded, reached into the ragged denim jacket I wore, and drew out a small wooden box. It took some concentration to integrate the movement into my Mask, and I moved with careful, slow motions. That was just as well, since it helped encourage Mr. Rojo’s associates not to shoot me. I set the box on the table, flipped open the lid, and slid it towards him.
The gangster leaned forward, gazed at the glittering gemstones within the box for a moment, and then took another sip of his beer. 
“A remarkable collection,” said Mr. Rojo. “Where did you acquire them?” 
“Their provenance is somewhat cloudy,” I said. That was a polite euphemism. In truth, I had stolen them from the mansion of a Midwestern food magnate. The magnate in question had wound gotten killed during that job, but Mr. Rojo did not need to know that. 
Mr. Rojo also didn’t need to know that the food magnate had been a worshipper of the Dark Ones. The Inquisition killed people for possessing that kind of knowledge. 
“I see,” said Mr. Rojo. “I assume you wish to liquidate these assets?” 
“With all speed,” I said. “I find myself in need of cash, and am willing to sell as quickly as possible.”
A flicker went over Mr. Rojo’s eyes before he could stop it. My need for haste meant that Mr. Rojo could turn an enormous profit on the stones. He need only buy them from me at a reasonable price, wait until the market price went up, and then sell the stones at a high margin. Another man might have tried to murder me and sell the jewels without paying, but Mr. Rojo would not. He was a ruthless criminal boss, but he kept his word, and within certain boundaries his word was irresistible as gravity. 
A pity more men did not think like him. It might have been a more practical, if not necessarily better, world. 
“A need for a hasty sale implies that this merchandise is…shall we say, rather hotly sought?” said Mr. Rojo. “I do hope you have not brought Homeland Security to my doorstep, Mr. West. While no man is my equal in my devotion to our noble High Queen,” he glanced at where the portrait of the High Queen hung in a place of honor above the bar, above a smaller portrait of Lord Raithmyr, Duke of Los Angeles, “I would not wish to trouble Her Majesty’s servants over such a trifling matter.” 
“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” I said. “It is unlikely the original owner shall come in pursuit of the gems.”
Mr. Rojo offered a thin smile beneath his bushy mustache. “Why is that, Mr. West?”
“He’s dead.” 
Mr. Rojo grunted. “That could be bad for business.”
“In this case it is improbable,” I said. “The original owner of the gems was killed by a Shadow Hunter.”
His associates shared a look.
“A lie,” said one of the bodyguards, scowling at me. “There are no such things as Shadow Hunters. You have watched too much TV.” 
“No,” murmured Mr. Rojo, his black eyes distant. “I met one, long ago.” The eyes became hard and sharp again. “This assassin. How did you know he was a Shadow Hunter?”
“He had black tattoos upon his arms and chest,” I said, “and they moved. They seemed able to heal him, and sometimes they bound together in a sword in his right hand, a sword that could cut through anything. The tattoos were a manifestation of a creature called a Shadowmorph, and it was the Shadowmorph that gave him his abilities.”
“I see,” said Mr. Rojo. He paused to take another sip of his beer. “You are very well informed.”
“In this business, information is valuable,” I said. 
“Most true,” said Mr. Rojo.
“He could be making this up,” said another of his bodyguards.
“No,” said Mr. Rojo. “He’s not. We shall not have to fear pursuit of the gems, at least from the High Queen’s servants or Homeland Security or the Policía Federal Ministerial. If a Shadow Hunter kills a target, the Firstborn of the Hunters presents a decree of execution to the authorities. The investigation then is immediately suspended. The Shadow Hunters have that right, granted to them by the High Queen, though of course the Inquisition still kills any Shadow Hunters it can catch.” He offered a thin smile. “Bad blood, it would seem.”
“Of course,” I said, though I hadn’t known that. Corvus, the Shadow Hunter I had met in Milwaukee, had not been forthcoming with information. For all that, he had been a superb fighter. He had been skilled with infiltration. He had also been an excellent kisser…
I shoved that thought right out of my head. A romantic attraction was a liability, a weakness. Morvilind had too much power over me already, and falling in love was an excellent way to lose even more power over myself. 
I had learned that one the hard way. 
“Then why are you so eager to sell?” said Mr. Rojo. “You could take your time, sell them one at a time for a considerable profit.”
“Because I need the money right now,” I said. I wanted to liquidate the stones a long way from Milwaukee, and I didn’t know how long I had until Morvilind called me back for one of his little errands. “Granted, if you don’t buy them now, that’s fine. It’s not as if I’ll starve to death or I have guys waiting to break my kneecaps if I don’t pay up. I can find another buyer. But I would prefer to deal with the matter now and have done with it.” 
“Very well,” said Mr. Rojo. He named a price for the gemstones.
I grinned, but kept the expression from appearing on my Mask.
After that, it was all over but the haggling.
We finally settled on a price four and a half percent higher than what Mr. Rojo had originally offered. He gestured, and one of his associates rose and disappeared into the Silver Dollar’s back room, pausing long enough to smack one of the waitresses on the rump. It was a good reminder of why I Masked myself as a man when dealing with men like Mr. Rojo and his associates. 
The bodyguard returned a moment later with an envelope, which he passed to Mr. Rojo. The crime boss thumbed through it, nodded in satisfaction, and handed it over to me. I glanced inside and saw that it was full of worn hundred-dollar bills, the High Queen’s stern face gazing at me from the green paper. I nodded and tucked the envelope away.  
“A pleasure, as ever,” I said, “doing business with you.” We rose and shook hands. That was always tricky. I squeezed as hard as I could, and focused the Mask around my hand, making sure he didn’t notice that my hand was considerably smaller than the Mask made it look. 
“And you, Mr. West,” said Mr. Rojo. “Always a relief to conduct business with an honest man. Feel free to visit the Silver Dollar at any time if you have an enterprise in mind.”
“I’ll do that,” I said. I smiled and turned to go, trying not to flex my fingers. Good Lord, that man had a strong grip. 
I made my way across the bar, weaving my way around the tables and the patrons and the waitresses in their tight skirts. My shoulders itched, and it took all my self-control not to look back. I didn’t think Mr. Rojo was the kind of man who would murder me to reclaim his money, but I had been wrong about people before. For that matter, his associates might not share his scruples, and they knew how much unmarked cash I was carrying. Some random drunk in the bar might have watched the deal, and decide to jump me in the street. If so, he would regret it. I was carrying a little .25 pistol in my jacket, and I had a few magical spells that could make life unpleasant for anyone trying to attack me. 
But no one stopped me. I opened the door and started to step into the sidewalk, the dry, hot air of the California night washing over me like sandpaper.
And right then, right at that damned moment, Morvilind decided to summon me. 
The first day I had met Morvilind fifteen years ago, he had taken a vial of blood from my heart. With that vial, his magic could locate me anywhere, and he could summon me from anywhere. 
He could also kill me from anywhere. 
I had stolen all kinds of valuable things for Morvilind, and if Homeland Security or the Inquisition (or the Policía Federal Ministerial in Mexico, I suppose) captured me, I could tell them a great many things that would get Morvilind into hot water. Elven nobles could do as they wished, but Morvilind had crossed too many lines. If I was captured and interrogated, he could get into a lot of trouble. The vial of my heart’s blood was his insurance. With it, he could kill me from any distance, making sure his secrets died with me. 
Right now, though, he used it to summon me. Morvilind always made sure that I noticed his summons.
He made sure they hurt. 
Pain exploded through me, sharp and hot, like burning oil had been injected into my veins. I staggered forward with a strangled gasp, grabbing at the doorframe to keep myself from falling over. It didn’t work, and I pitched over and landed hard on my knees, shivering with pain. I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, which was just as well, because if I had, I would have thrown up all over my legs. I pushed my left hand against the concrete, trying to stop my head from spinning. 
My Mask. Damn it, my Mask. I concentrated, trying to hold it in place.
“Are you all right?” 
I blinked and looked up. A thin man in a double-breasted black suit stood on the sidewalk outside, the streetlamp throwing a long shadow behind him. He was pale and sharp-featured, his black hair oiled and slicked back. He could have been anywhere from twenty to fifty years of age, depending on how the light hit him. His mouth was a thin, tight slash, and his black eyes glittered like obsidian. 
I straightened up, pushing against the open door as I got my balance back. The pain of Morvilind’s summons was fading, and I focused my will on my Mask. I was sure I had lost at least some control during my fit, which meant anyone looking at me would have seen an odd shimmer, or maybe my limbs change size and shape. 
Since I had fallen over in such a dramatic fashion, probably quite a few people had been looking at me.
Damn it.
“Fine,” I muttered.  “I’m fine.” I had to get out of here now.
“Mr. West?” I heard Mr. Rojo call out from inside the Silver Dollar. “Are you all right?” It would be bad for business if I keeled over and died in the bar. 
“Yep,” I called back. “Just lost my balance.” I had parked my van in a public lot across the street. A short jog and I would be there, though maybe it would be best to hide until I was sure I was not followed. 
I stepped onto the sidewalk, the door swinging shut behind me. The pain from the summoning spell had mostly passed. I would have to text Rusk, Morvilind’s butler, and let him know that I was coming. Otherwise Morvilind would simply repeat the summoning spell every hour, increasing the pain with every casting until I responded or I showed up on his doorstep. 
“Are you sure you are all right?” said the thin man, his voice flat and toneless. 
“Yes, I’m fine, I drank too much, I'm walking home now,” I said. I didn’t have time to deal with this. I started to walk away.
“You have offended the Dark Ones.”
The words froze me in my tracks. 
I turned and saw the thin man standing beneath the street lamp, the shadows making his gaunt face look like a skull. He reached into his coat and drew out a small golden medallion on a chain. A strange symbol marked the medallion, a stylized nine-pointed star surrounding a spiked sphere in the center. It looked a bit like a squid with nine tentacles drawing its victims towards a fanged mouth.
I had seen that symbol once before, in the cellar of a rich man in Milwaukee. It was the symbol of the Dark Ones, the alien creatures that dwelled in the Void beyond the Shadowlands. The High Queen had forbidden their worship, but there were secret cults among the human nations that worshipped them. I had seen the symbol during a job that had gone bad, and the high priest of that particular cult had gotten killed in the process. 
Apparently my involvement in his death had been noticed. 
The cult of the Dark Ones had sent someone to kill me. 
“You have offended the Dark Ones,” said the man, and something like shadow and dark fire started to fill his free hand as he cast a spell, “and for your crimes, you shall perish…”
I drew my .25 and shot him three times in the forehead. 
He didn’t expect that. I had noticed that wizards, especially human wizards, relied so much on their magic that they sometimes overlooked more mundane means of defense. This man was no different. The bullets drilled into his forehead and exploded out the back of his skull, and…
And I realized that he wasn’t a man at all.
Black slime leaked from the wound, sizzling and hissing as it spattered against the concrete. The man’s features changed as he collapsed, his skin turning gray and pallid, his eyes becoming venomous yellow pits, his nose becoming a triangular crater. Claws burst from his fingers and toes (destroying his shiny shoes in the process), and he fell motionless to the sidewalk. 
I started at the creature, shocked.
“Holy shit,” I said, smoke curling from the barrel of my gun, “it’s an anthrophage, a…”
I shut up, my mind kicking into overdrive. I had encountered the anthrophages once before. Corvus, the Shadow Hunter who had killed the high priest of the Dark One cult, had said the anthrophages were creatures of the Shadowlands, creatures that hunted through scent. That meant a wizard had summoned the anthrophage to Earth and set it upon my trail.
That was bad.
Shouting came from inside the Silver Dollar, and I realized I had a more immediate problem. The .25 wasn’t a loud gun, but the shots would have been audible inside the bar. Mr. Rojo and his enforcers were about to come boiling out of the bar, and they would find me standing with a smoking gun over some inhuman horror from the Shadowlands. 
They might assume that I had summoned it, and if they did, they would shoot me dead on the spot. The High Queen’s law forbade humans from summoning creatures from the Shadowlands, and that law had the enthusiastic support of most of the population. Too many veterans had seen the nightmarish creatures of the Shadowlands that stretched between the worlds.
And too many people had lived through Rebel terrorist attacks that had opened gates to the Shadowlands. 
I had only one choice left.
First, I grabbed the amulet with the sigil of the Dark Ones. It might come in handy later, and I wanted to examine the thing.
I jammed the medallion and the gun into my pocket (making sure to put the safety back on, of course), put my back to the wall, and released my Mask. The guise of “Mr. West” disappeared, and my true form appeared – a short, pale woman of twenty, with long brown hair and gray eyes, clad in jeans and boots and a ragged denim jacket. I concentrated, gathering the magical power I needed to work a potent spell. The shouting from inside the Silver Dollar got louder, and I heard the siren of a Homeland Security patrol car in the distance. All of that threatened to break my concentration, but I ignored it, silver light flaring around my fingers as I cast the spell.
The silver light washed over me, and I Cloaked. 
The Cloaking spell was the most powerful spell Morvilind had taught me. With the Cloaking spell, I turned completely invisible, undetectable to sight and magic and smell. Granted, someone could blunder into me by accident, but I didn’t take up that much space. Also, the spell had limitations. I couldn’t change position while Cloaked. Maintaining the Cloak also took the entirety of my concentration, and I couldn’t cast any other spells while using it. 
Nevertheless, it was a powerful spell.
Because of the Cloak, Mr. Rojo and his enforcers didn’t notice me when they burst from the Silver Dollar. The thugs spread around their boss, guns in hand as their eyes swept the street. For a moment they were motionless. 
Then, as one, they noticed the dead anthrophage with the pool of black slime spreading beneath its shattered skull. 
“Mother of God,” croaked one of the bodyguards, leveling his weapon at the creature. His gun was a lot bigger than my .25 pistol. “What the hell is that?”
“Anthrophage,” growled Mr. Rojo. “Saw them when I was in Duke Raithmyr’s levy. Nasty things from the Shadowlands. More vicious than the wraithwolves or the bloodrats, and smarter than both. They can pretend to be human when they feel like it.”
Useful little fact, that. 
“A thing from the Shadowlands?” said the bodyguard. “What the hell is it doing here?”
“Someone must have summoned it,” said Mr. Rojo. “Some wizard. That’s the only way things from the Shadowlands can come here. Rebel wizards do it sometimes to cause trouble.”
“Shit,” said a second bodyguard, looking around the street. “A Rebel cell here?” 
“Goddamn it,” said the first bodyguard. “We can bribe Homeland Security, but the Inquisition will show up for Rebels. They’ll kill everyone they can find.”
“This is West’s fault,” said the second bodyguard. “He must have summoned up this thing. If we catch him, we can hand him over to the Inquisition.”
“If he summoned up the monster,” said the first bodyguard, “where did he go?”
“Maybe it ate him.”
“And then he shot it?” said the second guard, gesturing at the anthrophage’s shattered skull. “After it ate him?”
I wished that they would make up their minds already. Keeping the Cloak in place around myself was hard, and it got harder with every passing minute. It was a bit like holding a barbell in place over my head. It started out hard, and got harder until I was too exhausted to continue.
“Shut up,” said Mr. Rojo. His voice was calm, but the bodyguards fell silent at once. “Let me think for a minute. Stand around the body.” He looked at the street. “I don’t want any passing cars to see it.”
The bodyguards obeyed, standing around the dead anthrophage as if taking a smoke break. A few of them actually produced cigarettes and lit up. Cigarettes were only legally available to men-at-arms who had completed an honorable term of service in the army of an Elven lord. Though no doubt Mr. Rojo could get whatever he wanted through the black market. 
I waited, starting to tremble a bit from the effort of the Cloak.
“All right,” said Mr. Rojo. “We have some barrels of lye in the shed. Take it out back and stuff it one of the barrels. After a few days it will dissolve, and we can dump what’s left in the desert. Let the coyotes have it.”
“That’ll kill a coyote,” mumbled one of the bodyguards. 
“So long as it doesn’t kill anyone here,” said Mr. Rojo. “Get moving.”
The bodyguards holstered their weapons and gripped the dead anthrophage by the ankles and the wrists. I had never seen a man carry a dead anthrophage while smoking a cigarette, but all of the bodyguards managed it. Mr. Rojo led the way, and the bodyguards disappeared into the alley. The entire procedure took less than fifteen seconds. I suspected this was not the first time Mr. Rojo and his associates had needed to make a dead body disappear in a hurry.
The sidewalk was deserted once more. 
I released my Cloak and became visible. Relief flooded through me, but I couldn’t take the time to rest. I took a deep, ragged breath, summoned magical power, and cast a Masking spell around myself. I made myself look like one of Mr. Rojo’s bodyguards, a middle-aged, grizzled Hispanic man with graying hair and a close-cropped beard. If anyone saw me, they would assume I was with Rojo’s organization and leave me alone.
Unless the bodyguard I had copied saw me. Then I would have trouble.
Best to be gone by then. 
I crossed the street and walked into the parking lot. Half of the street lamps were out, and the freeway passed over the lot, the constant rumble of traffic echoing off the massive concrete pillars. Groups of young men stood in the shadows, speaking to each other in loud voices. Homeland Security did regular sweeps through this neighborhood, and anyone not under the protection of Mr. Rojo and his bribes to the local commander would find themselves getting flogged on a Punishment Day video. A few of the men glanced my way, but I held the Mask in place, and they left me alone. No one wanted to get on Mr. Rojo’s bad side. 
My battered van sat beneath one of the functioning lamps. It was a big old Royal Motors Caravanserai model, designed to hold fifteen people, painted a dull beige with 200,000 miles on the odometer, but it worked quite well when I need to travel cross-country. I could have taken the train or the zeppelin, but that left records, and records were bad things for someone in my line of work. It was safer to drive anonymously across the country than to fly or take the train. 
I unlocked the driver’s side door and climbed in, making sure to lock it behind me. I wanted to drop the Mask, close my eyes, and rest, but that would have been suicidal. Instead I glanced at the golden medallion I had taken from the dead anthrophage. I was sure there was a spell of some kind on it, but I could investigate the thing later. I tossed it into the back of the van and started the old Caravanserai. The engine rumbled to life, and I backed out and put the vehicle into drive, rolling my way down the aisles of cars. 
I turned around one of the massive concrete pillars, and a surge of fear went through me.
A gaunt man walked down the center of the aisle, clad in a trim black suit, his hair-close cropped. 
He looked absolutely identical to the disguised anthrophage I had killed outside the Silver Dollar. The man’s shadowed eyes met mine, and he started to change, his human guise dropping away to reveal the grotesque features of an anthrophage.
I stomped the gas.
The anthrophage’s yellow eyes just had time to widen. 
The creature hadn’t seen that coming. 
The van’s bumper hit him in the waist, and I ran right over him and kept going. I felt a nasty thump, and then I spun the wheel, the tires squealing as I slid onto the street and slammed my foot onto the gas. The big van surged forward, shooting past the Silver Dollar, and a short time later I was on the freeway, driving exactly the speed limit to keep from attracting the attention of Homeland Security patrolmen. Traffic in Los Angeles is horrendous, even at one in the morning on a weeknight, but about an hour later I was out of the city, past the suburbs, and heading into the desert. 
At last I found a rest stop and pulled over. Big recreational vehicles filled the parking lot, the sort veterans of a certain age purchased so they could tour the country before they died. My battered van stood out, but not by that much. I found an isolated parking spot, killed the engine, and sat back against the seat, breathing hard. 
I let my Mask dissolve with a groan of relief. Maintaining a Masking spell isn’t nearly as hard as a Cloak, but it’s still an effort. Sweat drenched my tank top, so I pulled off my jacket and threw it into the back of the van. 
Right then Morvilind decided to cast his summons again. 
Pain exploded through me, sharper and harder than before, and I bit back a scream, gripping the wheel so hard my knuckles turned white. I slumped forward, my forehead bouncing off the steering wheel with a little thump, a fresh wave of pain rolling through me. After a moment the pain subsided. I spent a couple of bad minutes shivering and sweating under my breath, then reached into my jacket and drew out my phone. I sent a text message to Rusk, Morvilind’s butler, asking him to tell Morvilind that I had received his lordship’s summons and would arrive at his mansion within three days. 
I sagged in the seat, clutching the phone. A moment later it chimed. Rusk had had received the message and would pass it on to Morvilind. Hopefully Morvilind would not use his summons spell again until those three days passed. It would serve Morvilind right if he sent the spell while I was trying to merge into traffic and got killed when I lost control of the van. 
But if I got killed, my brother Russell was going to die. 
A little chill went through me, and not just from my sweat-sodden clothes. Six years. I just had to hang on for six more years, until Morvilind had cured Russell’s frost fever. Until then, I had to stay alive. 
For now, though, I could have few hours of rest. 
I put up a sunshield on the windshield, blocking the view, and climbed into the back of the van. It had been built to carry fifteen people, but I had pulled out all the seats, converting the back into a poor man’s RV. I had a mattress and a blanket and a pillow, along with camping supplies and various other items that came in handy, all of them organized in plastic drawers. Fortunately, I secured everything with bungee cords, so my rapid maneuvers in the parking lot hadn’t knocked anything loose. I pulled the curtains on the back windows shut, stripped out of my sweaty tank top and jeans, and sprawled across the mattress, too tired to undress further. 
Something cold brushed against my left hand. 
I frowned, looked down, and picked up the golden medallion I had taken from the dead anthrophage. It felt very cold in my hand, and I had the strangest feeling the sigil of the Dark Ones upon the medallion was watching me.
Suddenly I wished that I had left my clothes on.
Curious, I focused my will and cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. It wasn’t a difficult spell, but I wasn’t particularly good at it. Yet I was good enough to sense the dark magic wrapped around the medallion, a crackling force that felt rancid and greasy at the same time. I couldn’t discern the nature of the spell. My best guess was that it was a…warding spell, perhaps? Maybe a binding? Perhaps it was what had compelled the anthrophage to chase me. 
That was a bad thought. That was a very bad thought. I thought I had gotten away clean from Paul McCade’s mansion and the secret temple to the Dark Ones, but if the cult of the Dark Ones had sent anthrophages after me…
That was very bad. 
I couldn’t do anything about it tonight, but I didn’t want to touch the vile thing a moment longer. Some of the dark magical aura seemed to be soaking into my skin like a grease stain. I wrapped it in a chamois, threw the medallion into a drawer, and fell asleep.
I had bad dreams. I couldn’t remember them clearly. I seemed to see my father, and he was disappointed, so disappointed, at the kind of woman I had become, while my mother wept silently in the background. 
Around dawn I awoke with a headache and foul taste in my mouth. I got dressed in fresh clothes and made my way to the rest stop proper, threading my way past the various retirees and pensioners to wash my face in the restroom sink. A few of the old women gave me suspicious looks, but I ignored them. So long as I stayed away from their husbands, I doubted they would call Homeland Security report a young woman washing her face in the sink. 
Or maybe the smell offended them. I really needed a shower. 
By the time I got back to my van, the little coffee maker in the back had finished churning out a pot of vile-tasting but strong coffee. I swallowed half of the first cup in one go, and then ate a flavorless protein bar designed as field rations for men-at-arms, washing it down with the rest of the coffee. 
Then I got underway. 
It took me about two and a half days to get from the desert outside Los Angeles to the suburbs of Milwaukee. I could have done it faster, but I kept away from the freeways and stuck the back state roads, keeping my speed three or four miles below the limit. Homeland Security’s traffic officers focused on the freeways, and I wanted to avoid them. I thought I had gotten away clean, but that was a dangerous assumption to make. It was also possible I might run into an overzealous Homeland Security officer who wanted to search my van, and I needed to avoid that. 
But, mostly, I didn’t see anyone. 
The United States is a big country, and save for farmers, miners, ranchers, and lumberjacks, most of the population lives in the cities. The government didn’t release census figures, but I had learned the population of the US was about one hundred and twenty million people. The last pre-Conquest census, taken three hundred years or so ago in 2010, had counted something like three hundred million people in the United States. 
What had happened to those extra one hundred and eighty million people? I didn’t know, but the spell-haunted ruins of Chicago, Baltimore, and Detroit gave a clue. I expected they had gotten on the High Queen’s bad side.
They didn’t teach about those bits of the Conquest in school. 
I stayed overnight in rest stop parking lots, sliding the old van alongside RVs and long-distance trucks. A young woman traveling alone through the rural countryside is the premise of a whole lot of bad horror movies, but I took precautions. I slept with my .25 next to my pillow (with the safety on, of course), and I had quite a few nasty surprises for anyone who tried to break into my van. I had learned a spell to conjure a globe of lightning, and while I wasn’t very good with it, I was good enough to unleash enough lightning to stop a man’s heart. 
But no one bothered me.
I suppose I had dealt with things far more dangerous than rural rest stops.
Such as my “employer”, for one.
Two and a half days after leaving Los Angeles, I brought my van to a stop in front of Morvilind’s palatial mansion. Morvilind’s residence was built in the classical Elven style of his homeworld, which meant it looked like a combination of Roman and Imperial Chinese architecture. Hieroglyphics that looked vaguely Celtic but were in fact Elven adorned the walls in intricate, dizzying designs. I could read some of the hieroglyphs, and knew that they marked the location of powerful wards Morvilind could activate if his mansion came under attack, though I couldn’t image anyone stupid enough to assault an archmage of the Elves.
Much as I might fantasize about it at times. 
I climbed out of the van, wearing jeans, sneakers, and a tank top, my hair tied back in a greasy ponytail. I really needed a shower, and wondered if I should freshen up before seeing Morvilind. He might take offense if I showed up before him bedraggled and in need of a bath. On the other hand, he considered humans at best to be useful livestock, and making him wait would only irritate him.
Best to get this over with.
I squared my shoulders and headed for the door. 
Morvilind’s butler awaited me inside. Rusk was a paunchy middle-aged man who wore the formal garb of an Elven noble’s household servant, a long red coat with black trousers, the coat’s sleeves adorned with elaborate black scrollwork and a golden badge of rank upon the stiff collar. He gave me a look of irritated contempt. Rusk didn’t like me much. He considered me an intrusion into his orderly domain. I wondered if he knew the truth about what I did for Morvilind. 
“Miss Moran,” said Rusk. “I received your message and passed it to his lordship.” 
“Goody for you,” I said, starting down the entry hall. The floor was gleaming, polished hardwood, with airy skylights overhead. Various pieces of ancient art adorned the walls. Morvilind had a taste for the art of ancient Earth, and I had stolen quite a bit of it for him. “Doing your job and all. Do you want a cookie for it?”
Rusk’s nose wrinkled. “Will you be attending to his lordship now, or will you…refresh yourself first?” 
I smirked at him. “Are you seriously suggesting that I keep his lordship waiting while I take a bath? I’m sure he’d love that.” 
Rusk’s scowl intensified. “His lordship awaits you in the library. I shall escort you there.”
“Just what I wanted to do,” I said. 
Thankfully, Rusk said nothing after that. I enjoyed insulting him, but I didn’t feel up to it. I was tired, and fear churned in my gut as we walked through the opulence of the mansion. I wondered what Morvilind wanted me to do now. His tasks had grown more and more dangerous recently, and his last mission had almost gotten me killed several times. 
Morvilind’s library occupied a vast room at the rear of the house, with tall windows overlooking the bluffs and the turbulent waters of Lake Michigan. The floor was white marble, polished and gleaming. Books written in both Elven hieroglyphics and the common Elven alphabet covered the walls, along with countless volumes on ancient Earth’s history and peoples. Long tables ran the length of the room, holding books and scrolls and relics. An elaborate summoning circle had been carved into slabs of gleaming red marble before the high windows, a design intricate beyond my magical skill. I recognized maybe a quarter of the glyphs and symbols and runes in the design. 
There had been one addition since my last visit here. A glass display case stood to the left of the summoning circle, and it held the stone tablet Morvilind had ordered me to steal from Paul McCade. A ring of warding glyphs covered the case’s pedestal, likely to contain the dark magic within the thing.
Before the summoning circle itself was a high table covered with computer equipment, complete with three enormous monitors arrayed in a semicircle.
Lord Morvilind stood before the table, gazing at his monitors. 
He was tall and thin to the point of gauntness, his white hair closed-cropped, his skin so pale it was almost translucent, his blue eyes cold and ghostly, his Elven ears rising to sharp points. He looked old and frail and weak, but I knew that was a fatal assumption. For he wore the ornamented red cloak of an Elven noble, and beneath that he wore the gold-trimmed black robe of an Elven archmage. I had seen him use magic, and he wielded arcane force with a skill and power beyond anything I could achieve – beyond anything even most Elves could wield. 
If he felt like it, he could kill me as easily as I could swat a fly. Easier, really. Flies are agile, and he wouldn’t have to move to kill me. 
And if I didn’t do what he wanted, if I didn’t obey his every command, my brother was going to die. 
I went to one knee and waited. I could mouth off to Rusk all I wanted. I didn’t dare do the same to Morvilind. 
“My lord,” said Rusk. “Miss Nadia Moran to see you.” 
Morvilind nodded, not turning from his monitors. All three of them were showing news reports of some kind. The one on the right displayed world news. The Caliphate and the Imamate had gone to war over the city of Basra again. The High Queen let them go to war every few years, and then reined in the conflict when it started to spiral out of hand. The center and left monitors displayed American news, something about the High Queen’s war with the frost giants. The High Queen had been fighting an intermittent war against the frost giants even before the Conquest. 
Of course, after the Conquest, the High Queen had used human men-at-arms in her armies, my father among them. Which, in a roundabout way, was how I wound up kneeling before Morvilind. 
“You may go, Rusk,” said Morvilind, his voice a deep, resonant rasp. It always seemed strange to hear such a powerful voice come from such a frail-looking man. 
Rusk bowed and strode away, disappearing into the gleaming maze of the mansion. Morvilind did not turn around, and I waited. I would wait as long as necessary. I did not dare push Morvilind too far, not when he held Russell’s life in his hands. 
“It took you,” said Morvilind at last, “rather longer than I liked for you to respond to my summons, child.”
“I was in Los Angeles, my lord,” I said. “I came at once.”
“What were you doing in Los Angeles?” said Morvilind. 
There was no point in lying to him. “Selling some of the jewels I stole from the mansion of Paul McCade.” 
“Why?” said Morvilind.
“Because I needed the money,” I said. My mouth kept going before my brain could stop it. That happens sometimes, and it’s gotten me into a lot of trouble. “If your lordship chose to pay me an allowance or a salary, I would not need to finance myself, and could answer your summons much quicker.” 
“I have no use for weakness,” said Morvilind, “or dependency. If I paid you a salary, you would become weak and dependent. Your wits would dull and you would grow complacent, and you would lose your edge. You would become useless to me…and that means your brother would die of frostfever. Would that not be tragic?”
Hatred burned through me, and a dozen different barbed remarks waited on the tip of my tongue. Fortunately, this time my brain restrained my tongue.
“Yes, my lord,” I managed to say in a neutral tone. 
The worst part was that he wasn’t entirely wrong. Morvilind granted me a twisted form of independence, but he kept Russell’s illness around my neck like a leash. One yank on that leash, and I came running. To survive, to save Russell’s life, I was willing to do almost anything…and I knew that had made me harder and smarter and more capable than I would have been otherwise.
I hated Morvilind for that, too.
“Frostfever, as it happens,” said Morvilind, beckoning for me to rise, “is part of the reason I summoned you here.” 
I crossed to his side. Morvilind tapped a command on the keyboard. The right monitor changed from a report about the High Queen’s edicts about the conflict in eastern Asia and instead displayed another report about frost giants. There seemed to be a lot on the news about the frost giants lately, come to think of it. 
“Tell me, child,” said Morvilind. “Have you seen the news recently? Some of the reports have even been added to the Punishment Day clips.”
“No,” I said.
“Why not?”
“Because I’ve been busy,” I said.
That was true. I failed to mention that I thought the news was nonsensical bullshit, meaningless happy talk about the High Queen’s wisdom and beneficence. I also hated watching Homeland Security’s Punishment Day videos, the filmed punishments of criminals broadcast as an encouragement to moral behavior in the High Queen’s subjects. That might be me on a Punishment Day video someday, screaming and helpless in front of a jeering crowd as the whip ripped into the bare skin of my back again and again. 
I had nightmares like that, sometimes.
“Admirable diligence,” said Morvilind. “What do you know about the frost giants?”
“Not very much, my lord,” I said. Morvilind’s various tutors had not mentioned the subject while I had been growing up, and I hadn’t dealt with them while stealing various things at Morvilind’s bidding. 
“Tell me anyway,” said Morvilind.
I started to shrug, realized he might get offended, and thought for a moment. “They’re from a different world than Earth, like the Elves. Um…they have a king, they know how to use magic, and they can travel in the Shadowlands. They fought against the High Queen before the Elves found Earth, and after the Conquest, they kept fighting against her. They’ve tried to attack Earth several times, but the High Queen and the nobles have repulsed them every time.”
“Quite incomplete, but essentially accurate,” said Morvilind. “More importantly, sufficient for our purposes. As you might recall, the Elven homeworld remains under the control of the Archons, rebels against the High Queen. Recently the Archons have been making war against the frost giants. Consequently, the Great King of the frost giants has decided to make peace with the High Queen Tarlia and ally with her against the Archons, and so has dispatched an ambassador to Earth to discuss terms.” 
“I see,” I said. A bitter thought flickered through my mind. If the frost giants had made peace with the High Queen fifteen years earlier, my father would not have been wounded with one of their weapons. The frostfever would not have claimed him and my mother. It would not have infected Russell, and I would not be standing here. Morvilind would not possess a vial of my heart’s blood, able to use it to inflict whatever magical torment he wished upon me. 
“Undoubtedly,” said Morvilind. He tapped a key, and the left screen shifted to show the image of a proud black-haired Elven noble in a long coat of red and gold. “The High Queen has chosen Duke Carothrace of Madison for the honor of receiving the frost giant ambassador.”
Madison? That was the state capital of Wisconsin, only about ninety miles west of Milwaukee. I could get there in an hour and a half. Maybe less, if I took my motorcycle and ignored the speed limit.
The alarm in my gut got tighter. 
Madison was close, which meant whatever Morvilind wanted me to do, he wanted me to do soon. The worst jobs I had ever gotten from him had come with a time limit. The less time I had, the less time I had to prepare, to plan, to make backups. The less time I had, the more likely it was that something to go seriously wrong. The last job with a time limit Morvilind had given me had been Paul McCade’s mansion last month. 
A lot of things had gone wrong during that job, and I had barely gotten out alive. 
“This,” said Morvilind, oblivious or indifferent to my alarm, “is the frost giant ambassador, the Jarl Rimethur.”
He tapped a key, and an image of a strange, alien creature appeared upon the central monitor. At first glance, the Elves looked human, but the second glance removed that impression. You couldn’t miss the pointed ears, the sharper features, the larger eyes that gave them a distinctly alien look.
There was no way anyone could mistake the creature on the screen for a human. 
For one thing, he was nine feet tall, maybe ten. His skin was a peculiar silvery-blue color, and a human couldn’t have skin that color without dying from oxygen deprivation. His hair was the color of gray ice, and his eyes glowed with a peculiar harsh white light, like the sun shining through a blizzard wind. He wore elaborate silvery armor, and a long black cloak lined with some kind of fur. From his neck hung an amulet upon a chain, a silvery disc inscribed with odd symbols. In its center rested a crystal like a pale blue eye, and it too gave off an odd light. In his right hand rested a sword wreathed with a cold blue mist. It was the sword of a frost giant, capable of inflicting frostfever from its wounds.
A weapon like that had killed my father. 
“That is Jarl Rimethur?” I said aloud.
“Correct,” said Morvilind. “Note the amulet about his neck. It is a relic called the Ringbyrne Amulet, and it has been in the possession of the frost giants for millennia.” 
The dread in my mind snapped into focus, and with cold clarity I knew what Morvilind intended me to do.
“You want me to steal the Ringbyrne Amulet,” I said. 
“You deduce correctly,” said Morvilind. “Today’s date is August 3rd. Rimethur and his retainers will arrive from the Shadowlands in Madison on August 13th, in the three hundred and fourteenth year of the Conquest. Or August 13th, 2327, according to the old calendar.”
“Ten days,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “You want me to steal a magical relic from a frost giant noble with only ten days to prepare.”
“Your window of opportunity is brief,” said Morvilind. “According to his official schedule, Rimethur will only stay as a guest of Duke Carothrace for three days. Then his party will travel by car to Washington DC, where he shall meet the President and the other useless puppets that staff the government of the United States. After that, he will go to the Red Palace of the High Queen to discuss the actual terms of the treaty. Once he is in the Red Palace, you will have no chance of stealing the amulet. I suggest you do so while he is in Madison.”
“I can’t,” I said. “I can’t do it.”
Morvilind lifted his eyebrows, and I felt the cold weight of his gaze sink.  
“You are disobeying me?” he said, his voice mild. 
“No, my lord, of course not,” I said. “I’m saying that I physically can’t do this, no more than I could breathe underwater. He’s a frost giant, which means he has powerful magic of his own. He’ll be surrounded by Elven nobles the entire time he is here, and probably a few Knights of the Inquisition, which means I can’t use my spells around him because they’ll sense it. If I had more than ten days, I might be able to pull something off, but I can’t.”
“You are naturally immune to frostfever,” said Morvilind. “That will give you an advantage, since many of the frost giants’ spells employ that effect.” 
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I can’t do this.”
“You will,” said Morvilind, calm as ever. “Your brother has only six more restorative spells before his frostfever is cured. It would be tragic if you failed and he died when we were that close to his final cure.” 
A wave of hate went through me, and I wanted more than anything to seize his neck and sink my fingers into his throat until he stopped breathing. But I couldn’t do that. The vial of my heart’s blood he carried permitted him to kill me with magic at any time. Not that he needed it. He could kill me with magic a dozen different ways before I could even raise my arms. 
And if I died, if I failed, he would stop casting the cure spells, and Russell would die in agony as the frostfever wracked his body. 
Morvilind had me boxed in so perfectly, so thoroughly, that there was no way out. 
Wait, that was wrong. He had made sure there was just one way out. 
To do what he wanted and steal that damned amulet without getting caught or killed. 
“I am confident you will find a way,” said Morvilind. He smiled briefly, which made him look about as warm as a January wind in Wisconsin. “I suggest you depart. You have a great deal to do, and very little time in which to do it.”
“Yes, my lord,” I managed to say. 
I left his mansion without another word. 



Chapter 2: An Unexpected Cancellation
 
I climbed in my van and drove back to Milwaukee proper, furious and terrified at the same time. 
I had done dangerous jobs before. I had stolen items from powerful Elven nobles, from the vaults of banks guarded by armed men. Yet Morvilind had never sent me to steal an item under such heavy security before, and it would definitely be under heavy security. Rimethur was an ambassador, so he would have his own guards, to say nothing of whatever magic the frost giant himself wielded. Duke Carothrace and his chief vassals would be there, and most Elven nobles could work at least some magic. Probably Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee would attend as well, along with at some of the other American Elven nobles, and the High Queen might even send some of her household from the Red Palace. There would be armed Homeland Security officers. Earth-manufactured bullets didn’t work very well against Elves and frost giants, but they worked just fine against any Rebels who tried to make trouble.
More importantly, they would work just fine against me. 
How the hell was I supposed to pull this off?
I stopped at a storage unit I rented at the edge of the city proper, a place I used to store equipment and items I didn’t want to keep in my apartment. I cleaned up the van, making it ready for the next time I would need it, and then swapped the van for my motorcycle, a Royal Engines NX-9 sportbike with a six cylinder engine. 
I liked that bike. It could go fast.
I rode home, breaking the speed limit and weaving in and out of traffic. The bike’s speed and power gave me a sense of freedom, even if it was only an illusion. The rational part of my mind pointed out that I was scared and angry, and getting pulled over by some Homeland Security patroller would not help anything. For that matter, losing control on a turn and splattering my brains all over the inside of my helmet would not help anyone. 
I got my temper under control and slowed down.
My apartment was in the basement of an old building on the edge of Wauwatosa, not far from the medical college. Thanks to forged documentation, my landlord thought that I was a medical student. So long as I paid my rent on time, I don’t think he bothered to check too closely.  
I never had guests, so I had converted the living room and dining area of my apartment into a combined gym and workroom, with weights, a treadmill, a computer desk, and a workbench for various tools. I dumped my bags by the door, unpacked, and changed into workout clothes. 
Then I busied myself with exercise for the next two hours. I did weights – deadlifts, bench presses, and squats. I ran eight and a half miles on my treadmill, stopping only when I was drenched with sweat and starting to see little black spots. 
Excessive exercise can be dangerous, but I needed a release, and it was better than drugs or booze. Or seducing some random stranger. 
After, I showered off and collapsed into my bed. It was nice to sleep in a proper bed again. My old Caravanserai van is many things, but comfortable isn’t one of them.
I fell asleep at once. If I had any dreams, I didn’t remember them. 
When I woke up, I was stiff, sore, and had a headache.
I also had the beginnings of a plan. 
A mob of dignitaries would descend upon Madison for Rimethur’s arrival, both Elven nobles and human politicians and businessmen. Dignitaries meant there would be security, bodyguards, and Homeland Security officers. It also meant there would be a reception, which in turn required catering, music, janitorial services, and all the other things that went into a big party. 
I could infiltrate any one of those things. 
Elves thought themselves superior to humans, but they shared one big blind spot with rich humans. They often failed to see the hired help (or slaves, for some of the Elven nobles) as real people, just as sort of part of the backdrop. Elves and rich humans expected the hired hands to pour drinks and serve shrimp puffs. They did not expect the help to do something audacious, like steal an amulet from a frost giant ambassador. It was a psychological flaw I had exploited before. 
Maybe I could exploit it again.
I put on a bathrobe, made a pot of coffee, sat at my computer desk, and got to work.
In my line of work, using the Internet is dangerous. The Inquisition, the High Queen’s secret police, keeps track of Internet traffic and cell phone calls. Most people don’t even notice. They check their messages, browse the official news sites, watch videos, use social media, and view the Punishment Day clips of convicted criminals. But criticize an Elven noble on social media or in an email, and a Homeland Security SWAT team might kick down your door, and you’ll find yourself in a Punishment Day clip getting fined and flogged for the crime of elfophobia. Plot against the High Queen or the Elven nobles over the Internet, and you would find the Inquisition coming for you. 
So I was careful. There were ways to avoid the Inquisition’s electronic eye. Encryption, rerouting the connection through a dozen different countries’ Internet pipelines, hardware scramblers, and a few other illegalities. I used them all, and I routed my connection through a burner phone I fished out of my closet. My connection speed slowed to a crawl, and I would have to destroy the phone when I was done, but it let me browse more or less anonymously. 
So long was I was careful. 
I visited the website of Duke Carothrace of Madison. Of course, the Duke had likely had never seen his own website. He had minions to do that sort of thing for him. Still, the minions had done a good job with the website. There was lots of stuff about the Duke’s role as the benevolent protector of humanity against the dangers of the Shadowlands, blah blah blah. There was a gallery of pictures of the Duke’s men-at-arms who had died fighting in the Shadowlands campaigns.
Quite a lot of pictures, actually. 
I found the news page. The Duke and his guests would greet Rimethur and his attendants in the square before the Wisconsin State Capitol. They would then proceed to Battle Hall across the street, a convention hall built to commemorate an Archon attack on Madison a hundred years ago. The page displayed a long list of businesses providing food and drink and other services for the reception.
I got out a notebook and started writing, taking down addresses and phone numbers. Easier to destroy a notebook than a phone if I needed to cover my tracks. I found the office of the Duke’s event coordinator, a woman named Alexandra Ross. The picture above her contact information showed a smiling, blond woman of about thirty with blue eyes and teeth so white they were the result of either expensive dental work or photo retouching. 
I wrote down her phone number and office address, and then scrolled back through the businesses providing goods and services for the reception. I needed something important, preferably not something too expensive, but something the reception needed. Something that the perfectly coiffed event coordinator I had seen on the Duke’s web site would refuse to do without…
There.
A company called Gail’s Greenhouse Arrangements would provide the centerpieces for the tables at the reception. I went to their website, wrote down the details, and started packing my bags, my plan coming together in my mind.
I was a little annoyed that I had already dropped off my van. I was going to need the stupid thing again. 
Once I was ready, I took my motorcycle back to the storage unit, loaded up the Caravanserai, and headed west along Interstate 94. From what I had read, the ancient pre-Conquest Presidents had built the Interstates to provide landing strips for aircraft in case of nuclear war with the Russians, and the High Queen had maintained the Interstates to allow her men-at-arms to travel quickly in response to any incursion from the Shadowlands. I saw a convoy of a dozen troop trucks, all of them bearing the colors of the Duke of Madison, each truck loaded with men-at-arms in steel and carbon weave armor, swords on their belts, spears in their hands, and crossbows and automatic rifles over their shoulders. I made sure not to pass the convoy. Homeland Security patrolled the Interstates much more diligently than the back roads, and I didn’t want to get pulled over. I had all sorts of things in the van that I didn’t want to explain.
Like that medallion adorned with the symbol of the Dark Ones, for instance. 
I had kept it in the van because I didn’t know what else to do with the damned thing. There had been no way I would tell Morvilind about it. The one time I had mentioned the Dark Ones to him, he had inflicted crippling agony on me and threatened to kill me if I ever brought up the subject again. I didn’t know what interest he had in the Dark Ones, the creatures from the Void beyond the Shadowlands, but he had sent me to steal an artifact associated with them last month. 
So what did the anthrophages want with me? 
More importantly, how had they found me? Los Angeles was a long way from Milwaukee. I had the peculiar sense that the anthrophages had been smelling me, that they followed my scent, but that was ridiculous. It was a fifteen hundred mile drive across the country from LA to Milwaukee, over deserts and mountains and plains and the Mississippi River. Nothing could follow a scent like that. It had to be some kind of magic. 
I didn’t know how they had tracked me, and more importantly, I didn’t know why. The anthrophage I had killed carried that medallion with the sign of the Dark Ones, and I was willing to bet the creature I had run over with the van had carried one as well, though God knew I wasn’t about to go back and look. Yet no one knew what I had done at Paul McCade’s mansion. Corvus and I had left no witnesses behind. Briefly I wondered if Corvus himself had sent the anthrophages after me, but that made no sense. He was a Shadow Hunter, and the Shadow Hunters were the enemies of the Dark Ones. McCade himself had said so before he tried to kill us. 
I didn’t know why the anthrophages had come after me, and I didn’t know how they had found me.
I really, really didn’t like not knowing. 
I couldn’t worry about it now. I had nine days before Jarl Rimethur arrived, and I had that long to figure out how I was going to steal his Ringbyrne Amulet without getting killed in the process. Assuming I survived the experience, I could worry about the Dark Ones then. 
I’m really good at compartmentalizing. Maybe that’s why I get into so much trouble. I always worried that all the little compartments of my life that didn’t know about each other would blunder together in a horrible mess that would get me killed. 
But not today. Today, I had nine days left to figure out how to steal a magical artifact.
And to do that, I was going to buy a whole lot of wedding centerpieces. 
It took me two hours to drive from Milwaukee to Gail’s Greenhouse Arrangements on the west side of Madison. About a hundred thousand people live in Madison, with another hundred thousand scattered around the city proper. From what I understood, Madison had been destroyed during the Conquest, rebuilt, and then destroyed again during an Archon attack a century past. It had been rebuilt again, but that had done nothing for the road system, and it took me forever to get through the surface streets to Gail’s Greenhouse Arrangements. 
Gail’s Greenhouse Arrangements did indeed have a greenhouse. It had six of them, in fact, arranged in a neat row, with a gravel parking lot and a metal trailer that served as an office. I circled the block, noting the location of the buildings, and then parked at a gas station a few blocks away. Unmarked vans draw unwelcome attention when you park them on a residential street, but at the gas station it was just one more battered service vehicle. 
I bought a cup of aggressively mediocre coffee from a bored clerk inside the gas station. The TVs behind the counter repeated news about Rimethur’s upcoming visit, emphasizing the honor Madison would receive from the assemblage of so many Elven nobles. I wanted to roll my eyes, but I didn’t. The surly clerk looked like exactly the sort of man who would call Homeland Security to report elfophobia, and there were portraits of the High Queen and Duke Carothrace on the wall below the TV.
Coffee in hand, I retreated to my van and sat in the back. I plugged a burner phone into my laptop, fired up an illegal program, and called Gail’s Greenhouse Arrangements. The program on my laptop spoofed the phone number, making it seem as if I had called from Alexandra Ross’s office at Duke Carothrace’s headquarters. 
“This is Alexandra Ross’s office calling,” I said in the prim, cool voice of a professional assistant. “I regret to inform you that we have to cancel our order of the centerpieces.”
That got a reaction, let me tell you. 
The phone call went on for another fifteen minutes. I wound up talking to Gail herself, who protested her loyalty to the Duke, the high quality of her centerpieces, and the amount of work that had already gone into the order. I made various soothing noises and eventually got her calmed down, and then ended the call and left the gas station as fast as I dared. I figured I had maybe twenty minutes before she called Alexandra Ross herself to complain, and I needed to be in place by then. 
I came to a stop in the gravel parking lot. I took a quick moment to change from jeans and a T-shirt to a nice blue sundress and a pair of high-heeled sandals. I made sure I concealed any incriminating equipment, left the van, and went into the metal trailer.
The interior looked like a combination of a craft studio, a gift shop, and an office. A gray-haired woman in jeans, t-shirt, and an apron who I suspected was Gail stood at a computer desk, visibly upset, surrounded by four young women all wearing polo shirts with GAIL’S GREENHOUSE ARRANGEMENTS stenciled across the front.
“Yes, dear?” said Gail, blinking as she tried to pull together her composure. “What can I do for you?”
“Hi,” I said, drawing out the word into a nervous drawl, making my fingers pluck at each other. “I know this is totally the last minute, and I don’t know if you guys do this kind of thing or not, but…um, do you make centerpieces? Because I’m getting married, and I really need to find some centerpieces, and…” 
Gail blinked, and shared a look with her workers. 
“I think,” said Gail, “we might be able to work something out. I just had a customer cancel an order, and I think we can get something ready for you just as slick as sugar.” 
About twenty minutes later, I paid several thousand dollars for one hundred and fifty centerpieces, specifically glass vases each filled with colored beads and potpourri and a small candle that I guessed looked artistic or something. They even helped me load the centerpieces into my van, which would have been a nice gesture had I not just paid three thousand dollars for the stupid things. 
“Oh, my fiancée is a contractor,” I said as we finished. “He let me use his van for this. He’s usually got all kinds of tools and stuff in there. I think he and his veteran buddies even use it for camping sometimes.” 
I endured another fifteen minutes of polite chitchat about my wedding dress, the venue, and a dozen other imaginary details of my imaginary wedding, and then I drove off, the centerpieces rattling in the back. After twenty minutes, I parked at a shopping center and plugged the burner phone back into my laptop, firing up the spoofing program once more. 
Then I sat in the back, wedging myself between the centerpieces in their cases, took a deep breath, and cast the Masking spell over myself. 
I made myself look like Gail, with the same sun-seamed face, the same apron, the same dusty jeans and shoes. The Masking spell would also make me sound like her, which was the point. I held the spell in place and then dialed Alexandra Ross’s number on my phone. This time my spoofing program would make it look as if the call originated from Gail’s Greenhouse Arrangements. 
Someone picked up on the third ring. “Ross speaking.” The woman’s voice was calm and collected, as perfectly controlled as the picture I had seen on the Duke’s website.
“Hi, dear, this is Gail from Gail’s Greenhouse Arrangements,” I said, the Masking spell imitating Gail’s voice. “I just wanted to call about the one hundred and fifty centerpieces I’ve been putting together for you.”
“Why?” A note of caution entered Ross’s voice. “Is there a problem?”
“Oh, not at all, not at all, everything is slick as sugar,” I said, wondering vaguely how sugar could make anything slick. “They’re about done, and we’ll be ready on time. I just wanted to call and say that one of my new employees will be taking them up. Nice young girl named,” I decided on one of my aliases, “Irina Novoranya. Hired her on because I’ve been so busy. All the weddings this time of year, and I…”
“Ah,” interrupted Ross. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Well, these are the centerpieces for his lordship the Duke!” I said. “I wanted make sure that everything’s all right. Also that Irina doesn’t need a special security pass or anything.” 
“Oh, I see,” said Ross. “Good thinking. Yes, she will need a security pass. Homeland Security will be cordoning off the area around the Capitol and Battle Hall. Have her come by my office at three today. I’ll print off her pass. Make sure she brings the usual documents.”
“Will do,” I said. I had the necessary fake documents for a woman named Irina Novoranya. Birth certificate, conscription registration card, and a few various other fake credentials. “Thanks for understanding. Crazy time of year, and…”
“Not at all,” said Ross. “Thank you for calling ahead. These centerpieces are for the reception, and everything must be perfect. Two Dukes and a score of other nobles. A member of the High Queen’s court at the Red Palace might even see our work.”  
“I agree,” I said. “I’ll send Irina up tomorrow.”
 
###
 
I had to rent a hotel room. I didn’t mind sleeping in my van, but the smell got a bit ripe after a few days, and those damn centerpieces took up all the space. Besides, Irina Novoranya could not show up at the Duke’s offices smelling like she had slept in a van for a week. So I found myself a cheap hotel, Masked myself as a middle-aged man with the look of a traveling salesman, and rented a room. 
I did a quick check for bugs. Sometimes Homeland Security liked to plant bugs in hotel rooms to catch any Rebel sympathizers dumb enough to do their plotting in hotel rooms. Or random perverts, though that sort of thing earned its perpetrator a ruinous fine and a number of lashes on Punishment Day. Satisfied that the room was secure, I showered off and got dressed in the sort of clothes a worker in a Duke’s office would wear – black pumps, black pencil skirt, white blouse, black blazer, earrings, and a touch of makeup. 
After getting all dressed up, it was amusing to Mask myself as a dumpy middle-aged salesman again. 
I drove across town to the Duke’s offices. Madison had been destroyed twice in the last three hundred years, but at no point during any of the rebuilding did anyone think to construct adequate parking. Finally I parked the van in a parking structure six blocks away, paying an exorbitant fee for the privilege, and then I had to hurry to keep my appointment. The skirt and the heels made it hard to hurry, but I managed. 
Duke Carothrace’s offices took up two blocks across the street from the Wisconsin State Capitol, which had somehow survived both the Conquest and the Archon attack. The Duke’s offices were a gleaming pile of steel and glass, and before it stood a bronze statue of Duke Carothrace in full battle armor, gazing determinedly at the horizon, flanked by six of his human men-at-arms carrying swords and spears. I noted with amusement the little camera sitting atop the building’s doors, ready to capture any acts of elfophobia directed at the Duke’s bronze likeness. 
I clacked my way into the lobby, one wall of which displayed an enormous mural showing the Duke leading his men-at-arms to victory over a band of orcs in the Shadowlands. It was disturbingly accurate, showing the strange, dead terrain of the place between the worlds, the twisted trees, the ribbons of fire in the starless void of the sky, the wraithwolves prowling at the edges of the dark trees…
I froze for an instant.
An anthrophage stood below the wall, staring at me, black spines rising from its gaunt, gray limbs, its yellow eyes digging into me…
I realized it was part of the mural, and I rebuked myself. I couldn’t afford to start having freakouts in public, not now. 
The woman at the reception desk confirmed my appointment and sent for a security man in a black suit who had the look of a veteran. He escorted me deeper into the offices, past rows of cubicles, men in suits and women in blazers with Serious Business expressions on their faces walking back and forth while holding papers. If someone wanted to make a comedy about the offices of an Elven noble, they could have done worse than copy this place. 
Alexandra Ross’s office occupied a corner on the third floor, though she did not have a view of the Capitol itself. Everything looked sleek and modern, and she had the obligatory portraits of the High Queen and Carothrace upon the wall. The desk was quite full, though the stacks of paper were in orderly piles. A cluster of picture frames occupied the space around her computer monitor. Most of them showed Alexandra biking or jogging with a Hispanic-looking man of about thirty. In some of the pictures he wore the formal uniform of an Elven nobleman’s man-at-arms, and in one of the pictures Alexandra stood next to him a brilliant white wedding dress. 
Alexandra Ross rose to greet me, smiling. She looked exactly as I expected – athletic and pretty and very blond, dressed in clothes similar to mine, albeit with an expensive-looking wedding ring. She extended a hand and offered a firm handshake.
“Irina Novoranya?” said Alexandra.
“I am,” I lied. “Mrs. Ross. It’s nice to meet you.” 
“Let’s get started,” said Alexandra. The security man withdrew. “Would you like some coffee? I’ve only got the pods, I’m afraid, but it will be fresh.”
“I would.” That, at least, was not a lie. A little coffee maker occupied a stand in the corner, and she busied herself making two cups. I reached into my purse and drew out my folder of falsified documents, and we made inconsequential chitchat as the coffee drizzled into the cups.
“I’m so glad Gail could do the centerpieces for this,” said Alexandra, handing me a cup. The coffee wasn’t bad. “They’re just beautiful. I hired her for my own wedding.”
“You’ve been married long?” I said. 
She smiled. “Two years. He’s a sergeant in the Duke’s men-at-arms. I might even get to see him soon. I think he’ll be part of the Jarl’s escort.” She blinked and went back to business. “Now. Do you have the documents?”
I passed them over, and she scanned them into the computer. They would pass muster. At least, I was pretty sure they would pass muster. If they didn’t, I was going to have to get out of here fast and think up another plan. 
“How long have you worked for Gail?” said Alexandra.
“Oh, a few weeks,” I said. If she called Gail, this whole thing would fall apart. I noticed she had a little cross necklace resting against her throat. “I met her through church. Well, my mom did. I sort of flunked out of nursing school and needed a job, and Gail hired me. I really hope I do well at it.”
“I hope you like the work,” said Alexandra, clicking through some forms on her computer. “I know how hard it is to find work you can enjoy. I didn’t know what that felt like until the Duke’s office hired me.” 
Huh. I would have expected condescension. Weirdly, I found myself liking Alexandra. I had expected someone like a female version of Rusk. 
Of course, if she knew what I really was, if she knew I could work spells of illusion magic, she would call Homeland Security and the Inquisition so fast that some of her perfectly coiffed hair might fall out of place. Someone in my position couldn’t afford to have friends, especially friends who worked for an Elven noble. 
Especially when a single mistake might cost Russell his life. Mine as well, come to think of it.
“Everything checks out,” said Alexandra. She picked up a smartphone from her desk. “If you’ll let me take a picture?” I offered a sunny smile, and a moment later the printer next to coffee maker spat out a security pass with my picture and Irina Novoranya’s name on it. 
“Thank you,” I said, tucking the little plastic card away in my purse. “I hope that wasn’t too inconvenient.”
“Not at all,” said Alexandra. “I’ll be grateful for your help. This reception is important, and everything must be perfect for the Duke.”
“Oh, yes,” I said, thinking of the Ringbyrne Amulet. “I’ll look forward to it.”



Chapter 3: A Former Friend
 
I spent the remaining days before Rimethur’s arrival in preparation. 
I read everything I could find about Rimethur and the frost giants and their embassy to the High Queen, looking for any possible edge. The Jarl and his guards and attendants would stay at the Meridian-Kohler Hotel, the finest hotel in Madison, a twenty-story tower a few blocks from the State Capitol. Renting a room there was out of the question. The place would be crawling with Homeland Security and Inquisition agents, maybe even a few Knights of the Inquisition in their long black coats with the silver lightning bolts upon the collars. Fortunately, the hotel had not secured its network properly, and I stole a copy of the employee database over anonymized connection. If necessary, I could masquerade as one of the maids with a Masking spell, and snatch away the Ringbyrne Amulet while I pretended to clean his rooms. 
Or maybe I could steal the amulet at the reception. 
And maybe a flying purple unicorn would give me a vial with a cure for Russell’s frost fever, along with a giant pot of gold coins and a magic wand that could free me of Morvilind’s control.
Somehow I thought that more likely than a turn of good luck. 
I would have to watch for my opportunity, and I would have to be quick. If I was careful, I would find a chance to snatch the amulet and make my escape. I might only have one chance, so when it came, I would have to seize it. 
There was one other way I could prepare, and I used it. 
Specifically, I made myself useful to Alexandra. 
In preparation for the Jarl’s arrival, she was working eighteen hour days, and she was enough of a control freak that she tried to do everything herself. Since I claimed that Gail only could afford to have me work sixteen hours a week, I had plenty of time to help Alexandra. I started doing a few errands for her, laundry and getting the mail and the like. Then I started doing things for her at the Duke’s office, dropping off letters and making copies and other things. By the fourth day I spent almost as much time at the Duke’s offices as Alexandra, helping her out with this and that. 
In doing so, I learned a great deal about how Duke Carothrace’s office functioned, about his security people and his procedures. I also learned every single planned detail of Jarl Rimethur’s visit. 
Well. If Alexandra hadn’t wanted me to read those papers, she shouldn’t have given them to me to photocopy. 
“You should come work for me once the visit is done,” said Alexandra as we set up tables in the vast auditorium of Battle Hall, where Jarl Rimethur would come for the reception after exiting the rift way on the Capitol steps. Just for today, Alexandra had discarded her skirt and blazer and heels for an athletic shirt and pants and running shoes.
“Oh?” I said. “I suppose I could work as a janitor anywhere.” 
Alexandra laughed. “Not as a janitor. As my assistant.” 
I made myself look confused. “What would I be doing?”
“What you’ve already been doing.” We flipped another table onto its legs. The guests in the cheap section would get folding tables. The Jarl and the Elven nobles would have actual wooden tables. “Helping me out. Running errands and so forth. I could use the help. The Duke has so many events, and I have to coordinate them all.” She grinned at me. “And maybe we could find you a husband.”
I laughed. “You want me to become an office bride, is that it?” It was a common phenomenon. Most Elven nobles used human women for their administrative staffs and human men for their men-at-arms, and when the office women and the men-at-arms mingled, nature tended to take its course. It was such a common scenario that any number of comedies and romantic dramas had been made on the topic. 
Of course, I took a more cynical view of it. Even the most benevolent Elven nobles viewed their humans as cattle, and they took care to ensure that ample children would be available to serve as future men-at-arms and workers 
Not that I could tell any of that to Alexandra.
“Well, it’s not so bad,” said Alexandra. “When Robert first asked me out, I laughed. It was like something out of a comedy. The office worker and the man-at-arms, you know? But it…it turned out well.” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t like talking about her husband, probably because feared for his life. “Maybe we can find someone for you, too. Why don’t you think about working for me? We can talk about it more once the reception is finished.”
“I’ll think about it,” I lied, and helped her set up the tables. I liked Alexandra, as much as I was capable of liking someone I planned to betray. For a moment I did think about it, or at least I wondered what that kind of life would be like. A life where someone like Morvilind did not have a hold over me, where I could find a husband, settle down, and have some children…
No. Alexandra was a sheep, even if she didn’t realize it. I didn’t want a pleasant life. I wanted power, enough power that someone like Morvilind would never threaten me or Russell again. I didn’t want a romantic entanglement, either. That would give someone power over me, and I refused to surrender any more power over myself. My one romantic relationship had started out pleasantly, but it had ended so badly I had almost been killed. 
The Duke’s slaves helped my mind harden further. 
Humans were not allowed to own slaves in the United States, but Elven nobles had no such limitations. Criminals who could not pay their fines on Punishment Day were instead enslaved, and Carothrace had hundreds of them. His slaves were men and women, white and black and Hispanic and Asian, young and old, all wearing bright red uniforms (hard to escape in a bright red jumpsuit). The slaves helped Alexandra set up Battle Hall and decorate it for the reception, hanging the banners of the High Queen and Carothrace and Rimethur from the rafters. Alexandra was competent and cheerful and hard-working…and she ordered around the slaves without a second thought. 
She would have done the same to me, too, if I had been arrested, flogged on Punishment Day, and enslaved. 
I wasn’t a Rebel. I had known Rebels, and the best of them were self-righteous assholes and the worst of them were the sort of psychopaths who would enjoy detonating a pipe bomb full of ball bearings in a maternity ward. Yet watching Alexandra order the slaves about, I understood some of the Rebels’ grievances. 
At least Alexandra was not cruel to the slaves, not by any definition of the word. Still, the very fact the slaves existed was cruel enough, I suppose. 
I pushed the thought out of my mind. The High Queen and her nobles and the rest of the Elves could go to hell, and as far as I was concerned the Rebels could go to hell right next to them. All I cared about was Russell, and James and Lucy Marney, who had looked after Russell all these years. 
The rest of the world could burn.
The dark thoughts chased themselves around my head as I smiled and chatted with Alexandra, and made ready to steal away the Ringbyrne Amulet.
 
###
 
August 13th, the day scheduled for Rimethur’s arrival, dawned hot. It was at least seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit when I woke up at six in my shabby little hotel room, and the Internet claimed that it was going to get up to a hundred degrees by noon. I laughed a little at that as I got dressed in my office outfit of skirt, blouse, blazer, and heels. The frost giants came from a colder world than Earth, so of course Rimethur would visit on the hottest day of the year.
Maybe he would keel over from heatstroke, and I could steal the amulet then.
I had a plan. Hundreds of people worked at the Meridian-Kohler Hotel, and they couldn’t all possibly know each other. Using the stolen database, I had falsified myself a name badge, and used that to steal a cleaner’s gray coverall. Once Rimethur was ensconced his guest suite, I would enter the hotel, slip into his suite, and make off with the amulet. 
If I could. 
Rimethur would know magic, and so would any other frost giants that accompanied him. That meant I couldn’t Mask myself to get past them. I would have to use stealth and Cloak myself if any of them got too close. If I was quick and kept my wits about me, likely I could snatch the amulet.
Or get myself killed. 
There was only one way to find out. 
I drove to downtown Madison and stashed the van in a nearby parking structure, paying a ridiculous rate to do so. Thankfully, I had already set up my centerpieces at Battle Hall the night before, so I didn’t have to listen to the damned things rattle around the back. I grabbed a courier bag, two cups of coffee, and went to work. 
Rimethur wouldn’t arrive for another hour, but the square around the white dome of the Capitol was already packed. Homeland Security had cordoned off the entire square, blocking the streets with concrete barriers, and checkpoints monitored the pedestrians entering the square. Homeland Security officers in their blue uniforms and mirrored black shades were everywhere, and a few of them stared at me as I passed. That set off all sorts of alarm bells in my head. Still, they probably had no idea who I really was, and they were staring because I was a twenty year old woman in high heels, a tight skirt, and a form-fitting blazer. Pity I couldn’t have worn my cleaner’s coverall to this. No one ever paid attention to janitors, a fact I had exploited more than once. 
I stopped at a checkpoint. A grim-faced Homeland Security officer stepped forward, his eyes hidden behind mirrored shades. The officer’s frown deepened. I had the sense that he was measuring me with his eyes, or…
Or he was trying to remember me from somewhere. 
Come to think of it, he looked familiar. But where? I couldn’t quite place it. He looked about forty, with a clean-shaven, gaunt face and a hard, unsmiling mouth. 
“Security pass?” said the man. His voice was flat, with no discernable accent. I handed over the little plastic card Alexandra had made for me. The officer scanned it with his phone, which made a satisfying little beeping noise. He produced a metal detector wand and ran it up one side of my body and down the other, and waved it over my courier bag. It didn’t beep once, and he returned to the wand to its holster. 
“Your name is Irina Novoranya?” he said.
“Yes, sir,” I said. A dozen different smart remarks danced upon my tongue, but I held them back. This was not the time to mouth off to a Homeland Security officer. 
“Have you ever been to Los Angeles?” he said.
A little chill of alarm went through me. “Yes, sir. When I was a girl. My family came to the United States after the Archons destroyed Vladivostok. Then we came to Wisconsin when my father got a job at a meat-packing plant, and…”
“Go,” said the officer, waving his hand. “Next!” 
For a moment I hesitated. I was sure I had seen that officer someplace before. He had mentioned Los Angeles. Had he been near the Silver Dollar, or part of Mr. Rojo’s gang? Or had he been working with the anthrophage? The officer started to scowl at me, and I felt the annoyance of the line forming behind me.
“Thank you,” I said, and hurried through the checkpoint. 
The crowds inside the barricades were mostly local dignitaries – politicians and businessmen and the like, along with their bodyguards and assistants. None of the chief Elven nobles had arrived yet, and a large portion of the Capitol’s front steps had been roped off for them. I did see several lesser nobles standing in the crowd, along with a few Knights of the Inquisition in their black coats. 
Right. That meant using no magic. If I used magic in front of them, they would take me in for questioning. If I used illusion magic in front of them, they would kill me on the spot. 
I found Alexandra near the velvet rope cordoning off the stairs. She wore a charcoal-gray blazer and skirt over a white blouse, along with a golden necklace and earrings. The earring tapped against her phone as she talked into it, and she finally sighed and hung up. She was wearing more makeup than usual today. 
“Irina,” she said. “There you are. The Duke and his guests will arrive soon. What do you have for me?” 
“The last of the contracts for the rental cars,” I said, handing over one folder. “Just have to sign them. Um…a bill from Homeland Security for overtime hours, and one from the city of Madison for the street closures. They’re all set, you’ll just have to sign. Oh, and this.” I handed one of the coffee cups over. 
“Irina,” said Alexandra with a smile. “You are both a miracle worker and a saint.” She took a sip of coffee and sighed. “Seriously, if we get through this, you can work for me. Full-time, benefits, everything. The Duke even offers two weeks of vacation a year.” 
“Thank you,” I said, cursing myself. Maybe I had been too helpful. If I stole Rimethur’s amulet and disappeared, it would be obvious. I would have to steal the thing, hide it someplace, and then feign a reason to depart a few weeks later. 
Though I would have to steal the amulet first. Fortunately Morvilind’s mansion was only about two hours from Madison. I could slip away with it, drop the thing off with Morvilind, and then return to Alexandra’s office the next day with no one the wiser.
“Did you happen to bring a pen?” said Alexandra, sifting through the papers. 
“Oh, of course,” I said, pushing aside my dark musings. For the rest of the morning, I just had to pretend to be Irina Novoranya, the young woman who only wanted to impress her boss, get a good job, and maybe find a nice man-at-arms to marry. It was a pleasant dream.
But not one I wanted. Even if I found a way to cure Russell and free myself of Morvilind tomorrow, I could not settle for a quiet life. I wanted enough power to make sure no one could dominate me again. I wanted to learn more magic, learn the skill to wield the fire of the elements with my will. 
Someday, maybe. Not today, though. 
“Oh, hell,” muttered Alexandra, glancing at her phone. “The representatives from the mayor’s office want to set up in the space reserved for the governor and his staff. We’d better go talk them down.” 
Today, I was going to help Alexandra put out fires. 
We circulated among the guests, and I put on a serious face as Alexandra talked various pompous blowhards down from their arguments. All of human politicians wanted to be as close to the Elven nobles as possible, and all of them cited their love for the High Queen and their loyal service to her realm and her lords. Alexandra had a gift for this sort of thing, and she soothed over the disputes without bruising anyone’s inflated ego. I nodded a lot and pretended to take notes. 
Then Alexandra’s phone chimed, and she glanced at the display.
“Oh, thank God,” she said. “The Duke and his guests are arriving. I’ll need to meet the Duke.” She handed me her phone. “Can you text the manager at Battle Hall and let him know? Also, the Homeland Security lieutenant in charge of traffic? Both their contacts are at the top of my list.”
“Will do,” I said. “I’ll get your phone back to you when I’m done.” 
Alexandra flashed me a white smile and hurried off to greet her overlord and employer. I dutifully thumb-typed the messages into the phone and sent them, and received acknowledgements in short order. It felt strange holding her phone. She had just handed me a lot of trust. With a few text messages and emails I could destroy her life. A weird tangle of emotion went through me, and I tried to ignore it. 
No, I wouldn’t destroy her life, but maybe I could help myself. Perhaps I could find a way to get myself into the Meridian-Kohler Hotel without trouble. If Duke Carothrace’s event coordinator made a request of the manager…
Applause cut into my thoughts, and I looked up to see the crowds clapping and cheering.
Duke Carothrace had arrived. 
I started pushing through the crowd, towards the stairs where Alexandra waited for her phone. I’m pretty short, which meant most of the crowd blocked my view of the Elven nobles. I did get glimpses, though. I saw Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee, tall and regal and aloof in his long blue coat and the ornamented red cloak of an Elven noble. I had seen images of Tamirlas in the news all my life, and I had briefly seen him in person at Paul McCade’s ill-fated Conquest Day gala. Duke Carothrace walked next to him, a short man for an Elf, wearing his gleaming golden armor beneath his red cloak, offering the crowd a wave and a wide smile as he passed. The Elven nobles varied in their attitudes towards humans. Some thought of us as cattle. Some, like Morvilind, regarded as useful tools to be used and then discarded. And some, like Carothrace, took a paternal view of humans, regarded them as children in need of guidance.
After all, he offered his employees two weeks of vacation. 
I wondered if any Elves thought that coming to Earth had been a mistake, that they had no right to rule humans. 
If there were any such Elves, I had never met them. 
Four Knights of the Inquisition walked with Carothrace’s party, and even the other Elven nobles made sure to keep well away from them. 
The nobles took their position upon the stairs, and Duke Carothrace stepped to a podium. A very expensive microphone had been set up there, and I knew it was expensive because I had helped Alexandra rent the sound system. A silence fell over the crowds around the Capitol. 
“Subjects of Her Majesty the High Queen Tarlia, citizens of Madison, Wisconsin and the United States,” said Duke Carothrace in a booming voice. “Today, we have a tremendous honor. The High Queen, in her wisdom, has made peace with the frost giants of the world of Jordenhalm, and the Great King of the frost giants has sent an emissary to discuss terms of peace and alliance with Her Majesty. The High Queen has chosen Madison for the honor of receiving the Great King’s emissary, and noble Elves and humans alike shall uphold the honor of our High Queen!” 
Thunderous applause and cheers answered him. I faked enthusiastic applause, and used the opportunity to push my way a few yards further through the crowd. Alexandra ought to be near the railing, not far from the podium, and I could hand over her phone.  
The air shivered with power, and my magical senses felt arcane force twisting around me. I kept pushing through the crowd, and I saw a disc of gray mist swirling and writhing atop the Capitol steps. Another pulse of power went through the air, and pale white light shone within the mist as the rift way to the Shadowlands opened. I knew the spell to create a rift way to the Shadowlands, had used it before when I was desperate. It took all my strength to create a rift way large enough for just me to enter, but the gate opening upon the steps was big, large enough for six men to walk abreast.
Or maybe three frost giants. 
The rift way opened, and through it I glimpsed the dead forests and empty black skies of the Shadowlands. A dark shape moved behind the mist, and then stepped through the gate and onto the steps of the Capitol.  
And I saw Jarl Rimethur with my own eyes.
He looked just as he had in the image that Morvilind had shown me. The Jarl stood nine feet tall, towering over even the Elven nobles (and he dwarfed Duke Carothrace). His skin was a peculiar silvery-blue color, his hair and beard like gray ice in the dead of winter, and his eyes glowed with a peculiar harsh light. He wore ornate silvery plate armor, the designs upon it vaguely Norse, and a long black cloak lined with some kind of fur hung from his massive shoulders. 
The Ringbyrne Amulet hung from a chain around his neck.
A little shiver of excitement went through me. The damned thing was so close. The amulet was about the size of my hand, a disc of silvery metal inscribed with alien symbols. In its center rested a pale blue crystal that gave off a strange light, and I had the peculiar feeling that it was an eye, that it was watching the crowds around Rimethur.  
The Jarl stepped forward, and I saw the hilt of the massive sword belted at his waist. A weapon like that would have wounded my father and given him the frostfever that spread to my mother and brother, the frostfever that had led me here.
I wondered if Rimethur knew a cure for frostfever. 
“Jarl Rimethur,” said Carothrace in a ringing voice. Likely he had used a spell to enhance the volume of his voice, to say nothing of its depth and resonance. “In the name of Tarlia, High Queen of the Elves and the Earth, Defender of the Elven peoples, Guardian of humanity, I, Carothrace, Duke of Madison, greet you and welcome you to the city of Madison.”
Rimethur offered a formal bow to the Duke and straightened up. Behind him a half-dozen more frost giants emerged from the rift way, standing behind him in silence. I tried to remember what the frost giants called their lesser nobles. Thains? Thanes? It was something with a T. 
“I greet you, Carothrace Duke,” rumbled Rimethur, his cold voice like ice cracking, “in the name of the Great King of Jordenhalm. The Great King has decreed that there shall be peace between our peoples, and so there shall be peace.” 
“Together,” said Carothrace, “perhaps we can defeat the treacherous Archons, and rid the worlds of their evil and dark magic at last.” 
“Perhaps,” said Rimethur, who did not seem convinced. 
Alexandra’s phone chimed in my hand, receiving a dozen text messages at once. I had better get it back to her. I looked around, but I still couldn’t see her, and even with high heels I wasn’t tall enough to see over most of the spectators. I pushed my way to the railing, and then made my way along it, ignoring the scowls and glares cast my way. Beyond the Elven nobles I saw the steel railing on the other side of the stairs. More dignitaries crowded the space, interspersed here and there with Homeland Security officers. A man in the uniform of a Homeland Security colonel stood at the railing, watching the Elven nobles, and…
I froze.
For a moment I could not think through the fear that flooded through me.
I suddenly remembered where I had seen the officer manning the checkpoint.
Because I knew the man in the colonel’s uniform was not a member of Homeland Security. 
About two years ago I had made a serious mistake that had almost gotten me killed.
I had fallen in love.
His name, he claimed, was Nicholas Connor. I had sworn to never fall in love, to never let anyone have any power over me, but Nicholas…he was clever and funny and charming and charismatic. Something about him had wormed its way past my defenses, and I had fallen for him hard.
He also had the build of an athlete and had been a supremely skilled lover. 
That had likely had something to do with it, too.
Nicholas was all those things, and he was also one of the coldest, most ruthless men I had ever had the misfortune to meet. He was the leader of a Rebel cell, and I had learned that he planned to set off a bomb to kill thousands of people in Los Angeles…with me set to take the blame when he escaped. Even in the madness of my infatuation with him, I had not quite abandoned reason. I had given him a false name, telling him nothing of my magical abilities. At the last minute I realized what he had intended, and I turned the tables on him. One anonymous phone call to the Inquisition later, Nicholas had been forced into hiding, most of his Rebel cell arrested, but I had gotten away scot-free. 
The experience had left me sadder, but much, much wiser. Considering what could have happened, I couldn’t complain. 
The man in the colonel’s uniform was named Sergei Rogomil. He was Russian, and possessed a variety of useful skills, most of them illegal. He had been Nicholas’s second-in-command, and was the sort of Rebel who seemed to kill for the thrill of it. There was a huge bounty upon his head in the Russian Empire, most of the provinces of the European Union, and the entirety of North America.
And he was standing forty feet away from me,
Wearing the uniform of a Homeland Security colonel. 
My brain caught up with my fear.
I had recognized the screener because he was one of Rogomil’s men. If Rogomil had infiltrated just one of his men into Homeland Security, then he could just have easily brought in twenty or thirty. That meant there could be dozens of Rebels scattered around the crowd, all of them carrying guns and God knew what else. 
There were thousands of people packed into the space around the Capitol. It was exactly the sort of target Rogomil would have chosen for his special brand of terror. 
For a moment I had no idea what to do.
I couldn’t start screaming that I saw a Rebel in the crowd. I didn’t know how many of the Homeland Security officers were Rebels, and they might shoot me to shut me up. Or they would take me in for “questioning” and shoot me in the back of a van. Or maybe only Rogomil and a few of the officers were Rebels, and the loyalist officers would overpower the Rebels. Then they would take me in for questioning, and I would have to explain how I had known that Rogomil was a Rebel. 
That would end with me getting executed. Or Morvilind would kill me to keep his secrets from coming to light. I whispered a curse and looked around. There were three Homeland Security officers nearby, but I had no way of telling if they were Rogomil’s Rebels or genuine officers. I couldn’t just make a scene. I had to find someone I could warn, someone who would listen …
The phone in my hand buzzed again.
Alexandra. She would listen to me. I would think up some clever lie. Say that I saw Rogomil handing out Rebel literature or something. If Alexandra warned the Duke or one of the Knights of Inquisition, perhaps they could defuse whatever plan Rogomil had in mind. 
Or I could let Rogomil’s plan proceed, and use the chaos to seize the amulet. Yes. That was the best idea. Whatever Rogomil intended would be loud and spectacular and bloody, and I could use it to take the Ringbyrne Amulet…
My stomach twisted with nausea, sweat tricking down my back.
I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it because I knew what kind of men Nicholas Connor and Sergei Rogomil were, and I knew whatever plan they intended would kill at lot of people. There were thousands of people here, men and women and children. 
Some of the women had babies with them. 
I didn’t care about any of them. I cared about Russel and the Marneys, and that was it. But I still couldn’t let Rogomil’s plan continue. 
I took three steps toward Alexandra, and then the first bomb went off in the crowd. 
So much for good intentions. 
I was maybe twenty yards away from the explosion. There was a loud pop, so loud it was as if I heard the sound with my entire body rather than just my ears. A plume of white smoke erupted from the crowd. Some of the people nearest to the blast disappeared in sprays of red mist, their bodies ripped apart by whatever had been inside the bomb. Nails, perhaps, or ball bearings. Rogomil had liked to pack his bombs with nasty tricks like that. 
For a frozen instant stunned silence gripped the crowd. Duke Carothrace came to a stop in mid-sentence, looking at the plume of smoke with his mouth hanging open. Jarl Rimethur remained impassive, but both his guards and the other Elven nobles began casting warding spells, silver light and blue fire dancing around them. They had all been in combat before, and they knew what a bomb blast looked like. 
Right about then everything erupted into motion.
Three more pillars of white smoke exploded from the crowd, the sounds deafening. People began screaming and shouting and shoving, trying to get away from the explosions. A fleeing man slammed into me, and I almost fell, my heels scraping against the pavement. Gunfire erupted, and I glimpsed the muzzle flash from an automatic weapon 
It was pointed towards the Capitol steps.
Rogomil and his men were here to assassinate the Jarl. 
Spells flared around the frost giants and the Elves. I had shot an anthrophage in Los Angeles, but bullets generally did not work on Elves or creatures from other worlds. Morvilind had explained the reason to me once, but I hadn’t really understood, so I had just nodded along until he stopped talking. Bullets made from Earth’s metals did not work on Elves, but bullets made from the ore of the Shadowlands would kill them just fine. They were stupendously illegal, but Rogomil knew where to find them and how to make them. 
A screaming woman shoved past me, running away from the Capitol, and the impact knocked me against the steel barricade, the metal bar digging into my back. I shoved away and looked around, my mind racing. I couldn’t do anything to help the people getting killed around me, and I couldn’t do anything to stop Rogomil. 
But I could get the Ringbyrne Amulet. If the Rebels succeeded in killing the Jarl, I might be able to snatch the amulet from his corpse. That would be dangerous in front of so many Elven nobles, but they would be distracted by the chaos. I could snatch the amulet and run, and use my Cloaking and Masking spells to get out of Madison and back to Morvilind. 
I heard a whining noise by my right ear, even over the screams and roar of the gunfire, and I realized that a bullet had missed my head by about an inch. 
Maybe I had better just run. Getting killed retrieving the amulet would do me no good. I ought…
Alexandra burst from the crowds, her eyes wide. Something had clipped her temple, and blood trickled down the right side of her jaw. Her eyes were huge and frightened, and her face had gone the color of a sheet. 
“Irina!” she screamed. “Run! Run! For God’s sake run! They’re trying assassinate the Duke!” 
Well. That was at least partially true. 
“Go!” shouted Alexandra. “Go…”
Something metallic flashed behind her. A bundle of lead pipes, about as long as my forearm and as thick as my thigh, rolled across the pavement. The pipes had been welded closed, and a bundle of wires dangled from the caps.
It was a pipe bomb. 
Time seemed to slow down.
We couldn’t run. We couldn’t dodge behind anything. I had no way of knowing how long until the bomb went off. Cloaking or Masking or Occluding myself would be useless. My spells fooled the senses, not shards of explosive-driven metal. 
I could only think of one thing to do. 
I ducked, snatched some pebbles from the ground, gathering all my magical power as Alexandra stared in horror at the bomb. The courier bag fell from my shoulder, landing with a thump on the pavement. I drew in every bit of magical power I could manage until I seemed to burn with it.
Then I cast a spell. A disk of gray mist swirled in front of me, and then shone with a pale white light. Beyond I saw a dead forest and a bleak, empty sky, ribbons of blue-green fire dancing overhead.
The rift way to the Shadowlands snapped open, and I fell through it.
Alexandra fell with me.



Chapter 4: Useful Lies
 
I had been to the Shadowlands before, but I had never been there while wearing high heels. 
My left foot caught on the uneven ground, and a stab of pain went up my ankle. I staggered forward three or four steps, my arms flailing, and I kept from falling on my face. Behind me the rift way shimmered, showing the chaos before the Capitol, and I released the spell.
I just had time to see a flare of fire, and then the rift way snapped closed before the bomb exploded. A gust of hot air came through the collapsing gate, but none of the explosive force. I let out a sigh, my head aching from the magical effort I had just expended. 
“Oh my God,” said Alexandra. She was sitting on the ground a few paces from where the rift way had been, her face bloody, her jacket torn. Her eyes were huge and shocked. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.”
I looked around, trying to take stock of the situation.
We had escaped the bomb…but considering what might happen to us in the Shadowlands, it might have been better to let the bomb kill us. 
We were somewhere in the Shadowlands, somewhere in the dark places between the worlds. The ground was covered in pale, dry grasses that felt smooth and cold where they brushed my calves. Trees stood here and there, their bark black and glossy, strange colorless leaves hanging from the branches. We were in a little valley between hills, and the hills rolled away before us, rising to grim mountains in the distance. The sky was a black, empty vault, and ribbons of blue and green and purple fire danced in silence over the void. I had never seen the aurora borealis while high on hallucinogens, but if I had, I suspected it would look like that. 
I didn’t see anyone else, just Alexandra rocking back and forth on the ground. 
That wouldn’t last, though. We seemed to have landed in a wild region of the Shadowlands, far from the warded ways that permitted safe (relatively safe, anyway) travel to other worlds. Powerful lords ruled their own demesnes in the Shadowlands, and within their lands they were nearly invincible. I didn’t want to run afoul of one of them. For that matter, there were countless dangerous creatures that lurked in the Shadowlands, and any one of them would make short work of me. 
The anthrophages were from the Shadowlands, too. 
I had to get out of the Shadowlands, now. I couldn’t open a rift way right here, though. It would take me back to the Capitol, and with my luck I would pop out right in the middle of the firefight between the Rebels and the Elven nobles. So that meant opening a rift way from the Shadowlands to some other part of Earth. The trouble was, I had no way of knowing where the rift way would go. If I opened a gate in this valley, it would take me back to the Capitol. If I climbed to the top of the nearest hill and opened a rift way, it might go to Milwaukee. Or it might go to Idaho, or Moscow, or the Caliphate, or the bottom of the Pacific Ocean. The Shadowlands and Earth were not always congruous. 
Unless…
My blazer had a little pocket on the left side, and I had stuck some of Alexandra’s business cards there. They were a physical object from the Duke’s offices, which meant they would link back to that location. I could use them to both trace the way back to the Duke’s office building and find the location in the Shadowlands that would let me open a rift way to Alexandra’s office. It might only be a few miles away.
Or it might be ten thousand miles away.
“Oh my God,” said Alexandra. She was starting to hyperventilate. “Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God…” Her words blended together into a constant moan of fear. I wondered if she had ever seen violence before, if she had ever seen a man shot. 
I had. More than once. 
I cast the spell, focusing my mind and magic upon the business cards. The Shadowlands were the source of magic, so magic was easier to summon here, but the effort to control it was all the greater. I gritted my teeth, ignoring Alexandra’s sobbing, and focused my will.
And to my surprise, the results were good. I felt the tugging of the spell against my thoughts, like a compass pointing towards a magnet. The Shadowlands would touch upon the Duke’s office building about…six miles from here, I thought. Granted, most Elven nobles had wards around their residences that prevented rift ways from opening within them, but that would just bounce my rift way to the street outside. Or maybe Duke Carothrace didn’t bother with protecting his human employees. If that was true, my rift way would open right inside Alexandra’s office. 
Then I could go back to figuring out a way to steal that damned amulet. 
One problem at a time. First I had to actually reach the location that would lead back to Annarah’s office. It was only six miles or so, but it would take an hour and a half, maybe two hours, to walk that distance. I had best start now…
Alexandra’s moaning cut into my thoughts.
First, I had to figure out what to do about Alexandra.
“Alexandra,” I said. “Stand up. We have to get moving.”
She did not seem to hear me, rocking back and forth, her eyes wide. 
“Alexandra,” I said, stepping closer to her, a cold feeling settling over me. 
She had seen me use magic. Humans were not supposed to know the spell to create rift ways. She worked for Duke Carothrace, and the Inquisition would question everyone who had witnessed the attack. If she told an Inquisitor, or even a Homeland Security officer, about my abilities, then I was dead. Russell was dead. 
She kept rocking back and forth. Even if I could get her to stand, I might not be able to get her to shut up. Dangerous predators filled the Shadowlands, and the noise she was making might draw them. 
The cold feeling sharpened.
Maybe I ought to just kill her now. It seemed the safest course.
I didn’t have a gun, but it wouldn’t have worked in the Shadowlands anyway. Instead, I had a spell to conjure a globe of lightning. I wasn’t very good with the spell, but I had practiced. And if I cast the globe at Alexandra’s neck, at the base of her skull, the lightning would fry her brain and brain stem, and she would be dead before she hit the ground. 
Quick and painless. I could then make my way across the Shadowlands, and my secrets would be safe. 
All I had to do was murder a woman who had been kind to me. 
I stared at her, my left hand opening and closing again and again. That kindness had been an illusion. If she had known what I really was, she wouldn’t have been kind. She would have gotten me arrested and executed. I had to remember that, and I cursed myself for my weakness. Waiting would not make this any easier, and remaining motionless in the Shadowlands was a bad idea. 
Alexandra shifted, shivering a little, and her blouse fell open. The fall must have torn the buttons on the blouse.
I blinked in utter astonishment.
“Why the hell,” I heard myself say, “are you wearing that ridiculous underwear?”
Because it was ridiculous. Beneath her torn blouse and jacket she wore a lacy red push-up bra. It looked mighty uncomfortable, and straps connected it to a translucent nightie. It was the sort of thing suitable for a hotel room, not for a woman who planned to spend eighteen hours straight on her feet.
Alexandra blinked at me and tugged her jacket closed.
“Because,” she whispered, “because Robert was coming home on leave after the reception.”
A sick feeling twisted at my gut.
“He was going to be part of the Jarl’s honor guard,” Alexandra said. “So I wanted to…you know, surprise him. Welcome him home. Show him how much I had missed him.” Tears filled her eyes. “Maybe this time we would get a baby. We’ve been trying, but he’s gone so often, and…and…” 
She closed her eyes and rubbed the heels of her hands against her forehead. 
“I’m never going to see him again, am I?” whispered Alexandra. 
The sick feeling got worse. 
Cold reason told me that I ought to kill her to protect my secret. At the very least, I ought to leave her behind and keep going. I didn’t owe her anything. If she knew the truth about me, she would turn me over to Homeland Security. 
It was logical. I ought to do it. And I couldn’t do it. 
“Damn it,” I muttered. “Listen to me.”
Alexandra said nothing, her eyes still closed. 
I reached down, pulled her hands away from her face, and tilted her head to look at me. “Listen to me.”
She blinked, her eyes swimming with tears. 
“Listen. To. Me,” I said. “I can get you home again. I can take you back so you can see your husband again. But you have to do exactly what I say without hesitation, do you understand? And there is one other condition.”
“Who…who are you?” said Alexandra. 
“That’s my one condition,” I said. “I can get you home again, but you can’t ask who I am, and you can never, ever tell anyone about what you’ve seen today. No one. Not the Duke, not your husband, not Homeland Security, not the Inquisition. If I get you home, you’re going to forget all about me, and you’ll never tell anyone about me for the rest of your life. Do you understand?”
Alexandra nodded, frightened.
“Say it,” I said.
“I understand,” said Alexandra. “I…I promise.” 
So the die was cast, then.
“All right,” I said. I gripped her hand and pulled Alexandra to her feet. “Let’s go.” 
“What…what are you?” said Alexandra. “You’re not a florist, I can tell that much.” She flexed her hand with a wince. “Florists don’t have a grip like that.”
“I’m trouble,” I said. 
She blinked. “You’re…an agent of the Inquisition, aren’t you? Oh my God. Robert told me that the Inquisition had human agents, but I never really believed it.”
“I told you to stop asking,” I said, trying to sound stern and annoyed, but her incorrect deduction pleased me. If she thought I was a spy for the Inquisition, she would be all the more likely to obey me and keep her mouth shut if we lived through this. 
Alexandra swallowed and nodded. “Okay. Um.” She looked around. “Ah…where are we? Is this…this is the Shadowlands, isn’t it?”
“Start walking,” I said, taking her elbow and turning her around. “We’ve got about six miles to cover, and we’ve got to do it quickly. You can ask me questions as we walk, and I will answer them if I can.” Hopefully that would help keep Alexandra’s mind off her terror. “Quietly, though. I don’t want to draw attention. And for God’s sake watch your step. If you snap an ankle in those heels, we’re finished.” I glanced back at her. “You had to stand up all day. Why are you wearing heels like that?” 
Alexandra’s face got a little redder. “My husband, well, he…likes them. They were going to be part of the surprise…”
“Okay, okay,” I said. “Please stop there. I don’t want to know. Anyway. You had questions.”
We stared up the nearest hill, moving in the direction my spell had indicated. The pale grasses rustled and whispered in the cold wind, and wild shadows danced around the black trees, thrown by the dancing ribbons of fire. Alexandra had no trouble keeping up with me. She might have never dealt with a crisis like this before, but at least she was in good shape. When we had gone to the gym together (provided by Duke Carothrace, no doubt to keep his worker drones fighting fit), she had run three miles in twenty-one minutes, and then cooled off by running another two miles in sixteen minutes. 
“Then this is the Shadowlands?” said Alexandra, shivering a little. It was much colder here than it had been in Madison, and she held her torn blouse and jacket closed with one hand. 
“Yup,” I said. 
“How…how did we get here?” she said. She frowned. “Why are we here?”
“I didn’t have any other choice,” I said, taking a moment to catch my balance before reaching the crest of the hill. “One of the bombs landed right at our feet. There wasn’t time to get away, so we went here instead.” 
“Then you brought us to the Shadowlands,” said Alexandra.
“Yep,” I said. “It was that or get shredded by a pipe bomb.” 
“I thought humans weren’t allowed to learn that spell,” said Alexandra. 
“We aren’t,” I said. I wanted to shut down that line of thought. “That’s another of those questions you can’t ask me. But suffice it to say the Elven lord who taught me that spell disagreed.”
Alexandra swallowed. “I see.”
We reached the top of the hill, and I looked down into a broad, wide valley. If I had to guess, I would have said it was maybe ten miles across, though distances are hard to gauge in the Shadowlands, and sometimes change when you’re not looking. A river of black water flowed through the center of the valley, white mist rising from its surface. Patches of misshapen, blue-glowing trees dotted the valley, and here and there tall obelisks of gray stone rose from the ground, their faces carved with alien symbols. At the edge of the water rose a ruined structure…
“Is that a…a castle?” said Alexandra. “Like in the European Union?”
“Looks that way,” I said. The half-ruined castle had a grim aspect, and it looked as if it had been crumbling for thousands of years. I drew out the business card and cast the spell again. It confirmed my fear – the Shadowlands touched on Alexandra’s office within that ruined castle. “We’ll have to head for it.”
“Why?” said Alexandra, arms wrapped tight around herself. “It looks like the sort of place where…I don’t know, some kind of ogre or something might live.”
She was more right than she knew. 
“Because the Shadowlands overlap Earth…erratically, let’s say,” I said, trying to think of how to phrase the explanation. We started down the hillside into the valley, the ribbons of fire throwing writhing shadows from the twisted trees and the obelisks. “Like two loose threads that only cross each other at certain points. That little valley where we appeared? Apparently that touches the Capitol back in Madison. The ruined castle touches your office, or maybe Duke Carothrace’s offices.” It was possible that the ruined castle represented the office, since the Shadowlands sometimes reflected the real world, but it wasn’t important now. “So if I tried to open a rift way like, right here, I have no idea where it would go. Might go back to Madison. Might open up in the middle of the ocean.” 
Alexandra blinked, taking careful steps. I really, really wished I had thought to bring better shoes. “How do you know we can get back from that castle?”
I waved one of her business cards. “Physical object from your office. It links back to Earth, and I can use it as a compass to find the way. We got lucky. The Shadowlands could have touched on your office a thousand miles from where we are standing, and I lost all the other physical objects I was carrying when I dropped my courier bag.”
“Why don’t we just go back to the Capitol?” said Alexandra.
“Because,” I said, “there are bombs going off right now. We take a rift way back to the Capitol, we might land in the middle of an explosion. Or step into the path of a bullet.”
“What happened?” said Alexandra. “Do you know? The Homeland Security officers were firing at the nobles. It was….it was awful…”
“Rebels,” I said as we reached the bottom of the valley. I took a quick look around, but nothing moved, the castle’s ruins silent at the edge of the water. “Russian guy named Sergei Rogomil. He’s real bad news. I think he infiltrated Homeland Security to assassinate the Jarl and make trouble between the High Queen and the frost giants.” 
“Is that why you came?” said Alexandra. “You thought this might happen and…and you didn’t warn anyone?”
“No,” I said, thinking up a suitable lie. “No, I had no idea Rogomil was in the United States. If I had known he was going to attack the Jarl…well, I would have done some things differently.” That at least was true. “Anyway, it won’t be your problem soon. We’ll get you back to your office, and that will be that.”
“Homeland Security is going to talk to me,” said Alexandra. “Probably the Inquisition, too. What…what should I tell them happened?” 
“Tell them you ran back to your office when the bombs started going off,” I said. “You tried to find any other employees of the Duke, but you lost them all in the rush of the mob. There were thousands of people there, and Homeland Security and the Inquisition are going to talk to all of them. You’ll probably have the same story as hundreds of other survivors.”
“Oh, God,” said Alexandra, blinking back tears again. “There were thousands of people in the square. I wonder how many of them are dead.” 
“A lot,” I said. “Rogomil’s good at what he does. And if we don’t want to join them, we need to hurry. In some ways the Shadowlands are more dangerous than a bomb.”
“Why?” said Alexandra. We passed one of the peculiar gray obelisks. I could not tell if it had been wrought of stone or metal, but I wasn’t about to touch it. “Robert would…say things, from time to time, but never much. He didn’t like to talk about the Shadowlands.” 
“The warded ways are safe enough,” I said, “but there are all kinds of wild creatures in the Shadowlands. Wraithwolves and bloodrats, for one.” Or anthrophages, for that matter. “Some of them are so alien we can’t understand them, and quite a few of them eat humans. Some of them have magic of their own, powerful magic. Then there are the demesne lords.” 
“Lords?” said Alexandra. 
“I don’t really understand how it works,” I said, “but sometimes a powerful wizard, whether human or Elven or something else, can claim a demesne in the Shadowlands. It’s like they…link themselves to part of the Shadowlands. They get tremendous power within their demesne, but can never leave it. Sort of like being a demigod in a prison cell, I guess.”
“Why would anyone do that?” asked Alexandra. “It sounds horrible.”
I shrugged. “Some people like power.” Morvilind had not told me very much about it. At first I thought it was because he feared I might seize a demesne in the Shadowlands for myself and use it against him. Later I understood it was because the information was of no use to me. The scale and complexity of the magic required to claim a demesne was so far beyond my skill that I might as well have tried to tear down a mountain with my bare hands. “Happens by accident sometimes, too. Like, during a big battle between wizards in the Shadowlands. I think we might be in a lord’s demesne right now.”
Alexandra flinched. “How do you know?”
I pointed at one of the gray obelisks. “Those things. I’ve never seen them before, but I’ve heard about them. I think we’re in Grayhold, a demesne ruled by someone who calls himself the Knight of Grayhold.”
“I’ve…heard of him, actually,” said Alexandra. “A little bit, anyway. Sometimes the Duke talks about him to the other nobles.” She looked embarrassed to have been caught eavesdropping on her lord. “He said the High Queen must always include the Knight of Grayhold in her calculations.”
“From what I understand,” I said, “Grayhold is a demesne in Earth’s umbra.”
“Umbra?” said Alexandra.
“Um,” I said. We passed two more of the gray obelisks and entered a patch of twisted trees. Their leaves gave off a pale, ghostly blue glow. I didn’t know what touching the leaves would do, and I didn’t want to find out. I would have warned Alexandra, but fortunately she had the sense to stay well away from the trees. “Every world casts its own shadow of influence into the Shadowlands. That shadow of influence is called an umbra. We’re in Earth’s umbra right now. Grayhold is a large demesne within the umbra, and the Knight has absolute power within it. I think he’s neutral towards the High Queen, but doesn’t let any invaders like the frost giants or the Archons pass his lands.”
“Why is it called Grayhold?” said Alexandra. 
“Damned if I know,” I said. I pointed at one of the obelisks, visible through the trees. “Maybe he likes gray pointy rocks? I don’t know.”
Alexandra let out an unsteady giggle. “I…didn’t think of it that way.” Her laughter faded. “Would the Knight be upset that we crossed his demesne?”
“Probably not,” I said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you and I are nobodies. I know a little magic, and you’re an event coordinator. We’re not the kind of people that a lord of a Shadowlands demesne would care about. So long as we don’t actively piss him off, I doubt he’ll notice or care.”
“How would we piss him off?” said Alexandra, stepping carefully over a root. 
“Don’t know,” I said. We reached the edge of the trees, and I saw the castle waiting ahead. It was another mile or so. My ankles and calves were starting to hurt from walking over the uneven ground in high heels. Next time I did something like this, I would disguise myself as a janitor or a waitress or someone with an excuse to wear comfortable shoes. “Let’s get out of here before we accidentally find out.”
I took another step forward and froze.
“What is it?” said Alexandra. 
I gestured for her to be quiet.
Something was moving in the trees to my left. I went motionless, listening, but heard nothing but the unending cold wind of the Shadowlands making the glowing leaves upon the trees rustle and moan. Damned hard to hear anything moving through that. My heart pounded against my ribs. There were any number of things that might be stalking us. Perhaps was best to run for the ruined castle. Or to simply open a rift way here and take our chances with where it deposited us. 
Then I saw the dark shape moving along the edge of the trees, head rotating back and forth like a dog lifting its nose to smell the wind. It was a tall, thin man in a crisp black suit, his face pale and gaunt, his black hair slicked back from his skull, his eyes like black pits in his face. 
The anthrophages I had fought outside of the Silver Dollar had looked just like that.
Which meant that they had found me again.



Chapter 5: Intruders
 
I grabbed Alexandra’s arm and leaned up to whisper in her ear.
“Keep quiet,” I hissed. “Don’t make a sound, and follow me.” 
“What going on?” said Alexandra. At least she had the sense to whisper. “That man…couldn’t he help us?”
“That’s not a man,” I said. “And for God’s sake shut up. If it finds us we’re dead.” 
Alexandra swallowed and nodded, her eyes wide, and she followed me as we retreated into the trees, their eerie blue glow painting the ground. I shot a look at the ruins of the castle. It was about a mile away. If we ran in a dead sprint, we might be able to make it, assuming we didn’t twist an ankle on the way. But the anthrophages were fast, and in open country they could run us down without much effort. For that matter, I would need at least a few moments to pull together my magic and open the rift way back to Earth. It would be easy for the anthrophages to kill me while I cast the spell. 
But I didn’t think the anthrophage had noticed us yet. 
It looked, at least for now, like a man strolling through a shop, looking for a particular item. If I hurried, maybe we could hide long enough for the anthrophage to wander away. 
I stopped beneath one of the twisted trees, the blue light from its leaves falling over us. That made us too visible, so I took a couple further steps back, until my back was almost to the glossy black trunk. Alexandra followed, casting nervous glances at me and at the disguised anthrophage. The creature still hadn’t noticed us, at least as far as I could tell, but I suspected it thought I was nearby. 
Else why would it be here…and wearing an identical disguise to the ones I had seen at the Silver Dollar? 
“Listen to me,” I whispered. Alexandra gave a sharp nod, her earrings flashing in the light. “Don’t move. I’m going to touch you and cast a spell that will make us…harder to see.” I didn’t want to tell her that I could work illusion magic, but she would probably figure that out on her own. “Also, don’t touch those leaves. I don’t know what they do, and I really don’t want to find out.” 
Alexandra nodded again, her eyes wide, her breath coming sharp and hard. She was afraid, but she was controlling it. Hell, I couldn’t blame her for that the fear. God knows that I was terrified. In fact, I had a better reason to be terrified. 
I knew exactly what the anthrophages would do to us.
The dark-suited form moved closer. I cleared my mind, gathering magical power, and cast a spell. Silver light shimmered around my fingers, and I gestured with my left hand, reaching up to put my right hand on Alexandra’s shoulder.
As I did, my spell Cloaked us both. 
I hoped it would be enough. We might have been invisible and undetectable…but nothing would stop the anthrophage from blundering into us by accident. The creatures had keen noses, and they could follow our scent right up until they walked into us. If the anthrophage hadn’t yet scented us, it would go in search of other prey. If it had caught our scent, it would not stop hunting until it found us, and then we found have to fight. 
I could deal with one anthrophage. Guns didn’t work in the Shadowlands, and neither did electronics (I had bricked poor Alexandra’s phone by bringing it with me), but Corvus had taught me a spell to unleash a globe of lightning. I could hit the anthrophage with enough lightning to kill it, or at least incapacitate it, and then Alexandra and I could run like hell for the castle. 
The trouble was that anthrophages hunted in packs. If this one found us and sounded the alarm, its friends would arrive in short order to kill us and eat us.
Hopefully in that order. 
I stayed motionless, watching as the anthrophage circled the edge of the eerie little forest. The creature’s hands were tucked in its trouser pockets, and I wondered if that was an affectation of its disguise, or if its hands were simply cold. The anthrophage looked for all the world like a man out for an evening stroll…if people went for evening strolls in the Shadowlands. 
Alexandra remained motionless next to me, and I heard the harsh rasp of her breathing. I wondered if I should have warned her about the anthrophage’s true appearance. If the creature changed form suddenly, and she screamed…
Well, too late to worry about it now. 
The anthrophage went motionless directly in front of us, about thirty yards away, and I waited. Little spasms went through my limbs from the effort of holding the Cloak in place. The anthrophage’s head rotated back and forth, its nostrils flaring, and its gaze turned towards the ruined castle and the dark river. Perhaps something had captured its attention, and the creature would wander off. 
Then the anthrophage’s head snapped around to look right at me. 
Alexandra shivered, trembling a little beneath my fingers. I wanted to snap at her to be quiet, but I didn’t dare make any sound. The anthrophage went motionless as a statue, its deep black eyes seeming to sink right into me. I stared back at it, my heart thundering in my ears, sweat slithering between my shoulder blades from the effort of holding the Cloak in place. 
I couldn’t have told you how long we stood like that. No more than a minute or two, surely, but it felt like hours. Still the damned anthrophage did not move. Maybe it would just stand there until I could no longer maintain the Cloak…
The creature dropped to all fours, its face pressed to the ground, its arms and legs bending like those of an insect. Alexandra shuddered at the grotesque sight. The anthrophage crawled back and forth over the ground like a giant black-suited spider, its nose pressed close to the earth, and as it drew nearer I heard it sniffling. It was following our scent, and in only a few moments it was going to follow our trail to where we stood Cloaked. 
Cold certainty closed around me like a fist. 
Just as well. I couldn’t maintain the Cloak for much longer anyway. I prepared myself for what I would have to do. Or I tried to, anyway, since the Cloak absorbed all my power and concentration.
I would have to be quick. 
“Be ready,” I rasped out, and I released the Cloak in the same instant. 
There was a flicker of silver light, and we became visible. Alexandra looked back and forth between me and the anthrophage, her eyes wide and wild. I staggered to the left, wobbling a bit as a wave of dizziness washed through me. Magical exhaustion is a bit like exercising too hard and too long without staying hydrated, and it took every bit of strength I had to focus my will for another spell. 
The anthrophage’s head snapped up, its black eyes staring at me, and a wide smile spread over its gaunt face.
A smile that was too wide and too sharp for a human.
The anthrophage’s body rippled and changed as it discarded its human guise. Its skin turned gray and glistening, black fangs filling its mouth and black claws like daggers bursting from its fingers. Its eyes turned into venomous yellow pits, its nose a triangular black crater. Black spines burst from its back, shredding its jacket, and the creature’s vile smell washed over me, a mixture of sulfur and rotting meat. The anthrophage leapt to its feet, still wearing the black suit, and launched itself forward, claws reaching for me. Alexandra was screaming, and I couldn’t really blame her, because the anthrophage looked like something from the imagination of a deranged artist on powerful drugs. 
Fortunately, it had taken the creature a few heartbeats to discard its human guise, and that was all the time I needed to catch my breath and summon more power for a magical spell. I summoned as much of it as I could hold, until a torrent of fire roared through me at the uttermost limits of my control. 
The anthrophage was only a few paces from me when I cast my spell, which was just as well, since I almost made a botch of it. The power took shape and burst from my hand, and a globe of bluish-white lightning the size of my head erupted from my fingers. It wobbled on its axis, and likely would have missed the anthrophage entirely, but the creature was only a few feet away. 
So the globe hit the anthrophage in the face with gratifyingly dramatic results. 
The anthrophage’s head snapped backwards, crawling fingers of lightning shooting up and down its limbs. The creature’s snarling voice rose in a furious scream of pain, and it staggered back, its claws slashing at the air. Alexandra shrieked, and I drew in my power, trying to ignore my aching head, and cast the spell once more. Another globe of lightning spun from my fingers and struck the anthrophage’s head, and more bolts snarled up and down its body. Its grayish hide blackened and charred, and it fell upon its side, smoke rising from a crater in its forehead. 
The smell was absolutely horrendous. Burned flesh smells bad enough, but burned anthrophage smelled as if I had poured a bucket of rotting entrails and hair clippings into a fire. It made me glad that I hadn’t eaten breakfast. 
Nothing else moved in the forest. 
I let out a long breath, making sure not to breathe through my nose. 
“Oh my God,” said Alexandra. “Oh my God, oh my God. Oh, Jesus.”
“If you keep pestering him like that, he’ll never answer,” I said.
Alexandra blinked at me, her blue eyes full of tears, and I felt a little bad. 
“What was that thing?” said Alexandra. 
“Anthrophage,” I said. “Creature of the Shadowlands.” 
“Yes, but…what is it?” said Alexandra. 
“Don’t really know,” I said. I gripped her shoulder and steered her forward. The anthrophage had been alone, but anthrophages always hunted in packs. Best to be back on Earth before the dead anthrophage’s friends found the corpse. “They can disguise themselves as humans when they want, and they…uh, well, they eat us. They’re pretty smart, too, and are hard to fool. It was smelling the ground. My spell hid us from sight, and it blocked our scent as well, but the anthrophage could still smell the trail we had left. It would have walked into us sooner or later.”
“What did you do to it?” said Alexandra. “That light came from your hands…”
“Lightning,” I said. “Elemental magic.”
She blinked at that. “I thought…human women don’t usually learn magic. Were you part of the Wizards’ Legion?”
“I told you,” I said, “you can’t ask me who I am.” If she started thinking along those lines, she might figure out that I had turned both of us invisible. Then she might realize that I had used illusion magic, and the less that she knew about me, the better off we all would be. “Let’s go before our dead anthrophage’s friends start looking for it. Or for me.” 
“For you?” said Alexandra, pulling her torn blouse and blazer closed again. “You’ve…seen these things before?”
“Yeah,” I said. I couldn’t tell her about Paul McCade and the cult of the Dark Ones. “I ticked them off a couple of weeks ago. They’ve been following me ever since.”
“What did you do to tick them off?” said Alexandra.
“They tried to eat me, and I objected,” I said.
Alexandra blinked, let out a hysterical little laugh, and then got herself back under control. “That was just terribly rude of you.” 
“Wasn’t it?” I said. We reached the edge of the trees again, and I saw the crumbling gray stones of the ruined castle, the bleak mountains rising in the distance. “Then let’s get out of here before we have the chance to be rude to them again.”
“Oh, God, yes,” said Alexandra. “I think…”
A wet, rumbling chuckle cut off her words.
I whirled so fast my heels cut a half-circle into the dirt beneath my feet. 
A white shape moved through the trees with slow deliberation, coming towards us. For a moment my brain could not make sense of the sight, but then it snapped into focus. 
It was an anthrophage, but one unlike any I had seen before. 
My first thought was that it looked like a corrupt Southern sheriff from 20th and 21st century pre-Conquest movies. The creature looked like an enormously fat man, almost as wide as he was tall, and it wore a white suit with a white vest, white shirt, and silken white tie. Yet the creature was obviously not human. It had the gray skin of an anthrophage, the fang-lined mouth, the black claw-tipped fingers, the triangular crater for a nose and the malevolent yellow eyes. The other anthrophages had been gaunt and emaciated, yet the rolls of fat somehow made this anthrophage look more threatening, almost like a fat spider lurking in its web. Despite its bulk, the anthrophage moved with fluid, light grace. 
And it was laughing, its yellow eyes fixed upon me. Its neck bulged out as it laughed, making the creature look like a huge carnivorous toad. 
“Right,” I muttered, raking my hand through the air as I summoned more power and forced it into a spell. Blue-white light flared around my hand, and a globe of lightning spun into existence over the tips of my fingers. I focused my will and flung the globe at the bloated anthrophage. I hadn’t conjured enough lightning to kill it, but hopefully the spell would stun the thing long enough for us to escape. 
The anthrophage made no effort to dodge. Still chuckling, it lifted a clawed hand and gestured. Purple-black flames shimmered around its claws, and I realized that the anthrophage was casting a spell of its own. My lightning sphere struck him and shattered in a spray of brilliant blue-white sparks, leaving him untouched. 
The thing could cast spells, just as the anthrophage I had killed in Los Angeles had done. 
The bloated creature’s rasping, wet laughter got louder.
“Oh, God,” whispered Alexandra. “What are we going to do?”
“Nice suit,” I said, keeping my eyes on the anthrophage as I tried to think of something clever. 
“Thank you,” rasped the anthrophage in English, its yellow eyes fixed upon me.
“But it does make you look like a big damned snowball,” I said. “A big damned snowball with the head of a carnivorous frog. It’s not an appealing look. You know, you could try exercising, lose some weight. You’d feel better. Start small. Maybe a walk a couple of times a week, some light weight training, a…” 
“The masters said,” rumbled the anthrophage, “that you were overly fond of words. In this, as in so many other things, the masters were correct.”
“The masters?” I said, my mind racing. Likely the ‘masters’ meant the Dark Ones, which made a twisted sort of sense. There had been no surviving witnesses to my actions at Paul McCade’s mansion, save for Corvus himself, and I didn’t think that the Shadow Hunters would send anthrophages to kill me. 
Not when they could do it themselves so easily. 
But a Dark One had possessed McCade when I had helped kill him. We’d killed McCade, but the Dark One had just been banished back to the Void. If the Dark Ones could communicate from the Void to their servants here, that would explain why the anthrophages sought me. 
“You offended the masters greatly,” said the anthrophage, “so they have decreed your death. This, at least, shall be no hardship.” His smile widened, showing his black fangs, and his yellow eyes glittered with hunger. “My pack failed to find you, so I may feast upon you myself. Young human females are a fine meal. Especially…ah! Neither have you have yet borne children.” His gleaming tongue slithered over the black fangs. “Your wombs will be rich with potential life. Such a splendid feast you shall make!”
“Yeah,” I said, drawing the word out as my mind raced. “That’s not creepy or anything.” The anthrophage walked towards us with slow, patient steps. It was taking time to enjoy itself, like a man savoring the smell before digging into a good steak. Alexandra and I were both backing away step by step, trying to keep our distance from the creature. I shot a glance over my shoulder, but I didn’t see any other anthrophages lurking behind us. Likely the fat anthrophage really did want to eat us alone.
I wondered how many people it had eaten to become so fat.  
Yet I noticed that the anthrophage took care to avoid the blue-glowing leaves on the low-hanging branches of the trees. I didn’t know what they were, but if the anthrophage was avoiding them, then likely I had been correct to assume they were dangerous. 
“What are you?” said Alexandra, her voice quavering. “Why are you doing this? We’ve done nothing to you!”
I took another step back, preparing my mind for a spell. 
The anthrophage let out a horrible rasping laugh. “Delightful! She will die in ignorance and fear. All the more seasoning for the meat!” I took another step backwards, moving to the left, and the anthrophage followed, its eyes fixed on me. Clearly it did not consider Alexandra to be a threat. 
It also did not appear to notice the branch two or three feet over its head, heavy with blue-glowing leaves.
I took a deep breath and cast a spell, focusing my mind. The anthrophage grinned its fanged smile and started its warding spell again, but I wasn’t aiming for the creature. I wasn’t very good at the spell I cast, and couldn’t control it well. When someone like Morvilind used it, he could snap his fingers and cause a book to leap from a shelf and land gently in his outstretched hand, cradled in invisible bands of telekinetic force. When I used the spell, I tended just to make a mess. 
But I had enough focus to push upon the tree branch with a burst of telekinetic power. 
The branch wobbled as if someone had sat on it, and a dozen leaves smacked the anthrophage in its face. Maybe the leaves were poisonous, and would leave burns down its face like mutant poison ivy. Or they would excrete a sleeping pollen or something.
I did not expect a dozen arcs of blue lightning to erupt from the leaves and stab into the anthrophage with enough force to throw the creature backward. Dozens more of the tiny lightning bolts erupted from the leaves, ripping into the anthrophage. The creature struck the ground, bounced, and clawed to its hands and knees, its white suit charred and smoking, hideous burns marking its face and arms. 
The anthrophage glared up at me, its eyes filled with insane rage. 
“Run!” I shouted, grabbing Alexandra’s arm and spinning her around. We sprinted for the edge of the forest. The wounded anthrophage did not pursue us. Perhaps the lightning had injured the creature. A hideous, grating scream erupted from the forest as we burst from the trees and raced across the plain. A cold jolt went down my spine. I recognized that terrible scream. It was the hunting cry of the anthrophages. The bloated anthrophage had called its pack to hunt us. 
Not good.
“Faster!” I shouted, putting on a little more speed. Alexandra, thankfully, kept pace with me. In fact, she had longer legs, so she started pulling ahead. Sprinting at full speed across a grassy meadow while wearing high heels was not an experience I ever wanted to repeat, but by some fluke or good luck or the simple grace of God, I didn’t snap my ankle and land on my face. 
Again the tearing howl rang out from the trees, and this time answering cries rose from the surrounding plain. I saw gray shapes moving through the pale grass with terrific speed. Dozens of anthrophages converged on us. The creatures had abandoned their efforts at human guise, and ran on all fours, the movement making their gaunt, gray-skinned bodies seem insect-like. A second group came from another direction, and with a sinking feeling I realized that they would cut us off from reaching the ruined castle. 
They were going to surround us, and they were going to kill us. 
“Stop!” I shouted, skidding to a halt near one of the gray obelisks. One of my heels sank a little into the ground, and I had to flail my arms to keep my balance. “We won’t make it! I’ll have to open the rift way from here!” 
Alexandra stopped. “But you don’t know where it will go.”
“Nope,” I said, gathering magical power. The power roared up at my command and I fought to control it, to force it into a spell. It was harder than it had been a few hours ago. I had cast multiple spells, and the magical effort was wearing on me. “But if we stay here they’re going to kill us. Better to take our chances.”
The anthrophages moved into a loose circle around us, drawing closer with slow, cautious steps. Likely they were waiting to see if I would cast another globe of lightning, or if I had a more powerful spell I could unleash. 
I didn’t, and I hoped they wouldn’t realize that before the rift way opened. 
“You should thank me!” 
The bloated anthrophage’s voice boomed in my ears, and I saw the creature sprinting from the trees like a white blur. Its great mass did not slow it in the slightest. If anything, it was faster than the gaunt anthrophages of its pack. Maybe anthrophages got stronger as they ate more people. 
White light and gray mist swirled around my hands as I struggled to hold the spell together. Just a little more effort…
Something invisible smacked me in the side of the head, and I stumbled as cold power washed over me. The bloated anthrophage had hit me with a spell, and I felt my magic drain away, the casting disrupted. Frantic, I started pulling together the threads again, but it was too late.
Dozens of anthrophages stood in a ring around us, tongues darting over their fangs, their yellow eyes fixed upon us. The bloated anthrophage strolled to the edge of the ring, grinning its inhuman smile at me. Its white suit was charred and blackened, but the burns in its gray hide had healed. Purplish-black fire crackled around its right hand, another spell ready to disrupt my magic if I tried to open another rift way. 
“Do it,” whispered Alexandra, frantic. “Do it.”
I shook my head, dread choking me. “Can’t. Sorry.” 
“Behold,” said the anthrophage, pleasure filling its inhuman voice, “you are about to die in agony. But, really, it could have been worse. So much worse. For the servants of the masters consulted the oracle bones and beheld your future. Would you like to know what your fate would have been?”
“To listen to boring speeches from freakish monsters?” I spat, trying for defiance. I think it just came out shrill and terrified. 
“A day would have come,” said the anthrophage, “when your life would have reached its climax. You would have been locked in a room with the people you loved most in all the world…and you would have murdered them in cold blood. Every single one of them. So this is a mercy, really, that you die today. My children!” The anthrophages looked at him. “Feast!” 
The anthrophages screamed their delight and surged forward. I heard Alexandra screaming and crying for Jesus to save us, heard the bloated anthrophage laughing with delight. 
“Russell,” I whispered. The frostfever was going to kill him now. “Russell, I’m sorry, I’m so, so sorry…”
The gray obelisk behind the anthrophages melted. 
I blinked in astonishment, wondering if my mind had snapped in the final instant before the claws and fangs of the anthrophages sank into my flesh. That would be a mercy, really.
But the obelisk stopped melting, and it reformed into a man.
Specifically, a warrior.
A giant nine feet tall, clad from head to foot in gleaming steel plate armor colored a deep electric blue. Runes and sigils marked the plates, and they shone with a harsh white light, the color of lightning at midnight. The helmet was a featureless mask, adorned only by an eye slit and small holes for breath. A gray plume rose from the top of the helmet, and a gray cloak streamed from the armored giant’s shoulders.
In his fists he held a sword longer than I was tall. More symbols of harsh white light burned upon the blade, and the weapon gave out a peculiar buzzing noise that I felt against my entire body. 
The warrior released a hand from the sword’s hilt and pointed at the anthrophages. The charging creatures did not notice, but their bloated leader looked at the warrior…and terror went over the creature’s face. 
Lightning exploded from the warrior’s hand.
It was a globe of lightning like I could conjure, but nearly a yard across, and it was as bright as a miniature sun. The globe smashed into an anthrophage, killing the creature at once, and its charred carcass fell limp to the grasses. The globe kept going, leaping from anthrophage to anthrophage, and in five seconds nearly thirty of the anthrophages had been killed. 
Whoever the armored warrior was, the anthrophages wanted no part of him. The creatures ran, scattering in all directions. The fat anthrophage outpaced the rest of them and vanished into the blue-glowing trees. The globe of lightning shot after the fleeing anthrophages with the speed of a bullet, jumping from creature to creature and leaving charred carcasses in its wake.
In less than twenty seconds, the blue-armored warrior had wiped out about two-thirds of the anthrophages and sent the rest of them fleeing. 
That said, I wasn’t about to hang around. I didn’t know who the armored giant was or what he wanted, but just because he had killed the anthrophages didn’t meant that he wouldn’t hurt us. It was time to get out of here, and I started summoning the power for a rift way spell. 
The featureless helmet turned towards me. 
“No.”
The voice was like a metallic thunderclap, and the warrior gestured with his free hand. He was working another spell, but he was too late. I cast the rift way spell, mist and white light rippling before me and…
Nothing happened. 
The spell fell apart. For an instant I thought that I had botched it. Then I realized that the warrior had cast a counterspell of some kind, a ward that had sealed off this part of the Shadowlands. 
Making it impossible to open a rift way. 
I couldn’t even fathom the amount of magical power that would take.
“Who are you?” I said, once I had found my voice.
“I am the Knight of Grayhold,” said the towering warrior in that voice a metallic thunder, “and you have trespassed upon my demesne.”
“We didn’t meant to do it!” said Alexandra. 
“Right, yes, exactly,” I said. “If you just let us go, we shall depart immediately and never return.”
“No,” said the Knight. “There is a mystery here. You will give me the truth.”
He gestured, and white light swallowed everything.



Chapter 6: A Deal You Just Can’t Refuse
 
I flinched, half-expecting to feel a blast of lightning ripping into my flesh.
Instead I only felt cold air blowing against my face and hands and legs, and I heard the loud click as my heels struck stone.
A hard, polished, smooth stone floor. 
I spun, blinking in surprise.
Alexandra stood next to me, her jacket and torn blouse blowing in the cold wind. We were still in the Shadowlands, and the ribbons of fire played across the empty sky over our heads. 
This time, though, we were in the mountains.
Specifically, we were in a mountain far higher than anything found on Earth.
I saw snow-covered slopes stretching away below us, a range of mountains spreading away to the left and right. Below were foothills and rivers and forests of those blue-glowing trees that had stunned the fat anthrophage. I spotted a mass of gray stone far below, and realized it was the ruined castle that we had sought. 
The Knight’s magic had moved us a long distance in an instant.
I turned again, trying to get my bearings. We stood upon a broad terrace of gray stone, not far from an intricate railing. I took a cautious step forward and peered over the railing. Far below, I saw the slope of the mountain. It was at least a thousand feet down.
I wasn’t going to escape in that direction.
“Oh my God, Irina,” said Alexandra. “Look.” 
I turned once more, seeking the Knight, and blinked in astonishment. 
The Knight stood behind me, a tower of blue steel and white light, but that wasn’t what had caught my attention.
The massive, half-ruined castle rising behind him was unlike anything I had ever seen before. 
It was huge, as big as one of the skyscrapers in Seattle or New York, though its half-ruined look put me in mind of the spell-shattered towers in the wreckage of Chicago. I thought of the structure as a castle, yet it was a strange mix of castle towers and cathedral spires and ziggurat terraces and palace colonnades, a dozen different architectural styles blended together, all of them half-damaged and crumbling. If you gave a deranged architect a trillion dollars, a bathtub full of mescaline, and a thousand years, he might have come up with something like the castle sprawling along the mountainside. 
“What is it?” whispered Alexandra.
“Grayhold,” said the towering Knight, his metallic voice as final as the closing door of a tomb.
“Right,” I said, trying to think. “Grayhold. And you’re the Knight of Grayhold. Which means that you are our host, and we are your guests…”
A rasping hiss came from the Knight’s helmet. It might have been a sound of amusement. “You think to claim guest rights? You have a bold tongue. But, no. You are not guests. You are intruders, and I shall decide what is to be done with you.” 
“But we didn’t mean to intrude,” said Alexandra.
“Alexandra,” I said, but she pressed on. 
“We were fleeing for our lives, and we entered your domain by accident,” said Alexandra. “If you let us depart in peace, we shall be more than happy to leave and never return.”
“I am aware of the circumstances,” said the Knight. “I wish to learn more.”
“We are both employees of Duke Carothrace of Madison,” said Alexandra. Which was stretching the truth a little, at least in my case. “His lordship the Duke would be displeased to learn of this.” 
“I am the ruler of Grayhold,” said the Knight. “I am not a subject of the exiled High Queen Tarlia. Her law has no power here.”
“That’s elfophobic,” said Alexandra, automatically.
I sighed and braced myself, but the Knight again made that rasping metallic hiss. 
“Elfophobic, is it?” said the Knight. “How well Tarlia has trained you. You are the architects of your own prisons, and you know it not.” 
There was movement in the shadows behind him. A colonnade ran along the base of Grayhold’s towering wall, and a robed man stepped from the gloom. 
His robes…
I blinked in surprised recognition.
James and Lucy Marney were regular churchgoers, and they had brought up Russell in their faith. The Marneys rarely got me to go to church with them, but Russell was effective at guilt-tripping me into it. So sometimes I went along, and to pass the time I flipped through the colorful pamphlets of Bible stories next to the hymnals. 
The robed man who walked to join the Knight looked exactly like the pictures of the ancient Babylonians and Assyrians in those pamphlets. He wore the same ornamented robe of red and gold, the same elaborate headdress, the same golden torques and amulets, and he even wore his long black hair and beard in the same style. The robed man had cold black eyes and a hooked nose like a bird of prey, and he regarded Alexandra and me with clear disdain. 
“You have returned, great lord,” said the robed man. “Have you brought guests, captives, or concubines? Speak, and your will shall be done.” 
“Concubines?” said Alexandra, appalled. 
Again the Knight made the rasping sound of amusement. “Neither. At least, not yet.” That made me wonder what he intended to do with us. His helm swiveled to face me, and then back to the robed man. “I believe she may be the one we expected. Bring the bracelet, and meet me in the Hall of Attainder.”
“As you will, great lord,” said the robed man, offering a bow to the Knight.
“And just who are you?” I said.
The robed man sneered. “Bah! You modern women have no sense of your place. In my day, you would have been shorn bald and sold in the public marketplace as a prostitute for speaking out of turn to your betters.” 
“That doesn’t answer the question,” I said. 
This time the Knight did bark a short, harsh laugh. 
The robed man drew himself up. “I am Sipad-Zid, Seneschal of Grayhold, and I received my seal of office from the hand of the Great King of Akkad himself. For forty-five centuries I have fulfilled my office, assisting the Knights of Grayhold as they defended the sunlit lands of Earth from the darkness that dwells beyond the Shadowlands.”
“There is your answer,” said the Knight. “Seneschal, meet us in the Hall of Attainder with the bracelet. You two, come.”
He beckoned, and again white light swallowed us.
When the glow cleared I found myself standing in a cavernous, gloomy hall that looked like a cross between a Gothic cathedral and an art museum. Dozens of stone pedestals stood scattered throughout the hall, and upon each pedestal stood a nine-foot tall suit of steel armor similar to the Knight’s armor. The armors were all different colors – blue and red and green and black, and the symbols cut into the armor all gleamed with harsh white light. 
Alexandra and I followed the Knight as he strode down an aisle between the pedestals. Between the clang of his metal boots and the click of our high heels against the stone floor, we made quite the cacophony. Vaguely I wondered what would happen if I tried to open a rift way here, or if I attacked the Knight with a lightning globe and tried to escape. Given the absolute power that a lord of a Shadowlands demesne wielded within his domain, I expected my end would be both quick and messy.
Yet I was still alive. If the Knight wanted to kill us, he could have let the bloated anthrophage and its pack do it for him. He had gone out of his way to save our lives. 
Maybe he needed something from us. 
“Your names?” said the Knight.
“Alexandra Ross.”
“Irina Novoranya,” I added. 
The Knight stopped next to an empty pedestal. “You speak the truth.” His helmet swiveled to face me. “You speak a lie.” 
He stepped onto the pedestal. A series of clangs came from his armor, and it started to unfold, opening around him like a giant metallic flower. I braced myself, wondering what kind of horror lurked beneath the massive armor. Some sort of giant? Maybe an orc, perhaps? I had never seen an orc in the flesh, but I knew that the rebel Archons of the Elven homeworld used orcs as shock troops.
Then the armor opened all the way, and the Knight of Grayhold stepped out in the flesh.
I blinked in surprise. 
The Knight was human, stood a few inches over six feet, and looked to be in his late thirties or early forties. He had dark blond hair tied back into a ponytail and a close-cropped blond beard, his eyes a bright shade of blue. His clothes were utterly prosaic – a green camouflage jacket, a worn blue work shirt, jeans, and steel-toed work boots. A sheathed sword hung at his belt, and a peculiar gauntlet of gray metal covered his left hand, its plates written with magical symbols. 
“You looked surprised,” said the Knight.
I blinked again. The Knight’s voice was deep, but unmistakably human, and he spoke with a marked Texas accent. 
“Been a surprising sort of day,” I said. 
“Yes, it has,” said the Knight. He looked at Alexandra. “Nice abs.” 
She flinched. In all the excitement, she had forgotten about her torn jacket and blouse. Now she grabbed them and pulled them closed.  
“I am married,” Alexandra said, her face bright red. 
“Though so, honey,” said the Knight. “It’s a good thing to be.” The blue eyes turned to me, and I was struck by how cold they were. “You’re not.” 
“Nope,” I said. “Why? Are you asking? Is that what you do? Abduct women to be your brides? It’s very old-fashioned, I’ll give you that. If I kiss you, will you turn into a frog? Or do you turn into a wolf every full moon if you don’t have true love’s kiss?” 
“For God’s sake!” hissed Alexandra.
I stopped talking. I have a bit of a smart mouth, as I have pointed out in the past. When I’m stressed or frightened, it kicks in, and I was very stressed and very, very frightened. 
“Does she always talk so much?” said the Knight. 
“I…haven’t known her very long,” said Alexandra. 
“I hope you’ve known her long enough,” said the Knight, “to explain how you came to Grayhold. I’ve been watching the Shadowlands for a long time, and it’s very rare for two women to come here alone.” He looked back at me. “And it’s even rarer for any human to know the spell to open a rift way.” 
“We were in Madison,” said Alexandra. “I…I work for Duke Carothrace, his event coordinator.”
“I see,” said the Knight. “I reckon the Jarl’s visit kept you mighty busy.”
Alexandra blinked. “How did you know about that?”
“He’s the lord of Grayhold,” I said. “I imagine quite a few of the warded ways pass near his demesne.”
“Your well-informed friend is correct,” said the Knight. “Now, Mrs. Ross. Please continue your story.” 
“There were Rebels,” said Alexandra. “Disguised as Homeland Security officers. They tried to assassinate the Duke and the Jarl. God, for all I know they succeeded. There were bombs scattered around the Capitol.” She shivered, holding her torn blazer closed tight. “One of the bombs was right in front of us. If Irina hadn’t opened her gate to this place, it would have killed us both.” 
“I see,” said the Knight. “And where does a twenty-year-old girl from Wisconsin learn to open a rift way?” 
“Someone taught me,” I said. “I had a really…effective teacher, let’s say.” I couldn’t bring myself to call Morvilind a good teacher. And I wasn’t about to tell the Knight or Alexandra anything about Morvilind. He had made it very clear what would happen if I told anyone about him. 
Of course, considering the kind of magical power the Knight possessed, he could make me tell him anything he wanted. 
He could probably make me do anything he wanted. 
I shivered a little, and not from the chill filling the gloomy hall. God, but I hated feeling powerless. 
The Knight snorted. “A true answer that contains absolutely no useful information. I think you have a gift for those.”
I shrugged. “We all have our talents. Not all of us can shoot lightning bolts from giant suits of magical armor.” 
“Why were the anthrophages after you?” said the Knight.
“They wanted to eat us,” I said. “They eat people. Enthusiastically. I think a lord of the Shadowlands ought to have realized that by now.” 
“They especially prefer fertile young women and children,” said the Knight. “But they were looking for you, Irina Novoranya. You, specifically. That fat anthrophage? An anthrophage elder. Such creatures rarely leave their lairs, and usually rely upon their packs to bring them food.” That send a little shudder through me. The thought of getting dragged off to an anthrophage’s lair was nightmarish. “So what could rouse an anthrophage elder to waddle its fat carcass into the wilds of the Shadowlands? It was looking for you personally, Miss Novoranya. I would be much obliged if you could tell me why.”
I shrugged. “Guess I ticked the anthrophages off.”
“How did you do that?” said the Knight. 
“I killed one in Los Angeles a few weeks ago,” I said. “Shot it, and got the hell out of there before its friends could chase me down.”
“Anthrophages don’t come to Earth unless someone summons them,” said the Knight. “Which means they were in Los Angeles looking for you. Why?” 
I said nothing.
“The answer you give to that question, Miss Novoranya,” said the Knight, “might determine whether or not you ever leave Grayhold.” 
I sighed. “Their masters. I had irritated their masters.” 
“What masters?” said Alexandra.
The Knight’s cold eyes turned to her. “Pardons, Mrs. Ross. But have you ever heard of a book called the Void Codex?”
I stiffened. 
“No, never,” said Alexandra.
“Have you ever heard of the Dark Ones?” said the Knight. 
I gave him a sharp look. The Knight didn’t notice or care.
“Dark Ones?” said Alexandra. “That sounds like some sort of ethnic slur.” 
The Knight nodded. “I thought as much.” He gestured again, white light flaring around his armored left hand, and light swallowed the world again.
When it cleared, I found myself standing next to Alexandra in another massive, gloomy hall. Rows of pale blue crystalline cylinders rose from the floor, shining with a gentle glow, and within those crystals…
I swallowed, alarm flooding through me. 
Within those crystals were people, men and women in a variety of clothing. Some wore expensive suits and dresses, others the garb of soldiers. Others wore ancient clothing, robes like those of Sipad-Zid the Seneschal or even stranger garments. 
“The Hall of Attainder,” said the Knight. “You will rest here for a time, Mrs. Ross.”
“What?” said Alexandra, her eyes widening. “You’re going to put me into one of those crystals? No, don’t, don’t…”
The Knight gestured, and pale blue light blazed from his hand. Alexandra screamed, throwing up her hands to cover her face, and the blue light wrapped around her. As it did, the light hardened and coalesced, and an instant later Alexandra stood motionless within one of those crystalline cylinders. 
“You son of a bitch,” I snapped. “What the hell did you do that for?” 
“If it is any comfort,” said the Knight, “she is completely unconscious, and is in no pain whatsoever. She’s also safer than she has ever been in her life.” His cold eyes fixed upon me. “Certainly she is safer here than she is with you.”
“I didn’t just freeze her inside a giant crystal,” I said.
“You did not,” said the Knight. “But let us be candid. I didn’t contemplate stabbing her in the back, did I?”
“What are you talking about?” I said.
“I watched you from the moment you set foot within my demesne,” said the Knight. “I saw you contemplate killing her so you could escape.” His expression remained calm, his drawling voice relaxed, but his eyes were like chips of ice. “Were you going to kill her as soon as it was convenient, or did you want to save the pleasure until you could savor it properly?”
“I did nothing of the sort,” I snarled, though I knew he was right. “And don’t presume to lecture me.”
He raised a blond eyebrow. “Presume?”
I waved a hand around us. “I’m not the one with the giant fortress full of frozen people. What did they do? Piss you off? Look at you funny? Arrive late with the pizza delivery?”
“They,” said the Knight, “are worshippers of the Dark Ones. Come to Grayhold to make mischief on behalf of their dark gods. I put Mrs. Ross into stasis so she remains safe while I decide what do with you.” 
“And just what are you going to do with me?” I said, my heart beating up again. There was no way I could fight him. Magically, he could crush me in a heartbeat. Physically, he looked like he could pick me up and bench press me. Under other circumstances, having his hands on me might have been fun…
I shoved that thought right out of my head. 
“Mrs. Ross didn’t know what the Void Codex and the Dark Ones were,” said the Knight. “You, ‘Miss Novoranya’, did not even blink. You know what the Dark Ones are, and only two kinds of humans know about the Dark Ones. Their enemies, and their servants.” 
I sneered. “And you think I worship the Dark Ones?”
“A woman with knowledge of both rift ways and illusion magic?” said the Knight. “What other explanation is there for your existence?” 
“You want the truth?” I said. “Fine. I’m a thief. A really good one, too. Last month I robbed a rich guy on Conquest Day, and I happened to stumble across his secret shrine to the Dark Ones and his copy of the Void Codex. I got out alive, but I pissed off the Dark Ones in the process, and the anthrophages have been looking for me ever since.” 
“Closer to the truth this time,” said the Knight, “and plausible, but still not the entire truth.”
“I’ve told you as much of the truth as can tell you,” I said. 
“I would believe you,” said the Knight, “but common thieves, even good ones, don’t know how to open rift ways. Common thieves don’t know how to Cloak themselves. The Inquisition kills any humans who learn illusion or mind-control magic…and they also kill any Elves foolish enough to share those spells with humans. That’s a very good Cloak spell, you know, if it was good enough to Cloak you from an anthrophage’s senses. A lot of Elves know how to Cloak, but there’s only one Elven wizard with the skill to Cloak himself from an anthrophage…”
A fresh wave of dread went through me. “Are you friends with a lot of Elven nobles, then?”
“Hardly,” said the Knight. “But there’s a wide country between ‘friend’ and ‘mortal enemy’, and a few Elven nobles live there.” He nodded. “I know who you are, then.”
“Go on,” I said, making myself smirk. It was hard to do when frightened. “This ought to be amusing.”
“You are one of Lord Kaethran Morvilind’s special little slaves,” said the Knight, “the ones he trains to do his dirty work.”
I stared at him, my mind frozen with surprise. 
Then three things occurred to me.
First. Kaethran? Fifteen years I had known Morvilind, and I had never found out his first name. Though if I was dumb enough to use it in front of him, he would probably make my head explode or something.
Second came a wave of fury that the Knight had called me a slave. Yet he wasn’t wrong, was he? Morvilind might not have documents proclaiming that he owned me, but he didn’t need anything as crude as chains to make me obey him. If I screwed up, he would kill me and Russell would die of frostfever, and that was enough to make me do whatever Morvilind wanted. 
Third came fresh terror. Morvilind had been clear about what would happen if I ever told anyone about him. With the vial of blood from my heart, he could kill me anywhere. Not even a demesne in the Shadowlands could shield me. If he realized that the Knight had figured out that I worked for him, Morvilind would kill me without hesitation. 
For a moment utter despair gripped me. There wasn’t any way out of this. From the moment that I had seen Rogomil in the crowd, everything had gone wrong. I shouldn’t have tried to warn Alexandra. The minute I had seen Rogomil, I should have run like hell, waited for a chance to steal the amulet once all the smoke had cleared. Instead I had been an idiot…and now I was dead.
And now Russell was dead.
I stood in silence, waiting for my death.
“Well?” said the Knight. “Nothing to say?”
“Oh, shut up,” I said. “Just shut up.” His eyebrows climbed up his forehead. “Oh, I guess not many people take that tone with the great and powerful Knight of Grayhold? Just shut up and kill me already. Or turn me into one of your weird crystal sculptures. Either way, I’m dead. At least if you kill me I won’t have to listen to your stupid accent.”
“And just what is wrong with a Texas accent?” said the Knight. He seemed amused, damn him. 
“Come on,” I said. “The dark lord of some ancient fortress in the Shadowlands has a Texas accent? Any minute I expect you to start singing about how the stars at night are big and bright deep in the heart of Texas.” 
“I have not seen Texas,” said the Knight, “in a very long time.” For a moment he stared off at nothing, and then nodded. “And that little tantrum proves your story.”
“Tantrum?” I said. 
“Morvilind told you that if anyone learned you work for him,” said the Knight, “he would kill you. Is that it? Probably with a vial of heart’s blood, I would reckon.” 
“How…do you know that?” I said. 
“Kaethran Morvilind,” said the Knight, “does not like to get his hands dirty. He trains human agents to do his dirty work for him. He teaches them a few spells and some useful skills, and makes sure that he has a hold over them, usually a loved one he can use to compel them. Then he uses his agents until they get killed, and he begins the process all over again.” His smile was cold. “Did you think you were the first one? That you were the first time he has done this? The Conquest was over three hundred years ago, and Morvilind has been very busy since.”
“You know him?” I said. “He’s a friend of yours?”
“We’ve spoken a few times,” said the Knight. “Though in the wide country between ‘friend’ and ‘mortal enemy’, he’s a closer to the enemy side of the border.”
I considered that. Maybe the Knight knew something useful I could use against Morvilind. “What can you tell me about him?”
“That I would not want to fight him,” said the Knight. “Not even in Grayhold, here in the heart of my power.”
“Why not?” I said.
“Because of all the Elven wizards,” said the Knight, “Morvilind’s only equal in skill and power is the High Queen Tarlia herself. And Morvilind has a genius for the art of magic that she simply does not.”
“Really?” I said. I had known Morvilind was powerful, but I had never guessed that he might be the most powerful Elven wizard on Earth. “Then why isn’t he…”
“A Duke?” said the Knight. “A high magistrate of the High Queen’s government? You’ve met him, right?”
“Oh,” I said. “Good point.”
“He is respected,” said the Knight, “but widely hated and feared. No one will follow him, but no one will cross him. Perhaps the entire Inquisition might challenge him, but only if the High Queen herself ordered it. Morvilind does have the High Queen’s favor, for he was the one who found the path to Earth.” 
“He did?” I said. Morvilind himself had never mentioned that. For that matter, none of the official histories did, but all the official histories claimed that Earth had been a wasteland of war and death until the High Queen had arrived and brought humanity to order with her benevolent justice. I suspected the truth was a bit more complex. 
“He did,” said the Knight. “Suffice it to say, Morvilind is no friend of mine, and may even stand in the way of my duty. Your secret shall remain safe with me.” 
I forced myself to swallow my pride. “Thank you.” 
“And now,” said the Knight, “I’m going to do you a favor.”
“Oh, goody,” I said.
“I’m going to give you a choice,” said the Knight. “If you like, I will kill you quickly and without pain, and I will then send Mrs. Ross unharmed back to Madison.” 
“That’s not really compelling,” I said. “Let me guess. You want me to do something for you.” 
“Not at all,” said the Knight. “I want you to promise to do me a favor. At some point between now and the end of your life.” 
“Why?” I said, watching him. He really was a handsome man in a rough-hewn sort of way. Put him in a cowboy hat, boots, and a dusty coat, and he could have been the lead in a video drama set in the ancient American West. Of course, with his magical power, he could probably make himself look like anything he wanted. I wondered if he was really human. 
“Morvilind,” said the Knight, “is not the only one who might find your particular set of skills useful.”
I burst out laughing. “Oh, God. You want me to steal something for you.”
“Something like that,” said the Knight. He spread his hands. “In fact, I’ll even help you with your current task. You can consider it an audition to see if you can do a favor for me.” 
“And just what do you know about my current task?” I said. 
“I reckon,” said the Knight, “that Morvilind sent you to steal the Ringbyrne Amulet from Jarl Rimethur.” 
“How do you know that?” I said. 
“Because the amulet,” said the Knight, “is exactly the sort of relic that Morvilind would covet.”
“What does it do?” I said.
The Knight shrugged. “Not entirely sure. Maybe you can figure it out when you steal it.”
“Why do you want to help me steal it?” I said. “So you can have it for yourself?”
“Not at all,” said the Knight. “I have no use for it.”
I snorted. “Right. I wasn’t born yesterday. You’re planning to screw me over.”
“Screw you?” Again his eyebrows rose. “You’re a very forward young lady. We only just met.”
“That’s not…” To my great annoyance, I stumbled over the sentence, and I felt a little heat in my face. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.” 
“They were your words, not mine,” said the Knight.
“My words, but not my meaning,” I said. “Is this how you usually meet women? Do they actually fall for the gloomy-dark-lord-in-his-ruined-castle routine?”
He blinked at me, and then to my utter astonishment he threw back his head and roared with laughter. A flicker of movement behind one of the glowing crystalline cylinders caught my eye, and I saw Sipad-Zid standing there in his ornate robes, gaping at his master. Evidently the Knight of Grayhold did not often laugh. 
“I confess,” said the Knight, “that it has never worked, not even once in all these years.” The Seneschal walked to the Knight’s side, holding a slim wooden case in his hands. “So, Irina Novoranya. Your choice. Die painlessly here. Or owe me a favor…and I shall help you steal the Ringbyrne Amulet from Jarl Rimethur.”
“What about Alexandra?” I said, glancing at where she stood frozen within the crystalline column. I couldn’t quite make out her expression through the blue crystal, but it was obvious she had been frozen in a moment of sheer terror. I hoped that the Knight had told the truth about the spell putting her unconscious.
“She will remain here,” said the Knight, “until you return with the Ringbyrne Amulet.”
“Ah ha,” I said. “Then this really was a setup to screw…I mean, to betray me. I bring the Ringbyrne Amulet here, and then you kill us both.”
“No,” said the Knight. “I give you my word as the Knight of Grayhold that should you bring the Ringbyrne Amulet to me, I shall release both you and Mrs. Ross from Grayhold unharmed, and send you back to Madison. I swear it upon my office as the Knight of Grayhold.” 
The floor shivered beneath me, and a cold wind blew through the Hall of Attainder. It was as if the vast castle itself had taken notice of the Knight’s oath. 
“All right,” I said. “We have a deal.”
“Swear it,” said the Knight. “If Morvilind has left you the capacity to hold anything sacred, then swear it upon whatever you hold sacred.”
“Fine,” I said, irritated. I thought for a moment. “I swear it upon the name of my brother.”
Again the floor trembled beneath my shoes, and the cold wind blew past me, tugging at my blazer and hair. For a moment I had the sense of something vast and mighty looking at me, and then the sensation faded. Yet I had the lingering impression that breaking my oath would be a bad idea. 
“So be it,” said the Knight. “Seneschal.” 
Sipad-Zid stepped forward, bowed, and offered the flat box to the Knight. The taller man reached down and opened the box. Within rested a black cushion, and upon the cushion lay a twisted bracelet of silver. It looked as if three silver bands had been melted around each other, and a dozen gems that glowed with a pale blue light rested within the tangled bracelet. 
“What is that thing?” I said.
The Knight lifted the box and held it out to me. “See it for yourself.” 
I hesitated, and then cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. At once a dozen screaming sensations roared through the spell, hammering against my mind. I felt the raw magical power surging through the grim stones of Grayhold, magic mighty and ancient and unyielding. I felt the intricate power of the spells of the crystalline prisons, holding their occupants unconscious and immobile. I felt the power of multiple warding spells around the Knight, and potent magic radiating from the sword at his belt and the gauntlet upon his left hand. Even Sipad-Zid had several warding spells around him, and his robe and jewelry had all been enchanted. 
Just as well I had not tried to attack either of them. Both had enough power to crush me with ease.
The Knight gave me a knowing smile. I ignored it, gritted my teeth, and tried to focus my will upon the bracelet.
It carried spells as well. Warding spells, I thought. Like…
“Elemental spells,” I said. “It’s…warded against elemental spells.”
“Frost and ice,” said the Knight. “While you wear it, you shall be impervious to spells of frost and cold and ice. Rather useful when facing a frost giant Jarl and his entourage, I reckon.”  
“I reckon,” I said. “Seems like quite a nice gift to give a thief.” 
“You cannot repay my favor,” said the Knight, “if the Jarl freezes all the blood in your veins. Take it.”
I hesitated and then took the bracelet. It fitted comfortably over the wrist of my left hand, so comfortably I could pull the sleeve of my blazer down over it without trouble. At once I felt warmer. Not sharply warmer, but comfortably warm, as if I had stepped from the cold gloom of Grayhold into a pleasantly heated room. 
“Nice trick,” I said, trying not to show how much I coveted it. A thing like this, an object of magical power, might prove very useful.
“Well,” said the Knight. “Sometimes a pretty girl just needs the right jewelry to match her clothes.”
Good Lord. Was he flirting with me? Of course, I had started it with all my wisecracks about screwing someone over. In retrospect, flirting with a lord of the Shadowlands had probably been one of the stupider things I had done. Morvilind had once mentioned in passing that he would never need to kill me because my smart mouth would get me killed first. 
It seemed that I was determined to prove him right. Or my mouth was, at least. 
I worked some moisture into my mouth and met his gaze. “It doesn’t match my shoes.”
“Where you’re going, it will,” said the Knight. He gestured with his armored hand, and the symbols upon his gauntlet flashed with white light. A curtain of gray mist shimmered to my left, and then shone with pale light. Through it I caught a wavering glimpse of a street and buildings rising on either side. 
“Madison?” I said.
“Not far from the Capitol,” said the Knight. “Once you have retrieved the Ringbyrne Amulet, use the bracelet as a focus for a rift way. The spell will return you to Grayhold.”
“Right,” I said. Now all I had to do was figure out how to steal away the Ringbyrne Amulet from a frost giant Jarl…a frost giant Jarl who had nearly been assassinated, and would be on his guard. 
Yeah. Easiest thing in the world, right?
I took one last look at the Knight. He stared right back at me, and I had the overwhelming feeling that he had not told me everything. Something else was going on here, I was sure of it. 
He wouldn’t tell me, and the only way out of this mess was to steal the amulet.
So I squared my shoulders, took a deep breath, and strode through the rift way.



Chapter 7: The Glory of the Revolution
 
A moment of searing disorientation, the sensation of falling, and I suddenly found myself in the middle of a street a block from the Wisconsin State Capitol, the summer air hot and muggy against my face. 
The rift way snapped shut behind me, and I felt the cold weight of the bracelet upon my left wrist. 
I had returned to the middle of a mess. 
Black plumes of smoke rose from the square, wreathing the white dome of the Capitol. The air stank of smoke and blood and the tang of powerful explosives. I heard the distant wail of emergency sirens, and the much nearer chatter of automatic gunfire. A barricade still sealed off the square, and a dozen dead men in blue Homeland Security uniforms lay before it. I couldn’t tell if they were Rebels or legitimate officers. Twenty or thirty more people in civilian clothes lay scattered on the street, some of them wounded and moaning with pain, some of them dead. 
The Knight had dropped me right into the middle of a fight. Unless I missed my guess, Rogomil’s Rebels had seized the Capitol and the barricades, which made me wonder just how many men he had smuggled into Madison. Then I realized that I had to get out of sight, right now, before anyone else saw me. I sprinted off the street, jumped the curb, and darted into an alley between a bank branch and a sandwich shop. Both buildings were dark, their doors closed and their shutters drawn. With luck, no one had seen me. A digital clock hung over the bank’s entrance, and with a shock I realized that less than an hour had passed since I had fled into the Shadowlands with Alexandra. 
It felt a lot longer than that.
I leaned against the concrete wall of the alley, closed my eyes, and tried to think.
I was in a lot of trouble, and couldn’t see a way out. 
For one thing, I was in the middle of a war zone. The Rebels might have seized the Capitol, but that wouldn’t last long. If Carothrace and Tamirlas had escaped the ambush, they would call their men-at-arms and commandeer the local branches of Homeland Security. Guns and bombs and helicopters did not work in the Shadowlands, but they worked just fine on Earth, and the Elven nobles would sweep the Rebels from Madison. For that matter, the High Queen might send men from her Wizards’ Legion to aid the nobles, and they would call a firestorm of elemental magic upon the Rebels’ heads. 
Knowing Rogomil, he would escape long before that. 
Why seize the square, then? Why hold the Capitol? Rogomil was a lot of things, most of them bad, but he wasn’t an idiot and he wasn’t suicidal. If he was sticking around, he would have a good reason, or at least a reason that made sense. 
I tried to think it through. The Rebels wanted to overthrow the High Queen and restore self-rule to humanity. So how would assassinating a frost giant Jarl help that? The frost giants had been enemies of the High Queen for centuries. Except now the rebel Archons on the Elven homeworld had turned on the frost giants, and so the frost giants had come to ally with the High Queen against her rebellious former subjects. I had heard that the Archons attempted to work with Rebel cells here on Earth. If Rogomil assassinated Rimethur while he was under the High Queen’s protection, that would be a grievous insult to the frost giant Great King, and he might break off his alliance with the High Queen, or even throw his support with the Archons. 
So that meant Rogomil’s entire reason for coming to Madison was to assassinate Rimethur and embarrass the High Queen.
Which in turn meant that the only possible reason that Rogomil had blockaded the Capitol…was that Rimethur was still inside the Capitol. 
That made sense. The Jarl and his guards would be the veterans of many battles both in the Shadowlands and upon other worlds, and they had been standing near the doors to the Capitol. When they came under fire, the Capitol was the logical place for the frost giants to shelter, and they would need only hold out until the Elven nobles arrived to smash the Rebels. 
And with that thought, relief flooded through me. 
I knew exactly what I had to do.
Namely, nothing. 
I just had to wait. Sooner or later the Elven nobles and Homeland Security would drive out the Rebels and rescue Rimethur from the Capitol. All I had to do was make myself unobtrusive and follow Rimethur when he emerged from the siege. Madison would be on high alert as the Inquisition hunted down Rogomil and anyone who had helped him, and in that chaos, I could get close to the Jarl, steal the amulet, and escape back to Morvilind. 
I wouldn’t even have to go back to Grayhold. The Knight might be powerful, but he wasn’t powerful enough to reach outside of his demesne. If I chose, I could never return to Grayhold. The Knight had given me that enspelled bracelet, but I didn’t owe him anything. 
And I just had to leave Alexandra to rot. 
No one would ever know what had happened to her. Rogomil’s damned bombs had probably killed a lot of people, and Alexandra would be one more victim. The whole thing would be hushed up, and the Inquisition would make sure that anyone discussing it over the Internet would receive a stern warning and then a swift disappearance if they persisted. If I abandoned Alexandra and never returned to Grayhold, I had a far better chance of getting out of this mess clean.
For a moment, I considered doing just that.
Look, I’m not a good person. Maybe I never have been. Or Morvilind never gave me a chance to become one. I’ve done a lot of bad things. I’ve stolen and I’ve killed. I lie constantly and effortlessly, and I have never told the truth to Russell and James and Lucy, and they were probably the only three people I cared about in the world. 
Maybe that’s why I got annoyed when the Marneys invited me to church with them. The preacher always talked about the forgiveness of sins, and I had a lot of sins behind me.  I didn’t want to be reminded of them. 
What was one more? What did I owe Alexandra? Granted, I had gotten her imprisoned in Grayhold, but if I hadn’t taken her to the Shadowlands she would have been killed in one of the explosions. She worked for Duke Carothrace, and might well turn me over to the Inquisition. She had no problem using the Duke’s slaves in her work. And she was kind to everyone she met, even the slaves, and teared up when she talked about her husband, and…
I closed my eyes and sighed, remembering the contempt that had flashed over the Knight’s face when he talked about how I had almost killed Alexandra. 
“Damn it,” I muttered, “damn it, damn it, damn it.” I stared at the concrete wall for a moment, and then kicked it in sheer frustration. “Damn it.” 
I couldn’t do it. I knew, deep in my bones, that if I got the amulet I would return to Grayhold for Alexandra. I am not a good person, not even a little…but I suck at being ruthless when necessary.
Maybe it was why I was always in so much trouble. 
Another distant burst of gunfire snapped me out of my reverie. It would be a grimly amusing death if I was gunned down while agonizing over a moral dilemma. First, I had to get that amulet away from Rimethur. Then I could worry about Alexandra. 
I started down the alley. I needed to find a place with a good view of the Capitol. A rooftop? No, that would be too exposed to bullets, and if Homeland Security sent in helicopters, someone might spot me. An upper-story window overlooking the square ought to serve. I could watch for Rimethur’s return, and if anyone stumbled upon me, I could Cloak until they passed by. I would just have to wait until Rimethur emerged from the Capitol.
Or until the Duke’s men-at-arms carried out the Jarl’s corpse. 
Either way, I was taking the Ringbyrne Amulet.
I decided to break into the bank and climb to its top floor. From the offices on the top level I would have a good view of the Capitol’s front steps, and likely anyone still in the bank had fled once the shooting and the explosions had started. Maybe I could even find some food to steal. I hadn’t eaten anything today, and after my magical and physical exertions in the Shadowlands, some food would be welcome.
A turned a corner and froze. 
Four men in Homeland Security uniforms stood before the bank’s back door, pistols in hand. Before I could react, they all turned, leveling their weapons. I froze, raising my hands and cursing my inattention. I didn’t dare use a spell. I might be able to Cloak or Mask myself, but there were four pistols, and it would only take one bullet in the right place to finish me. If they were Homeland Security, I could probably bluff my way past them. 
If they were disguised Rebels…
“Freeze!” snapped one of the officers.
“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” I said, letting the words come out fast and hysterical. “Please, please, don’t shoot, there was an explosion, and all these men started shooting, and…”
“Wait,” said one of the officers in a cold, flat voice. “It’s her.” 
Wait. They knew me?
Then I recognized the officer. He was the middle-aged man who had been manning the checkpoint, the one I thought I had recognized. After seeing Rogomil, I could finally recalled the screener's name. His name was…Anton, I thought, and I had seen him a few times when Rogomil had been meeting with Nicholas Connor. 
“You’re right, Anton,” said another Rebel. “It is her. Matches the description. Brown hair, gray eyes, about five foot three…”
“Katrina Stoker,” said Anton. I tried not to flinch. That had been the name I had used when I had been with Nicholas. Thank God I had possessed the wit not to use my real name, despite my infatuation with him. “It’s been a long time since Los Angeles.”
“Only two years,” I said. “Not that long.” I had one advantage. Anton didn’t know that I could use magic. I had never told Nicholas about my magical abilities, had never used magic in front of him or his friends. As far as Nicholas and his Rebel cell had been concerned, I was just a very skilled jewel thief. 
“You killed good men in Los Angeles,” said Anton. Even through his sunglasses, I felt his glare.
I shrugged. “They killed themselves. Hey, you know what? If you go around trying to murder innocent people, sooner or later you’re going to get in trouble.” 
“They were not innocents,” said Anton. “There are those for the Revolution, and those against the Revolution. By not being for the Revolution, they were against us, and…”
“That’s great logic,” I said. “Chases its own tail like a drunk dog.”
“You should watch your tongue,” said Anton.
“Why?” I said. “Sergei told you to bring me alive and unharmed if you found me, didn’t he? Else you would have just shot me dead here and now.”
“You had better pray that Commander Rogomil does not give you to us when he is finished with you,” said Anton. He jerked his head, and two of the Rebels started forward, pistols still leveled at me. “Else I shall take great pleasure in making you scream.”
“I bet you would,” I said, keeping the fear out of my voice and face. “Commander Rogomil now, is it? I thought he have promoted himself to High General or Grand Admiral or Supreme Poobah or something.”
One of the Rebels snickered. Anton shot a glare at him, and the Rebel shut up. 
The four men led me to the back of the sandwich shop next to the bank. The back door had been kicked open, and we walked through a small kitchen and into the shop proper. Various meats and vegetables lay underneath a sneeze guard on the counter, and a dozen Rebels stood at the windows, peering through the shutters. A half-dozen more Rebels in Homeland Security uniforms waited by the door, all of them holding submachine guns of varying types. 
Sergei Rogomil waited in their midst, scowling. He was a big man, over six feet, and had to weigh at least two hundred and fifty pounds. Very little of the weight was fat, and his arms bulged against the sleeves of his colonel’s uniform. 
He turned as we approached, and his cold, dead black eyes considered me without blinking.
“Commander,” said Anton, saluting. “We found the girl.” 
“So I see,” said Rogomil. He had a deep voice, marked with a heavy rasp that I suspected came from an old injury. “Katrina Stoker.” 
“That’s me,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. Showing fear in front of a man like Sergei Rogomil would be like waving raw meat in front of a rabid dog. 
“You caused the Revolution a great deal of harm in Los Angeles,” said Rogomil.
“You were planning to murder ten thousand people and have me take the blame,” I said. “So, yeah, I caused you trouble and…”
His expression did not change as he hit me. 
If he had punched me, the strength of the blow likely would have killed me, but he only backhanded me. Even that was enough to snap my head to the right and spin me like a top. I lost my balance, fell on a table, rolled off, and landed on the floor. 
That hurt. A lot.
Before I recovered, Rogomil stooped down, grabbed the front of my blazer, and lifted me without any apparent difficulty. My feet swung a good two feet off the floor. I tried to kick at him, but I couldn’t get enough leverage, and clawing at his arm was like trying to attack a tree trunk with my fingernails.
“One of Nicholas Connor’s dumb whores,” Rogomil said. He shook his head. “Nicholas is a genius, but I warned him that his womanizing would get us in trouble. The failure of the Los Angeles operation cost the Revolution a great deal.”
“Yeah,” I rasped. “He should have listened to you.” 
Rogomil grunted out a laugh and released me. I landed on my feet, but landing in high heels in a challenge, and my ankle went out from beneath me. I landed hard upon my side, again, and a fresh wave of pain went through me. Rogomil stalked after me, and I scrabbled backward, trying to put together a plan. Maybe he had decided to beat me to death in front of his men.
A flare of purple light caught my eye.
I stopped scrabbling and blinked in surprise.
Black-purple fire flickered around Rogomil’s fingers, the beginnings of a spell. 
Rogomil knew how to use magic. Specifically, dark magic drawn from the Void. 
What was more, it was the same kind of magic that the anthrophage elder had used in the Shadowlands, that Paul McCade had used in his secret temple beneath his mansion. 
How the hell had Rogomil learned to do that? 
A frown went over Rogomil’s face, and I realized that I had been staring too hard at his fingers. He didn’t know that I could use magic, and he had no idea that I had seen that kind of magic before. I made myself look properly frightened, which really wasn’t all that hard.
“How…how are you doing that?” I whispered. “You’re not a wizard.”
“I am more than a wizard,” said Rogomil. “I am a Revolutionary. I fight to free mankind from the tyranny of the High Queen.”
“But…you’re doing magic,” I said. “Someone taught you to use magic.” 
“The Forerunner has offered his aid to the Revolution,” said Rogomil. 
“The Forerunner?” I said. Who was that? “Is that something you worship as a god?”
Rogomil snorted. “Stupid girl. There is no God. There is only the Revolution. We shall overthrow the Elves and the corrupt oppressor classes that rule with them. The oppressed shall be liberated, and all shall be made free and equal in the new world that we shall construct. The Forerunner has shown us the way. Nicholas Connor understood.” He smirked. “Had you been anything other than an amusement to him, perhaps Nicholas would have trusted you with his plans.” 
That stung me. It shouldn’t have. I knew what kind of man Nicholas has turned out to be. I knew that I hadn’t meant as much to him as he had meant to me, that he had likely been sleeping with numerous other women while we had been together. It shouldn’t have hurt, because I knew it was true.
Nonetheless, it still stung. 
“Commander,” said Anton, “perhaps you shouldn’t tell her all this.” 
“Why not?” said Rogomil. “All the world shall soon know the truth of the Revolution. The Forerunner has given us the tools to destroy the High Queen and end her tyranny. Soon the Revolution will remake mankind, and there will be no more rich and poor, no more social classes, no more dissent and division and competition. All shall be equal.” 
His dark eyes burned as he made his little speech, and some of the men nodded in agreement. I had seen anthrophages and bloodshed and the grim ruins of Grayhold, but this was still the creepiest thing I had encountered today. Rogomil looked insane. No, that wasn’t quite right. He looked…fanatical. He looked so convinced of his mad vision that he would eagerly, even joyfully, kill as many people as possible to make that vision come true. 
It made my skin crawl. I am not a good person, but I’m not a mass murderer either. I had never set off a bomb in a crowded market to disguise one of my thefts. Or burned down a school full of children so I could steal something for Morvilind from the bank across the street. 
Or planned to set off a bomb in Los Angeles to kill ten thousand people, as Rogomil and Nicholas had done. 
Looking at him I was certain, absolutely certain, that if he had to kill every single man, woman, and child in Madison to take down Rimethur, he would do so without hesitation. 
He might start with me. 
Which lent itself to an obvious question. 
Why hadn’t he started with me?
I carefully, slowly got to my feet, watching Rogomil for any sign of movement.
“So, Grand High Commander Sergei,” I said. His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t hit me again. If he was going to kill me, then by God I was going to insult him a few times before I went. “Are you going to take me captive back to Nicholas?” 
“No,” said Rogomil. “Even you, Katrina Stoker, are going to assist the cause of the Revolution.” 
“Ah,” I said. “And just how am I going to do that?” 
“You are going to open the way for us,” said Rogomil.
I frowned and spat out some blood. “The way?” Did he know about my magical abilities after all? Or…
“Oh,” I said as understanding came to me. “Oh. Oh.” I laughed. “The glorious Revolution outsmarted itself, didn’t it?” 
Rogomil’s eyes narrowed. “You tread on dangerous ground.”
“Me?” I said. “I’m not the one who just tried to assassinate a frost giant ambassador. See, that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? You hate the High Queen, but so do the Archons. The frost giants were content to wage war on the High Queen, but then your buddies the Archons had to go piss off the frost giants. So that drove the frost giants into the High Queen’s waiting arms, and the Rebels don’t want that. Maybe with the help of the frost giants, the High Queen will have more time and resources to go Rebel hunting.” I pointed at Anton. “I bet his head would look nice stuff and mounted on the High Queen’s wall. Maybe with a silly little hat or something.”
Anton’s lips thinned. I couldn’t see his eyes behind the sunglasses, but if Rogomil hadn’t been there, I knew he would have killed me on the spot. 
“So you can make deductions,” said Rogomil. “Hardly impressive.” 
“You like deductions?” I said. “Here’s another one.” I paused to wipe the blood from my lips onto my sleeve. No one stopped me, which I decided to take as a good sign. “You can’t get to Rimethur. See, the Duke greeted him on the steps of the Capitol. Madison’s been burned and blown up a few times since the Conquest, but the Capitol’s still here. Which means that it’s been rebuilt a few times, hasn’t it?” Rogomil’s eyes narrowed. “And the Elven nobles, they’re real careful about their own skins. Duke Carothrace does all sorts of ceremonies in front of the State Capitol, and I bet he built extra defenses into the Capitol. Like, oh…if the Capitol came under terrorist attack during one of his events? He…”
“We,” snarled one of the younger Rebel soldiers, leveling his gun at me, “are not terrorists! We are freedom fighters! We are liberators! We…”
“That so?” I said. “Tell that to all the people you killed with your bombs. Bet they feel all kinds of liberated.”
“Thieving bitch,” snarled the Rebel, “we…”
“I might be a thief,” I said, “but at least I don’t lie to myself.” 
The Rebel stepped closer, snarling.
“Shut up,” said Rogomil, and the young Rebel subsided. “So, my clever thief, what do we want of you?” 
“You want me to break into the Capitol,” I said. 
Rogomil inclined his head.
“Why don’t you just blast your way inside?” I said.
“Because,” said Rogomil, “the interior of the walls are fitted with four inches of steel plate. We do not have adequate weapons to break through. Once our attack began, Carothrace sent Rimethur into the Capitol and then withdrew with his nobles and his guests.”
“Then you had better run like hell,” I said. “He’s gone to commandeer the Madison branch of Homeland Security.”
A thin smile spread over Rogomil’s hard face. “He can’t. We have coopted the Madison branches of the Department of Homeland Security. The men who are not loyal to the glorious cause of the Revolution have been executed.”
“You didn’t get all his men-at-arms, though,” I said. “Or the men-at-arms of the other nobles. Or the Homeland Security branch of, say, Milwaukee or Des Moines. Every last one of them are heading here. All those Elven nobles know a spell or two, and they’re probably pretty ticked at you.” 
“Then we will act now,” said Rogomil. “After all, you are a most talented jewel thief. You said so yourself. You’re going to open the doors to the Capitol for us, and then we shall kill Rimethur to further the cause of the Revolution.” 
“And if I don’t help you?” I said.
Rogomil let out a contented sigh. “Then I will shoot you in the head right now, which would give me very great pleasure.” 
I said nothing. Helping the Rebels was idiotic. If I failed, they would shoot me. If I was with them when Duke Carothrace returned with his men and the Inquisition, I would get shot along with Rogomil’s men. If I opened the doors into the Capitol, I would get killed in the battle between the Rebels and the frost giants. 
Or, more likely, Rogomil would shoot me the minute I had the door open. 
But it was the best chance I would have to get my hands on the amulet. If I could snatch it away in the middle of a battle, I could open a rift way and the Knight’s bracelet would carry me back to Grayhold. With luck, any witnesses would get killed in the fighting. 
Rogomil pointed his pistol at my head. “Decide. Now.”
“Well, then.” I gave him my sunniest smile. The blood in my teeth likely made it look ghastly. “Let’s go break into the Wisconsin State Capitol.”



Chapter 8: Improvising
 
“One condition, though,” I said.
Anton spat. “You are in no position to demand conditions.”
I ignored him and looked at Rogomil, folding my arms over my chest. “I want a mask and a hat.”
“What?” said Rogomil.
“A mask and a hat,” I said. “There are probably cameras still functioning out there, and I’m pretty sure the Duke or Homeland Security has the Capitol under surveillance by now. I’d really prefer not to get executed on a Punishment Day video once this mess is over.” 
Rogomil snorted. “That is not my concern.”
I shrugged. “Then you had better shoot me now. See, I want to live through this. I just came here to steal this,” I waved the bracelet on my wrist, “from one of the Duke’s knights, and I had no idea you guys were here. I intend to get away, sell this, and retire in comfort. But if my face turns up on camera, I can’t do that. And if you don’t give me a mask, you’re as good as shooting me. So either give me a mask, or save me some time and shoot me right now.”
I stared at him, fresh sweat trickling down my back. I had just given him a very good and logical argument for shooting me and cutting his losses. On the other hand, he had ordered his men to find me, and if he had any other way of getting into the Capitol, he would have used it by now. A mask and a hat was a reasonable request.
I saw Rogomil reach the same conclusion. 
“Very well,” he said. He crossed to the sandwich counter, reached behind it, and handed me a hat and a bandana adorned with the sandwich shop’s bright gold-and-black logo. I shrugged, wrapped the bandana around the lower half of my face, stuffed my hair underneath the cap, and pulled it low over my eyes. There was a black cloth coat hanging from a hook next to the kitchen door, likely part of the workers’ uniforms. I grabbed the coat and pulled it over my blazer. The coat’s owner was much taller and much fatter than me, so the coat hung down to my knees. Yet between that and the bandana and the hat, it did a good job of concealing my appearance. 
“Well then,” I said. “If we live through this, maybe Homeland Security will wonder why a sandwich shop worker broke into the Capitol.”
It was a joke, but Rogomil did not laugh. 
“Because even the lowliest worker can see the tyranny of the Elves," he said. "Even the lowliest worker can rise up and become a member of the Revolution. Together we shall overthrow our oppressors and their corrupt allies and bring an end to the High Queen’s tyranny.”
“No matter how many unarmed women and children you have to kill?” I said, before my brain could rein in my tongue.
“Yes,” said Rogomil. “If we have to kill ninety percent of the human population so that the remaining ten percent can live free of the Elves, I would count that a worthy sacrifice.”
His eyes remained cold and dead as he spoke, but that eerie fire blazed within them. I knew with absolute certainty that he was not exaggerating. If Rogomil had been able to get his hands on a pre-Conquest nuclear bomb, he would have detonated it in Madison without the slightest hesitation. Never mind the hundreds of thousands of people he would kill, and the hundreds of thousands more who would die of radiation poisoning and cancer. He would do it, and he would enjoy it.
Sick bastard. I didn’t like the High Queen, and I detested Morvilind. Yet the Rebels made our Elven rulers look like saints by comparison.
“Enough talk,” said Rogomil. “We move. Anton, keep watch on the side streets. You, you, you.” He pointed at several of his men. “Listen on the radio channels. If Homeland Security or the Duke moves, we will need to abandon the operation and depart.”
Anton glared at me through his sunglasses. “What about her? If we need to abort, what will we do with her?”
“If I give the order to abort,” said Rogomil, “shoot her.”
That brought a smile to Anton’s face. “With pleasure, Commander.” 
I almost offered a rude gesture to Anton, but decided that I had pushed my luck enough for one day. Hell, just this morning I had probably used up two or three lifetimes’ worth of luck.
Rogomil led the way to the square. It wasn’t quite as bad as I thought it would be. I saw maybe thirty dead people scattered before the stairs to the Capitol, most of them wearing suits and expensive dresses. That was horrible enough, but after all the bombs, I had expected to find the steps to the Capitol carpeted in corpses. Fires burned here and there, and I saw Rebels manning the barricades. Some of them wore Homeland Security uniforms, some of them civilian clothes, and a few looked like paramilitary enthusiasts with too much money and time. One man had a bandoleer with a dozen grenades, and another had an honest-to-God rocket launcher, the sort of thing that looked as if it had been designed to take down helicopters. 
A few scraps of shredded cloth caught my eye. It was the remains of my courier bag, which I had dropped in the chaos. It had been torn apart, and if I hadn’t pulled Alexandra with me into the Shadowlands, we both would had been shredded along with the bag. 
As we drew nearer to the Capitol, I saw the steel plates that had slid down to seal off every single window. Charred craters in the white stonework marked where Rogomil’s men had tried to blast their way inside. The ornate wooden doors to the Capitol rotunda had been destroyed in the fighting, and grim slabs of steel now sealed off the entrance to the rotunda. Even grenades would do little to those massive doors. To judge from the debris and the damage to the stonework, that hadn’t stopped Rogomil’s men. 
I stopped a few feet away from the steel doors, staring at them as I thought.
“Can you open it?” said Rogomil.
“Let me look at it for a minute,” I said, thinking. 
Rogomil pointed his pistol at my face. “Can you open that door?”
I glared at him. “It’s hard to examine the door with your gun in my face.”
“Answer the question right now,” said Rogomil. “Can you open that door? Yes. Or. No?” 
“Yes,” I said. “But I need a minute to think.”
“She is lying to buy time,” said Anton. “Shoot her.” 
“No, I’m not, moron,” I said. “I can open the doors, but if I screw it up, the locks will jam and even the High Queen would need a high-yield plasma torch and a week to get through those doors. This isn’t like building a pipe bomb to blow up a bunch of toddlers and pregnant women. This actually takes, you know, skill and intellect and talent.” 
Anton said nothing, but his expression promised all the horrible things he would do to me if the opportunity ever came his way. 
“So you can open the doors,” said Rogomil. The bore of his pistol looked like a bottomless pit.
“Yep,” I said. 
“How?” said Rogomil. “Answer the question right now, or I shall abort the operation.”
Actually, opening the doors would be easy. The doors hadn’t been warded from magical attack, and their locks, while massive, were a relatively simple mechanisms. The spell Morvilind had taught me for releasing locks would work on the doors. Rogomil might have learned dark magic from the Dark Ones or whoever this Forerunner guy was, but apparently his lessons hadn’t including spells on releasing locks. 
Except Rogomil didn’t know I could use magic. I wasn’t about to let him on that little secret, not when that secret was my best hope of getting out of here alive. So I needed a distraction, a big, flashy, impressive distraction…
“Plastic explosive,” I said. “Do you have any?” Rogomil nodded. “That seam there, along the center of the door? It’s a flaw in the design. Some Italian company makes these. Hit it with enough force, and that steel plate will roll back like aluminium foil. There are five tumbler pins inside, and I can release them in about forty-five seconds. Easy as pie.”
I kept my expression blank. I had just told Rogomil a load of steaming nonsense, and anyone who knew the slightest thing about security doors would spot it at once. No one built seams in the middle of security doors. If Rogomil realized that I was lying to him, he would shoot me on the spot.
Instead, he bought it.
“Who had the explosive?” he said. One of the Rebels in paramilitary gear stepped forward. “You. Apply it over that seam. How much do we need?”
“Uh,” I said, my mind racing. I had one chance to do this right. “Enough to cover the seam. So, a lot.”
“Move it,” said Rogomil, and the Rebel in paramilitary gear ran forward, producing a tube of something that looked a bit like gray bathtub putty but wasn’t. “The rest of you take cover. As soon as the doors are open, we shall storm the Capitol. Focus upon Rimethur. Any targets in our way are considered expendable.”
Right. That meant the minute I opened the doors, he would shoot me and stride over my corpse. Assuming Anton didn’t shoot me first. I felt Anton’s eyes digging into me like knives. 
“Take cover,” said Rogomil, waving his pistol at me. I moved away from the Capitol’s doors, taking deep breaths as I cleared my will and summoned magical power. Rogomil kept his pistol in his right hand, but with his left he pulled out his phone, unlocked it, and began jabbing text messages into the screen. Likely he was summoning the rest of his men for the attack. 
The paramilitary Rebel finished placing plastic explosive over the seam, jabbed a wireless detonator into the stuff, and then pulled out his phone. For a moment he fiddled with his phone as he synced it to the detonator as Rogomil alternated between glaring at him, glaring at me, and thumb-stabbing more messages into his phone. 
“Ready!” said the paramilitary Rebel, running to join us. 
I took one more deep breath, gathering my will and my magic for the spell. I had never tried something like this before, but I thought it should work.
I hoped it would work.
“Clear!” shouted the Rebel, tapping a command into his phone. The other Rebels ducked and covered. I started to follow suit, and as they did, I straightened up and cast a spell, making sure I wasn’t looking at the doors. 
The plastic explosive blasted apart with a flash of light, a plume of dust, and a thunderous cracking sound. It didn’t do much to the door. It did, however, distract the Rebels long enough for me to cast a Masking spell around myself. 
As I did, I started to scream at the top of my lungs. All the Rebels looked at me as the Mask flared to life. I didn’t Mask myself as a Rebel, or as an Elven noble, or even as any living thing.
Instead, I Masked myself as the sun. 
It worked more spectacularly than I could have hoped. The Rebels reeled back, shielding their eyes, and as they did, I summoned power for another spell even as I held the Mask in place. I cast the spell to release locks at the doors, my will focusing into telekinetic bursts of force, and I heard the clang as the locks released. 
There wasn’t a moment to lose. I sprinted forward, my heels clacking against the paving stones. 
A bullet whined off the wall next to my head. I glanced back and saw Rogomil sprinting after me, lining up for another shot. I ducked, and his bullet went wild, ricocheting off the ground. Rogomil was bigger than me, but he was also faster. If he caught up to me, he wouldn’t need his gun to kill me. He was strong enough to snap my neck without trying hard.
Frantic, I cast another spell, and as he drew closer I whirled and drove my hand at him. He sneered and caught my wrist with his phone hand…which made it easy for the globe of lightning I had conjured to slam into his chest. There hadn’t been enough time to put something powerful together, but the jolt of lightning still knocked him backwards, eyes bulging, legs jittering. Something dropped from his hand and I caught it, thinking it was his gun, but it was only his phone, the screen still flashing with incoming messages. 
I whirled and ran like hell for the doors. They had only opened a little, but I wasn’t large, and I thought I could slip through. Behind me Rogomil staggered to one knee, and a mob of Rebels came up the stairs, guns leveled. I threw myself forward and slipped through the doors and into the Capitol rotunda just as the Rebels opened fire. The rotunda was gloomy, lit only by a peculiar blue light, but I didn’t have time to focus on that.
The roar of bullets bouncing off the security doors drowned out everything.
I grabbed the crash bar and pulled backwards with all my strength, and the heavy door swung shut with a resounding clang. The locks clicked into place, and I stumbled back, breathing hard, a hysterical laugh threatening to bubble up in my throat. I had gotten away from Rogomil. Despite all the odds, I had gotten away from Rogomil. 
There was something heavy in my hand, and I blinked at it. It was a rectangular black smartphone from a cheap manufacturer in the Chinese Imperium, and the screen kept flashing with messages…
I didn’t laugh, but a wild grin spread over my face. 
Rogomil’s phone. I had Sergei Rogomil’s phone…and he hadn’t locked it again before he dropped it. I hit the home button with my thumb, and saw all kinds of neatly organized files – maps, contact lists, spreadsheets, photos, inventories, all kinds of useful information for the leader of a Rebel cell. The Inquisition could take remote control of any cell phone, listening through the microphones and watching through the cameras, though no doubt Rogomil had disabled that feature. 
It still had network access, though, and the Inquisition had an email address where informants could anonymously send tips. 
When Alexandra had given me her phone, I could have destroyed her life with a few emails. I hadn’t done that to her…but Rogomil seemed like a more deserving candidate. 
Grinning, I configured the phone to send its entire contents to a specified address, entered the Inquisition’s anonymous inbox, and hit the SEND button. The phone chimed and began emailing every single file in its storage to the Inquisition. I wiped down the phone with the hem of my sandwich coat to remove any prints and then set it next to the doors, the sound of gunfire drumming against the steel security doors. 
“Enjoy running from the Inquisition,” I muttered. Even if Rogomil fled Madison right now, all the information I had just emailed to the Inquisition would make it all the harder for him to run. I hated Punishment Day and I hated Punishment Day videos, but if the Inquisition caught up to Rogomil, I would make an exception to watch his execution. 
I had gotten away from the Rebels. Now all I had to do was steal the Ringbyrne Amulet, escape back to Grayhold, free Alexandra, and return to Morvilind.
Looking around, I realized that might be even harder than I thought. 



Chapter 9: Enemy Of My Enemy
 
Ice filled the rotunda of the Wisconsin State Capitol. 
I had never been inside the Capitol before, but I had seen it plenty of times. Criticizing the High Queen and the Elven nobles might get you lynched for elfophobia or a visit from the Inquisition, but neither Homeland Security nor the Inquisition cared what people said about human politicians. The governor and the state legislature were often the target of ferocious criticism on social media and the news, and so long as nobody criticized the Elves, the Inquisition turned a blind eye to it. I had seen lots of articles about the state government on the Internet accompanied by pictures of the Capitol, with captions like “HEROIC GOVERNOR OFFERS BOLD NEW VISION FOR WISCONSIN” or “IMBECILIC GOVERNOR REACHES BOLD NEW HEIGHTS OF INCOMPETENCE”, stuff like that. Consequently I knew that the rotunda was a big octagonal room built of shiny green and yellow stone, with a bunch of paintings and statues meant to represent freedom and the people of Wisconsin. The net result made it look like a fancy round church, which I thought was a bit excessive, given how often corrupt politicians got flogged and sold into slavery on Punishment Day for bribery and extortion and the like. 
The rotunda didn’t look anything like a church at the moment.
A layer of crystalline ice covered the walls, giving off a faint blue light. More of the ice spread across the floor, glimmering beneath a veil of pale white mist. Four grand staircases rose up the sides of the rotunda, and they too had been sheathed in ice. It looked strangely, eerily beautiful, but it was a dangerous sort of beauty. 
Like the Shadowlands, come to think of it. 
Belatedly I realized that it was cold, horribly cold, yet the chill did not seem to touch me. At first I thought it was because I was wearing a blouse, a blazer, and the sandwich worker’s long coat, but all three garments were light. Besides, I was in a knee-length skirt, and the chill ought to have been blasting up my legs. Objectively I knew I was cold, I knew that I should have been freezing, yet I felt…comfortable.
The answer came to me, and I pulled up my sleeve. The twisted bracelet of silver still wrested against my left wrist, and the pale blue gems shone with a harsh azure glow. I gestured with my right hand, summoning power and casting the spell to sense the presence of magical force. At once I felt the power surrounding me and surging through the Capitol. Rimethur and his guards had summoned tremendous amounts of elemental magic, wrapping the Capitol with it. Likely they had done so to defend themselves from any Rebels that broke inside. Yet I also sensed powerful magic within the bracelet. Warding spells, I thought, to defend against elemental magic. Without it, in my light clothes I might have frozen to death in a few minutes. 
The Knight had told the truth about that much. The bracelet did indeed defend from elemental magic. 
Was that why the Knight had given the bracelet to me? Did he want me to live long enough steal the amulet so he could claim it for himself? The Knight had said this was an audition. 
An audition for what?
Between the Rebels and the Knight and the frost giants, I was caught in some sort of game I did not understand. I wondered if Morvilind had known about it. Maybe he had, and he simply had not cared. Maybe he though it some sick way of making me stronger and more capable and therefore a more useful servant for him. 
The clang of metal from one of the grand stairways to the upper balcony of the rotunda caught my attention. For a moment I thought that Rogomil and the Rebels had somehow blasted through the dome overhead. Then I realized that the clang of metal sounded like armored footsteps, and a far more simple explanation occurred to me.
The frost giants wore armor, and one of them had come to see what had caused the racket at the doors. 
I cast a spell and Cloaked myself, and a minute later one of Rimethur’s frost giant bodyguards came down the grand staircase, ducking to avoid smacking his head on the balcony overhead. Like the other frost giants I had seen, he was nine or ten feet tall, and clad head to foot in steel armor. Unlike Rimethur’s armor, his was plain and unadorned, though it look thick enough to stop military-grade bullets. His hair and beard were black and glossy, stark against his silvery-blue skin, and his eyes glowed with the harsh white light of the sun striking snow in the heart of winter. On his left arm rested a shield that could likely have replaced one of the security doors, and in his right hand he carried an enormous axe that could have peeled back the roof of my van like foil. If he hit me with that thing, it would turn me into a pile of hamburger. 
The frost giant stopped at the base of the stairs and looked around the rotunda with a scowl, his glowing eyes narrowed. I stayed motionless, my breathing slow and deep, my mind focused on the Cloak. Belatedly I wondered if he could see the glow from the screen of Rogomil’s phone as it uploaded the Rebels’ secrets to the Inquisition. Had I remembered to set on the floor screen down? The frost giant took one more look around the rotunda, muttered something irritated-sounding under his breath, and turned away. He climbed up the stairs, vanishing out of sight. The minute he did I released my Cloak with a sigh of relief, a headache twitching behind my eyes. The frost giant was one of Rimethur’s bodyguards, and he would return to his master. I need only follow him.
I cast another spell, one far weaker than a Cloak or even a Mask. I had learned it from a scroll I had found in Paul McCade’s weird little temple. It was a minor spell of mind magic called an Occlusion. It didn’t turn me invisible like a Cloak, or disguise my appearance like a Mask. It just made me…unobtrusive. Unnoticeable. Part of the background scenery. So long as I didn’t do anything threatening or take any aggressive actions, the frost giants shouldn’t notice me.
In short, I would be Occluded. 
I hoped. 
I started across the rotunda floor, moving as quietly as I could manage in high heels, which wasn’t very quiet. I heard the frost giant’s steady tread continue up the stairs. I followed him, moving as quietly as I could, one hand running along the stone railing. It felt icy cold beneath my fingers, though the chill didn’t touch me. I considered discarding my shoes, but decided against it. I didn’t want to leave any more physical evidence of my presence behind than necessary, and if I lost my bracelet, walking around barefoot in here would be an excellent way to contract frostbite. 
The frost giant climbed to the upper level of the rotunda, and I followed. Jarl Rimethur stood against an ancient painting of Wisconsin’s farmers and workers, his sword in hand, and five other warriors waited with him. The strange bluish haze danced and shimmered around their weapons, the magical aura that would inflict frostfever on anyone wounded by one of those blades.
My father had been wounded by one of those swords. My brother would have died from it, if not for Morvilind’s magic. 
Rimethur turned, and the guard started to speak in the jagged, rasping language of the frost giants. I could speak English, Spanish, Chinese, and the Elven language, but Morvilind’s tutors had never bothered to teach me the speech of the frost giants. 
Yet to my astonishment, I could understand him. I didn’t know the language, and his words should have been meaningless noise, yet I understood their meaning. The bracelet was vibrating against my wrist in time to the words. Apparently warding its bearer against frost magic wasn’t the limit of its abilities.
With an uneasy feeling I wondered what else the bracelet might do to me. 
“What news, Valjakar?” said Rimethur. 
“Nothing,” said the guard, presumably named Valjakar. “I thought the door had opened, but it had not. The voidtouched humans must have used heavier explosives, but the Duke’s defenses are sound. I doubt they will be able to enter.” 
Voidtouched? I wondered what that meant. 
Rimethur let out a rumbling grunt. “Very well. Let the fools waste their bullets. Soon the Duke will sweep them from the field like the chaff they are.” 
Valjakar scowled. “This does not sit well with me, my lord Jarl. Shall we cower in an Elven shelter like old women while the foe circles without? Let us sally forth and teach the voidtouched scum to fear. It has been too long since my blade has drank of human blood.” 
“Your martial spirit does you honor, Valjakar,” said Rimethur. “But for now, wisdom suggests that we must remain in the Capitol. The plan of the voidtouched is obvious and childish, but it might well succeed if we venture forth. Should I be slain, the Great King would have no choice but to demand restitution of the High Queen. That would renew the war between our worlds, and the only victors in such a war would be the Archon dogs and the voidtouched human apes.” 
Valjakar scowled. “The Archons were fools to challenge us.”
“Truly,” said Rimethur. “The Elves were our ancient foes. Yet the folly of the Archons and their human allies upon Earth threatens us all. Therefore we shall carry out the Great King’s will. We shall make alliance with proud Tarlia and her vassals…and we shall remain inside the Capitol until Duke Carothrace kills the voidtouched and their followers. The human rabble will not disrupt the Great King’s designs.” 
He turned, stepping closer to the railing, and I saw the Ringbyrne Amulet glinting against the ornate armor of his cuirass.
It was so close. Twenty yards or so and I could snatch it and run. There were a few problems with that plan, though. For one thing, it rested against Rimethur’s chest, which it was a good eighteen inches above my head. I suspected the frost giant Jarl and his bodyguards would react poorly if some random human woman started climbing up his torso. For that matter, I couldn’t outrun the frost giants. It didn’t matter how fast I was – their long strides would permit them to catch me without much effort. The only option was to grab the amulet and cast a rift way spell to escape into the Shadowlands, and that would take a few seconds to work, which was more than enough time for the frost giants to gut me on the spot. 
I had to think of something clever. Like, right now. 
“I am surprised to find the voidtouched upon this world,” said another of the frost giants. “The humans are simple, short-lived creatures. Yet that in itself is a shield, for I thought they would not possess the magical aptitude to fall into such evil.”
Valjakar shrugged. “Tarlia can blame herself for that. She was the one who breached the umbra around Earth. Magical aptitude was rare among the humans before the Conquest, or so I understand. If she did not want voidtouched among the humans, then she should not have fled here for her exile.”
“No,” rumbled Rimethur. “Tarlia did not breach the umbra around Earth and open the way for the Elven exiles. Lord Kaethran Morvilind worked the spell, and he found this world.” 
“Morvilind?” said another frost giant. “The High Queen ought to execute him. If there was ever an overmighty subject, it is Morvilind the Magebreaker.” 
Magebreaker? There was yet another name for Morvilind I had never heard before. But, then…I didn’t really know that much about Morvilind, did I? I had known him for fifteen years, three-quarters of my life. Morvilind had lived for centuries, perhaps even for more than a thousand years, and those fifteen years were but a tiny drop in the ocean of the centuries he had seen. 
Maybe it didn’t matter. I knew him well enough. I knew his cruelty, his coldness, and his pride. I knew he had enslaved me so profoundly that I had spent years seeking for an escape and found nothing. 
“Surely Tarlia is equal to Morvilind in power,” said Valjakar.
“Truly,” said Rimethur, “but the Great King does not wish for a conflict between the two mightiest Elven wizards. Were Tarlia and Morvilind to battle, they would destroy each other, and the voidtouched would seize control of Earth. The Archons would then enslave this world, and the voidspawn would have the victory. For the voidspawn have always had their eye upon this world, even if their influence was limited.” His glowing eyes fell upon Valjakar. “You see, then, why we must wait here? Too much is at stake. If I am slain here, the Great King will have no choice but to renew his war upon the High Queen, and the voidspawn shall have the victory.” He let out a rumbling growl. “Though my blade thirsts for blood as much as yours, young one.”
“Your words are true, my lord Jarl,” said Valjakar. “It must be a grave challenge to wage war across worlds. All I wish is a foe before my blade.”
“Aye,” sighed Rimethur, “and age does not dull the lust for battle, at least not among the frost giants. Well, we shall do our duty. Now it seems our duty is to wait. So wait we shall.”
He leaned against the wall and sat down with a clang, the floor vibrating a little beneath my shoes. Valjakar and the other frost giant guards spread out, keeping watch on the rotunda doors and the other stairs leading into the legislative and office wings of the Capitol. My heart sped up a little bit. The flat disc of the Ringbyrne Amulet rested against Rimethur’s chest, and when he sat, that put it right at my eye level. The chain holding it to his neck did not look that sturdy. 
I could grab it, run, and open a rift way to escape. All of the bodyguards were watching the doors. None of them were looking at me. If the Occlusion spell held, if I walked up to the Jarl without doing anything aggressive, they wouldn’t notice me until I seized the amulet. Rimethur was sitting, and even a frost giant would take a moment to get to his feet. 
The opportunity had come my way. I dared not turn it away. This was my best chance to get the amulet. I took a few deep breaths, concentrating on the Occlusion spell, and then started forward. None of the frost giants saw me as I passed their ring. A few of them frowned, perhaps noticing something that seemed slightly amiss, but the Occlusion spell kept them from realizing my presence. I was thirty yards away from Rimethur. Then twenty. A couple more steps, and I would…
Then it all went to hell.
The Ringbyrne Amulet flashed, blue light pulsing in the gem in the center of the silvery disc. The amulet let out a chiming sound, and Rimethur frowned down at it. At the same time, the bracelet vibrated against my wrist and let out an identical chiming sound. I froze in mid-step. The frost giants had stood in a ring to guard their Jarl, and that also meant they now encircled me. 
I was trapped. 
It seemed the Knight had set me up to fail after all. 
“A voidtouched!” roared Valjakar, raising his huge mist-wreathed sword. “Kill the human! Kill it!” 
I cursed and gathered power for a spell, focusing upon the bracelet. My only chance was to cast a rift way and escape to Grayhold before the frost giants killed me. Yet as the guards charged, as Rimethur rose to his feet like a gray-armored storm cloud, I realized that I couldn’t work the spell in time.
For the second time that day, the certainty of my death closed over me.
Oh, God. Russell. I was so sorry…
“Hold!” thundered Rimethur. His voice boomed through the rotunda like a thunderbolt. The frost giants might have thirsted for blood, but they obeyed their Jarl. They came to a stop, though they did not lower their weapons. 
I grinned and cast my spell. Rimethur might have wanted to take me alive, but it would do him no good. The hesitation had given me the time I needed to finish the spell, and I focused the magic upon the bracelet, expecting the rift way to snap open in front of me.
Instead, the spell fell apart. The ice beneath my feet flashed with blue light, and my rift way spell unraveled. I should have realized the truth. The magical ice prevented anyone from opening a rift way within its influence. That way Rimethur and his guards need not worry about enemy wizards opening rift ways within the rotunda. 
It would have been more useful if I had realized that about two minutes ago. 
“Ah,” said Rimethur. “You attempted to open a gateway to the shadow realm? Do not bother. The warding ice will prevent the creation of any such gates.” 
“I kind of figured that,” I said…or I tried to say.
The bracelet shivered against my wrist again, and I said the words in the frost giant language. It was the damnedest strange feeling. I knew what I meant to say, and somehow the magic of the bracelet made my lips and tongue form the proper words in the frost giant language. 
Just what the hell had the Knight given me? 
“It is a human female,” growled Valjakar. He cast a spell, and I turned towards him, but it was only the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. “It bears a protective amulet. Jarl, I suggest we take the amulet, strip the creature naked, and watch it freeze to death. The humans are soft-skinned and weak-blooded, and are unable to withstand the cold.” 
“No,” said Rimethur, his voice thoughtful. 
“The creature has come to assassinate you, my lord!” said Valjakar. “If you do not wish to shed blood within the High Queen’s domain, that is right and honorable, but if the human female freezes to death not a single drop of blood will be spilled.” 
“Observe,” said Rimethur. “The human is but lightly dressed. The cold should have incapacitated her.”
“She bears a warding amulet,” said Valjakar. 
“Aye,” said Rimethur. “But what manner of warding amulet, that is the question, is it not? Well, human. You seem to wish to speak with us.” A hint of amusement entered the alien voice. “Perhaps you should indulge me and show us your amulet.” 
It didn’t seem that I had much choice in the matter. I lifted my left arm and pushed back my various sleeves, revealing the twisted silver bracelet and its flaring blue gems. Come to think of it, both the metal and the gems looked similar to the Ringbyrne Amulet upon Rimethur’s chest. In fact, both looked as if they had been made by the frost giants.
The Knight had given me a frost giant relic?
“That is the metalwork of the frost giants, my lord Jarl,” said Valjakar, scowling at me. “The human female is a thief. It has stolen the bracelet from us.” 
“No,” said Rimethur, his glowing eyes narrowed. “No, she has not. At least not from me. For I know the origin of that bracelet.”
“You do?” I said. 
“It is called a sengejarme,” said Rimethur. “It is given as a gift to those who have done the frost giants a great service. Specifically, that sengejarme was given to the lord of the Shadowlands known to your people as the Knight of Grayhold.” 
Valjakar growled. “Then the female has stolen the sengejarme from the Knight.”
“No,” I said. “No, I didn’t. He gave it to me.” 
“Did he, now?” said Rimethur. “A most interesting tale.” 
“Lies,” said Valjakar.
“Considering what the Knight of Grayhold customarily does to those who attempt to rob his stronghold,” said Rimethur, “it is most unlikely this wizard girl could have done so.”
I stared at him, my mind trying to absorb these new details. If the sengejarme was a badge of honor, a token of esteem, why had the Knight given it to me? It had protected me from the frost magic, yes, and given me the ability to speak the frost giants’ language. But with the Knight’s magical power, he could have accomplished all that with a few spells. So why give me a token of the frost giants’ esteem?
Something else occurred to me. 
Rimethur seemed entirely unsurprised. The sensible thing to do would have been to kill me on the spot. Yet he hadn’t. 
A stranger thought came to me, but it made a peculiar amount of sense.
Had the Knight and Rimethur planned this between them? 
“You’re…friends with the Knight, then?” I said at last. 
“Friends?” said Rimethur. “Certainly not. We are not fond of each other. Rather, let us say that we share a common enemy. That is often a more reliable bond than friendship.”
“Your enemy?” I said. “Who is your enemy? The High Queen?”
Rimethur chuckled. “I am here to make alliance with the High Queen at the command of my sovereign.” 
“The Rebels, then?” I said.
“The voidtouched humans you call the Rebels are the tool of my enemies,” said Rimethur. “Perhaps they were not, once, but that has changed over the last century.” 
“The Archons, then,” I said. “You’re allying with the High Queen against the Archons.”
“Closer, but still not quite upon the target,” said Rimethur. “The rebel Elves who call themselves the Archons, for all their posturing, are also a tool of my enemy. Think, wizard girl. All the pieces are in front of you.” 
“Voidtouched,” I said. “You said the Rebels had been voidtouched.” Corvus had said the Dark Ones came from the Void beyond the Shadowlands. “That means…that means they were touched by something from the Void.”
Valjakar snorted. “Brilliant.”
“Voidspawn,” I said. “You were talking about the voidspawn. That must be what you call the Dark Ones?”
Rimethur nodded. “Some among your race call the voidspawn the Dark Ones. An appropriate title.”
“The Dark Ones, then,” I said, understanding coming as I recalled the dark magic Rogomil had threatened to use. “You and the Knight are both enemies of the Dark Ones.” 
“Yes,” said Rimethur. “Tell me, wizard girl. Did you know that there were once other Knights? That in ancient epochs, thirteen Knights held demesnes in the umbra of Earth?”
“No,” I said. 
“Ah,” said Rimethur. “Did the Knight of Grayhold tell you the purpose of his office?”
“He, um, didn’t mention it,” I said, wondering what sort of game I had stumbled upon. If Rimethur and the Knight were allies of a sort, the Knight had gone to considerable trouble to send me to Rimethur with the sengejarme. But why? 
Weirdly, the thought comforted me. If this was a game, it was a dangerous one…but I was used to dangerous games. My whole life, really, had been a deadly game, with my life and Russell’s life as the stakes.  
All I had to do was figure out what kind of game the Knight and Rimethur were playing. 
“Though I do wonder,” said Rimethur, “why the Knight sent you to me with his sengejarme. You are not voidtouched. You are not one of the Rebels, and you possess spells a human should not.” 
“I think,” I said, “I might have become an enemy of the Dark Ones as well.”
“How?” said Rimethur.
“I am a thief,” I said. A rumble of displeasure went up from the guards. I suspected the harsh frost giants did not approve of honorless thieves, but it would make it easier for Rimethur to believe my story. “Last month I robbed the mansion of a wealthy human businessman. It turned out he was the high priest of a cult devoted to the Dark Ones, and had a secret temple hidden within his mansion. I wound up helping to kill him, and the anthrophages have been chasing me ever since.” 
Rimethur’s glowing eyes narrowed. “The hounds of the Dark Ones. The merchant must have been possessed by a voidspawn when you slew him.” 
“Yup,” I said. Clearly the Jarl had dealt with the Dark Ones before. “So the anthrophages tried to kill me in Los Angeles a few weeks ago, and just today in the Shadowlands. When the Rebels attacked the Capitol, I fled to the Shadowlands and the anthrophages found me. The Knight drove off the anthrophages, and…and…”
I blinked, several ideas clicking together in my head.
“Go on,” murmured Rimethur. “You’re very close.” 
“Oh,” I said. “You set this up, didn’t you? You and the Knight, working together. You planned this to screw over the Rebels.” 
Valjakar spat. I realized the frost giant term for “screw over” was probably not a word one used in polite company. 
“A salty metaphor,” said Rimethur, “but more or less accurate. The Knight’s divinations foretold that the voidtouched you call the Rebels would make an attempt upon my life here. It was a logical plan, since that would force the Great King to call for vengeance upon your High Queen. Yet here was an opportunity to bring pain to our enemies.”
“And, of course, to improve your bargaining position with the High Queen,” I said. “Having Rebels almost assassinate you upon her soil is something of an embarrassment.”
Rimethur shrugged. “I am a warrior. Such diplomatic games are beyond me, alas.” 
“Yeah, I’m sure they are,” I said. “Hey, would it help to know that I also brought pain to the Rebels?”
“And just how did you do that?” said Rimethur. 
“I’m a thief, remember?” I said. “I stole the Rebel commander’s phone and left it by the door. It’s currently uploading the contents of its storage to the Inquisition’s inbox.”
Rimethur gestured to one of his guards, and the frost giant produced a device that looked like a tablet computer the size of dinner platter, its screen flashing with alien glyphs. I had never considered that the frost giants might have electronic devices of their own. They couldn’t use them in the Shadowlands, of course, but if properly packed and reassembled here, they would work fine.
“She speaks truth, my lord Jarl,” said the frost giant, squinting at his huge tablet. “There is an ongoing radio transmission from the lower level.” 
Rimethur let out a rumbling chuckle. “Ah, it is an ill fate when a man’s secrets fall into the hands of his foes, is it not? Few are more deserving of such a fate than the voidtouched Rebels. Though I am curious of one thing, wizard girl. How did you come to be involved in such affairs?”
“Bad luck,” I said. “I came here to steal something, and was in the square when the Rebels attacked.” Though I wondered about that. Was Morvilind playing some sort of game, too? That seemed unlikely. He didn’t care much about politics. He just wanted me to steal things. I knew so little about him, though, that I couldn’t say. 
“Very well,” said Rimethur. “You have done the frost giants a service in discomforting the voidtouched. Therefore you may ask a boon of me.”
“A boon?” I said.
“A reward, if it is in my power to grant it,” said Rimethur. 
“Then I ask for the Ringbyrne Amulet as my boon,” I said at once.
Silence answered my request, the gazes of the frost giants heavy upon me. Rimethur said nothing. I wondered if I had just committed some sort of faux paus, or offered him a deadly insult. 
“Interesting,” said Rimethur at last. “You know what it is?”
“That thing on your chest, yes,” I said. “The amulet.”
“Do you know what it does?” said Rimethur. 
I shrugged. “No idea. Some sort of warding magic, I would guess.”
“You came here to steal the amulet,” said Rimethur. 
Valjakar snarled and took a step forward, but the Jarl raised an armored hand and the younger frost giant subsided. 
“Um,” I said. “Yeah. I didn’t really want to, though…and nothing went according to plan.” 
Rimethur snorted. “If you do not want to steal the amulet and you do not know what it does, then why are you trying to steal it?”
“Because,” I said, trying to think of a suitable answer. I could only imagine Morvilind’s reaction if a Jarl of the frost giants found out about our connection. Actually, I didn’t need to imagine his reaction. He would use the vial of heart’s blood to kill me, and Russell would die of frostfever in about a year or so. “Because I didn’t have any choice in the matter. Because I was compelled to do so. Hell.” I shook my head. “I would rather be at home.” 
“And if you were to tell me who had compelled you,” said Rimethur, “I assume your life would be forfeit?” 
“Yep,” I said. 
Rimethur considered this for a moment. 
“I urge you to kill it, my lord Jarl,” said Valjakar. “The human female has admitted it is a thief and a liar. Kill it before it works some additional treachery.”
“No,” said Rimethur. “She has done us a service, Valjakar. Therefore she shall have the chance to earn her boon.” He reached up and drew the amulet from over his head. “If she is strong enough to survive what is to come.” 
Rimethur threw the amulet at me, and I caught it, staggering a bit. The silvery disc was about the size of my hand, and the metal felt cold beneath my fingers. The blue gem in the center flashed and pulsed with pale light. 
“You may take the amulet,” said Rimethur, “if you prove you are worthy of it.” 
“How will I do that?” I said. 
“By taking it to Grayhold and presenting it to the Knight,” said Rimethur.
“Oh,” I said. “Well. That’s easy. I was going to do that anyway.” 
Rimethur’s smile was as hard as the ice hanging on the walls. “If you survive.” 
“Survive what?” I said.
“The trial,” said Rimethur, “that will prove your worthiness to bear the amulet.” He lifted his hand. “You will begin now.”
Before I could react, he cast a spell at me. Blue fire flared around his fingers, and a column of gray mist sprang up around me. For a moment I felt whirling disorientation, and then pale light shone within the mist. 
He had opened a rift way around me.
The rift way pulled me into the Shadowlands. 



Chapter 10: Last Run
 
I landed in a swamp.
I stumbled into a pool of stagnant black water, the liquid shockingly cold against my calves and shins. The sky overhead was an empty black vault, ribbons of blue and green and crimson fire dancing across the darkness. Ahead of me I saw mountains rising against the horizon, but a gloomy swamp surrounded me, wisps of pale green mist rising from the dark waters. Here and there massive trees rose from the swamp, their trunks covered in bark like obsidian, glowing vines hanging from their branches. Little islands dotted the swamp, covered in the strange pale grass that was so common in the Shadowlands. 
I took a step towards one of the islands, but the muck beneath the water gripped my feet, and my left foot popped out of my shoe. I shot forward, waving my arms for balance, and fell face-first into the water.
That wasn’t pleasant. The water was cold and clammy, and it got into my nostrils and mouth. I heaved to my feet, my sodden clothes clinging to me, and spat out as much of the water as I could. God, but it tasted vile, and I didn’t even want to think about what kind of nasty things were swimming in it. I staggered forward and climbed onto one of the little islands, the grass cold against my bare feet. I had lost my shoes in the muck, and I wasn’t about to go back and find them. 
I wouldn’t miss the damned things either. If I lived long enough for another job, the next time I would make sure I chose a disguise that allowed me to wear running shoes. 
I reached the top of the island, pulled off my wet mask and cap and sandwich worker’s coat, and looked around. Ahead of me I saw mountains, and further up the slope I saw the colossal, crumbling towers and ramparts of Grayhold itself. Rimethur’s spell had deposited me within the Knight’s demesne, somewhere within the mountains I had seen earlier, but not within the citadel of Grayhold. 
“Jerk,” I muttered. Well, he hadn’t killed me, so I suppose I couldn’t be too mad. I still clutched the Ringbyrne Amulet in my right hand, so I pushed open my blazer’s sodden pocket and shoved the thing into it, the sengejarme on my wrist clinking against the amulet. In the distance, I saw a road leading from the swamp, climbing up the slope to the massive gates of Grayhold. I thought the half-ruined fortress was about five miles away. 
So. A five mile walk, uphill, in my bare feet. It wouldn’t be pleasant, but I had endured worse. Alexandra would probably consider it an exotic new workout of some kind.
I trudged through the swamp, making my way from little island to little island, wading through the muck when necessary. I started to shiver, my wet hair plastered against my neck. I had been much more comfortable in the frozen rotunda of the Capitol. Evidently the sengejarme protected me from elemental magic, but didn’t give a damn about normal cold. 
The swamp started to dry up, and I made my way through grassy hills, more of the trees with the blue-glowing leaves scattered here and there. I had to go slowly, because I didn’t want to step on something sharp and rip my foot open. Despite that, part of my mind, quite a lot of my mind, screamed for me to run. The anthrophages were still looking for me. The Knight’s magic might have driven them off the last time, but the Knight wasn’t here. For that matter, there were countless other things in the Shadowlands that could kill me. The anthrophages might want to kill me personally, but there were numerous creatures in the Shadowlands that would kill me for a meal or simply because it would be fun. 
For that matter, Rimethur had mentioned a trial. Was this it? Making my way across the Shadowlands to Grayhold? As trials went, that seemed pretty straightforward. Of course, there might be something else to it.
Oh, who was I kidding? Of course there would be something else to it.
A sudden suspicion took me, and I started to summon power for a rift way spell. As I expected, the Ringbyrne Amulet vibrated in my pocket (almost like a cell phone, really), and my spell fell apart. The logical solution would have been to take a rift way back to Earth, and then cast the spell again upon the sengejarme, transporting me back to Grayhold itself. I could do that, but if I did, I would arrive at Grayhold without the amulet, and I couldn’t free Alexandra and I couldn’t give the amulet to Morvilind. 
“Games, games, games,” I muttered to myself. “Damned games. Damned stupid games.”
I rebuked myself and shut up. Talking to myself was not a sign of mental health. And undoubtedly there were creatures in the Shadowlands that had far better hearing than humans. My grumbling might bring them down upon my head. 
A short time later the road I had spotted came into sight. It wasn’t one of the warded ways that crisscrossed the Shadowlands, taking travelers and armies to the umbras of different worlds. Maybe the Knight himself had built this road. It was a flat, level expanse of gleaming gray stone, weaving its away around the hills and towards the grim pile of Grayhold. I stepped upon it with a sigh of relief. The road was cold and flat and hard, but it was smooth and a lot easier on my feet than the rough ground. I was trying not to shiver, but the constant cold wind that blew through the Shadowlands seemed to soak into my wet clothes. I tugged my blazer tighter, the Ringbyrne Amulet digging into my ribs, wrapped my arms tight around myself for warmth, and hurried along the road, the ragged mass of Grayhold growing a little closer with every step.
The road got steeper, the hills rockier. Ruins marked some of the hills, stone walls and tumbled columns and cracked domes. I wondered who had built them. Or maybe no one had ever built them. Sometimes events on Earth cast a distorted reflection into the Shadowlands, and the land itself reformed to a twisted image of those events. Maybe those ruins were a legacy of some ancient battle on Earth. Or perhaps people had lived here once. Under the protection of the Knight, I suppose there could have been villages or even towns in Grayhold. Though I couldn’t imagine wanting to live in this bleak place. 
I shook my head. My thoughts were wandering, scattered by exertion and the chill that had sank into my bones. I wanted to sit in a hot bath with a hot cup of coffee and stay there for hours. If I lived through this, that was the first thing I would do. No, the first thing I would do would be to see Russell and the Marneys, have a hot meal with them. I wanted that more than anything. Maybe I would even spend the night. Hell, I would even go to church with them if they asked. 
None of that would happen if I didn’t keep going, so I plodded along, my feet slapping the cold road. 
Nothing disturbed me as I walked. I saw more of the ruins, interspersed with some of the gray obelisks I had seen earlier in their woods. Here and there massive lumps of shiny black stone rested amidst the ruins, misshapen spheres that resembled a giant bug curled up into a ball. I gazed at one of those lumps as I passed. Strange patterns marked the side of the boulder, and I couldn’t help but think that it did look like a giant insect curled up into a ball…
The boulder started to unfold. 
I realized that it looked like a giant insect curled around itself because it really was a giant insect. 
There was no time to run. I summoned power, the magic of the Shadowlands roaring into me, and I forced the power into the shape of a Cloaking spell. I vanished from sight just as the boulder unfolded into a nightmarish insect-like creature about the size of a horse. It looked like an amalgamation of a scorpion and a mantis, all claws and pincers and barbed stingers. Slime glistened on its carapace, a vile stench like decaying meat mixed with rotten eggs filling my nostrils. Its head looked like that of a human woman, albeit with pincers rising from the jaw and a tongue covered in spines. 
My stomach crawled with revulsion, but I forced myself to stay still. If I moved, my Cloak would collapse, and the creature would see me. 
I suspected that I would wish that Rogomil had shot me if that happened. 
“Blood, blood, blood,” croaked the insect-creature in the Elven language, skittering forward on its legs. The nostrils of the human-like face flared. “I smell blood and meat and marrow. Fresh and young.” God, how many times had things threatened to eat me today? “Meat for me, meat for me.”
Yet the insect-creature couldn’t find me. It turned back and forth, lashing its tail, and a frustrated whine came from its mouth. Evidently it did not have the anthrophages’ keen sense of smell. I stayed motionless, shaking a little from both the cold and the strain of the spell, sweat dripping down my face despite the chill. 
At last the creature let out an angry snarl and turned, skittering back up the hill to its lair in the ruins. I let out a shaking breath. I would let the creature go back to sleep or hibernation or whatever it did, and then I would get the hell out of here. 
No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than a gray blur bounded up the hill, running towards the insect-like creature, and the cold chill in my bones got sharper. 
It was an anthrophage. 
The insect-like creature whirled, screaming a challenge, and two more anthrophages erupted from the ruins, gaunt and lean and gray. I couldn’t tell if they were members of the pack that I had fought earlier, or if I just had the ill luck to stumble on another band of anthrophages. 
The insect-creature opened one of the anthrophages from throat to groin with a slash of its pincers, black slime and grayish organs slithering onto the hillside. Another anthrophage sprang upon the insect-like creature’s back, ripping open its exoskeleton with black claws. 
Both the insect creature and the anthrophages held each other’s full attention. If I could slip away while they dueled, perhaps I could run for the gates of Grayhold before the anthrophages got organized and set after me. Not that I had much choice. I couldn’t maintain the Cloaking spell for very much longer.
The insect-like creature stumbled behind a crumbling wall, screaming in fury and pain as a half-dozen anthrophages swarmed over it, biting and clawing. For a moment, I ought to be out of sight. 
I dropped my Cloak, spun, and ran as fast as I could. 
Nothing happened, and I kept running. The insect-like creature’s screams rang out, growing weaker and fainter. The anthrophages were winning the fight. With luck, they would stop to feast before they bothered to notice that I had escaped…
A familiar wailing scream rang out. I shot a look over my shoulder and saw all six of the anthrophages standing over the dead insect-thing, their venomous yellow eyes glaring up at me like sulfurous flames. 
I cursed and ran faster, and all the anthrophages took off after me, dropping to all fours as they loosed their hunting cries. 
I couldn’t outrun those anthrophages, no more than I could outrun a man on a motorcycle. My lightning spell might let me take down one or two, but the rest would jump over the corpses of their fellows to tear me apart. Occluding or Masking would be useless. Cloaking would let me hide from them, but only for a few moments, and they would not give up before I had to drop the Cloak. 
I would have do something clever. I had no idea what, but…
A gleam caught my eye as the ribbons of fire overhead reflected off something shiny. I saw a broad pond lying between two of the hills, shallow enough that I could see the rounded pebbles lying on its bottom. Apparently I was not yet high enough for the swamp to dry up completely. 
As I looked at the water, a desperate idea came to me. 
It was a stupid idea and might get me killed. On the other hand, the anthrophages were going to run me down and eat me. Getting killed while trying to fight back seemed like an improvement. 
“Come on, you stinking gray bastards!” I screamed, veering left off the road and running towards the pond. “Come on, you want some lunch? Come and get me!” 
I sprinted into the pond, the black water splashing around my legs. Running barefoot through freezing water in a pond with a pebble-strewn bottom is not fun, but the terror gave me speed. I crossed the pond and scrambled up the shore on the far side, wet sand squishing between my toes. 
The anthrophages, now nine strong, raced into the pond after me, gaining with terrifying speed. By the time I turned around, they were already halfway across the pond, the black water foaming white around their talons, their tongues hanging over their fangs. It made them look like demented, twisted hyenas. 
Another few seconds and they would kill me.
I summoned every last bit of magic I could draw, poured it into my will, and cast a spell. A globe of lightning the size of my head spun into existence over my outstretched hand, and it wobbled from my fingers. It was too powerful, too volatile, and I couldn’t control the thing. It missed every single one of the anthrophages. 
But that was all right, because it landed in the middle of the pond. 
There was a crackling snarl, and tiny fingers of blue-white lightning jumped across the surface of the water. The anthrophages went into wild, jerking dances as the water conducted the lightning into their flesh, warbling screams erupting from their fanged jaws
I didn’t know if it would kill them, and I didn’t stay long enough to find out. I turned and ran back to the road, and once I reached it I sprinted as fast as I could, my wet skirt sawing against my thighs with every step. I might have stunned the anthrophages, but they would be back. Worse, they might have friends nearby, and their cries would have drawn them. Or more of those insect-things might wake up and come after me, though fear of the anthrophages had kept the others wrapped in their shiny boulder-forms. 
I ran like hell. I had spent a lot of time running on treadmills, pushing myself to go a little faster and a little further every time, and I drew on every single bit of that experience now. The walls of Grayhold loomed ahead, maybe two miles distant. If I could get to the crumbling fortress before the anthrophages reached me, I would be safe. They wouldn’t dare to confront the Knight’s power in his stronghold. Maybe even they wouldn’t dare to come this close to Grayhold, lest they draw the Knight’s attention…
A gray blur moved in the hills ahead. 
An anthrophage, coming right at me. 
I skidded to a halt, raised my right hand, and cast a spell. Magic burst from me, and a wobbling globe of lightning leaped from my hand and caught the anthrophage in the misshapen face. The anthrophage’s head snapped back, and the creature lost its balance and fell, the back of its head bouncing off the smooth road with a loud crack. 
I kept running.
“Take her!” 
The familiar, horrible voice filled my ears, and I saw a white shape bounding over the ruins upon a nearby hill. It was the fat anthrophage that had pursued me earlier, the creature the Knight had called an anthrophage elder. As I had suspected, its bulk did now slow it in the slightest. If anything, it was faster than its smaller minions.
I tried to go faster.
“Take her! The masters command it!” shrieked the anthrophage elder. “Take her and they shall reward us. Take her and we shall feast!” 
More gray shapes moved along the sides of the road, hemming me in. They were preparing to surround me, or to force me off the road where they could take me with ease. I started to summon power, preparing to cast the spell for a lightning globe. 
It was the only thing that saved my life. 
One of the anthrophages took a running leap, and I didn’t have time to dodge. The sinewy creature knocked me backwards, its clawed hands grasping my shoulders. The fanged mouth yawned wide to bite my head, its vile breath washing over me. I had pulled together the power for a lightning globe, and instead I worked a far simpler spell. As the anthrophage’s jaws opened to bite, I raised my palm and summoned fire. Morvilind could have summoned a simmering ball of flame, so hot it could melt steel. All I could manage was a wild cone of fire that erupted from my hand. 
Of course, the cone of fire engulfed the anthrophage’s head, so that was good enough. The creature reared back with a scream, raising its hands to cover its burning face. I yanked back my legs and kicked as Morvilind’s various tutors had taught me, driving both of my heels into the anthrophage’s left knee. That would have broken a human’s kneecap, but the anthrophage’s bones were too hard for that. Nevertheless, the impact knocked the anthrophage over, the creature clutching at its burning head. 
I rolled to my feet and kept running. Grayhold loomed up before me like a massive cliff, a thousand empty windows staring down at me. Just a little farther…
Another anthrophage hit me, and I went down hard, the breath blasting from my lungs. I tried to get my right hand up to cast a spell, but a clawed hand seized my wrist and pinned it to the ground. The anthrophage grinned down at me, and I slapped my left hand against its chest, preparing another spell. The creature hissed and pushed my hand aside with iron strength. As it did, its hand slipped and brushed the left side of my chest.
There was a sizzling sound, the smell of burned flesh, and the anthrophage jerked back with a scream, smoke rising from its charred fingers. For a moment confusion pushed through my terror. I hadn’t cast any spells. I hadn’t burned the anthrophage. I heaved myself backwards as the anthrophage clutched at its burned hand, my blazer falling open. My shredded blazer – the anthrophage’s claws had cut open the left side of my jacket, though its talons hadn’t reached my skin. 
But it had touched the Ringbyrne Amulet.
I got to my feet, yanking the amulet from my pocket just as the burned anthrophage lunged at me with a scream. I swung the amulet on its chain like a big metal yo-yo, and it hit the anthrophage in the chest. I expected the amulet to bounce off, maybe to leave a bruise or a burn on the creature’s chest.
Instead, the amulet ripped through the anthrophage’s chest like a red-hot blade, carving a smoking gash as wide as my hand. The anthrophage dropped to the road, twitching like a half-crushed bug. The amulet bounced against my hand, and I flinched, expecting it to be hot, but instead it felt cool to the touch. 
Whatever the Ringbyrne Amulet was, it didn’t seem fond of the anthrophages. 
I took a step back, intending to turn and run the final distance to the gates of Grayhold, and froze.
The anthrophages had caught up to me.
There were nearly a hundred of the damned creatures, and they spread out in a ring to surround me. Some of them wore the guise they used upon Earth, tall, gaunt men in crisp black suits and silken black ties. Others were in their natural forms, gaunt and gray with black claws and spines. The anthrophage elder smirked behind them, a bloated shape in its gleaming white suit. 
“Back off!” I shouted, waving the amulet before me. “Back off! Or I’m going to have myself an anthrophage roast!” 
The elder boomed its hideous gurgling laugh. “My children are many, and you are but one! Such a chase you have led us on, my prey! We shall feast upon you, and one day we shall feast upon all the mortal world!” The ring of anthrophages edged closer, and I spun in a circle, waving the amulet before me. That scared them off, but it wouldn’t last for long. One could rush would bury me, and that would be that.
“You want to take a bite of me?” I said. “Then come and get some, fat boy.” I shook the amulet at the elder. “I wonder if you’ll smell like bacon when you fry.” 
Again the anthrophage elder laughed. “Delay will not aid you. The lord of the demesne will not come to save you, not this time. You have failed in your trial, human animal. All that remains is to perish.” 
The anthrophages began edging closer, preparing to spring. 
I blinked. 
I had failed in my trial. But what did that mean? I assumed the trial had been surviving long enough to carry the amulet to Grayhold. But what if there was more to it? Rimethur had said the trial would determine if I was worthy to bear the amulet. I had assumed bearing the amulet simply meant carrying it.
What if bearing the amulet meant something else?
What if bearing the amulet meant using the amulet?
I lifted the Ringbyrne Amulet, its edge digging into my fingers, and focused my will upon it as I would a spell. As I did, I felt…something in my thoughts, a presence. The amulet’s magical aura, I assumed. It seemed to be calling to me, asking me for something.
The anthrophages charged at me, and I poured magical power into the amulet.
The silvery disc shuddered, and the crystal in its center blazed with cold blue light. The light fell over the charging anthrophages, and the ones nearest to me burst into white flames, screaming horribly. A score of the creatures perished in a single heartbeat. The rest of the anthrophages stumbled back, avoiding the dome of light shining from the amulet. The elder bounded back, and for an instant fear made its face even more grotesque. 
I continued the flow of magical power into the amulet. It was about the same level of power needed for a Masking spell, and I could maintain that long enough to get to Grayhold.
“Get out of my way,” I said. 
“You will not escape us!” screamed the elder. “We will follow you. We will hunt you to the ends of the Earth!” The creature laughed again. “You should thank us! When we devour you, it shall spare you from the grim fate that otherwise awaits you.”
“Get out of my way,” I ground out, “or burn. Up to you.” 
I strode forward, and two of the anthrophages burned before they could get out of my way. The rest of them scattered, vanishing among the ruins and the hills. I glanced back and saw the elder staring at me, its yellow eyes glaring, its expression promising my death.
A promise it would keep, perhaps…but not today.
I kept walking, the glow from the Ringbyrne Amulet lighting my way.



Chapter 11: Knight Games
 
Sipad-Zid awaited me as I limped to the gates of Grayhold.
The gates, like everything else about the huge fortress, were a study in ruined grandeur. It looked like a combination of a Roman triumphal arch, the gates of Babylon, and something a pompous Art Deco designer would have thought up. The Seneschal of Grayhold stood in the center of the gate as I walked to him on aching feet, his lips tight with disapproval as I approached. 
“Hi there,” I said. “I want to talk to your boss right now.” 
Sipad-Zid sneered. “You will not address the Seneschal of Grayhold in such a tone…”
“Oh, shut up,” I said. My patience was gone. I was tired and frightened and angry, and I really wanted to hit somebody. “I’ve used the same tone with the Knight, and I’ll do it again. So be a good little Seneschal and take me to the Knight.”
The Seneschal sighed. “Little wonder my lord has taken a liking to you. Your impudence reminds me of…”
“Of what?” 
Sipad-Zid was silent for a moment. “Of better times. Very well. The lord of Grayhold awaits you.” He snapped his fingers, and white light swallowed the world.
When it cleared, I found myself standing on a dais overlooking another vast, cavernous pillared hall. The hall seemed in better repair than the rest of Grayhold, and chunks of crystal hung from chains overhead, glowing with a gentle light. Hundreds of people moved through the hall, men and women in formal clothes from a variety of historical epochs, all of them dancing a slow, stately, formal dance as musicians played strange instruments in the corners. 
“My lord,” said the Seneschal, “the woman has returned.”
“And with the Ringbyrne Amulet, no less,” said the Knight’s voice. “Well, Irina Novoranya, not many things can still surprise me, but you just did.” 
I turned as the Knight of Grayhold stepped towards me. Gone were the boots and jeans and camouflage jacket. Now he wore something that looked like the formal garb of a bygone era, black trousers, gleaming black boots, a crisp white shirt, a black coat that hung to his knees, and a piece of cloth too thick to be a proper tie wound around his collar. A cravat, maybe? Fashion isn’t exactly my area of expertise. 
“Well, that’s me,” I said. “I’m just full of surprises.” 
The Knight smiled a little at that. “Clearly.”
“You’ll keep your word?” I said. “You’ll let Alexandra go? You’ll let me take the amulet?” 
“I am the Knight of Grayhold, and the Knight of Grayhold keeps his word,” said the Knight. “Seneschal. Please retrieve Mrs. Ross from the Hall of Attainder. She will be departing soon with Miss Novoranya.” The Seneschal bowed and vanished in a flash of white light. 
“So,” I said. “This is nice. Weird little ball in a ruined castle. Very ominous.” 
“I am the lord of Grayhold, and that includes obligations,” said the Knight. “It would surprise you to know that there are towns in the shadow of my towers. Exiles come to the Shadowlands from time to time, and gather in the demesne of one lord or another in hopes of protection.”
“I’m not exactly dressed for the occasion,” I said. 
“As you said, your jewelry doesn’t quite match your shoes,” he said, holding out a hand. “I will need the bracelet back, I’m afraid.” 
I slid the sengejarme off my wrist and handed it to him. “Technically, it’s called a sengejarme, you know.” 
“Ah,” said the Knight, taking the bracelet. “I see you had a chat with Rimethur.” 
“Charming fellow,” I said. “Since we’re waiting for Alexandra, let me ask you a question.” The Knight inclined his head, rolling the bracelet between his fingers. “I didn’t have to listen to you. I didn’t have to come back to Grayhold. Rimethur might have set it up that way, but I could have eventually found a way around it. So what would you have done if I had run off with your bracelet and never come back?”
The Knight’s smile held no humor. “Watch.”
He lifted the bracelet, and it shivered in his hand. Part of the metal stabbed out in a three-inch long spike. I flinched. Had I been wearing the bracelet, the spike would have bisected my wrist.
“The poison upon the blade would have killed you quickly, if not quite painlessly,” said the Knight, tucking the bracelet into a pocket of his coat. “Had you decided not to return for Mrs. Ross, the spell would have activated and slain you.”
“Why?” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. I had come close, so close, to abandoning Alexandra, little realizing that I held my life in my hands. 
“A test,” said the Knight. “I have no use for faithlessness. I told you this was an audition.” 
“For what?” I said.
“To see if you are worthy to live to repay the favor you owe me,” said the Knight. “That was our agreement. You owe me a favor, and one day I shall collect. Not today. Not tomorrow. But someday.”
I snorted. “You better do it soon, then. I might not live that long.” 
The Knight considered me for a long moment. “You should beware of Morvilind.”
“I know that better than you ever could,” I said. 
“He will kill you,” said the Knight.
“He has certainly threatened to,” I said, trying to make my words breezy.
“No,” said the Knight. “He will kill you. Once you have accomplished whatever task he has set out for you. Once he no longer has any need of you, he will kill you without hesitation.” 
“I know,” I said. 
Six more years. I had to survive for six more years. I had no doubt that Morvilind was just as ruthless as the Knight said, but like the Knight, Morvilind kept his word. He had said he would cure Russell, and once Russell was cured, he would turn on me.
I just had to be ready. 
“Dance with me,” said the Knight.
The change of topic threw me. “What?” 
The Knight held out his hand. “Dance with me.”
“My clothes are a mess and I don’t have any shoes,” I said.
“Irrelevant,” said the Knight. “Dance with me.” 
I gave him a suspicious look. “Why?”
“Because we need to kill some time before Sipad-Zid releases Mrs. Ross,” said the Knight. “Because I will tell you a secret and give you a gift.” He grinned. “Because you are a pretty girl and I want to dance with you.”
“Oh, for God’s sake,” I said, but I took his hand. It felt hard and warm and very strong. “I lost my shoes in your damned swamp. If you step on my feet, I’m going to be angry.” 
“I am a very good dancer,” said the Knight.
He was. We moved quickly along the dais, circling each other in time to the music. His armored hand rested against my hip, the chill of the metal soaking through my wet skirt. 
“We’re not going to do anything but dancing, though,” I said. “Just so we’re clear on that.” 
“Of course not,” said the Knight, affronted. “I am a gentleman. You should beware of the Rebels.”
“Is that your secret?” I said. “Rimethur already told me that you worked with him to screw over the Rebels.” 
“Did he tell you why?” said the Knight. His hand briefly rested on the small of my back, and he spun me, my bare feet sliding over the smooth stone floor. 
“Dark Ones,” I said, trying to hide the fact that I was getting a bit flushed. He really was a good dancer. “He said you were an enemy of the Dark Ones.” 
“I am,” said the Knight. “Once there were thirteen Knights in Earth’s umbra, each one ruling over a demesne. Our task was to guard the Earth from the creatures of the Void. All the other Knights have been destroyed or have fallen away, but I keep to my task.”
“The Knight of Grayhold keeps his word,” I said. 
“He does,” said the Knight. 
“Is that your secret?” I said.
“I have many secrets,” said the Knight, “but this is the one I shall tell you. You should beware the Rebels, for they have chosen to serve the Dark Ones.” 
I blinked. “What?” 
I remembered the purple-black fire that had danced around Rogomil’s fingers. 
“Not all of them,” said the Knight. “Not yet. But enough. In the Dark Ones the Rebels see a weapon that can overthrow the High Queen and bring their twisted vision of the world to pass. The High Queen is a tyrant, but the Rebels dream of a far darker kind of tyranny. Beware of them, Miss Novoranya. You’ve escaped the Dark Ones several times, and they will not forget it.”
His warning chilled me, but I made myself smile. “Then I won’t be alive to give you that favor, right?”
“To help with that,” said the Knight, “here is a gift.”
He tapped one finger against my forehead. 
A shiver went through me, followed by a surge of magical power. Symbols and diagrams flashed through my mind, and suddenly the knowledge of a new spell burned before my thoughts. Corvus had done something similar, teaching me the lightning globe spell that had saved my life several times over the last day. 
“A spell?” I said. 
The Knight nodded, released my hand, and stepped back. “A ward to resist elemental magic. It duplicates some of the powers of the sengejarme. With the spell, you have a measure of protection from attacks of elemental magic.” 
“Thank you,” I said, and I meant it. I could think of times such a spell would have been useful. 
Sipad-Zid returned with Alexandra, who still held her torn blazer clutched shut. She looked tired and wan, but otherwise uninjured. She looked around the hall with confusion, and her blue eyes widened when she saw me.
“Irina,” she said. “What happened?”
“Nothing good,” I said, “but we’re getting out of here.”
She blinked at me. “What happened to your shoes?” 
“Long story.” 
“Mrs. Ross,” said the Knight. “Please forgive the brief confinement. Rest assured that it was for your own safety, and that you will take no harm from it. I shall now return you to Madison.” 
“Um,” I said. “Don’t put us near the Capitol.” If Rogomil and his men had not fled yet, they wouldn’t be very happy to see me. 
“Indeed not,” said the Knight, gray mist swirling around his gauntleted hand as he started a spell. “Goodbye, Mrs. Ross. Until we met again, Miss Novoranya. For we shall.”
He gestured, and the white haze of a rift way swallowed me.
When it cleared I found myself standing next to Alexandra in the lobby of Duke Carothrace’s offices. The power was out, and the front windows had been smashed, likely from the shock wave of an explosion. 
“What…what should we do now?” said Alexandra, looking around.
“Go to your office,” I said, “close the door and the blinds, and hide under your desk. When Homeland Security questions you, tell them you ran here after the bombs started going off. If the power’s out, there won’t be any camera footage to contradict you, and both Homeland Security and the Inquisition have bigger fish to fry just now.” 
“What about you?” said Alexandra.
“I have to go,” I said. “I need to get out of here right now.” The Ringbyrne Amulet felt heavy in the pocket of my tattered jacket. “Tell no one about me.”
I turned to go.
“Irina,” said Alexandra, catching my sleeve.
I hesitated. 
“Thank you for saving my life,” she said. “I would have died today. I don’t know who or what you are, and I’m not going to ask. But thank you for my life.”
I stared at her, a wave of guilt going through me. I had almost abandoned her, more than once. Of course, if I had abandoned her, then the Knight would have killed me, and Russell would have died of frostfever within a year.
“You saved my life, too,” I said in a quiet voice.
“How?” said Alexandra.
“Goodbye,” I said. “I’ll be in touch in a few days to make sure everything is all right.”
I left, hurrying through the streets to the parking garage. The streets were deserted, and I saw no signs of pedestrians or vehicle traffic. The explosions must have scared everyone off, and with the Madison branch of Homeland Security compromised, the Duke and the Inquisition must not have had time to put assemble a counter force yet. 
I reached my van, paused only long enough to change to dry underwear, jeans, and a T-shirt, and I got the hell out of Madison. I expected to run into barricades as I left the city, but the roads were not closed. After puzzling over it, I realized why. I had sent the Inquisition everything Rogomil’s phone had contained, and likely the Inquisition had sent that information to Carothrace. The Duke’s troops must have swept the Capitol and killed or seized the Rebels by now. 
I hoped that Sergei Rogomil was dead.
I drove back to Milwaukee, making sure to keep well below the speed limit. Three times I had to pull over as caravans of Homeland Security vehicles roared down the road, making for Madison, and twice I saw helicopter gunships flying overhead. None of them pulled me over, or showed the slightest interest in me. 
When I reached the outskirts of Milwaukee, I pulled over long enough to send a text to Rusk, informing him that I had been successful. Morvilind had to have learned that there had been a Rebel attack in Milwaukee, and I didn’t want him to kill me in order to cover his tracks. It would be a bad joke if I had stolen the amulet and escaped only for Morvilind to kill me in a burst of paranoia. 
I stashed my van in the storage unit, retrieved my motorcycle, and rode back to my apartment. It was nearly midnight by the time I got home, and I let myself in with a sigh of relief, dumping my helmet and jacket and the amulet upon the floor. I stripped out of my clothes, turned on the shower, and sat huddled beneath the hot water, my face pressed between my knees. 
I sat like that and cried for maybe half an hour. 
It had been a really bad day. 
Eventually, I calmed down enough to turn off the water, towel off, and crawl into bed. It had been a bad day, but I was still alive. I had the Ringbyrne Amulet, and Morvilind would continue his cure spells upon Russell. 
Sometimes survival was its own kind of victory.
I sank into a black and dreamless sleep.



Chapter 12: Favors Owed
 
The next morning I swung off my motorcycle in front of Morvilind’s mansion, the Ringbyrne Amulet secured in a new courier bag. Mr. Rusk awaited me on the front steps, scowling with disapproval as I approached. 
“I’m here to see his lordship,” I said. I felt tired, but I rehearsed my story in my head over and over again. If Morvilind realized that I had met the Knight, he might kill me on the spot. Or if he knew that I had spoken with Rimethur about the Dark Ones, for that matter. 
“Miss Moran,” said Rusk. “How unsurprising. After seeing all the mayhem in Madison, I could not help but wonder if you were…”
I remembered the dead women and children I had seen, and my temper snapped.
“Shut up,” I said. “Just shut up. Take me to see his lordship, and then get the hell out of my sight. Another word out of you, and I’ll show you some of the things Lord Morvilind taught me.”
Rusk’s lips pressed tight with anger, but he paled a little. I shouldn’t have threatened him like that, but he knew enough about what I did for Morvilind that he didn’t want to push me too far. He jerked his head, and I followed him to the library, and then he departed in silence. 
Morvilind stood at his desk, stark and gaunt in his black robe and crimson cloak. All three monitors showed news reports of the recent events in Madison. I suppose it had been too big for Homeland Security and the Inquisition to cover it up entirely, so instead a highly edited version had made its way onto the Internet and the news stations. According to their account, a small band of Rebel terrorists had attacked Rimethur as he came to offer alliance to the High Queen, but Homeland Security and the Duke’s troops had beaten them back with a minimal loss of life.
The story was so wrong that it would have been comical if so many people hadn’t been killed. Maybe it wasn’t surprising. I had been involved in several incidents that had made the news, and every single time most of the key facts had been reported wrong. I wondered if that was the work of the Inquisition, or if the reporters were simply that incompetent. 
I knelt and waited for Morvilind to acknowledge me. 
“Nadia Moran,” said Morvilind in his deep rasp. “You have returned.”
“Yes, my lord,” I said, rising as he beckoned me closer. 
“You were successful?” said Morvilind, turning from his monitors. His cold, dead eyes regarded me. Morvilind the Magebreaker, Rimethur had called him, and the Jarl had claimed that Morvilind had been the one to lead the Elves to Earth. I wondered how many people like me he had killed over the centuries. If he killed me today, he might not even recall it in ten years. It would be like killing an insect to him. 
Morvilind the Magebreaker…and now Morvilind sent me all over the United States to steal things. 
Why?
A question for another day. 
“Yes, my lord,” I said, and I drew out the Ringbyrne Amulet and handed it to him. Morvilind took the amulet, turned it over a few times, and then nodded. 
“You have performed satisfactorily, child,” said Morvilind. It was the closest he would ever come to giving me a compliment. “I trust you were undiscovered?”
“Neither Homeland Security nor the Inquisition found me,” I said, which was entirely true. 
A frown went over the gaunt face. “How did you manage it?”
Alarm stirred in my mind. He didn’t usually care how I did it, so long as I was both successful and undiscovered. If he started asking too many questions…
“I was lucky, my lord,” I said, which was also entirely true. “I was in the square, hoping to follow Rimethur to the Meridian-Kohler Hotel, disguise myself as a maid or a janitor, and steal the amulet when the opportunity presented itself. Then the Rebels started setting off bombs in the crowd. In the chaos, I was able to grab the amulet and run before Rimethur got a good look at me.” The Jarl had never seen my face. “I had to hide for a while, but once the Duke’s troops and Homeland Security started moving in, I was able to get out of the city without anyone chasing me.”
“Very well,” said Morvilind. He tapped the amulet once more and set it upon the table. “You may go. I shall summon you when I require your skills once more.”
“Did you know?” I said, before my brain could stop me.
His frown returned, sharp with annoyance. “Know what?” 
“That the Rebels were going to try and assassinate Rimethur,” I said, “to try and drive a wedge between the frost giants and the High Queen.”
“Do you take me for a fool, child?” said Morvilind. “Of course I did not know. You are a thief, not a warrior. Sending you into such a situation would be like trying to use a screwdriver as a sledgehammer. You would be killed, and it would be inconvenient to train your replacement at the moment.”
“Thank you,” I said, hiding my discomfort. 
Morvilind seemed not to hear. “I suspected that the Rebels might try something, this is true. So did the Inquisition, for that matter. But I did not expect the Rebel vermin to act so boldly.” His frown deepened, though he wasn’t looking at me. “The High Queen has been too lenient with the humans, and time grows short. Time grows far too short, and I must…”
He fell silent, and shook his head. 
“My lord?” I said.
“That is not your concern,” said Morvilind. “Depart, and I shall summon you once I require you again.”
He turned, and with that, the conversation was over.
I bowed deeply and strode from the library, hiding my relief. He hadn’t asked too many questions, and he had no idea that I had met the Knight of Grayhold. Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised. Morvilind was powerful and clever and knowledgeable, but he was not omniscient. He didn’t know I had met the Knight. He didn’t know about my connection to Nicholas Connor. 
I could deceive him…and perhaps I could find a way to use that to save myself and Russell from him.
Though I had no idea how.
Still, it was a heartening thought. 
 
###
 
A week later, I used one of my burner phones to arrange a meeting with Alexandra. 
I met her at a coffee house in Oconomowoc, a little lakeside town about halfway between Madison and Milwaukee. The lake meant that a lot of boaters and tourists came here, and so the town was full of coffee houses and wine bars and little boutique shops that catered to tourists. It was exactly the sort of place someone like Alexandra would come to take a few days off with her husband while he was on leave. 
If Homeland Security or the Inquisition was monitoring her, that was what they would think. 
Or so I hoped. 
“You’re alive,” said Alexandra as we sat down. She was wearing a yellow sundress and sandals, the sort of thing suitable for a stroll along the beach on a nice day. I was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and my motorcycle jacket. And running shoes, thank God. 
“Yep,” I said. The coffee was good, if overpriced. “I did my mission and I got out. How about you?”
“I talked to some people in Homeland Security,” said Alexandra. “Even one Knight of the Inquisition. They only had a few questions for me, and it felt like a formality. They seemed to know everything they wanted to know already. I think one of the Rebels must have flipped and told them everything.”
“That seems pretty likely,” I said, thinking of Rogomil’s phone. I hated Punishment Day videos, but I had watched this week’s crop nonetheless. Eighty-six Rebels had been convicted of the attack on Madison and executed, the beheadings recorded and made available on the Internet. I recognized most of the men from Rogomil’s band of fake Homeland Security officers. 
In way, since I had stolen Rogomil’s phone, I was directly responsible for their deaths.
I did not regret that in the slightest.
But both Sergei Rogomil and Anton had not appeared in the videos. Maybe the Inquisition had taken them prisoner for further interrogation.
Maybe they had gotten away.
I would have to keep looking over my shoulder. Thought that wasn’t anything new. I already lived in a state of paranoid vigilance. 
“Did your husband make it through okay?” I said.
“He did,” said Alexandra, smiling a little. “He was really worried once he heard what had happened, so once Homeland Security said I could go, I decided to take some time off and spend it with Robert.”
I grinned. “Did he like that ridiculous underwear?”
Alexandra turned a bright shade of red as she stammered out something, which answered the question all on its own.
I handed her a small card with a phone number. “If you get in trouble, call me.”
Alexandra frowned. “What kind of trouble?”
“Trouble,” I said. “Something you couldn’t tell the Duke or Homeland Security. I owe you one, and I repay my debts.”
Alexandra looked puzzled, but she took the card. “What did I do?”
“You saved my life,” I said. “Not the sort of thing I forget.” 
And I felt guilty. I had almost murdered her in cold blood, and I had almost abandoned her in Grayhold. Maybe this would make up for it someday, or at least salve my conscience a little. 
“All right,” said Alexandra, tucking the card in her purse. “Thank you, Irina. For my life.” She smiled. “I should probably go. I left Robert at the hunting store, and he’s liable to buy enough ammunition to shoot every deer in Wisconsin.”
“Goodbye, Alexandra,” I said. “Take care of yourself.” 
I stood on the sidewalk and watched her go, and felt a pang of jealousy. She would go have a pleasant day her husband, and maybe during his leave she would get pregnant. Alexandra would have a home and a family and children, and I would not. 
Still. I was alive, and I wasn’t beaten yet. That had to count for something.
I made up my mind and walked to my motorcycle. I would head for Milwaukee and visit my brother and the Marneys. I would spend the night. Hell, maybe I would even let them take me to church. 
Certainly there were worse fates that could have befallen me.
 



Epilogue
 
At one in the morning in the town of Williston, North Dakota, the man who called himself Corvus moved through the crowd filling the bar. 
It was a rough bar. The oil fields of North Dakota had been destroyed during the Conquest and abandoned for years after, but they had reopened a century ago and had been worked ever since. The men filling the bar were mostly young, mostly drunk, and accustomed to rigorous physical labor and defending themselves. The only women were the bartenders, with tight shirts, fixed smiles, and hard eyes, and a few women scattered about the crowd who were quite obviously prostitutes.
Corvus could have killed them all without working up a sweat.
He wouldn’t, though. He was a Shadow Hunter, not a common murderer, and a man could not become a Shadow Hunter without learning self-control in the most brutal fashion possible. His Shadowmorph stirred within him, sensing the life energy that filled the bar, but Corvus ignored it.
Tonight, he hunted for a different sort of prey. 
He said a quiet prayer, asking God to guide him, and stepped into the street. It was a hot, muggy night, and streetlamps threw pools of light across the concrete of the sidewalk. Dusty jeeps and mud-caked pickup trucks lined the street, and music filtered into the night from the surrounding bars.
A dark figure vanished into an alley.
Corvus quickened his pace, moving in absolute silence. 
The alley was dim, but to his enhanced eyes, it was as clear as day. A tall man stood there, gaunt and severe, clad in a black suit. His deep black eyes turned to Corvus, and he smiled, his mouth filling with jagged black fangs. 
That was all the time Corvus needed to call his Shadowmorph into the form of a blade and strike.
The disguised anthrophage’s body slumped to the ground, the yellow-eyed head rolling away. 
Corvus knelt and sorted through the pockets of the anthrophage’s suit, and found what he sought. It was a small golden medallion, adorned with the stylized squid symbol of the Dark Ones.
Of course, it wasn’t really made of gold, and his Shadowmorph writhed with fury at the touch of the thing.
Corvus nodded to himself, tucked the medallion into the back pocket of his jeans, and departed before anyone could discover the carcass in the alley. Let the local Homeland Security branch puzzle over it. 
He was getting closer to finding the mysterious magic-using thief who had called herself Katerina Annovich. She might be the link the Shadow Hunters had sought for a century, a way to find the dangerous man who called himself the Forerunner. 
The man who had founded a dozen different cults to the Dark Ones in as many nations. 
Now it was a race. Either Corvus would find Katerina Annovich before the cultists of the Dark Ones did…or the cultists would find her first and kill her.
Corvus hurried into the night, intent on his mission. 
 
THE END
 



Cloak Games: Rebel Fist Description
Long ago the ruthless High Queen of the Elves conquered the nations of 21st century Earth. Centuries later, Nadia Moran is a thief and a wizard bound in service to the cruel Elven noble Morvilind, forced to use her skills and her spells to steal treasures for him.  

If she does not do Morvilind's bidding, her brother will die. 
But there are more dangers in the world than Morvilind. 
When rebel Elves launch an assault upon the High Queen, Nadia Moran finds herself caught between the rebels and Morvilind's implacable demands. 
One false step, and she will die...



Chapter 1: Family Time
 
Maybe all the trouble began because I wanted a day off. 
It had been a rough summer. I had almost been killed several times, and I had seen things that gave me nightmares and learned secrets that people would murder to protect. I needed some time off, to get away from the awful things I had seen and the new set of jagged memories that haunted me.
So I took my teenage brother to the mall. 
Don’t laugh. 
I was a thief and a wizard, and I suppose a woman like me was supposed to find relief through drugs and alcohol and the seduction of dark, brooding strangers. Yet my brother was the whole reason I was a thief and a wizard. Russell had frostfever, an alien, magical disease, and it should have killed him long ago. It would have killed him, but the Elven archmage Kaethran Morvilind cast cure spells over him every year to keep the illness at bay. 
In exchange, I used my spells and my wits to steal things for Morvilind. 
As for the traditional means of self-destructive stress relief, alcohol gave me a headache. I wanted to stay in good shape, and drugs didn’t help with that. And seducing a stranger…well, I wanted more control over my life, and a romantic relationship seemed like an excellent way to lose what control I still had. 
I had tried that, once. That relationship had almost gotten me killed at the time…and it had come back around to bite me in Madison last month. 
So, to unwind a bit, I was going to take my brother to the mall. 
It was a chilly day in September. I woke up in the Marneys’ guest room before dawn, dressed in a tank top and running shorts, and went on a nine-mile run. James and Lucy lived in western Milwaukee, in a neighborhood filled with compact two-story, three-bedroom houses, most of them populated by veterans and retirees. The neighborhood was safe enough, though anyone trying to rob me would have been in for a nasty surprise. I saw a lot of old people in tracksuits and sneakers out for their morning walks. There were far more women than men, and many of the men limped, or were missing arms and ears and eyes, or moved with grimly determined gait of a man adjusting to an artificial leg. 
Some of the veteran men-at-arms came back unharmed from the Shadowlands. Many came back alive but wounded. And quite a few never came back at all. 
It was a Saturday, so no one else was awake when I got back to the Marneys’ house. I locked myself in the guest room, which was furnished with a narrow bed, a dresser, a desk, and picture of Christ teaching the Apostles on the Mount of Olives or something. I did strength exercises for a while – pushups, squats, planks, leg lifts, and curls, using the set of free weights James needed for his physical therapy. 
Once that was done, I checked to make sure the door was locked. 
Then I practiced my spells for a while. 
Morvilind had taught me several spells, most of them dealing with illusion and the mind. I had learned a few others long the way, and some of them I could not practice here without accidentally burning down the house. I started with the telekinesis spell, lifting the weights with my mind and making them wobble around the room. I wasn’t very good at it, but I was getting better. Morvilind could call a book to his hand from across the room or crush someone’s skull with a thought. 
I also practiced my Cloaking spell.
When Cloaked, I was invisible and undetectable to both sight and spell. Unfortunately, I couldn’t move while Cloaked, and the spell took the entirety of my magical strength to cast. Or almost the entirety of my strength – I had used the spell so often that it was getting easier to cast. I had practiced enough that I could now move my hands and arms while Cloaked.
Maybe I had grown skilled enough that I could move while Cloaked. 
I cast the spell around me, my entire will upon it, and I vanished. I took a deep breath, holding the spell tight, and took a small step forward.
For an instant, a tantalizing instant, the spell held. But when my bare foot touched the carpet, the spell collapsed with a flash of silver light. I sighed with disappointment, but I wasn’t that upset. The Cloak had held for a half-second after I started to move, and I had never been able to manage that before. With enough practice, I could take a step when Cloaked, then two steps, then three…and then I could walk around while invisible. 
Maybe then I could put a knife in Morvilind’s back. 
But only after he cured Russell, of course. 
I showered off and dressed in a T-shirt and a pair of jeans. I was still the first one up, so I went to the kitchen and started breakfast. Lucy kept a well-stocked fridge, so I broke out a pair of skillets and started breaking eggs and laying out bacon. I sliced up some peppers to add to the eggs, and popped a pair of English muffins into the toaster. I wouldn’t eat them myself – too many carbs – but James and Russell liked them. I picked up a jar of strawberry jam, wavered for a moment as I considered eating a spoonful (or three), then decided upon the course of self-discipline. 
“Good heavens. Do you ever sleep, girl?”
I blinked as Dr. James Marney limped into his kitchen, the cane in his left hand tapping against the linoleum, his right leg stiff and rigid as ever. I had seen pictures of him as a young man, and he had possessed the sleek musculature of a champion swimmer. Several decades and a few bad wounds had turned him from sleek to bony, and deep lines marked his face. He was still strong, though – I had once seen him lift an eighty-pound bag of salt over his shoulder one-handed. 
“Well,” I said. “I was up anyway. Seemed rude to expect Lucy to make breakfast.”
James snorted and lowered himself into his chair at the kitchen table. “You’re going to spoil her, you know. The next time you leave, I’ll be back to having frozen burritos for breakfast.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, taking a spatula and plucking the bacon from the skillet. “Lucy would never let you eat a frozen burrito for any reason. Besides, if I’m squatting under your roof, it’s only fair that I help out.” 
“You’ve been here for a while,” said James.
I hesitated. “Have I overstayed my welcome? If you need me to leave, it’s not a big deal.”
Because I had stayed longer than I had planned. I had only thought to stay overnight, and then head back to my apartment. One night had turned into two and then three…and suddenly nearly a month had passed.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said James, mirroring my tone from earlier. “You can stay as long as you want. Though I did notice…”
His voice trailed off. 
“What?” I said, dividing the eggs amongst four plates. “Come on, you can tell me.”
“You’ve never stayed for more than a night at time,” said James. “Now you’ve been here a month…and you came here right after that terrorist attack in Madison.” 
I didn’t say anything for a moment.
“Funny coincidence, yeah?” I said once I found my voice.
“Yeah,” said James. “Look. You…want to talk about it?”
“No,” I said.
Actually, I did. One of Morvilind’s little jobs had sent me to Madison on the day of a Rebel attack, and I had almost been killed. I had seen horrible things. I had wound up owing a favor to a powerful lord of the Shadowlands, and God only knew what he would demand of me. 
And I had almost murdered an innocent woman to save myself.
I hadn’t done it, but I could have. I had only stopped myself at the last minute. Sometimes I woke up in a cold sweat thinking about it, or the other things I had seen. 
Turns out that’s not the kind of thing you can just shrug off. 
“I understand,” said James.
“I know you do,” I said. James had been an officer of men-at-arms in service to Lord Morvilind. He had seen the Shadowlands, and an orcish warrior’s axe had left his right leg maimed. 
He understood…yet I couldn’t tell him about the things I had seen. Morvilind had been very clear about what would happen if I told anyone about what really I did for him. He would kill me, and he would let the frostfever kill Russell. “Let’s…just say I had a really bad day.”
James snorted. “I know all about bad days. If you want to talk, I’ll listen.”
“Thank you,” I said in a quiet voice.
“But if you don’t want to talk, you could finish those eggs and bring me some coffee,” said James.
I laughed, taken off guard. “You’re terrible.” 
“I’m just saying,” said James, “that if you don’t want to talk about your problems, then the next best thing is to do useful work, and bringing me a cup of coffee followed by an excellent breakfast would be very useful.”
I laughed again, and gave him a gentle smack on the forehead, but I did put a cup of coffee in front of him. 
“I do hope you didn’t put too much sugar into that, dear.” James’s wife Lucy came into the kitchen, still wearing her bathrobe. She was five years younger than James, with bright blue eyes and graying blond hair, and she looked like one of those athletic middle-aged women who always appeared in commercials for pharmaceuticals aimed at the elderly. She was a nurse, and for some medical reason she and James had never been able to have children. 
So they had taken in Russell, for which I was infinitely grateful. 
“She put no sugar in it whatsoever,” said James.
“She’ll make someone a very good wife someday,” said Lucy.
Lucy wanted to find me a good husband. It would have been annoying, had she not meant so well. I couldn’t tell her why it was such a bad idea. I would not surrender any more power over myself to anyone, and I had learned the hard way that came with a romance. For that matter, Lucy only knew nice young men, and she kept trying to introduce me to nice young men.
What kind of nice young man deserved someone like me inflicted upon him? 
I saw again Alexandra Ross weeping in the Shadowlands, and remembered the cold, dead feeling that had come over me as I prepared to kill her. 
“Nadia?” said Lucy.
“Sorry, mind wandered off,” I said. “Better make sure the bacon doesn’t burn.” 
I turned before she could ask any questions. James had been a man-at-arms, had been in the Shadowlands, so he could understand a little. Lucy hadn’t, and there was no way she could understand.
I wondered how James and Lucy would react if they learned the truth about what I was, about the things I had done. 
Then a loud, cheerful voice cut into my thoughts.
“I smell bacon!”
Russell bounded into the kitchen. My brother tended to…well, bound into places. If he lived long enough, he was going to become one of those men who commanded attention simply by striding into a room. At the age of fourteen, he was all raw energy and enthusiasm. He was already several inches taller than me, which was immensely unfair, though since I was only five foot three, being taller than me may have been unfair but it certainly wasn’t difficult. 
He should have died fourteen years ago. The fact that he was taller than me wasn’t the surprising part, nor was his vigor. The fact that he was alive at all was the surprising part. 
Lord Morvilind’s magic had done that. For all his cruelty, he had kept his word, and his magic had sustained Russell’s life. 
Despite that, the disease had left its marks on Russell. He was thinner than a boy his age should have been, almost to the point of gauntness. He would never get conscripted as man-of-arms, which relieved me, but that meant he was barred by law from numerous well-paying careers. The frostfever had turned his hair and eyebrows (and beard, as he continued into adolescence) white. Russell liked to point out that the net effect of the thinness and the white hair made him look like some sort of mischievous creature from ancient myth, the sort that granted wishes for unsuspecting shoemakers. 
But he was alive. And someday, if I stayed alive long enough, he would be cured. Fourteen times Morvilind had cast the cure spell upon him, and after six more castings, Russell would be purged of the frostfever. 
Then, of course, Morvilind would probably try to kill me, if he had no further use for me. 
Six years. I had six years to think of something clever. Some way to save Russell and save myself.
Russell was saying something, so I jerked myself out of my dark thoughts and made myself pay attention. If I was going to find a way to save us, I probably wasn’t going to do it today.
If only I had known. 
“You made bacon,” said Russell, grinning. “And eggs?” I nodded. “And pancakes?”
“No. An English muffin,” I said. 
“But not pancakes,” said Russell. 
“Eggs and bacon have protein,” I said, “and pancakes have…”
“Too many carbs,” said Russell in perfect synchronization with me. 
“Don’t be smart,” I said. “In deference to your sweet tooth, I have put jam on your English muffin.”
“Thank you,” said Russell, and I handed him his plate. He started to eat even before he sat down. I had seen some terrifying creatures in the Shadowlands, but I had yet to see one that devoured its meals with the same gusto as a teenage boy. He paused only long enough to put hot sauce on his eggs, which was an absolutely disgusting habit and one I refused to contemplate. 
James owned a number of commemorative beer steins from reunions of his company of men-at-arms, so I took one, filled it with coffee (without cream or sugar, of course), and sat down to eat my own breakfast. Russell was already halfway through his, so it was just as well I had left more eggs in the skillet. James and Lucy ate at a more sedate pace, reading the news on their tablets as they did. 
“Are we still going to the mall today?” said Russell around a mouthful. 
“Don’t talk with food in your mouth, dear,” said Lucy, not looking up from her tablet.
Russell nodded, chewed, swallowed, and spoke again. “Are we still going to the mall today?” 
“Yep,” I said. “Unless you’ve changed your mind.”
“No, no,” said Russell. “There are some books I want to get.” 
Other teenage boys went to the mall to pick up girls. Russell went to buy books. At least, I assumed other teenage boys went to the mall to pick up girls. I didn’t have any firsthand experience in the matter. 
“We’ll take your bike?” said Russell, leaning forward. 
“You most certainly will not take Nadia’s motorcycle,” said Lucy with a frown as she lowered her tablet. 
“Sportbike,” I said. “Technically it’s a Royal Motors NX-9 Sportbike with a six cylinder engine, capable of going from zero to sixty in…”
“I don’t care if it’s capable of going from zero to sixty in two seconds and can fly to the moon and make grilled cheese sandwiches while it does it,” said Lucy. “Those things are deathtraps.” James smiled a little, then caught himself and put on a grave expression. I bit my cheek to keep from laughing. “Nadia is an adult and she can do what she wants, no matter how reckless it is. You, however, will not be riding on a motorcycle.” 
“Even with a helmet?” said Russell.
“Even with a helmet,” said Lucy. “From the accidents I have seen at the medical center, the helmet only serves as a convenient bucket for your brains.”
“That,” said James as he took a bite of eggs, “is a disturbing mental image.”
“I don’t like motorcycles,” said Lucy. “I’ve seen the end result of too many accidents.”
“I’m sure Nadia is a very cautious rider,” said James. That was true. Mostly. 
“So you’re free all day?” said Russell. “You don’t have to do any work for Lord Morvilind?”
“Not a thing,” I said. In fact, since the disaster at Madison, Morvilind had summoned me only once. I had gone to his mansion dreading some perilous task like the thefts of the Ringbyrne Amulet or the ancient tablet from Paul McCade’s mansion. Instead, Morvilind had sent me to steal a set of backup drives from a bank vault in Cincinnati. It had been dead easy, and the entire job had taken only two days. I had even able to help myself to several bundles of hundred-dollar bills on the way out, which had given me enough money to live on for a while. Morvilind had not summoned me since, and it had been the longest time I had gone without hearing from him…well, ever. 
Maybe something had distracted him. Maybe the contents of the backup drives held his attention. Maybe he was taking a vacation, if someone like Morvilind ever took vacations. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. 
“The entire day,” I said, “assuming Lord Morvilind doesn’t summon me for work.” 
“It’s unusually generous for him to give you so much time off,” said James. “His lordship is of course a wise man.” I kept a straight face at that. “But he usually works you quite hard.”
“I suppose he’s busy,” I said. “Well, when he wants to find me, he…uh, he has my cell phone number.” Of course, Morvilind had never once used a cell phone to summon me. I glanced at Russell. “Ready to go.”
“Almost,” said Russell. There wasn’t a crumb of food remaining on his plate. “Are there seconds?”
 
###
 
Lucy had discouraged Russell from riding with me on my motorcycle, but she hadn’t outright forbidden it. 
So of course we took my motorcycle. 
The bike was black with orange highlights, so I had a leather jacket with orange stripes on the sleeves and chest to match. I had a black helmet with a mirrored visor, and both helmet and padded jacket were uncomfortable in the summer, but were still better than wiping out and leaving half my skin on the asphalt. As the weather got cooler, the jacket and helmet got more comfortable, until it got too cold and too snowy to use a bike. 
I had bought Russell a helmet, but I wasn’t going to get him a jacket until I was sure he wouldn’t outgrow the damn thing in six weeks. Of course, by then maybe he would be living on his own and could afford his own bike. I was pretty sure he had acquired a taste for motorcycles. And maybe the motorcycle would impress a girl. 
Russell with a girl. Now there was a thought I wasn’t ready to process. 
“Ready?” I said, swinging my leg over the side of the bike and pulling the helmet over my head.
“Yep,” said Russell, climbing on the back of the bike. His thin limbs and the helmet made him look a little like a shiny black lollipop. 
I grunted, reached back, and pulled his arms around my waist. “Arms there. If you fall off the back, I’ll never hear the end of it from Lucy.” 
“True.” He got a good grip around my middle. “Too bad you aren’t a real girl.”
I looked back at him. He couldn’t see my expression through the visor, but he had to know how I would react to that. “A real girl? What does that mean? Last time I checked, I was pretty sure that I was a girl.” 
“Well, you know,” said Russell. “A girl who isn’t my sister.”
“Ah,” I said. “You’ve hit adolescence. Did James and Lucy have the talk with you?”
“Er…they did,” said Russell. He was getting embarrassed. “It was…pretty frank. Of course, he’s a doctor and she’s a nurse, so they don’t mind being…candid. Then they gave me a book to read. It had a lot of diagrams.” 
I grinned behind my visor. “And then they explained that Jesus disapproves of sex before marriage?” 
“Well, he does,” said Russell with perfect earnestness. 
I wasn’t sure what I thought of the Marneys raising Russell in their church. My attitude toward God was basically embittered cynicism – if he loved humanity, why did the Elves rule over us? Still, I wanted Russell to grow up with a sense of right and wrong, and raising him to believe in God was the most efficient way to do that. I wanted Russell to have a good life, a better life than me…
Basically, I didn’t want Russell to become anything like me.
“Good for him,” I said, putting my keys into the bike’s ignition. 
“What about you?” said Russell.
“Did James and Lucy have the talk with me, you mean?” I said. They had not. When I had hit puberty, one of Morvilind’s tutors had given me a prescription for birth control pills, followed by a lecture from Morvilind about how I would become useless to him if I was pregnant. “I think I would have preferred that, actually.” 
“So you do have a boyfriend, then?” said Russell.
My startled twitch knocked my hand off the keys. “Um. What?” 
“Well,” said Russell, and I could hear the smirk in his voice, “if you can ask if I had the talk with James and Lucy, I can ask if you have a boyfriend.”
“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I said. 
“Have you ever had a boyfriend?” said Russell.
I hesitated. There had been on serious boyfriend, one man for whom I had fallen head over heels in love. His name had been Nicholas Connor, and he had been brilliant and strong and handsome. 
He had also been the leader of a Rebel cell, planning to set off a bomb that would have killed tens of thousands of people in Los Angeles…and he had set me up to take the blame. I had defused the plot, wrecked his Rebel cell, and escaped scot-free back to Milwaukee, much sadder, but much wiser.
“I don’t have time for that kind of nonsense,” I said.
Russell laughed. “Do you know what I think?”
“I think,” I said, turning the key, “that we should shut up and ride.”
The engine roared to life and I fed the throttle, drowning out Russell’s answer. He whooped, his arms tightening around my waist, and I grinned and gunned the bike into motion. We took off down the streets, going a good twenty miles over the speed limit, but there wasn’t much traffic on a Saturday morning and the Homeland Security traffic patrollers kept to the main streets and the freeways. 
I whooped in turn, and I heard Russell laughing. I had to admit that I loved motorcycles. I loved the speed, the sense of power and freedom as I gunned the throttle. Of course, that sense of freedom was an illusion. Morvilind only had to crook his finger and I would come running, since the consequences of ignoring his summons would be dire. I wasn’t free, and I didn’t have anything remotely like the power I needed to free myself.
Not yet, anyway. 
Today, though, I would enjoy myself.
Russell wasn’t that heavy, but his weight did affect the motorcycle’s handling, so I kept off the freeways and stayed to the surface streets. We left Milwaukee, made our way across Wauwatosa, and ended up in Brookfield. Most of Milwaukee’s super-rich lived in mansions along the lakefront or in high-rise condominiums downtown. Those who were merely rich lived in Brookfield, in new houses with big lawns and two-car garages. So there were a lot of shops selling fancy electronics and skis and tennis rackets whatever other expensive crap rich people needed. 
The Ducal Mall had a lot of stores like that.
From what I understood, there had been a shopping center there centuries ago, but it had been destroyed during the Conquest. Later Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee had given his approval to build a new mall there, so the county and city governments made it happen. Over the centuries it had grown into a four-story monstrosity of glass and steel and concrete, with concourses and walkways and restaurants and even a little amusement park with a couple of roller coasters. It had its own dedicated off-ramp from Interstate 94, which I avoided, circling instead to the eastern side of the Ducal Mall and using the back entrance. 
“Why are we parking so far from the doors?” said Russell as I brought the bike to a halt in the outer reaches of the parking lot.
“Because,” I said, putting the kickstand in place, “walking is a healthy activity. That, and if anyone gets a scratch on my bike, I’m going to get mad.” 
“And because there is no place to park near the doors?” said Russell, squinting at the sea of cars gleaming in the morning sun.
“Yep,” I said, climbing off the motorcycle and stretching my legs. Motorcycles are a lot of fun and often useful, but they sure aren’t comfortable. “Also, seriously. If anyone scratches my bike, I’m going to be pissed.” We set our helmets on the seat.
“You don’t mind all the dents in your Duluth Motors sedan,” said Russell as we walked to the mall doors.
“That car is older than I am,” I said. Plus, I used it for my various jobs. A Royal Motors NX-9 sportbike with orange highlights drew attention. No one paid attention to an old four-door sedan. 
“Let’s have lunch first,” said Russell. “Can we get burgers?”
“We just had breakfast,” I said. 
“Yeah, like two and a half hours ago,” said Russell. 
I laughed. “You’re part locust. Come on.” 
We went through the Ducal Mall’s side doors and into the crowds. It was Saturday, so the place was packed. Most of the elderly and the veterans did their shopping on weekdays, so on the weekend working men and women with young children filled the mall, and constant cacophony of children’s voices echoed off the glassy storefronts. I watched the shoppers with a mixture of bemusement and annoyance. Their lives were so different than mine that I could barely understand them. In some ways I had pitied them. I had magic and they did not (well, except for the veterans of the Wizards’ Legion), and I understood more of how the world really worked than they did. In a way, they were a lot like sheep. They went through their lives believing that the High Queen and the nobles were wise and benevolent, watching the Punishment Day videos and the addresses from the nobles, and doing what they were told. They had been shaped from childhood to revere the Elves, and so they revered the Elves. 
And yet…
I saw a toddler wobble to her mother, a woman a few years older than me. The woman picked up the child, and an expression of pure delight went over the little girl’s face. That woman didn’t have to worry about the capricious demands of an Elven noble. That woman didn’t have to fear that her brother would die if she did not obey. Maybe she had a husband that loved her and a home of her own…
For a moment I was so sad that I stopped walking.
“Nadia?” said Russell.
Then a scowl went over the little girl’s face, and even from several yards away I detected the odor as she filled her diaper. 
Well. No one’s life is perfect. 
“You okay?” said Russell. 
“I was just reflecting,” I said, “that every life has its thorns.”
“You’re weird.”
“You have no idea,” I said. “Let’s eat.”
We found a burger place in the Ducal Mall’s food court and had lunch. As Russell and James liked to point out, I was a bit of a fanatic about healthful eating, with Lucy’s full support. I had my reasons. Given the kind of things Morvilind had me do, I needed to be in the best shape I could manage. So I had a chicken sandwich while Russell wolfed down a double bacon cheeseburger and a mega-sized carton of fries. I would like to say that only through heroic willpower I resisted the temptation to stuff myself with fried food, but truth be told I didn’t like the stuff very much and wished I could have a salad instead. Of course, Russell’s body needed a lot more energy to fight off the frostfever. 
I suppose a double bacon cheeseburger was one way to get that energy. But, God, all that grease! 
“Bookstore next?” Russell said, once I dumped our wrappers in the bin. 
“Yup,” I said. “Let’s…”
I froze.
A tall, gaunt man in a dark suit, white shirt, and black silken tie walked across the food court, his eyes fixed on me. A ribbon of icy fear shot through my mind. I had seen men like him before. He was a disguised anthrophage, a creature from the Shadowlands and a servant of the Dark Ones, and the anthrophages wanted me dead. I started to reach into my jacket for the little revolver I had concealed in the interior pocket, clearing my mind to work a spell as I did so…
“Nadia?” said Russell, alarmed.
My brain caught up with my reflexes. 
The man wasn’t a disguised anthrophage. He was just an old man in a suit. He wasn’t staring at me, but at the menu for a taco place behind me. Even as I watched, he stepped around me and approached the counter. I looked at him, trying not to shake. He looked a lot like a disguised anthrophage, and the anthrophages had almost killed me in the Shadowlands. I still remembered the weight and the wiry strength as the anthrophage drove me to the ground, its vile breath washing over my skin as its mouth yawned wide to bite my face off…
“Nadia?” said Russell again, tugging at my sleeve. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I heard myself say. That was a lie. James was right. I was definitely not okay. “Just thought I saw someone I recognized. Let’s go to the bookstore. Get you some books. Get me some coffee. God, I could use some coffee.”
“You seem too jittery for coffee,” said Russell. He still hadn’t let go of my sleeve. He knew me well enough to realize that something was wrong. 
Fortunately, I am a very good liar. 
“Thought it was a guy who gave me some trouble,” I said in a quiet voice. “But I was wrong. I’m fine, really.” 
Russell gave me one more concerned look, but nodded at last, and we set off for the bookstore on the mall’s fourth level. It was a big place, full of rows of shiny paperbacks and a large section of games and toys. Russell made a beeline for the historical fiction section. He loved books about the Crusades. At his urging, I had read a few of them, and had been amused how the books compared a Crusader knight’s loyalty to his lord to the fealty of a modern man-at-arms to his Elven liege. The Department of Education and the Inquisition made sure of that. You couldn’t read a book or watch a video or go on the Internet without seeing a message, sometimes blatant, sometimes subtle, about how the Elves had benefited humanity and how the highest duty in life was to serve the High Queen and her nobles. 
I wondered if people ever realized just how profoundly they had been programmed. Sometimes I felt like I was the only one who saw the truth. Well, the Rebels did, but the Rebels were psychotic assholes. For once the Department of Education’s propaganda did not overstate the truth.
I had seen the dead children left behind from Rebel bombs, which was yet another memory I could have done without. 
I went to the bookstore’s café for some coffee. A coltish-looking teenage girl of about Russell’s age took my order. Of course, she was already taller than I was, with long blond hair and bright blue eyes, and would likely grow into a six-foot swimsuit model. I managed to convince her that I wanted a straight black coffee without any cream, any sugar, any whipped cream or God knows what other nonsense. At last the nervous girl produced my coffee, and I paid for it and took a sip, only to discover that she had in fact added sugar to it. A wave of irritated exasperation went through me. I’m not usually one of those jerks who yells at cashiers, but I was still rattled after my mini panic attack in the food court, and the coffee girl was about to get the brunt of my bad mood. Then my brain caught up with my irritation, announcing that taking out my startled fear on the poor girl wouldn’t accomplish anything, and that a woman who had committed as many illegal acts as I had should not draw attention to herself with a tantrum over a damn cup of coffee.
It took a few seconds for all of this to work its way through my head, and I can only imagine what my expression looked like. 
The girl stared at me as if I was a bomb about to go off. 
“Ma’am?” said the girl. “Is…everything all right?” 
Ha. Now there was a profound question.
I opened my mouth to answer, and Russell bumped into my elbow.
“There you are,” he said. “I was looking all over for you.”
I started to say that I had told him I was getting coffee, but then the girl behind the counter squealed. I kid you not. She actually squealed. 
“Russell!” she said. “Oh my God! What are you doing here?” 
“Hey, Lydia,” said Russell with an easy smile. “I didn’t know you were working today.” 
“I wasn’t going to,” said the girl, “but rifle club got canceled for the weekend, and the manager said I could have the hours if I wanted, so here I am. What are you doing here?” 
“Making trouble and acting disorderly,” said Russell.
The girl laughed. “Is she your girlfriend? You took her out for coffee?”
Russell put his arm around my shoulders and nodded solemnly. “Yes. I like older women now.” 
The girl laughed at that, and I gaped at Russell, two facts taking hold in my brain.
One. My brother had set this all up. He had wanted those books, and he had four paperbacks in his hand…but the entire point of this trip had been so he could hit on the coffee girl. 
The devious little stinker! I wasn’t sure if I should be annoyed or proud.
Two. The girl was into him. Her eyes sparkled when she laughed, and she pushed her hair away from her forehead when she looked at him. 
Russell Moran, my baby brother, was a nascent ladies’ man.
“Don’t be gross,” I told him, taking his arm off my shoulders. “I’m Nadia, Russell’s sister.”
“Oh my God!” said the girl. “I’m Lydia. Russell and I go to the same high school. We’re both in rifle club. He’s a really good shot, did you know that?”
“It’s easy when the targets don’t move,” said Russell.
He was more right than he knew.
“I wish I was that good of a shot,” said Lydia. “I take ten shots, and I’ll be lucky if three of them hit the target. I wish someone would show me a few tricks so I could do it better, you know?”
There was a golden opening if I had ever heard one, and Russell seized it without hesitation. 
“I’d be happy to show you,” said Russell. “The high school range is open tomorrow night. Meet me there at about seven.” 
“It’s a date!” said Lydia, and then she turned red. “I mean, it’s…”
Russell gave her an easy smile. “We’ll just be practicing for rifle club. Nothing to get excited about.” 
Lydia smiled back. “I’ll see you then. Oh! I’d better look busy. Mr. Loman is coming.” I glanced over my shoulder and saw a balding middle-aged man in a tie and a blazer wandering towards the coffee counter, the MANAGER badge prominently displayed upon his lapel.
“I don’t want you to get in trouble,” said Russell. “See you tomorrow, then.”
“See you tomorrow,” said Lydia, and she smiled in my direction. “It was nice meeting you, Natalie.” 
I very carefully did not roll my eyes.  
Russell walked into the bookstore proper, and I followed him, the cardboard cup of coffee in my right hand. 
“What was that about?” I said.
Russell shrugged, but his grin belied the gesture. “What was what? We’re just going shooting, that’s all. If you can get the competency badge in rifle club, it counts for a lot of extra credit points.”
“You asked her out,” I said. “You’re going on a date.”
“Well, yeah,” said Russell. “I figured that was obvious. But I didn’t want to be obvious about it with her, you know? You have to play it cool.” 
“Oh, you do?” I said. 
“Yeah,” said Russell. “After I broke up with Julia, I decided…”
“Wait,” I said. “You had another girlfriend before her?”
“What?” said Russell, gesturing with one of his Crusader books. “No, no. I had two girlfriends before. Well, three, if you include Anna, but we only went out twice so I don’t think that really counts.”
“Three,” I said. “But two if you don’t count Anna.” I took a sip of coffee to collect my thoughts. The coffee might have had sugar, but at least it was hot. “Um. Were you ever going to tell me about this?”
Russell raised his white eyebrows. “Were you going to tell me about your boyfriend?”
“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I said.
“And you’ve never had one?”
I opened my mouth, tried to think of an answer, and came up with nothing. I’d had a boyfriend…and he’d almost killed me.
And a whole lot of other people, too. Of course, I turned the tables on him, but after surviving Nicholas Connor I had come to regard romance of any kind as a mistake at best and a fatal weakness at worst. It felt strange to be standing here in a mall bookstore with my teenage brother, discussing his girlfriends as if I was a normal twenty-year-old woman instead of an Elven lord’s trained thief, as if I did not know things that would get me executed in a heartbeat. 
“Okay,” I said at last. “Maybe I’m not the best person to talk to about this.” 
Russell shrugged. “Don’t worry, though. The thing with Lydia won’t last. It never does.”
“What do you mean?” I said. 
“The girls all like me, and their moms and dads do, too, but once they find out about the frostfever…” He ran a hand through his white hair. “I’ll never be a man-at-arms, right? The parents want their daughters to marry an Elven lord’s man-at-arms. So they shut it down before it gets too serious.”
“Oh, Russell,” I said. 
He shrugged. “It is what it is. And I should be dead, right? So I really can’t complain.” 
“Then why do you do it?” I said. “I mean, if you know it’s going to fall apart? Why take the chance with girls?”
He shrugged again. “I dunno. Because I think they’re hot?”
I snorted. “Good answer.”
“And…I should be dead, you know,” said Russell. “If Lord Morvilind didn’t keep casting spells on me, I know I would have died as a baby. So what’s the worst that can happen to me? I mean, I should have died already. So why not take the chance?”
“That’s…a good attitude,” I said.
“Besides,” said Russell, and he grinned. “You know what I found out?”
“What?” 
“Girls like confidence,” he said. “Seriously, they really do.”
“Oh, we do?” I said. 
“They do!” said Russell. “I mean, look at me. I kind of look like a scarecrow with snow on my head. But if you walk up and look girls in the eye and don’t show any fear, they’ll go for it. They’ll try and push back a little, make fun of you, but if you flip the joke on its head, they’ll laugh, and the next thing you know you have a date.”
I laughed. “Russell Moran, ladies’ man. I never would have guessed.” 
He grinned…and then, right then and there, everything went to hell.
I felt a surge of magical power around me. Usually I could only sense the presence of magical force when I used the detection spell, or when I stood near a powerfully enchanted object. I spun in alarm, my hand twitching towards the pocket in my coat that held my gun, expecting to see someone right behind me casting a spell. 
Nothing. 
At the moment, Russell and I were alone the aisle. 
The surge of magical power peaked and then faded from my arcane senses.
“Nadia?” said Russell. “What’s wrong?” 
“I…” I tried to think up a good lie, but came up blank. “I…don’t know.”
“Are you sick?” He gave a suspicious look at the coffee cup still in my other hand. Though if anything was going to make me sick, it was that damned chicken sandwich. 
“No,” I said. “I think we should go home. I think we should go home right now.”
“I haven’t paid for the books yet,” said Russell.
“Fine,” I said. “Go pay for them, and then…”
The lights went out, plunging the bookshop into darkness. The glow from the rest of the mall vanished, and I heard a sudden murmur of surprise from the crowds on the concourse. A click came from the ceiling, and the battery-powered emergency lights by the doors flicked on. 
“Oh,” said Russell. “The power must have gone out. Good thing I brought cash.” 
“Wait,” I said, reaching into my jacket and grabbing my phone. “Check your phone. See if you can call out.” 
“Okay,” said Russell, puzzled. Light flickered next to me as he checked his phone. “Huh. No signal. Maybe the power outage knocked out the cell tower.”
“No,” I said. My phone, too, displayed NO NETWORK AVAILABLE on the screen. However, my phone had a little after-market module, one not available in most consumer phones. A cell phone could lose network access for two reasons – the network was down, or something was blocking the phone’s radio. Most consumer cell phones couldn’t tell the difference.
My phone could. 
Below the NO NETWORK AVAILABLE message appeared another line of red text.
ERROR: BROAD-SPECTRUM JAMMING DETECTED. UNABLE TO CONNECT.
The network wasn’t down. The network was being jammed. Someone was deliberately cutting off cell phone access to the mall. Combined with the surge of magical power I had just felt, that meant…
I wasn’t sure what it meant, but it wasn’t anything good. 
“We need to get out of here right now,” I said, grabbing Russell’s arm. 
“I haven’t paid for the books yet,” said Russell.
“Leave the books,” I said. “We’ll come back for them later. We have to go right now.” 
“It’s just a power outage,” said Russell. “What’s the big deal? We’ll sit down in the café until the lights come back on.” He glanced in that direction, and in the dim glow of the emergency lights I saw him smile. “We could keep Lydia company.” 
“I don’t think this is just a power outage,” I said. “Someone’s jamming the network, which means the power failure was deliberate. Someone shut off the electricity, and I don’t want to be here when…”
“Excuse me, miss?” said a male voice. I turned and saw Mr. Loman coming towards me, his MANAGER pin flashing in the emergency lights. Up close, I saw that he had a graying mustache that looked kind of like dryer lint. “Company policy says all customers must shelter in the café area in the event of a power outage.”
“No, it’s fine, we’re leaving,” I said. Mr. Loman seemed affronted at that, but I didn’t give a damn. Something was wrong here, and I wanted to get the hell out before it got worse.
“I’m sorry, miss,” said Mr. Loman, “but I really must insist…”
His voice trailed off, and his eyes went wide. 
I turned to see what had caught his attention, and shock jolted through me. 
An orc walked past the cash register and into the bookstore. 
The creature couldn’t have been anything else. The figure stood nearly seven feet tall, its skin a peculiar metallic blue, its eyes black, its face fierce with tusks rising from its lower jaw. The orc wore a peculiar combination of armor, with chain mail beneath a ballistic vest. A massive double-bladed battle axe had been slung over its shoulder. Backed with an orc’s strength, the weapon could split a man in half, and even a glancing hit from an orcish axe had left James Marney in need of a cane for the rest of his life. 
Of course, the orc didn’t need the axe. It carried a long black gun with a wooden stock, an AK-47. The AK-47 had been designed centuries ago, even before the Conquest, and had been used ever since. 
For a terrible instant I was frozen, and then my brain kicked into overdrive as three important facts occurred to me. 
First, there weren’t supposed to be any orcs on Earth. The High Queen hated them, and refused to ally with them. 
Second, the Archons, the rebel Elves that ruled the Elven homeworld, used orcish mercenaries extensively. The Archons had driven the High Queen from the Elven homeworld, but their war had continued, and sometimes the Archons crossed the Shadowlands and launched attacks upon Earth.
Third, if the orc was standing here, if the power was out and the network was jammed, that meant the Archons were launching an attack. They were launching an attack on Milwaukee right here, right now, and Russell and I were in the middle of it.
The orc growled and raised the AK-47. 
“Get down!” I screamed, and I shoved Russell to the ground. 
I ducked and Russell had the wit to throw himself behind a row of shelves, but Mr. Loman stood frozen, gaping at the intruder. The orc squeezed the trigger, and the AK-47’s end chattered. The gun must have been set to full-auto, because Mr. Loman’s chest seemed to explode in a crimson spray, and the poor man collapsed dead to the floor, his blood soaking into the gray carpet. The bullets had shredded his heart and lungs, so at least it had been quick.
In the distance I heard Lydia screaming, the sound of gunfire erupting throughout the mall. 
The orc strode into the bookstore, seeking for more victims.



Chapter 2: Prey
 
I grabbed Russell’s white hair with my free hand and whispered into his ear.
“Get into the café,” I said. “Get under one of the tables and stay there. Don’t move until I come for you.”
Russell started to speak, and I released his hair and clamped my hand over his mouth. 
“Don’t argue,” I hissed. “Move.”
He nodded once, and crawled down the aisle, vanishing in the gloom to the café area. I watched him long enough to make sure he had obeyed, and as I did, the distant roar came to my ears. For a moment I thought it sounded like the sea pounding against the shore, or a crowd cheering at a football game. Then I realized that it was the roar of hundreds of people shouting at once, screams of terror and grief and shouts of defiance, accompanied by a lot of sharp popping sounds.
The sound of gunfire. A lot of gunfire. 
The Ducal Mall had just become a war zone. A lot of people went about armed – veterans with an honorable discharge had an automatic license to carry a firearm of any type, and a permit to carry a handgun was not that hard to get. I suspect the High Queen preferred the majority of her subjects to remain armed. Normal bullets could not hurt Elves…but if the Archons launched a raid upon Earth, armed locals could slow down the invaders. 
But a few armed shoppers would not stop the Archons and their orcish soldiers for long. The orcs would seize the mall in short order and hold it. The Baron of Brookfield would summon his men-at-arms, likely calling for aid from the Barons of Wauwatosa and New Berlin and West Allis and probably Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee himself. That meant attack helicopters and tanks and men from the Wizards’ Legion, maybe even some members of the High Queen’s court coming to lend magical aid. 
All of that meant that the Ducal Mall would likely become rubble by the time this was over…and a lot of people were going to die.
If I didn’t want Russell to be one of them, I had to get him out.
First, that meant getting past the orc who had just killed Mr. Loman.
I crouched at the end of a row of bookshelves, watching as the orc prowled forward, the dim emergency lights glinting on the polished wooden stock of his AK-47. Plans blurred through my mind. I didn’t know how many shots the orc had left, but it would be best to assume he had nearly a full magazine. Besides, I saw several more clipped to his harness, along with a pair of grenades. If I tried to rush him, he would mow me down. That meant I needed a distraction. 
I drew out my little .25 revolver from the interior pocket of my coat. The gun seemed puny against the towering orcish soldier, but if I hit him in the skull, it should do the trick. I still had the coffee cup in my left hand. The coffee wasn’t very good, but the cardboard cup was nice and thick, which meant the coffee was still hot. I popped off the plastic lid with my thumb, and wisps of white steam rose from the black liquid, ghostly in the dim light. 
The orc reached the end of the aisle, his head swiveling back and forth, his black eyes narrowed, his nostrils flaring. Could he smell me? I had heard that orcs had keener senses than humans, but I didn’t know if that was true. Or maybe he could smell the coffee. Hell, I could smell the coffee. 
My fingers tightened against the revolver’s grip. I had one chance to do this right. 
The orc stepped out of the aisle, and in one smooth motion I got to my feet, swung around, and flung the coffee at his face. 
The effect was immediate. The orc roared in fury, one hand slapping over his face to wipe the steaming coffee from his eyes. The other kept its hold on the AK-47’s grip and squeezed the trigger. The orc might have been stronger than a human, but even for an orc firing a weapon on full-auto one-handed was not a recipe for accuracy. The end of the gun chattered and flashed, spitting out a stream of bullets, and the weapon jerked to the right as I went left.
I raised my pistol, both hands on the grip, and squeezed the trigger twice. 
The orc’s head didn’t explode or anything like that. Orcish bone is thick and dense, and .25 bullets aren’t that big. Yet the two bullets slapped into his head, one into his forehead and another into his temple. The orcish warrior staggered, his hands falling to his side, his eyes going wide, blue blood tricking down the side of his face. For an awful moment I was sure the orc would shrug off the wounds, that he would lift the AK-47 and mow me down. 
Then he fell sideways into a bookshelf, knocking it to the floor and sending paperbacks skittering across the carpet. 
I flipped my revolver’s safety back on, jammed the weapon into my inside pocket, and ran to the orc’s corpse. I eased the AK-47 from his hands and flipped the selector on the weapon back to semi-auto. If the orc had trouble controlling the weapon’s kickback in full-auto, the damn thing would probably flip out of my grasp, and I suspected I would need the firepower before much longer. My little .25 revolver wouldn’t be much use, and I didn’t want to use magic in front of Russell. 
That would lead to an awkward conversation I didn’t really want to have right now. Or ever.
But if I had to do it, if it was the only way to save our lives, I wouldn’t hesitate.  
A plan flashed through my mind as I grabbed the spare magazines from the orc’s harness and stuffed them into my coat pockets. The bookstore had a stock room in the back, but beyond that it would have a back door opening into the mall’s service corridors. I just needed to grab Russell, vanish into the service corridors, and get out of here. Of course, the Archons and their orcish soldiers might have already gotten into the service corridors.
That was why I had taken the AK-47. 
I straightened up, the big gun cradled in my arms, the heavy magazines weighing down my coat. I intended to find Russell, head out the back door, and escape. Then we would head back for the Marneys’ house. If the orcs had already spilled into the streets, we could make for my apartment. It was closer, and I had never taken Russell there, but it was underground, it would be easy to defend, and I had a lot of weapons stored there. 
I started to turn, and then froze in alarm.
Four more orcs stood at the entrance of the bookstore, all of them armed in the same way as the soldier as I had killed. All of them held AK-47s, the weapons pointed in my direction. Yet that didn’t hold the most of my attention. 
The tall figure in the crisp black and gold uniform did that. 
It was an Elven man, his features too gaunt and angular to be human, his ears rising in sharp points to his thick black hair. His brilliant green eyes fixed on me with a mixture of contempt and amusement. Gold glittered upon the chest of his coat, and the emblem of a three-headed dragon had been worked upon the front of his uniform, its tail coiling down his left sleeve. I had seen that three-headed dragon symbol before, but only rarely. To display it meant arrest and flogging on Punishment Day, maybe even execution. 
It was the symbol of the rebels who had overthrown the High Queen on the Elven homeworld, who had driven her and her nobles here.
It was the symbol of the Archons. 
I squeezed the trigger, the AK-47 bucking in my hands. The Archon waved a negligent hand as I did, and a shimmering barrier of grayish light appeared before him and his soldiers, deflecting the bullet. Not that the gun would have done much good against the Archon. Normal bullets did not work on Elves. Only bullets forged from the metal of the Shadowlands would work, and I was pretty sure the Archons were not stupid enough to equip their orcs with those. 
The barrier vanished, and the Archon regarded me. 
“The human female presumed to take arms against me,” said the Archon in the Elven tongue. “Kill it.” 
I stepped back, expecting the orcs to open fire, planning to dodge behind a bookshelf for cover. Instead one of the orcs plucked something from his harness and flung it at me, something small and oblong and a dull shade of green…
A grenade. 
I threw myself into the next aisle of bookshelves. The blast would likely knock over at least some of the shelves, and I didn’t want to find myself buried beneath a pile of books with half my bones broken. A thick, heavy-looking table stood in the next aisle. I threw myself under the table and rolled into a ball, my face buried in my knees, my hands gripping the back of my head, the gun propped against my side. 
An instant later the grenade went off.
There was a crack, and then a shredding, ripping sound as the explosion tore through a hundred paperback books at once. A crash filled my ears as some of the shelves toppled over, more books sliding to the floor, and I looked up to see a haze of smoke filling the shop, ripped pages fluttering through the air like dry leaves. Fortunately, the shelves had soaked up most of the explosion and all of the shrapnel, and the thick table had shielded me from the rest. 
But the Archon and his pet orcs didn’t know that, did they?
I rolled to my feet, grabbing the AK-47. I stepped against the wall and took a deep breath as the orcs crashed into the shop. My fingers settled into a steady grip on the weapon. 
Then I took a deep breath and summoned magic, vanishing in a Cloak spell. 
The orcs emerged from the smoke, moving in the careful, quick movements of professional soldiers. Guns didn’t work in the Shadowlands, but the orcs had clearly trained with the weapons. They covered each other, and didn’t do anything stupid like accidentally point their weapons at each other or bunch up where someone could take them out with a quick burst of automatic gunfire. The Archon, by contrast, moved sloppily, not bothering to cover himself or his orcs. He didn’t even have a gun.
Of course, since bullets would not harm him, he could afford to be sloppy. 
The Archon stopped at the burn mark on the carpet, damaged books crinkling beneath his boots. 
“Where is the female?” demanded the Archon. “The explosion should have killed her.”
“Unknown, master,” said one of the orcs. “She had time enough to elude the blast.” 
“Then find her,” said the Archon, his exasperation plain. “The plan requires that we secure the building. The girl killed the first scout. Plainly she is dangerous.”
It was hard to read the orcs’ alien faces, but I had seen similar expressions on the faces of men who thought their boss was an idiot.
“It will be done, master,” said the orc who had spoken earlier. Maybe he was a sergeant or a corporal or something. “What shall we do if we encounter any humans?”
“Kill the males and the children,” said the Archon. “If the females do not resist, take them captive. They will make a useful gift for our allies.”
I heard the orc sergeant or corporal or whatever he was gave a little sigh, but he nodded and spoke to the other two orcs in a snarling, grating language. Likely it was the native tongue of the orcs. The orc sergeant pointed, and the other two soldiers moved forward, AK-47s pointed towards the café area. Their backs were to me, even the Archon, and none of them looked over their shoulders.
It was perfect. 
I had practiced moving my arms while Cloaked, and it was time to put that experience to use. Keeping a Cloak spell in place is an effort, a bit like holding heavy weights over your head, and aiming the big gun was a challenge. 
But I did it. When practicing, I had never thought about shooting while Cloaked. It proved to surprisingly effective.
I squeezed the trigger, and the AK-47 jolted. The man who had instructed me in firearms had said that the AK-47 was a resilient weapon because you could drag it through dust and sand without jamming the gun, but the flip side of that coin was that the AK-47 wasn’t supremely accurate because the parts didn’t have the precise tolerance of, say, a long-distance sniper rifle.
Of course, from three yards away, that didn’t matter.
I hit the orc sergeant in the back of his head, and the rear third of his skull dissolved into a mist of blue blood and gray brain matter. The orcs dove for cover, and I caught a second solider in the head as he ducked for the nearest bookshelf. The Archon turned, eyes narrowed, and started to cast a spell. He couldn’t see me, but if he realized what was happening, he might try to dispel my Cloak. 
I shifted my aim and squeezed the trigger, catching a third orc in the right leg. The orcish soldier roared in fury and spun, spraying shots at random into the wall next to me. I wanted to duck for cover, but instead I aimed again and fired. My shot caught him in the forehead, and his head snapped backwards. The orc fell into a shelf of romance novels set in 17th century England, and both soldier and shelf collapsed to the floor. 
The recoil from the shot knocked me back a step, and the Cloak collapsed with a flicker of silver light. The final orc turned to face me, but my weapon was already raised, and that gave me a crucial half-second. Before he could line up his gun, I squeezed my trigger three times. My first shot hit him the in the chest and rebounded from his ballistic vest. The hit staggered him enough that the bullet that would have caved in my skull instead smacked into a row of paperbacks behind me. My second shot tore through his neck in a spray of blue droplets, and the third hit him in the forehead. The orcish soldier fell, joining his comrades in the pool of blue orcish blood spreading across the carpet.
Right about then the Archon finished his spell, a pulse of gray light flaring from the fingers of his right hand, and I suddenly felt his thoughts forcing their way into my head.
He hadn’t been trying to dispel my Cloak at all.
My very first day of school, a long time ago, I had seen a video. By the decree of the High Queen, every student saw that video on their first day of school. It was from the year 2013, the Year One of the Conquest, and showed the chambers of the United States Congress in Washington DC. In that video, the High Queen and her chief nobles stood at the Speaker’s podium, overlooking the President and his cabinet, Congress, and most of the chief officials of the United States government at the time.
And one by one, under the command of the High Queen’s magic, the various officials marched to the podium, lifted a pistol to their heads, and blew their brains out. Some of them had tried to fight the spell, shouting threats and curses. Most of them had begged for their lives, sobbing as they promised to give the High Queen whatever she wanted, and quite a few had offered the lives of everyone in their district or state in exchange for their own. None of that mattered, and the High Queen had forced them all to take their own lives. I still remembered my kindergarten teacher’s glowing expression as she explained how wicked and corrupt the government had been before the Conquest, how the High Queen now ensured that only honest men and women could run for office. 
The Archon was using the same spell on me, his magic hammering at my mind and commanding me to submit.
“Drop your weapon and get on your knees,” said the Elf.
I wavered on my feet, trying to fight the mental attack, and I realized something.
The Archon was trying to control my mind…but he kind of sucked at it. 
Morvilind had taught me the basics of defending myself from mental magic. I don’t think he had wanted to do it, but he couldn’t have taught me Masking and Cloaking spells without it, just as a drill sergeant couldn’t teach his recruits how to do push-ups without making them stronger. So I recognized what the Archon was doing. 
Or, at least, what he was trying to do. I knew how to block it. Someone like Morvilind or the Knight of Grayhold could have blasted through my defenses without trying. This Archon, though…with an effort of will I held him at bay. 
“Drop your weapon and get on your knees!” shouted the Archon, his face tightening with strain. 
Neither the AK-47 or my revolver would do anything against the Elf. Yet I had spells that could hurt him. If the Archon realized that, he would ward himself against any magic I could use against him, or simply conjure a lightning bolt to kill me. 
I had to play along.
I dropped the AK-47, falling to my knees, my expression blank. 
“Better,” said the Archon, shaking his head with irritation. “Your limited intellect must have given you a measure of resistance to the spell.”
I said nothing, staring slack-jawed at him. 
“Why are you here?” said the Archon. 
“To purchase books,” I said in a flat voice. I wonder if it would dawn on him that he had questioned me in the Elven language, and I had answered him in the same tongue. He didn’t seem to notice. Apparently James and Lucy were right, and God was indeed merciful, because I had been attacked by the dumbest Archon on the Elven homeworld. 
“No, why are you here?” said the Archon.
“To…purchase books?” I said, feigning confusion. I started to gather together the power for a spell. I had one chance to do this right, and if I screwed it up, the Archon would kill me at once. 
The Archon made an aggrieved sound, his large eyes narrowing. “Not your cover story. You are obviously a soldier. Else how did you dispose of my scouts?” He flicked a disdainful hand at the dead orcs. “I suppose it shows the desperation of the High Queen that she would train human females to fight in her armies. She might as well try to teach donkeys to fly.” 
I gazed at him with a blank expression, keeping my arms loose at my sides, but the fingers of my right hand flexed as I prepared a spell. If the Archon came just a little closer…
“Answer the question!” demanded the Archon.
I blinked. “What question?” 
The Archon started to snarl an answer at me, and then stopped. Likely he realized that he had been ranting rather than interrogating me. 
“How did you kill my scouts?” said the Archon.
“I shot them,” I said. 
He let out a furious sound of exasperation and stalked forward. “You must have known that we were coming. How? Did those idiot Rebels betray us? The Assembly holds too many fools who think the humans make useful tools, that they can be converted to the true religion rather than the superstitions of the Protector. Or did that bitch Tarlia prepare for our arrival?” 
“I do not know the answer,” I said. “I came here to buy books. Then the blue men attacked. I shot one with my pistol, and then shot the others with the gun the first blue man dropped. I don’t know about the rest of that.” 
“Useless,” said the Archon. “Though fiercer than I expected.” He glanced towards the entrance to the mall, nodded to himself, and started to cast a spell, fire snarling to life in his fingers. “Perhaps I understand why Tarlia enslaved your race. For short-lived vermin, you are remarkably deadly fighters…”
“You talk too damned much,” I said.
The Archon frowned, his gaze snapping toward me, which was exactly what I needed him to do. 
I surged to my feet, thrusting my hand at his face, and the globe of lightning I had summoned burst from my palm. The Shadow Hunter Corvus had taught me the spell in exchange for saving his life several months ago, and I wasn’t as skilled with it as I would like. Yet I had practiced diligently, and at this range, I couldn’t miss.
The globe slammed into the Archon’s face, and his head snapped backwards, his hair catching on fire, the skin of his face and neck charring and blackening. The Elf let out a horrid, agonized shriek, and I cast the spell again, throwing another blast into his chest. There was a thunderclap as the globe sank into his torso, the golden three-headed dragon upon his uniform coat burning away, and the Archon’s body heaved as if he had touched a stripped wire. He slumped against the book-strewn floor, the stench of charred meat rising from the burned ruins of his face. 
I didn’t know if the first globe had killed him or the second, but I did know that he wasn’t getting up again. 
“Moron,” I muttered, looking at the corpse. I shook my head to clear it, my mind buzzing with the exertion of casting three spells in quick sequence. I had gotten lucky, but I really didn’t want to push my luck further. Best to find Russell and get the hell out of here before…
I turned my head, and my luck ran out.
Another orcish soldier stood in the entrance to the mall, his hard eyes fixed upon me. An AK-47 rested in his hands, and he was already swinging the barrel towards me. I started to dodge, hoping to throw myself behind one of the shelves, but it was too late. The orcish soldier had me dead to rights, and the only way he could miss was if he was totally incompetent…
A gunshot rang out, and the orc’s forehead exploded in a spray of blue gore.
Or if I was really, really lucky. 
I whirled, stunned, and saw Russel crouched behind one of the fallen bookshelves, the dropped AK-47 of an orcish soldier propped on the edge for greater stability. While I had confronted the Archon, he had crept up behind us, found the gun, and shot the orc before the soldier killed me.
My first reaction was intense annoyance. I had told him to hide under the table. Why the hell hadn’t he listened to me? He could have been shot! 
Then I realized the absurdity of that. If he hadn’t disobeyed me, the orc would have shot me. All the dangers I had faced, all the perils I had escaped, and if not for Russell some damned orc would have shot me dead in the Ducal Mall.
I met his gaze, and I noticed how calm he looked, how steady his hands were. 
A surge of fierce pride went through me.
Well, why shouldn’t he have some steel in his spine? He was my brother.



Chapter 3: No One Left Behind
 
I stooped, grabbed my discarded AK-47, and stuffed one more magazine into my coat, if only to balance out the weight. One of the dead orcs still had a pair of grenades on his harness, so I relieved the dead orc of the explosives. Russell, I noted with approval, kept the entrance to the mall covered as I looted the dead. In the distance I heard the rumble of explosions and lots of gunfire echoing through the mall’s wide concourses, but none of it seemed nearby. The idiot Archon and his orcs must have been sent to scout this wing of the Ducal Mall, and I didn’t think they’d had a chance to report back to their commander before Russell and I killed them all.
Which meant if we acted quickly, we could get out of here before more orcs found us.
“I told you to hide under the table,” I said.
“I did,” said Russell. “Then I heard a lot of shooting, and Lydia freaked out and ran into the back. It got quiet all of a sudden, and I heard you talking to someone. I didn’t know you spoke Elven.” 
“Yep,” I said, straightening up as I checked over the AK-47. 
“The Elf…is that an Archon?” said Russell.
“Yep,” I said again. “We should…”
“I didn’t know you spoke Elven,” said Russell.
“I had to learn it as part of my duties for Lord Morvilind,” I said. For once, that was the literal, exact truth. “Come on. We have to get out of here.”
Russell nodded and got to his feet. He held the gun competently enough, his finger remaining on the trigger, the barrel pointed towards the mall concourse if any more orcs or Archons displayed themselves. I thought I would need to give him a lecture about gun handling, but he knew what he was doing. He wouldn’t have been able to kill the orc otherwise.
“Where did you learn to handle a gun?” I said.
“Rifle club,” said Russell, glancing at the dead Archon. He blinked in bewilderment. “How did you kill him? Bullets don’t work on Elves. There was this light in your hand…”
“Um,” I said. He’d seen me use magic, and I wasn’t about to tell him about that. “Thermite.”
“Thermite?” said Russell.
“I got lucky,” I said, which was also true. “One of the orcs had some thermite on him. They must have been planning to burn the bookstore. All that paper.” I waved a hand at the shelves. “I knew bullets wouldn’t work on an Archon, so I thought I’d try fire. Looks like I was right.”
Technically, I had electrocuted him, though the burns on what remained of his face looked bad enough. 
“Shouldn’t that have burned your fingers off?” said Russell.
“Yep,” I said. “Lucky, remember? You can ask me all the questions you want when we get home.” I looked at the entrance for a moment. “Concourse seems deserted. There’s a fire escape four stores down. That should take us right out to the parking lot, and then we can get to my bike. If we hurry, we can get out before anyone sees us.”
“We can’t go that way,” said Russell.
“Why not?” I said.
“We have to go back and make sure Lydia gets out,” said Russell. 
“Lydia?” I said, confused. Then I remembered. Russell’s date, the girl who had made my coffee wrong. “She’s probably hiding behind the counter.”
“No, she’s not,” said Russell. “I told her to stay behind the counter, but she didn’t listen.” 
“She didn’t listen?” I said. “Gosh, that must have been frustrating.”
He missed the subtext. “She panicked and ran into the stock room. I think she’s hiding back there.”
“Then she can keep hiding there,” I said. “We need to go.”
“We have to take her with us,” said Russell. “If she stays here, she’s going to get killed.” 
“Then she can run like hell, which is what we are going to do,” I said. “This mall’s turned into a war zone, and sooner or later Homeland Security or Duke Tamirlas is going to show up and blow it to pieces. We need to be long gone by then.”
“We have to make sure Lydia gets out,” said Russell. “We have a responsibility. I’m not leaving her to get killed.”
A wave of irritated frustration went through me. God, had he always been so stubborn? Maybe he had picked it up from me.
“I don’t give a damn about Lydia,” I snapped. “You are not getting killed here, and I am getting you out. Lydia can take care of herself.”
I expected him to argue back, but instead he looked…
Shocked. 
“Seriously?” said Russell. “You would just…leave her here to die?” 
I would. I would leave her to die without hesitation or remorse. I cared about Russell’s life. I did not care about some random girl who couldn’t even make coffee right. When I had been her age I had already been stealing things for Morvilind. 
Yet Russell’s expression disturbed me. The way he was looking at me…he looked hurt. Like I had just slapped him or something. 
Or if he had realized the truth about what kind of woman I was. 
I could leave Lydia to die…just as I could have killed Alexandra Ross in the Shadowlands. I could have murdered Alexandra without a second thought. I had almost murdered her without a second thought, but I hadn’t. What would Russell think if he found out about that?
Maybe he would look at me with the same sort of appalled shock I saw on his face now.
Something twisted within me. 
“Damn it,” I said, “damn it, damn it. I’m an idiot, and this is going to get both of us killed.”
“Then we’ll help Lydia?” said Russell.
“Yes,” I said, stepping over the dead orcs. “Watch the door. If more orcs show up, shoot them.”
I found poor Mr. Loman’s corpse and went through his pockets. His bowels had loosened in death, and the stench of it mixed with the odor of blood and charred flesh that filled the air. 
“Why are you doing that?” said Russell.
“Because,” I said, “Lydia’s not old enough to drive. Which means she doesn’t have a car, and the three of us aren’t going to fit on my bike. We need a better vehicle.” I pulled out Loman’s wallet and a set of car keys. Inside his wallet I found his pass for the employee parking structure, complete with the make, model, and license plate of his car. “Come on.” 
Russell hesitated. “Should I take more ammo?”
“Actually, yeah, that’s a good idea,” I said. I walked back to the dead orcs, pulled out some more magazines, and passed them to Russell, who stuffed them into the pockets of his jacket. As he did, a thought occurred to me. The orcish soldiers had been well equipped with guns and grenades and ammunition. None of that stuff worked in the Shadowlands…and more importantly, the guns and grenades were human weapons, manufactured here on Earth. The Archons and the orcs hadn’t brought them along for the trip.
Which meant that someone here on Earth had armed them, and that in turn meant the Rebels were helping the Archons and their orcish soldiers. If the Rebels had smuggled that much weaponry into Milwaukee, then they had been planning this for a long time. Maybe the mall wasn’t the only building under attack.
Maybe the entire city was under attack. 
I glanced at my phone’s screen again. The network was still jammed. The Rebels would have had the equipment to do that. 
“What is it?” said Russell.
“I think,” I said, taking one last look at the mall concourse, “that we need to find your girlfriend and get the hell out of here.”
“She’s not my girlfriend yet,” said Russell.
“Yet? Yes, yes, I know, women like confidence,” I said, heading for the café. The cash register and the display case and the various coffee makers and presses had gone dark, and a single emergency light glowed over a service door behind the counter. “Let’s find your future girlfriend and get the hell out of here.”
I stepped around the counter and listened at the door for a moment, but heard nothing. I pushed it open and saw a gloomy kitchen and storage room, the steel door of a walk-in refrigerator on my right, and another door on the far wall. I opened the fridge door, wondering if Lydia had taken refuge within, but I saw only jugs of milk and cartons of pastries. 
This would have been easier if the girl had stayed in one place.
“That Elf,” said Russell. “Why was he wearing a three-headed dragon symbol on his coat?” 
“Because he was an Archon,” I said, crossing to the next door. “They’re sort of the Elf versions of Rebels, I guess. They conquered the Elven homeworld, and so the High Queen and her loyalists came here.”
“I knew that,” said Russell. “I mean, why did he have a three-headed dragon on his chest?”
“It’s the symbol of the Archons,” I said. I paused for a moment to listen at the next door. Nothing. “They don’t have nobles the way the Elves on Earth do. I think the three heads of the dragon represent liberty, equality, and solidarity. Like all Elves should be free and equal without bowing to the High Queen.”
“That…that just seems wrong,” said Russell. 
I suppose he would have a hard time with the concept. He had been raised to revere the High Queen and respect the Elves. I had been raised to steal things without detection, so I took a more cynical view of…well, everything. 
“I wish you hadn’t had to kill the Elf,” said Russell.
“What?” I said, looking back at him. “He would have killed me, and then killed you, and anyone else he caught.”
“It just seems so…elfophobic,” said Russell. “Killing an Elf.” 
It was too dark for him to see me grimace. “Right.” It had been programmed into him by school. Criticize the High Queen and her nobles, and you would get accused of elfophobia, and someone would make an anonymous call to Homeland Security and the Inquisition. Killing orcs was one thing, but I wondered if some of the people in the Ducal Mall would be paralyzed when the Archons arrived, too conditioned to avoid elfophobia to even fight back. 
Not that bullets would have worked on an Archon. 
“If it makes you feel better,” I said, “I don’t think it counts as elfophobia when it’s an Archon.” 
I opened the door. Beyond I saw the stockroom for the bookstore itself, with boxes stacked in wire shelves, and other shelves holding loose hardbacks and paperbacks. There were no emergency lights, but my AK-47 had a tactical flashlight mounted to it, so I flipped the light on. A harsh white LED light shone from the gun. I swept it back and forth, looking for any sign of the girl.
“Lydia?” said Russell. “Lydia, it’s Russell Moran. “We’re going to get you out here.” 
Only silence answered him. I stepped further into the stockroom, moving my flashlight over the walls and floor. I wondered if Russell had been mistaken, if Lydia had fled in another direction. But the only way in and out of the bookstore was the entrance to the mall concourse and the door to the stockroom. She wasn’t in the stockroom and she hadn’t gone to the concourse, which meant…
A gleam of pale white light caught my eye. I swung the gun around, pointing it at a steel security door in the far wall. It stood open a crack, and beyond I glimpsed a wide, gloomy concrete corridor. We had found the service entrance. A mall the size of the Ducal Mall had a maze of service corridors running behind the shops, letting the employees come and go and deliveries to arrive without disrupting the flow of customer traffic. I pushed the door open a few more inches and peered into the corridor. Rows of metal doors stretched away in either direction, leading to more shops, and the corridor turned a corner perhaps twenty yards away.
“She went this way,” I said. “Russell, we’re not going to be able to find her. She could have gone anywhere from here. She probably got out of the mall and is running like hell right now. We should follow her example.”
Russell wanted to argue, but he knew that I was right. He couldn’t call Lydia’s phone, not with the jamming still in operation. We couldn’t wander around the maze of service corridors behind the stores. Sooner or later we would run into another band of orcish soldiers and get killed, or we would be caught in the inevitable counterattack when Homeland Security or Duke Tamirlas came to fight the Archons. Lydia had probably run from the stockroom and to the nearest fire exit the moment the shooting started, which meant that she was smarter than we were. 
“Right,” I said. “We’ll head back to the concourse and take the emergency exit. And then…”
A scream rang out from the corridor, loud and shrill. It was a scream of raw, undiluted panic, the scream of a girl encountering mortal danger for the first time in her life. 
Russell’s eyes widened, and his mouth opened to shout Lydia’s name.
I clapped my hand over his mouth. Russell flinched, blinked, and nodded. I removed my hand and pressed a finger to my lips, and he nodded again. I switched off my flashlight, and Russell followed suit. Only then did I beckon, and I moved forward in silence, Russell following after me with admirable quiet. The scream rang out again, and Russell flinched, but he didn’t shout or run. I also heard the rough, grating voices of orcish soldiers speaking in the Elven tongue. There were two or three orcs, I thought. 
“No!” shouted a girl’s voice, and this time I recognized Lydia. “Please, don’t, just let me go, I…”
There was a growl, the sound of a fist striking flesh, and Lydia wailed and fell silent. Russell tensed, but he didn’t say anything. I headed towards the sound, moving to the corner at the end of the corridor. As we reached the corner, I pushed Russell against the wall and whispered into his ear.
I had to get on my tiptoes to do it. God, but it was annoying that everyone was taller than me.
“Wait here,” I whispered. “I’m going to take a look. Don’t do anything unless I tell you.” 
He nodded. I dropped to my stomach and crawled forward the last few steps, peering around the corner. There was one advantage to being short. Most people did not look at things below their eye level, and the orcs were a lot taller than I was. So I didn’t think they would notice me peering around the base of the corner. 
They didn’t.
A row of pallets ran along one wall, holding stacked cardboard cartons of toilet paper. Further down the corridor I saw three orcish soldiers, wearing similar harnesses and armor as the ones I had killed in the bookstore. One of the orcs held Lydia by the arms, blood dripping from her nose and mouth. She was struggling, her face white with terror and shock, but she might have been a puppy for all the effect she had on the orc’s iron grip. 
“We should kill it,” said the orc holding her in the Elven language. “Its cries will draw the attention of the foe.” 
A second orcish soldier shook his head. “The masters commanded that we take captive any females of childbearing age that we encounter.”
I blinked. Why would the Archons want human women? It wasn’t unheard of for an Elven noble to have a human concubine, but the vast majority of Elves considered the practice a grotesque perversion. 
“It is too small and weak to be useful for labor,” said the first orc.
“All the humans are small and weak,” said the third orc.
The second orc shook his head. I suspected he was the sergeant or the corporal or whatever. “The human females are to be given to the masters’ human allies. Evidently the human allies frequently reward their soldiers with females.” 
The first orc growled. “The humans are in mating season now?”
“No,” said the second orc. “The humans are always in heat. It is one of the many ways they are a barbarous and uncouth race.”
I eased back around the corner. The Archons’ “human allies” were probably Rebels, which meant my suspicions were correct. The Rebels were indeed in the mall, and they had probably opened whatever rift way the Archons had used to get here. And though I had never seen it happen, I knew the Rebels sometimes kidnapped women, pumped them full of drugs to make them compliant, and gave them to their soldiers as slaves. Evidently they had adapted the practice from the wars of the Caliphate and the Imamate in Asia. 
Sick bastards. 
I wasn’t going to let the orcs hand Lydia over to the Rebels like some kind of toy. A dark little voice in the back of my head pointed out that if Russell hadn’t liked Lydia, I would have been perfectly content to leave the girl to her fate. I pushed the voice aside. I could indulge in moralizing self-doubt once I had gotten away from the orcs that wanted to kill me and my brother. 
Assuming I could do it. 
I thought I could, but I needed to use magic, and I didn’t want either Lydia or Russell to know that I could use illusion magic. Lydia would probably report me to the Inquisition like the good empty-headed little girl that she was. And Russell…I didn’t think he would report me to the Inquisition. I hoped he wouldn’t report me to the Inquisition. 
I thought of what he had said about elfophobia.
Well. Better not put him in that position.
I scooted next to Russell and whispered in his ear. 
“Listen,” I said. “Three orcs. They’ve got Lydia. I think we can take them. But you have to do exactly as I say. Do you understand?”
He nodded, gripping the AK-47 tight. 
“I’m going to go around the corner,” I said. “I’ll do something to distract them, something that will make them turn around. Then I’ll start shooting. Don’t come around the corner until I call.” I thought for an instant. “When you hear me shout ‘bookstore’, come around the corner and shoot at any orcs you can see, but don’t hit Lydia and for God’s sake don’t hit me. Don’t come around the corner until you hear me shout ‘bookstore’. Do you understand?”
He nodded once more. 
I patted him on the shoulder and crawled back to the corner, peering around the edge. The orcs continued their argument on the imbecility of humans, but they had bound Lydia’s wrists behind her back, stuffed a gag into her mouth, and wound a rope around her neck as a leash. She had stopped struggling, but instead cried in silence, her entire body trembling with it. 
If she lived through this, she was going to have some nasty nightmares. 
Maybe I could keep them from getting any worse. 
I scooted forward, ducking behind one of the pallets of toilet paper. Neither the orcs nor Lydia noticed the movement, and the cardboard cartons blocked Russell’s view of me. 
Which meant I was free to cast a spell. I gathered power, focusing my will and mind, and silvery light flashed from my free hand. I cast the Masking spell around myself, and I Masked myself as a duplicate of the Archon I had killed in the bookstore, with the same black uniform, the same Elven features, the same hair and eyes. 
Then I took a deep breath and got to my feet, the Masking spell converting the tap of my running shoes against the polished concrete to the click of heavy boots. The orcs spun, leveling their weapons at me, and I put all the hauteur into my disguised voice that I could manage. 
“What is the meaning of this?” I snapped in the Elven tongue. “You dare to point your weapons at an Archon? Lower them immediately.”
“Master,” rumbled the orcish soldier in charge as they lowered their weapons. “You startled us.”
His dark eyes strayed to the AK-47 in my hands. I suspected the Archons did not sully themselves by carrying weapons of human design. 
“Why are you wasting time with human females?” I snapped, stopping a dozen paces away. I glanced further down the corridor, one part of my mind holding the Mask in place, the other calculating distances. I didn’t see any other orcish soldiers or Archons in the service corridor, and I took a step to the left, moving closer to one of the pallets of toilet paper. That should give Russell a clear line of sight to the orcs, and I could take cover behind the pallet if this went bad. 
The orcish soldier looked confused. “You…commanded it of us, master.”
“What nonsense is this?” I said. Lydia’s bloodshot eyes turned towards me, full of fresh fear. “This negligence is…beware!” I pointed the AK-47 in their direction. “The foe comes! Prepare to fight!” 
The orcs had been well-trained, and they spun to face the other direction, raising their AK-47s to cover the corridor. Lydia looked in that direction as well. It was absolutely perfect.
“Bookstore!” I shouted, letting my Mask dissolve, and I raised my gun and started shooting. 
I caught the orc on the left first, and the back of his head exploded. The orc in the center started to turn, and I put two rounds into his temple. The orc on the right roared in fury, taking aim, but by then Russell had come around the corner. His first shot caught the orcish soldier in the chest, and the orc staggered with a grunt, the ballistic armor in his harness deflecting the bullet. I started to turn my gun towards him, but by then Russell corrected his own aim. His second shot ripped through the orc’s neck, and the third bullet blew away the top of his head. 
Damn. Whoever taught rifle club at Russell’s school knew his business. 
Lydia stood frozen in the midst of the dead orcs, blinking in astonishment. Some of the blue blood from the dead soldiers had spattered on her green apron. 
“Good shot,” I said as Russell hurried up next to me. 
“They were focused on you,” said Russell, turning his gun’s safety on and slinging it over his shoulder with its strap. “How did you do that? I heard an Archon talking.” 
“Recorded it on my phone,” I lied. I stooped over one of the dead orcs and helped myself to his tactical knife. Lydia squeaked a little as I approached her, but I cut off the ropes. “Right. Let’s get out of here.” I pulled the gag away. “We…”
Lydia blinked at me, shivered, and started to cry. It wasn’t graceful weeping, either, but the full-throated sobbing of someone in desperate fear. 
I stared at her in disgust. For God’s sake! We didn’t have time for this nonsense. My first impulse was to slap some sense into her.
A flicker of shame stopped me. The girl had probably never seen anyone die. Certainly she had never seen anyone shot to death in front of her, and she had never seen an orc before today. When this was all over, I would probably go home and cry for a while in my shower, but I couldn’t fall apart right now. Neither could Lydia.
Before I could say anything, Russell gripped Lydia’s shoulders. She looked at him, blinking. 
“Lydia,” said Russell. “We’re going to get you out of here. But you have to do exactly what we say, okay?”
“Russell?” croaked Lydia. “What’s…what’s happening? Those monsters…”
“Orcs,” I said.
“They’re attacking the mall,” said Russell. “My sister and I can get you out of here, but you have to do exactly what we tell you. Do you understand?”
Lydia bobbed her head in a nod.
“Say it,” said Russell.
“I understand,” said Lydia. “Russell…what are we going to do?”
Russell looked at me. 
“We’re leaving,” I said. “We’ll take Mr. Loman’s car.”
“Oh, God,” said Lydia, tears filling her eyes. “Poor Mr. Loman. The monsters killed him…”
“Yes, they did,” I said, before she could fall apart again. “They killed him. But you’re still alive, and if you want to stay that way, we need you to keep quiet.”
“Can you do that, Lydia?” said Russell, more gently than I had.
She nodded again. 
Russell reached over and squeezed her hand, and for an awful moment I was sure he would insist on giving her a gun. There was no way I would let a girl who had been crying that hysterically carry a gun behind me, in front of me, or anywhere near me. Fortunately, Russell released her hand.
“Stay behind us,” said Russell. “Which way to the employee parking garage?”
“Um.” I watched as Lydia pulled herself together. “That way.” She pointed down the service corridor. “If we go down the stairs to the third level, there’s a walkway to the parking structure. Mr. Loman always complained about how far he had to walk.”
“Good,” I said. “Let’s go, and don’t talk unless it’s important.”
I led the way into the gloom of the service corridor, Russell and Lydia following me. 



Chapter 4: An Old Acquaintance
 
I kept my flashlight off, not wanting to draw attention, and strained to hear the sound of any enemies. The concrete walls and floor and the steel doors to the backs of the shops did a good job of muffling sounds, but from time to time I heard the distant thump of explosions, along with the stuttering pop of automatic gunfire. I wondered what was happening in the mall. I wondered what was happening in the rest of Milwaukee, if the entire city was under attack from the Archons. 
I glanced at my phone, but the network was still jammed. I had no way of knowing what was happening in the outside world until we got out of the mall. 
We didn’t encounter anyone else in the service corridors. I wondered what had happened to the employees and the shoppers. Maybe they had fled out the back and escaped when the orcs arrived and the shooting started. Maybe the veterans had put up a fight. Or maybe the orcs and the Archons had killed them all. 
I turned another corner and came to a stop. The corridor ended in two steel doors, both of them unmarked. A single emergency light cast a harsh glare from its metal cage in the ceiling. 
“Lydia,” I said. “Which door?”
“The right door,” she said. Her face was pale and drawn and her eyes bloodshot from weeping, but her voice only quavered a little. “It opens on the walkway to the employee parking structure.” 
I frowned. “Where’s the left one go?”
“Stairs up to the HVAC vault,” said Lydia. “The main air handler for the third floor is in there. It feeds into the vents for the food court, and opens to the recyclers on the roof.”
“How did you know that?” I said. 
“My grandfather works for the company that installed the air conditioning,” said Lydia, her arms folded tight against herself, her shoulders hunched as if she wished to make herself smaller. “I went to work with him a bunch of times when they installed the system.” 
“I remember that,” said Russell. “Didn’t he come talk about it on Career Day? Mr. Rochester’s class?”
Lydia blinked, then smiled a little. “Yeah, he did. Oh my God. I forgot all about that. Julie in fifth period fell asleep, and…”
“That’s just fascinating,” I said. Lydia swallowed and fell silent. I stepped to the door on the right and listened for a moment, but I couldn’t hear anything through the thick steel. I checked the handle, and it was unlocked. 
So I took a deep breath and pushed it open a crack. Sunlight spilled into the service corridor, and the smell of blood hit my nostrils. 
Suddenly I knew why we hadn’t seen anyone else in the corridors. 
The steel door opened into a covered skyway that connected the mall to the employee parking ramp. It had glass walls and a polished white floor now spattered with blood. Halfway down the skyway, a dozen orcish soldiers and a pair of black-uniformed Archons had set up a barricade. Maybe fifty dead human men and women lay sprawled on the floor, gunned down by the orcs. All of them wore uniforms or corporate polo shirts. They had been mall employees, fleeing for their lives, and the orcs had shot them dead. 
And if I moved the door another inch, they would shoot us dead, too.
Gently, gently, I eased the door shut, letting it creep into place so it wouldn’t click. I stepped back and let out a long breath, thinking hard.
“What is it?” said Russell. “What’s wrong?”
I was very glad that he had not seen all those dead people lying upon the floor. 
“Orcs,” I said. “Twelve of them, and two Archons. They’ve set up a little turkey shoot in the skyway.” 
“Oh, God,” said Lydia. “Oh, God. We’re not going to get out. We’re…”
“Shut up,” I said. Lydia flinched, and Russell frowned. “If you have a panic attack, they’ll hear you.” Lydia swallowed and fell silent. “Just be quiet and let me think for a minute.” 
I considered our options, but none of them were appealing. We could withdraw back the service corridors and head for the lower levels. It would be easy to get out of the mall on the ground floor, yet getting there would be the hard part. Sooner or later the Archons would send more orcs to sweep the service corridors, and the ground floor had to be crawling with soldiers. Maybe I could Mask myself as an Archon or an orcish soldier and claim that Russell and Lydia were my prisoners. The drawback of that plan was that any Archon would detect the spell, and I doubted all of them were as stupidly overconfident as the Elf I had killed in the bookstore. 
My fingers tightened against the stock of my AK-47, a darker idea coming to me.
There was an easy way out of the mall. I could open a rift way, enter the Shadowlands, and open another rift way back to Earth. I could use the rift ways to transport us away from the mall, maybe even far from Milwaukee, all in the matter of a few moments. 
That plan, though, had a number of practical difficulties. 
For one, I could not predict where the second rift way might go. The Shadowlands and Earth’s umbra are not contiguous. I might take Russell and Lydia into the Shadowlands and return to Earth in the middle of the Sahara Desert, or the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, or a slave market in some hellhole town in the Caliphate…or right in the middle of a group of orcs in the mall. 
Additionally, the creatures of the Shadowlands might kill us long before that happened. We might stumble into wraithwolves or bloodrats or worse things, and I didn’t have any way to fight them. The anthrophages were actively looking for me since I had pissed off the cult of the Dark Ones during the summer, and if I was in the Shadowlands for more than a few minutes they would find me and kill me.
I glanced at Russell and Lydia.
The final problem was that I would have to use magic in front of them, and I didn’t want to do that. I thought I could convince Russell to keep his mouth shut. Lydia would not keep quiet. If I used magic in front of her and we escaped, she would run screaming to the first Homeland Security officer or Inquisition agent that she could find. 
I was wondering if I could find a way to knock her unconscious when the floor shivered beneath my shoes and I heard a rattling hum behind the door on the left. For a frantic instant I wondered if a bomb had gone off, and then I realized that one of the air handlers had kicked on behind the left door.
A new idea came to me. 
I remembered the lunch I had eaten with Russell, the nasty greasy chicken sandwich in the food court. The food court had been a huge place, with balconies and dozens of restaurants and spotlights hanging from the ceiling. Thick metal ducts had gone through the beams of the ceiling…and I remembered seeing a narrow catwalk threading through the beams. The ducts wouldn’t support a grown man’s weight, so if somebody like Lydia’s grandfather needed to do maintenance, they would take the catwalk. 
And it was possible the orcs and the Archons hadn’t sent a guard to the catwalk. 
“Lydia,” I said. “Do you have a map on your phone?”
She blinked a couple of times. “A…a map?”
“When you started working at the bookstore,” I said, trying to keep the impatience out of my voice. I had to remind myself that a terrified fourteen-year-old girl would not have experience keeping her cool in a crisis. “They probably put an app on your phone, a welcome app or something.”
“Yeah,” said Lydia. “Yeah, Mr. Loman did.” She swallowed, trying to hold back the tears. 
“Bring up the map and let me see it,” I said. 
“But my phone isn’t working,” said Lydia.
I started to snap back an answer, but Russell spoke first.
“But the app’s already on your phone, right?” said Russell, calm as ever. “It’s already downloaded. You don’t need the network for that.”
“Oh,” said Lydia. “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that.” She produced her phone, tapped it a few times, and handed it to me. It was a cheap little phone with a bright pink case, the sort of thing parents bought their teenage daughter for her first phone, but she had installed the employee app and it did have a comprehensive map of the mall. 
“Thanks, Lydia,” said Russell. “That will be really helpful.”
“How are you so calm?” said Lydia. Her arms wrapped tighter around herself. “I just want to crawl into a corner and hide. Or throw up.”
“Don’t crawl into the corner after throwing up in it,” I muttered as I scrolled through the map. “The smell would be unpleasant.” 
Russell shrugged. “Everyone dies, Lydia.” He patted his white hair. “I just have a better idea of how I’m going to die than most people.”
“Oh,” said Lydia. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” 
“I really don’t want to get shot, though,” said Russell, “and panicking will not help with that.” There was an understatement. “So we’ll stay calm, and we’ll get you out of here. My sister will figure something out. She’s the smartest person I know.” 
I glanced at Russell, smiled, and returned my attention to Lydia’s phone. 
I wasn’t that smart, though. If I was, I would have found a way to get myself out from under Morvilind’s thumb. 
Still, I thought I saw a way to save both Russell and Lydia.
“All right,” I said, handing Lydia her phone. “I think I see a way out.”
“How?” said Russell.
“Through the HVAC room,” I said. “A catwalk over the food court leads to a roof access ladder, and according to your map, there’s a ladder that goes from the roof to the top of the skyway to the employee parking structure. We just have to cross the catwalk, cut across the roof, go over the skyway, and we can get to the parking ramp.”
“Won’t they have…you know, snipers on the roof and stuff?” said Russell. “To secure the perimeter?” 
“Maybe,” I said, “but there will be a lot of machinery up there…
“Eight Model 49C air handlers from Royal Heating & Cooling,” said Lydia promptly.
“Right,” I said. “So we sneak across the roof, get to the skyway, and get the hell out of here.” I checked the door on the left. It was locked, but I still had Mr. Loman’s keys. The third key opened the lock. I swung the door open, and immediately heard the whining rumble of industrial-grade air conditioning equipment. I wondered why the stuff was still on despite the power outage, then realized the air handling machinery likely had its own generator in case of power failure. Just as well – that meant the machines on the roof would still be running, and that noise would only help us.
I gestured for Russell and Lydia to follow me, and I flipped on my tactical flashlight. We ascended a narrow flight of metal stairs and entered a large room. The HVAC room was a big metal vault with a dusty concrete floor, the walls lined with enormous grumbling machines. I saw no trace of anyone, whether orcish soldiers, Archons, mall employees, or customers. 
We crossed the vault and climbed a set of metal steps on the far wall. The stairs ended in a small balcony with a steel security door. I fumbled with Loman’s keys until I found one that clicked in the lock. 
“Listen, both of you,” I said before I opened the door. “Don’t say anything, and walk as quietly as you can. This catwalk goes right over the food court. If there are any orcs down there and they happen to look up, we’re sitting ducks. Keep your mouths shut, and for God’s sake don’t make any noise. Understand?”
They bobbed their heads.
“Set your phones on silent,” I said, drawing out mine and making sure to follow my own advice. I also switched off my flashlight. “They’re jamming the network, but if it comes back I don’t want our phones making noise.”
“What if I have to cough?” said Lydia in a small voice.
“You’re still wearing your apron,” I said, gesturing at the bloodstained green cloth. “Cough or sneeze into that. Better yet, don’t do either. Let’s go.”
I undid the lock and pulled the door open. A gust of cool air hit me in the face, and I saw the catwalk stretching before me, a long, narrow walkway of metal grillwork bolted to the ceiling, lined with a steel railing. On either side of the catwalk ran thick metal ducts, some of them thumping as the machines behind me switched on and off. Between the catwalk and the ducts was a wide gap, and below the gap…
I swallowed and stepped onto the catwalk, keeping my AK-47 ready in both hands so it wouldn’t clang against the railings. 
Below the gap was a long drop. It was at least a hundred feet from the ceiling to the lowest level of the food court. I suppose the fall would kill you instantly, though if you were unfortunate you might hit one of the balconies fifty or sixty feet down, and instead of dying instantly you would enjoy agony for the few remaining moments of your life. The catwalk was only wide enough for us to go single file, and I eased forward a few steps, peering over the railing. 
The smell of blood hit my nostrils, and I saw dozens of corpses scattered within the food court. The orcish soldiers had been thorough and merciless. I hoped at least some people had gotten away. About twenty orcs stood upon the lowest level, AK-47s in hand. If just one of them happened to look up, they could riddle the catwalk with bullets and kill all three of us in seconds. The emergency lights threw harsh shadows everywhere, and I saw…
My frown deepened.
I saw the pale, flickering light of a rift way somewhere on the lowest level of the food court.
Russell and Lydia stood behind me, and I turned for a moment, gesturing for them to stay silent and motionless. Then I shifted my gun to my right hand, hid my left hand beneath my coat, and worked a spell. The coat hid the pale flicker of blue light that accompanied the spell to sense the presence of magic, and I focused my will on the food court, wondering if I could sense the rift way the Archons had opened from the Shadowlands. 
The amount of power I sensed almost knocked me off my feet. 
I knew what a rift way felt like. A rift way took a lot of magical power to open, all of my magical strength…but I wasn’t that strong. I could only open a rift way for a few seconds, but that was just as well, since that I was all I needed to use the rift way. Yet the rift way I sensed in the food court wasn’t going anywhere. It was stable, and it took a considerable amount of magical power to keep a rift way open. 
But that wasn’t the most powerful thing I sensed. 
I felt locus of magical power unlike anything I had ever sensed or encountered before. I didn’t know what to make of it. It was like some vast heart, every beat sending a wave of magical power through the air. For a moment I was overcome with something much like raw physical lust. I wanted to possess that power for myself. My mind spun with what I could do with that power. I could save Russell. I could free myself from Morvilind. I could…
Maybe the moth felt that way before it flung itself into the lantern flame.
Cold sanity reasserted itself, and I swallowed. Whatever the Archons were up to down there was far beyond my magical ability. Nevertheless, it was probably a good idea to find out what the Archons were doing. The more I knew about what was happening, the better chance I had of getting Russell out alive. 
If the Archons were using that kind of magic, maybe I should find the Marneys and get all four of us the hell out of Milwaukee. 
I turned back to the door, lifted one finger to my lips for silence, and then beckoned for Russell and Lydia to follow me. Russell nodded and started onto the catwalk. Lydia hesitated, her bloodshot eyes wide as she stared into the gap, and I wondered if she was afraid of heights. Then Russell reached back, took her left hand, and eased her forward. Lydia nodded and followed him.
If we got out of here alive, Russell would have no trouble getting further dates from Lydia. Hell, he would have no trouble getting more than a date from her. Maybe I should have a little talk with Russell about that. I didn’t want him to become a father by the time he was fifteen. On the other hand, I had heard him talk a lot about how God wanted people to stay abstinent until marriage, so maybe it wouldn’t be a problem. Of course, it was easy to forget good sense in the heat of the moment. 
I knew that all too well. 
Anyway, it was one more thing I could worry about if we lived through this.
We moved forward step by silent step, taking care to keep the stocks and barrels of the guns from clanging against the railing or the metallic grill of the floor. Lydia grasped at Russell’s hand, her knuckles shining white, sweat trickling down her forehead. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but I had to admit it was a long way down. 
I spotted the rift way. 
It was right before a counter that had once sold waffles, a flickering veil of grayish light and mist. Through it I glimpsed the dead forests and starless, lightless sky of the Shadowlands. Around the rift way moved orcish soldiers in black fatigues and tactical vests, carrying a wide variety of weapons…
No. Not orcs. 
Humans. 
Which meant that that black-clad men were Rebels. The orcs who had captured Lydia had indeed intended to bring her to the Rebels. I had run up against the Rebels a few times, and while they claimed to be fighting for the freedom of all mankind against the High Queen, I had noticed they were not too picky about how much of mankind they had to kill to do it. One Rebel commander I had met had quoted some old Marxist philosopher or another, claiming that if he had to kill ninety percent of the human population so the remaining ten percent could live free of the Elves, he would do it gladly. 
Sick bastards. I’m not even remotely a good woman, but the Rebels were worse. 
A flare of red light caught my attention, and I moved forward another few steps, peering down through the catwalk grill. Four Rebels stood guard around a metal table, and on that table rested a…a…
I had no idea what it was. 
From what I could tell, it looked like a crystal or glass sphere about the size of a bowling ball. It seemed to burn with crimson flames, painting the table the color of blood. A strange black cross floated in the center of the sphere, and it made me think of the vertical pupil of a snake’s eye, albeit a pupil that had been crossed with another. 
This had to be the source of the power I had sensed. I had no idea what the damned thing was. Some sort of magical device or relic, obviously, but I could only guess at its function. Maybe the Rebels had used the sphere to open the rift way and allow the Archons entry to Milwaukee. Maybe the thing was a magical weapon the Archons had given to the Rebels.
Part of my mind, a big part, screamed at me to keep going, but curiosity won out. I had to know more about this thing. On a more practical level, I had a better chance of getting Russell out alive if I knew more. If this thing really was a weapon the Archons had brought to destroy Milwaukee…
I gestured for Russell and Lydia to stop, and I slipped my phone out of my pocket. In addition to the module that let it detect jamming, it had a telescopic lens on the camera. I unlocked the phone, tapped the camera app, and pointed the lens at the table and zoomed in, hitting the RECORD button as I did. That gave me a clearer view of the sphere and the Rebel guards around it. The sphere did indeed look like a giant, crimson eye, albeit an eye with a black cross for a pupil. The Rebels were all middle-aged, with the hard look of veteran men accustomed to killing. They turned as another Rebel approached, a big, strong-looking man with graying black hair, and…
A bolt of pure, nauseating fear shot through me.
I knew the Rebel commander. 
His name was Sergei Rogomil. I had first met him in Los Angeles a few years ago, when I had made the stupid mistake of falling in love with the leader of a Rebel cell. More recently, I had run into Rogomil on a job for Morvilind, and wound up stopping him from assassinating the frost giant ambassador to the High Queen. In the process, I stole his phone and emailed its entire contents to the Inquisition. I had assumed the Inquisition had killed or captured Rogomil, but it looked like he had gotten away. 
I had screwed him over twice, and consequently Sergei Rogomil wanted me dead. He wanted me dead on a visceral, personal level, and if he got his hands on me, he would make me wish that he had just shot me full of drugs and dumped me in a brothel for Rebel soldiers.  
A worse fear occurred to me. 
If he realized that Russell was my brother…
Through the phone’s display I saw Rogomil conversing with the Rebels. All five men looked pleased, and if they happened to look up, they might well see me recording. I shut off my phone’s display, jammed it back into my pocket, and urged Russell and Lydia forward. We crossed the catwalk in silence, and I strained to hear shouts of alarm or the sound of bullets. 
Yet no one noticed us. I’d read somewhere that people rarely looked up, and I guess that must have been true. We reached the door on the far side of the catwalk, and I unlocked it in silence, urged Russell and Lydia through, and shut it behind us. We found ourselves in another HVAC room of grumbling machines, but this room had a metal ladder that led to the mall’s roof.
“Hang on a minute,” I said, leaning against the cinder block wall. The surge of adrenalin when I had seen Rogomil had made my legs rubbery. “Need to get my breath back.”
“Those men,” said Russell. “They were Rebels, weren’t they?”
“Yep,” I said. “Probably working with the Archons.”
“Rebels?” said Lydia, her disgust plain. “Rebels? What kind of men would betray the High Queen?”
“Do you want to go back and look?” I said. Lydia gave a vigorous shake of her head. A malicious part of me wanted to explain just what the Rebels would have done with her if the orcs had taken her captive, but I had enough sense to keep my damn mouth shut. 
“That…glowing thing,” said Russell. 
“Yeah?” I said, pushing away from the wall. My legs felt steadier, and my heart was starting to slow down. 
“It looked like a big red eye,” said Lydia. 
“What was it?” said Russell.
“I have no idea,” I said. “At a guess, it’s some sort of magical relic the Rebels used to open a rift way to the Shadowlands so the Archons and their pet orcs could cross over.”
“Why were you taking pictures of it?” said Lydia. 
That wasn’t a question I wanted to answer. 
“My phone has a telescopic lens,” I said. “I wanted to see what it was. I was afraid the Rebels had dug up an old nuclear bomb or something.”
“Did nuclear bombs glow?” said Lydia. 
“No idea,” I said. “You can look it up when you get home.” I slung my gun over my shoulder, crossed the room to the ladder, and started climbing. “Let’s go.” 
Mr. Loman’s key unlocked the trapdoor to the roof, thank God. I pushed it open, squinting at the glare of sunlight, and hauled myself up. The roof was a flat expanse of concrete, layered with loose gravel. I wondered how the mall dealt with snowmelt in the winter, and then decided that I didn’t care. Big metal cabinets stood in rows, each the size of small trucks, giving off humming and clanking sounds. Likely these were the air handlers Lydia had mentioned, and I saw several things that looked like backup generators. 
There was no sign of anyone, human, orc, or Elf. Russell and Lydia came after me and I closed and locked the trapdoor behind us to discourage any pursuit. Then we hurried over the gravel to the edge of the roof. I looked around as I did, and I saw plumes of smoke rising from several places in Brookfield, and a noticeable lack of traffic on the four-lane street next to the Ducal Mall. The traffic lights were dark at an intersection. 
I wondered how many more of the rift ways had been opened, how many more of those weird glowing spheres were scattered around the city. 
We crossed something like three acres of gravel to reach the edge of the roof. Below the edge the covered skyway stretched over the street to the employee parking ramp. The Archons might have been clever enough to block the skyway, but they hadn’t put anyone on the roof. We climbed down the narrow steel ladder, crossed the over the top of the skyway, and climbed onto the parking structure. There were very few empty spots. 
Given the number of corpses I had seen in the skyway, I doubted any of the employees had escaped.  
I pulled out Loman’s wallet and checked his parking pass. Thankfully, the pass included the license plate and make and model of his car, a green Conquest Year 299 model Royal Motors Charioteer, which was a grandiose name for an old four-door sedan. We jogged along the rows of cars until I found Loman’s car on the second level of the garage. 
“This feels like stealing,” said Lydia as I unlocked the driver’s door. 
“He’s not going to need the car any time soon,” I said. Lydia blanched, but bit her lip, nodded, and got into the back. Russell climbed into the front passenger seat. “Russell, roll down the window and keep your gun ready. If any orcs try to shoot at us, shoot them first.”
“What about Archons?” said Russell. “Bullets won’t work on them.”
If we ran into any Archons, we were probably dead. 
“If we run into any Archons,” I said, “I’ll run them over.”
“That’s elfophobic,” said Russell and Lydia in unison. 
“Not when they’re trying to kill us,” I said, adjusting the seat. Loman had been a lot taller than I was. Of course, that was true of most people. 
A flash of color caught my eye.
A picture was pinned to the dashboard near the turn signal. It showed Loman, his equally plump wife, and three children, all of them smiling at the camera. I realized that I was looking at a widow and three orphans.
Unless they had been inside the mall, and then they were likely dead.
Those Rebels. Those goddamned Rebels. 
I felt Russell staring at me, and I looked at him. He looked at the picture, blinked a few times. Then he reached over and squeezed my arm.
“Thanks for getting us out,” he said.
“Yes,” said Lydia. “Thank you, Russell. And…and thank you, Miss Moran. I…I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my life.” 
I almost laughed. Apparently I was “Miss Moran” now. That was an improvement over “Natalie.” 
“Don’t thank me,” I said, starting the engine. “We’re not out yet.” 



Chapter 5: Not A Good Time
 
I eased the car through the parking ramp, looking for orcish soldiers. So far none had showed themselves, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. The Archons had attacked Earth before, so presumably they knew about cars, and they would figure out they should blockade the parking structure sooner or later. 
Or maybe they were not here to conquer territory but to spread terror, which meant it made more sense just to blow up the parking ramp. 
Either way, we had to be careful.
I hated leaving my motorcycle behind. It was a stupid thing to worry about when so many people had been killed, but I loved that bike. But there was no way I could get Russell and Lydia out using a motorcycle. 
Speaking of Lydia, if the orcs started shooting at us, their bullets were going to tear through the Charioteer’s sides like paper. 
“Lydia,” I said. “If there’s shooting, get down. Like, on the floor, with your hands over your head. Got it?”
I saw her give a jerky nod in the rearview mirror. Her lips were moving in silence, and I realized that she was reciting the Lord’s Prayer over and over in silence. I doubted God would listen to a thief and a liar like me, but maybe he would listen to a terrified teenage girl and deliver us from evil. 
“Should I get down?” said Russell.
“Nope,” I said. “I need both hands to drive. If someone shoots at us, shoot back. Feel free to shoot out the windshield if necessary.” 
“Man,” said Russell. He adjusted his grip on the AK-47. “We never practiced this in rifle club.” 
“Just been an educational day all around, hasn’t it?” I said, turning the last corner in the parking ramp. Before me the concrete ramp sloped down to the entrance, and I saw four orcs standing by the attendant’s booth. I don’t think they expected to see anyone. For a moment the orcish soldiers gaped at us.
Then they raised their weapons.
“Lydia!” I snapped. “Down!”
I stomped on the gas, and the Charioteer surged forward, the engine roaring. 
The orcs hadn’t expected to see a car, and they definitely hadn’t expected to a crazy woman to attempt to run them over. Muzzle flashes appeared at the barrels of their weapons, but I was going too fast, and the orcs scrambled out of our way. One of them was too slow, and the car’s bumper hit his left shin. We must have been doing at least forty, and with a hideous crunching noise the orcish soldier’s leg bent at an angle not seen in nature. 
I heard him howl in agony, and the car rocketed through the gate, breaking off the booth’s arm, and skidded into the street. I shot a quick look around, trying to see everything at once while I struggled to bring the car under control. The way back to the Ducal Mall’s parking lot was clear, but the broad driveway that led to the street was guarded by a dozen orcish soldiers. They had found concrete highway dividers somewhere, and were using them to blockade the street.
But they weren’t finished yet.
I spun the wheel, the ties squealing as we skidded across the asphalt, and I pointed the car at the half-assembled barricade. The orcish soldiers started to turn in surprise, raising their weapons.
One burst on full auto from any one of those AK-47s would kill us and cripple the car, and we had a dozen of the guns aimed at us. 
I stomped on the gas, and the engine roared, the car shooting forward. Lydia screamed in the back seat, and Russell yet out a startled yelp, struggling to aim his AK-47 as the car shuddered. The orcs opened fire, and the window to my left shattered in a spray of safety glass, and I heard the pinging sound as the bullets hit the fiberglass side panels of the car.
But I kept the gas pushed to the floor. 
“We’re going to hit the barriers!” shouted Russell. The orcs scattered, still taking shots at the car, the bullets pinging against the side. 
I kept the gas pressed down, and then wrenched the wheel as hard as I could to the right.
If I had tried that in a pickup truck or an SUV, I would have rolled the car right into the highway barriers, and the orcish soldiers could have amused themselves by digging our twisted bodies out of the wreckage. But the Royal Motors Charioteer was, to be blunt, a pretty crappy car, and the tires were narrower than they should have been.
So when I spun the wheel, the car went into a sideways slide. The driver’s side of the trunk slammed into an orcish soldier like a massive club, and I heard the cracking sound as the impact broke every bone in his legs. The orc hurtled backwards and flipped over the concrete highway dividers, discharging a few rounds from his gun into the air. The car skidded sideways through the gap and into the street, and I wrenched the wheel around and slammed on the gas again. The engine made a distinctly unhappy sound, but the Charioteer howled forward. 
There were a few scattered orcish soldiers in the street, and they started shooting at us. I made a snap decision and went right, driving with as much speed as I could coax from the old car. I spun the wheel again, swinging the fender towards an orc bringing his AK-47 towards us. He tried to line up a shot, but the left side of the front bumper rammed into him. A horrible jolt went through the car, and the orc fell backwards, the Charioteer driving over him with a loud crunching noise. Two sharp jolts went through the car, and then a moment later we were clear. I saw the orcish soldier rolling away from us in the rearview mirror, leaving a trail of blue blood in his wake.
The street ahead of us was clear.
I let out a long breath, my hands holding the wheel in a death grip. Deliver us from evil, Lydia had prayed. Maybe God had listened. 
Though I don’t know if running over an orcish soldier in a 299 Royal Motors Charioteer four-door sedan counted as delivery from evil, but I wasn't going to argue. 
“Anyone hurt?” I said. 
“I don’t think so,” said Russell, his voice shaky.
“Good,” I said. “Lydia? You okay?”
Silence answered me.
“Lydia?” said Russell in alarm, twisting around in his seat.
“One of the bullets went right through the door,” said Lydia. She sounded stunned. I wondered if she was going into shock. “Right through the door. I felt it tug at my hair. I can see the road through the hole in the door.”
“Russell,” I said, “check if she’s bleeding.” If Lydia had been shot, we would have to get her to a doctor. There was a hospital in Brookfield, and if I remembered right they had an urgent care center. Or I could try for the medical college in Wauwatosa, not far from my apartment. If it was only a minor wound, I might be able to take her to one of the clinics in Brookfield, or just patch her up myself. 
“No, no, I’m not hit,” said Lydia, pushing herself up. “It’s just…it was so close. So close. Another inch and it would have gone right through my head.” 
I twisted around to look at her. She wasn’t hurt, and she wasn’t bleeding, but her face was stark and white, and a little tremor went through her hands. I had seen that kind of thing before. As soon as the adrenalin wore off she was going to fall to pieces. Sometimes I had the same sort of thing happen to me on my more dangerous missions for Morvilind. I got through the job, but once I survived and got home I had to lie down for a while. 
She seemed like such a child…but I was only six or seven years older than she was. I couldn’t remember ever freaking out that badly in the face of danger. Morvilind and his teachers had beaten that out of me early on. 
“You’re bleeding,” said Lydia. 
“Eh?” I said, turning back towards the windshield. As I did, I realized that my lap was full of shattered safety glass, that I felt something wet trickling down my left temple. I glanced in the mirror and saw a shallow cut on my left temple. One of the pieces of glass had nicked me.
“She’s right,” said Russell. “Nadia, you’re hit, you’ve been shot…”
“What?” I laughed. “No, no. This is just a cut. Little one, too. I’ve been hurt worse than this.” I shook some of the broken glass from the folds of my left sleeve. “Good thing we took my bike to the mall. Jacket stopped most of the glass. Otherwise it might have cut up my left arm pretty good.” 
For a moment Russell didn’t say anything. We came to an intersection, the traffic lights dark, and I looked around. There was no sign of any other traffic, which was eerie. The middle of the afternoon on a Saturday, the streets should have been packed. I suppose with the power out and the network jammed, people were hunkering down at home and waiting to see what happened next. For a moment I considered heading for the freeway, and decided against it. If the Archons were launching a major attack on Milwaukee, they might have seized the freeways already. Or if the Rebels had supplied them with helicopters, they might shoot at any cars on the freeway. On the freeway, we would be sitting ducks. On the surface streets, at least, there were buildings we could use for cover. 
“Where did you learn to drive like that?” said Russell, wiping sweat from his forehead.
“Oh, you know,” I said. I certainly couldn’t tell him the truth. One of Morvilind’s retainers had taught me how to drive, the lessons focusing on rather more extreme techniques than most teenagers learned. “I watch a lot of dramas where Homeland Security chase Rebels through downtown Los Angeles.”
“No, you don’t,” said Russell. “You hate TV.”
“Well, yes,” I said. The car made a grumbling noise.
“The check engine light just went on,” said Russell.
“Right,” I said. The grumbling stopped, and the car started sputter. I wasn’t sure if that was worse or not. 
“I think one of the bullets hit the battery,” said Russell, squinting at the bullet holes in the hood. “We probably shouldn’t stop the car. If we do, we might not get it started again.”
“How do you know that?” I said.
“Car club,” said Russell and Lydia in unison. They looked at each other, and Lydia gestured for him to continue. “After school car club, I mean. And look. The lights on the dashboard keep flickering.” He was right. “We should probably figure out where we’re going next.”
“Good point,” I said. “Lydia. Where do you live?” 
“76th Street and Washington,” said Lydia, her arms still wrapped around herself. “Um. It’s on the other side of the fairgrounds from here.”
“Yeah,” I said, pulling up my mental map of Milwaukee. It was only five or six miles away. It would be faster to take the freeway, but it would be safer to take the surface streets. For that matter, I wasn’t sure that Mr. Loman’s Charioteer could survive a trip at freeway speeds, giving some of the noises coming from the engine. “Here’s the plan. We’ll head for Lydia’s house first and drop her off. Anyone in your family a veteran, Lydia?”
“My father,” she said. “My grandfather, too.”
“So they’ll have guns,” I said. “They’ll have probably linked up with the other veterans living nearby to form a local militia.” In the event of an attack, discharged men-at-arms were trained to form units and wait for orders from the nearest Elven noble. “If we can find your family and it looks safe, we’ll leave you with them.”
“And if it isn’t?” said Lydia. “What if…what if they’ve killed my family?” 
I started to snap back that there was no point in worrying about it until we knew more, but Russell spoke before I answered.
“Then you’ll come with us,” said Russell. “James and Lucy will take you in. You can stay with us until this blows over. And your family’s probably fine. Milwaukee’s a big place, and the Archons will focus on more valuable targets. Going from house to house seems like a big waste of time, you know?”
The Ducal Mall was not a militarily valuable target, but the Archons and the Rebels had attacked it anyway. Still, Lydia nodded, and I kept quiet. If Russell kept her from having a breakdown until we got her to her family, all the better. 
“All right, kids,” I said. “We’re heading for Lydia’s house. Russell, keep your eyes open. Lydia, you too. If you see any orcs or Archons or anything that looks suspicious, let me know.” 
Russell nodded and propped the barrel of his AK-47 on the window, his hand resting on the safety. I took another look around, oriented myself, and headed for Lydia’s house.
 
###
 
It was the single most surreal drive I had ever taken through Milwaukee. Some of the streets were deserted, as if Milwaukee and its suburbs had turned into a ghost town. I glimpsed people behind closed windows and pulled shutters, watching us as we drove past. Given that the car had been shot to hell and back, I couldn’t blame them for watching us with fear.
Some neighborhoods had been closed off with barricades, and companies of Homeland Security officers or veteran men-at-arms manned the defenses, weapons in hand. I briefly considered stopping at one of the fortified enclaves, or at dropping Lydia off there and driving on, but decided against it. For one thing, those fortified enclaves would make excellent targets for the Archons and their pet orcs. For that matter, if the orcs attacked in force, I would almost certainly have to use magic to survive, and those Homeland Security officers and veteran men-at-arms would shoot me dead on the spot if they realized what kind of magic I could employ. 
The wisdom of that became apparent about five minutes later.
“Helicopter,” said Russell, pointing up. I risked a glanced to the side and saw a blue-painted helicopter with the silver eagle insignia of Homeland Security flying over the rooftops several blocks away. It was an attack chopper, with machine guns under its chin and racks of missiles bolted to its sides. I wondered if it was heading towards the mall. Or maybe the Archons had opened another rift way nearby...
I saw a flash of light, and something shot skyward, leaving a trail of white vapor in its wake.
A missile.
The Homeland Security helicopter never had a chance. The pilot started to evade, but the missile slammed into the side of the cabin. There was a roar and a fireball, and the helicopter ripped itself apart. Lydia shrieked and lifted her hands to her mouth. 
“God help us,” said Russell in a quiet voice.
“Well,” I said. “Guess we’re not going that way.”
A few blocks later we came within sight of a battle. A band of orcish soldiers had seized a street, exchanging fire with the ragged remnants of a Homeland Security battalion. The Homeland Security officers had taken the worse of the exchange, retreating before the better-armed and more ferocious orcs. Some of the orcs had drawn close enough for hand-to-hand combat, wielding those huge battle-axes that had crippled James Marney. I slammed on the gas and got the hell out of there before either side could take notice of us, or a stray round could cripple the dying Charioteer. 
Because of all the fighting and other obstacles, it took ninety minutes to reach Lydia’s house, and it was almost five in the afternoon by the time we arrived.
I eased the Charioteer down a narrow street lined with little three-bedroom houses, the sort of places veterans preferred to buy after completing a term of service with an Elven lord. At many of the houses I saw activity, men and women holding shotguns and rifles and standing guard upon their porches. 
“Russell,” I said. “Put the AK-47 down. Don’t want them to think we’re Rebel sympathizers or something.”
“Good point,” said Russell, sliding the gun back as the Charioteer coughed. 
“There,” said Lydia, pointing at one of the houses. It looked cheerful, with white paint and blue trim on the windows, the lawn close-cropped and the leaves raked. The mailbox on the curb had the name VALBORGS written upon the side. Lydia Valborg? Well, she did look Swedish. “That’s my house.”
I pulled into the narrow driveway. “Better get out first. I’d prefer not to get shot.”
Lydia nodded and tried to open the door. The handle was stuck, so she swung back onto the seat, drew back her legs, and kicked a few times until the door popped open with a shriek. She scrambled to her feet and ran towards the porch. I eased myself out of the Charioteer, more bits of glass falling off my jeans, the AK-47 dangling from its strap on my shoulder. I didn’t want to startle Lydia’s family, but with orcish soldiers running through the streets, there was no way I was going put the weapon down. Russell followed suit, looking around.
Lydia had maybe gotten three steps when the front door of the house burst open, and a woman in her late thirties or early forties erupted from the house with a shriek. My hand twitched towards the gun’s trigger, but the woman ran towards Lydia, arms outstretched. She looked so much like an older version of Lydia that she had to be the girl’s mother. 
“Oh my God,” said the woman, catching Lydia in a tight hug, “oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, I was so scared, I thought you were dead…” 
The door opened again, and two men came out. One was blond and grizzled-looking, about forty-five or so. The second had to be at least seventy, but seemed in good health. Both men wore gray coveralls with the logo of Baronial HVAC, and carried shotguns. Unless I missed my guess, they were Lydia’s father and grandfather. 
“How…how did you get away?” said Mrs. Valborg, stepping back from her daughter, though she kept both hands on Lydia’s shoulders. “We heard the Rebels blew up the Ducal Mall, and I was so frightened…”
Lydia sniffled, rubbing her eyes, and looked at Russell and me. 
“I know you,” said Mrs. Valborg. “You’re…one of Lydia’s classmates, aren’t you? Russell Moran?”
“Yes, ma’am,” said Russell. “This is my sister Nadia. We were at the mall when the orcs attacked, so when we ran we took Lydia with us.” 
“Those guns,” said the old man, his voice a gravelly rasp. “Those are Russian guns. The Archons give them to their orcish dogs.”
“Yep,” I said. I wanted to get out of here and check on the Marneys, and I didn’t want to waste time talking with Lydia’s family. 
“Where’d you get those guns, missy?” said the old man, stepping closer, the shotgun loose and easy in his hands. He looked formidable, probably the way some old Viking king would have looked in ancient days, but I had seen scarier things than an old man with a gun, and I met his blue gaze without flinching. 
That seemed to please him, and he inclined his head a little. 
“From the Archons’ orcish soldiers,” I said in a quiet voice. The cut on my temple throbbed, though given that I could have been hurt much worse, I couldn’t complain. “Surprised one, killed him, and took his gun. Shot our way free, stole a car, and drove here to drop Lydia off.”
The old man grunted. “All by yourself?” 
“Well,” I said. “Russell shot one of the orcs when he caught me off guard.”
“That true, son?” said the old man, glancing at Russell.
“It is, sir,” said Russell.
“We ran over a bunch of orcs, Grandpa,” said Lydia. “They were shooting at us in the car.” 
The old man raised one eyebrow. “You ran over an orc?”
“Just the one,” I said. “I clipped another and skidded into a couple more. I sort of lost count. It’s been a really long day.”
He snorted. “I can imagine. Well, Miss Moran, Russell, you have my thanks for saving my granddaughter. My name is Hakon Valborg. This is my son Lukas and his wife Charlotte.” Lukas offered me a nod. I got the impression Lydia’s father was not the verbose type. “Thank you for returning Lydia to us.” 
“It was our pleasure, sir,” said Russell.
It really hadn’t been, but I didn’t want to start a fight. 
“It was very nice to meet you,” I said, turning towards the idling car, “and maybe we can get together sometime for barbecue or something. But we need to…”
Right about then two things happened.
First, the rumble of a distant explosion rolled over the city. Everyone looked towards the south, a small fireball rising over the horizon. 
Second, pain exploded through me.
My knees buckled, and I seized the open driver’s side door to keep standing. Every muscle in my body wanted to clench at once, and my stomach twisted with nausea as twin spikes of pain stabbed into my temples. 
No, no, no. Not now! Not now, damn it! It was Morvilind’s summoning spell. The vial of heart’s blood he had taken from me let him find me anywhere in the world. He typically used the spell to find me and summon me to his side when he wanted something done. Why now? What could he possibly need from me in the middle of an Archon attack?
Then, all at once, the pain cut off, and I felt fine.
I blinked in surprise. That hadn’t been a summons. It had been a divination. Morvilind had been determining my location, but he hadn’t summoned me. 
I started to make an excuse for my stumble, but I realized that no one was looking at me. I also realized that Hakon held his right hand before him, palm up, and a little sphere of bright fire danced over his fingers. 
He was a wizard. He was a human wizard living openly, which meant he was a veteran of the Wizards’ Legion, the human wizards trained to fight for the High Queen. If I used a spell in front of him, he would either kill me or turn me over to the Inquisition. Or, worse, if he had sensed Morvilind’s detection spell…
“What was that?” said Charlotte in a quiet voice. 
“Bomb, most likely,” said Lukas. “Big one. Probably a truck loaded up with fertilizer. Looks like it was near the freeway.”
“Rebels probably took out the onramp,” said Hakon. He shook his hand and dismissed the ball of fire. 
“Charlotte,” said Lukas. He squeezed his wife’s hand where it rested against his daughter’s shoulder. “Go down to the safe room in the cellar.”
Charlotte nodded. “Come on, Lydia.”
“Russell,” said Lydia, looking at my brother. “Thank you for coming for me.” 
A flash of juvenile irritation went through me. I had done most of the work of saving her life. On the other hand, I didn’t care what Lydia thought of me, but Russell cared of what she thought of him. 
And…really, Russell was the one who had saved her life, not me. I would have left her behind. If Russell hadn’t reminded me of her after I killed that Archon, I would have forgotten about her. Even if I had remembered her, if Russell hadn’t convinced me to take her with us, I would have been content to leave Lydia behind, and the Rebels would have taken her and turned her into a drugged slave…and that did not trouble me at all.
It should have troubled me, but it didn’t.
A flicker of self-loathing went through me. I’ve mentioned before that I’m not a good person, not even remotely. 
Yeah, Russell deserved the thanks. Not me. 
“You are welcome,” said Russell. Lydia gave him a tentative smile, and Charlotte actually hugged him. Then mother and daughter disappeared into the house. 
“Miss Moran,” said Hakon. “Are you of age?”
“I’m twenty,” I said. 
The old wizard nodded. “I have no authority over you, so you may do as you wish. Yet you are welcome to stay with us. Our house is well-provisioned for an emergency, and my son and I both know how to handle weapons. If one of the treasonous Archons shows his face, I can deal with him.” 
“You were in the Wizards’ Legion, weren’t you?” I said. 
Hakon nodded. “For decades. Even faced the Archons a few times in the Shadowlands. Bullets don’t work on them, but magic does, and an Archon traitor burns just as quickly as a human.”
It was a tempting offer. Both Hakon and Lukas looked as if they could handle themselves in a fight. If another Archon showed up, Hakon’s magic would prove invaluable, and unlike me, he could use his spells openly. Yet I thought of James and Lucy. Their house was only a few miles from here, and they would be desperately worried. For that matter, if the Archons opened another rift way near their home, they would have to fight. 
They might need my help…and I owed the Marneys a lot for taking care of Russell all these years, for housing him and feeding him and raising him as if he was their son while I did all those illegal little errands for Morvilind. I wasn’t going to let Rebel psychopaths, bloodthirsty orcs, or smirking Archons bring them to harm. 
“I can’t,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind staying here and watching you blow up orcs, but I’ve got people I need to look after.” 
Hakon nodded. “Commendable.” He stared at me for a moment. “You have hard eyes for such a young woman.”
I shrugged. “It’s been a hard kind of day.”
“What do you do for a living?” said Hakon.
“Computer programmer,” I said.
“A programmer,” said Hakon. “Yes, I am sure.” I couldn’t tell if he believed me or not. “Miss Moran, Russell, you are both welcome here at any time. Thank you for looking after Lydia.” 
“We were glad to do it, sir,” said Russell. Well, he had been, anyway. 
“Come on, Russell,” I said. “Time to go home.”
“Get home as quickly as you can,” said Lukas. 
Hakon nodded. “Duke Tamirlas will be rallying his men-at-arms, gathering veterans and Homeland Security as quickly as he can. The streets will soon be more dangerous than they already are. Stay inside if possible.”
“I will,” I said. A dozen smart remarks flitted about in my head, but for once I suppressed them. The old wizard did not seem the kind of man to trifle with…and a man who lived to advanced age after serving in the Wizards’ Legion had to be formidable.
“God go with you,” said Hakon. 
“Well, he’s seen us this far,” said Russell. 
I nodded, brushed some more chunks of glass off the seat, and dropped into the car. Russell joined me, and I backed into the street and set off, the Charioteer’s engine making unhappy sounds. I didn’t know how much longer the damned thing would last, and I wanted to get back to the Marneys’ house before it died. 
“Can I ask you something?” said Russell, his AK-47 propped against the window.
“Sure,” I said, my eyes on the street.
“Do you think there’s something wrong with us?” 
I glanced at him. 
“You’re hurt?” I said.
“No, no,” said Russell. “It’s just…Lydia was really upset.”
“Yeah,” I said, turning the Charioteer around a corner. We weren’t far from Wisconsin Avenue. A little further north, and I could turn onto Wisconsin Avenue, make my way to 68th street, and then to the Marneys’ house. I hoped the Archons hadn’t thought to seize Wisconsin Avenue yet. “Well, she had a rough day.”
“So did we,” said Russell. “You know, I heard that when you kill someone, you’re supposed to be upset about it.”
I thought back upon the people I had killed during my various errands for Morvilind. “It depends upon the circumstances.”
“I guess that makes sense,” said Russell. “I mean, that orc would have killed you, and the other one would have taken Lydia prisoner and killed us if he got the chance. Lydia just sort of shut down.”
“And you didn’t,” I said.
“No,” said Russell.
“People respond differently to danger,” I said. “You’ve already…faced the prospect of your own death, you know? You know you’re mortal. Most teenagers think they’ll live forever. Might be the first time Lydia almost died. Or maybe you’re made of sterner stuff than Lydia.”
“Well, she is a girl,” said Russell.
I raised an eyebrow and gave him a look. “And I’m not? Wait, wait. I know, I’m your sister, that’s different.”
“Yeah,” said Russell. “I might have shot those orcs, but you’re the one who got us out.”
I shrugged. “I got lucky.” 
We drove in silence for a while, the engine rasping. I reached Wisconsin Avenue and turned right, tapping the gas for a little more speed. To our left stretched the medical college, a sprawling complex of white buildings that both trained medical students and dealt with casualties from the High Queen’s campaigns in the Shadowlands. 
“I wonder what our father was like,” said Russell.
“Eh?” I said, surprised by the change in topic. 
“Maybe he kept his cool in danger, too,” said Russell, scratching at his white hair. “I don’t know, though. I don’t remember anything about him.”
“You were too young,” I said. “I remember a little. I do know he was in the Wizards’ Legion.” Likely I had inherited my magical ability from him. Which was how all our troubles had started, come to think of it. My father had contracted frostfever and passed it to Russell and my mother. Our parents died of it, and Morvilind recruited me, training me into his own private thief. “I suppose he saw combat. That must be how he knew James and Lucy.”
“If we live through this,” said Russell, “I think I’ll ask them about it.” I glanced at him. “I think I would like to know more about…”
The fact that I was looking at him was the only thing that saved our lives.
A white van hurtled from an alleyway between two apartment buildings, going at least fifty miles an hour. I should have heard it coming, but the noise from the Charioteer’s dying engine drowned out the van. On sheer panicked reflex I slammed on the gas and twisted the wheel to the side, the tires screeching. The van would have hit us broadside, right on the front passenger’s side door. Instead the van clipped the car’s rear bumper with enough force to send us skidding. Russell yelped, and the Charioteer careened off a row of parked cars on the other side of the street as I wrestled with the wheel. The white van smashed into a parked car, but an instant later it backed into the street, swinging around after us. 
“Idiots!” said Russell, peering over his shoulder. “Didn’t they see us coming?” 
I shook my head. “No. They were aiming for us. Must be Rebels or something. I…” 
I shot a look in the rearview mirror to see the van roaring after us, still functioning despite its impact with the parked car. I saw the driver and the man sitting in the passenger seat…
My blood went cold. 
They weren’t Rebels. 
For one thing, the men were identical. They were both gaunt with slicked-back black hair, clad in black suits, black ties, and crisp white shirts, their eyes hidden behind mirrored shades. I had seen men who looked like that before. 
Of course, they weren’t really men. They just knew how to look human. The creatures were anthrophages, monstrosities from the Shadowlands.
Now the murderous, dangerous creatures had caught up with me again…and this time Russell was with me.



Chapter 6: Shadow Blades
 
“Oh, hell,” I said, stomping on the gas. “Hell, hell, hell.” 
The Charioteer groaned as I pressed the accelerator, but didn’t go much faster. 
“What is it?” said Russell. “Who are those guys?” 
The van kept pursuing us. I wondered if its engine had been damaged in the collision. If it hadn’t, the van could outpace the failing Charioteer and simply ram us. 
“They’re not Rebels,” I said, pushing the gas to the floor. The car got up to about fifty, but the noise was horrendous. “They’re not even human.” 
“What?” said Russell. 
The white van drew nearer. Another few yards and it would hit us.
“Russell,” I said. “Start shooting. Aim for their engine. Hurry!” 
Russell nodded, twisted around in his seat, and took aim with his AK-47. The van drew within a few feet of our back bumper, and Russell started shooting, the crack of the shots loud in my ear and the smell of cordite thick in my nostrils. The back window had already been cracked from our escape, and it exploded as Russell’s bullets passed through it. Holes appeared in the van’s crumpled hood, and the vehicle jerked. I yelled and gave the accelerator another push, and we started to put distance between us, the van falling back as the anthrophages swerved to avoid Russell’s shots. Bullets couldn’t hurt a lot of things from the Shadowlands, but they could kill an anthrophage, if shot through the head. 
“Come on,” I said, glancing over my shoulder as Russell sent another round into the white van, “come on, just a little farther, come on…”
“Nadia,” said Russell. “Who are those guys? They look…I think they look identical.” 
“They don’t look identical,” I said. “They are identical. They’re things from the Shadowlands, creatures called anthrophages. They can make themselves look human and, well…uh, they eat people.”
The Charioteer shuddered again, and suddenly every light on the dashboard turned on. 
“Are they with the Archons?” said Russell. He fired again. Another hole appeared in the van’s hood, but the bulky vehicle was gaining, probably because the Charioteer was losing speed. 
“No,” I said. “They’re after me, personally.”
“You?” said Russell. “Why?” 
“Long story,” I said. A van that size could hold fourteen anthrophages, maybe fifteen. With my spells, I could take one or two anthrophages in a fight, but fifteen anthrophages would rip me apart, and then would kill Russell for good measure. 
I had to slow them down. If Russell kept shooting, he might disable the van before it caught up to us, but that was chancy. Getting out of the car and trying to find a place to hide would be suicide. Maybe if I threw a globe of lightning into the van I could disable it, or cause the gas tank to explode…
An explosion…
I remembered the two grenades I had taken from the dead orcish soldier at the mall. I shifted to a one-handed grip on the wheel, my free hand digging in my pocket, and I yanked one of the grenades loose. It had a small timer and a steel pin to arm the detonator. 
“Is that a grenade?” said Russell.
“Yep,” I said. “Hold on. This is going to get rough.” I set the timer for two seconds and glanced over my shoulder at the van. It was gaining on us, and I pushed down the gas pedal, eliciting another furious roar from the engine. I tried to gauge the distance to the van, realized that this was as good as I was going to get, and pulled the grenade’s pin.
Russell started to say something, and I flung the grenade out the back window. It bounced off the battered trunk and rolled into the street, and the white van drove over it. 
Then it exploded. 
The shock wave would have shattered the Charioteer’s windows if they hadn’t been already gone, and as it was I was jerked forward, the seat belt digging into my chest. A plume of white smoke engulfed the van, and its front end lifted off the ground, its windows shattering in a spray of glass shards. The van’s momentum carried it forward, and the vehicle tipped onto its side, rolled once, and slammed into the parked cars lining the street. 
Before it even came to a halt I saw the anthrophages crawling out of the broken windows like insects boiling from a disturbed nest. 
“They’re still coming after us,” said Russell, shocked. “That should have killed at least some of them.” 
“They’re like cockroaches,” I said. “Really mean, vicious, man-eating giant cockroaches. Really hard to kill. I don’t think we can fight them. Our only chance is to get as far away from them as we can…”
As if on cue, smoke started boiling up from beneath the Charioteer’s hood. 
“Oh,” I said. I pushed the gas, and a dull whine came from the engine, followed by silence. All the lights on the dashboard went dark. “Oh, hell.”
The car starting slowing. I looked around in alarm. There was no way we could outrun the anthrophages on foot. We needed another vehicle, right now. There were parked cars on the street, and given enough time I could pick the locks and jump-start the vehicles. 
Russell and I didn’t have that kind of time. I guessed we had maybe two minutes, tops, before the anthrophages caught up to us. 
We were right in front of the medical college’s array of gleaming white buildings. More to the point, we were right in front of the massive parking ramp attached to the medical college. A sloped driveway ran up to it, passing between two rectangular retaining ponds. If we could get hide in there and throw off the anthrophages’ pursuit, I could find and steal another vehicle. Hell, maybe I could find one of the medical college’s own vehicles with the keys nearby. 
“Uh,” said Russell. “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” 
“Yeah,” I said, hitting the brakes. Those, at least, still worked, and the Charioteer creaked to its final halt. “We’re heading for the parking garage. We’ll find and steal another car before the anthrophages find us. Ready to run?”
“Do I have a choice?” said Russell, pushing open the door.
“Nope,” I said. I kicked open my own door, gathered up my own AK-47, and got to my feet. 
Then we ran like hell up the driveway. The frostfever might have made Russell skinny and gaunt for his age, but it hadn’t damaged his ability to run. In fact, with his longer legs, he was faster than I was. He reached the attendant’s booth before I did and turned to wait for me, his face full of anxiety. I joined him and looked back towards Wisconsin Avenue. In the distance I saw the black-suited forms of the disguised anthrophages pursuing us. I shot a quick look into the attendant’s booth, but it was deserted, and I didn’t see the keys for any vehicles inside. 
“Come on,” I said, and led him into the gloom.
There should have been electric lights overhead, but with the power outage, they were all dead. Sunlight poured in through the windows from the west, throwing tangled black shadows over the rows of parked cars. I jogged along the vehicles, looking for an older model. 
“Should we go into the hospital?” said Russell. “There might be Homeland Security officers there.”
“No,” I said. The last thing I wanted was to explain to a Homeland Security officer why an anthrophage had been chasing me, though I supposed I could always dissolve into hysterics if necessary. “They won’t know how to fight anthrophages…and hospitals are full of sick people. The anthrophages might go after them.”
“Oh,” said Russell. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 
The cold, logical part of my mind pointed out that the people in the hospital might make an excellent distraction while Russell and I made our escape. I dismissed the idea at once. I would like to say it was because I didn’t want to sacrifice a building full of sick people, but I knew the anthrophages had come here with a mission. They would kill me first, and then Russell…and then they would reward themselves for a job well done by rampaging through the hospital. 
If I wanted to save anyone, I had to get away. 
I spotted an old Duluth Motors two-door sedan painted an unfortunate shade of brown. Maybe it belonged to a proctology resident or something. A lot of cars came with encrypted chips in the keys for security, but encrypted chip systems were expensive, which meant that cheaper models of cars often did not include them. 
This model of car was one of them.
I smashed out the driver’s side window with the stock of my gun, unlocked it, and pulled open the door. “Get in.”
Russell circled around the car and got into the passenger’s side, and I dropped into the driver’s seat. Fast food wrappers littered the floor, and the interior of the car smelled like grease and body odor. Evidently our proctology resident did not have a lot of time for healthy eating or bathing. I pried off the side of the steering column and started fiddling with the wires.
“Russell,” I said. “If any of those anthrophages show up, shoot them in the head. Don’t hesitate. That’s the only way to kill them.”
“Will it kill them?” said Russell.
“Actually, I think if they’re killed on Earth, their bodies disintegrate and reform in the Shadowlands,” I said, pulling on one of the wires. “The only way to kill them permanently is in the Shadowlands, and I really don’t want to do that.” The engine coughed once, and then went still. I cursed in fury and pulled on more wires. 
“What did you do to tick them off?” said Russell.
“Met one of their elders,” I said. “Told him his breath stank from eating so many people, and he took it personally.” I wasn’t about to tell Russell about the cult of the Dark Ones. People died for possessing that kind of information. “I think…there we go!” 
The engine came to life, and I put the car into reverse, shot into the aisle, and spun the vehicle towards the gate.
As I did, a dozen anthrophages rushed into the parking garage. Their forms blurred and shifted as they cast aside their human guise and took their true shapes. They looked vaguely man-shaped, tall and thin and skeletal, still clad in their ragged black suits. Ropy muscles moved beneath their glistening gray hides, and some of them ran on two legs, but others ran on all fours like hideous giant insects. Jagged black claws jutted from their fingers and toes, and their eyes were venomous yellow pits. They did not have noses, only triangular pits in the center of their faces. Their ears were long and pointed, and a row of black spikes jutted from their spines. Even inside the car I could smell them, a mixture of rotting meat and sulfur.
I gunned the engine and shot forward, intending to punch through them and make for the open street. 
This time, though, it didn’t work. I had escaped from an anthrophage pack in Los Angeles by running over one of the creatures, and perhaps they knew what to expect when dealing with me now. Most of the anthrophages scattered to the sides of the aisle, and for an instant I thought we would break free. 
One of the anthrophages sprang forward, leaping into the air like a giant gray frog, and landed upon the hood of the car. It lunged forward, its bony form smashing through the windshield, and the creature pulled itself into the car, its clawed hands clamping around my throat. 
Another half-second and it would have torn out my throat, but once again Russell saved my life. With perfect cool he raised his AK-47, the barrel a half-inch from the anthrophage’s gaunt skull, and squeezed the trigger. The anthrophage’s head jerked to the left, black slime spattering over the ceiling, and the dead creature slumped against me. I lost control of the car and skidded into a row of parked vehicles, the vile stench of the anthrophage seeming to coat the inside of my nostrils. Despite my shock and terror, my instincts screamed for me to move. The other anthrophages would be rushing at us, and unless I got the car moving, we were finished.
Dark shapes darted in front of the car, preparing to leap through the shattered windshield. If I tried to ram them again, they would jump into the car and rip us apart. Russell started shooting, the AK-47’s barrel flashing, but there was no way he could take down all the anthrophages before they killed us.
I shifted the car into reverse and pushed the gas to the floor. 
The car shot backwards, veering up the ramp and higher into the parking structure. I twisted around, looking through the back window. It was a big ramp, but we were going pretty fast, and in short order we would slam into the concrete railing of the next level. 
The anthrophages pursued us with inhuman speed. 
I hit the brakes, and the car skidded into the railing with enough force to crush the rear bumper, the trunk flying open. The impact rocked me forward against the dead anthrophage again, my forehead bouncing off its jaw. 
“Out!” I croaked, kicking open my door. Russell obeyed, scrambling out of the car, and I reached under the dashboard and yanked the hood release. Then I slid out from beneath the dead anthrophage, reaching into my jacket for the final grenade. 
The timer was set to four seconds, which ought to be good enough. 
“What are we going to do?” said Russell, staring at the charging anthrophages. The car made a crunching noise as the idling motor tried to push it further against the concrete railing. 
“Run like hell,” I said. I lifted the hood a few inches, propped the grenade next to the battery, and pulled the pin. “Go!” 
We sprinted around the corner and up to the next level of the parking ramp. We had gotten maybe half of the way to the third level when the grenade went off, ripping off the hood of the car with an almighty tearing sound that echoed over and over. An instant after that the first of the anthrophage pack raced around the corner.
In that instant, the shrapnel from the grenade found the car’s gas tank. 
The sound from the explosion was less of a roar and more of a tremendous thump. A gale of hot air shot past me, the floor trembling beneath my shoes, and for an awful moment I was sure that I had miscalculated, that the strength of the explosion was going to collapse the entire ramp.
But the parking structure had been built far too solidly for that. A roiling current of flame sealed off the corner between the first and second levels, the burning car in its center. Not even anthrophages could dare that kind of heat. Of course, the fire would not last for long, but it had bought us a few more moments. 
“Come on,” I said. “Stairs. We’ll head back to ground level and run for the street.”
“Right,” said Russell, staring at the fire with wide eyes. He shook himself and followed me as I ran to the end of the level, the AK-47 bouncing against my back. We made it to the stairwell, and I started to reach for the door handle…
And froze. 
Over the railing, I saw the dark-suited forms of the anthrophages racing along the medical college’s lawn, heading for the stairs. I stepped back from the door. Was there any other way to get out of here? The fire had sealed off the ramp’s entrance, and the anthrophages were smart enough to cover the stairwell. 
A sinking feeling of panic settled into me. 
We were trapped…and our only option was to fight. 
“We can’t get out,” said Russell.
“No,” I said. “Come on. We’ll have to fight them.” That meant I would have to use magic in front of Russell. “Let’s head halfway up the next level.” 
“A bottleneck,” said Russell. 
“Right, something like that,” I said, running forward. “Russell, listen to me. There’s something I have to tell you.”
“What is it?” said Russell. 
We reached the halfway point of the next ramp, and I turned, trying to think of the right words. 
“We’re in serious trouble,” I said. “If we don’t fight our way free of this, we’re going to die.”
Russell nodded, his face earnest. “I know.”
I took a deep breath. “So we have to use every weapon we can…and that includes spells. I know magic, Russell. I can cast spells. Lord Morvilind taught me.”
I expected surprise. I expected disgust or fury or incredulity. I almost expected him to pull out his phone and call the Inquisition right then and there. 
I did not expect him to nod. 
“I know,” said Russell.
“It’s just that…wait. Wait. What?” I said.
“I know you can use magic,” said Russell. 
“What?” I said again, too surprised to think of something clever to say. 
“Oh, yeah,” said Russel, as if we were discussing the weather. “For about five years now.” 
“How the hell did you find out?” I said, looking down the ramp. Sooner or later the anthrophages were going to storm out of the stairwell. 
“I rode my bike home from school,” said Russell. “James and Lucy weren’t home yet, so I went upstairs to say hi. When I went into your room, you were levitating three feet off the floor.”
“And you didn’t say anything?” I said, incredulous. 
Russell shrugged. “Well, I figured you wanted it kept secret. Lord Morvilind must have taught you. It seemed like the sort of thing to keep secret.”
“You didn’t tell me?” I said. “For years I’ve been telling all sorts of lies to you, and you knew the entire time? Jesus Christ, Russell!” 
He shrugged again. “I mean…I didn’t know what to do. Women aren’t supposed to learn magic, and men who learn magic are all drafted into the Wizard’s Legion. Like Lydia’s grandpa. I didn’t want you to get into trouble, so kept quiet.”
“Oh.” My exasperation faded into a sort of sick weariness. We were about to die, after all. “Thank you, Russell.”
“You’re not really a computer programmer, are you?” said Russell. “James says you do dangerous things for Lord Morvilind.” 
“Yeah.”
Russell let out a long breath. “That’s why he’s willing to cure my frostfever, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” I said again. 
“Oh,” said Russell. “I thought that might be it, but…I’m sorry, Nadia.” 
“What for?” I said. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
“I’m sorry for…everything that happened to you,” said Russell. “Because of me.”
“Don’t be,” I said. “I don’t regret it, and I would do it again.” 
We stood in silence for a moment, the only noise the distant crackling of the flames on the lower level. 
“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” said Russell. 
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sorry, Russell. I did my best.”
Russell closed his eyes, swallowed, and nodded. “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that love him.”
I wondered what the hell he was talking about, then I realized he was quoting the Bible. 
“Oh, Russell,” I said. “Maybe for you, but I’ve done a lot of bad things, and…”
“There you are.”
It was a woman’s voice, one with a pronounced British accent. 
I spun, and saw the woman walking down the ramp towards us. 
She was big. Not in the least fat, but she was over six feet tall, and to judge from the muscles I saw in her forearms, she could have picked up both me and Russell without difficulty. She had dark skin, black eyes, and long black hair pulled into a tight bun. Over her black T-shirt she wore a tactical harness with grenades, a pair of holstered pistols, and several magazines of ammunition. In her left hand she carried a minigun, an actual .50 caliber minigun, as easily as if it were a suitcase. A belt of ammo hung from the gun, attaching to her backpack. 
“Who the hell are you?” I said.
The woman’s black eyes shifted to me, and she grinned. 
“Oh, you must be her,” she said. “Oh, dear. Of course you are a skinny white girl. It is the skinny white girls who always get him into trouble.” 
I started to answer, and then I noticed something unsettling. The woman had a strange, spiraling black tattoo upon the right side of her neck, a peculiar mixture of curved lines and jagged edges. That wasn’t the peculiar part, though.
The tattoo was moving, swirling around her neck and face like the fingers of a living thing. Even as I watched, her eyes filled with darkness, becoming pits into a bottomless void.
The woman was a Shadow Hunter, bonded with a Shadowmorph that gave her superhuman strength and speed and resilience. 
“Nice tattoo,” said Russell, his voice a little unsteady. 
“Thank you,” said the woman. “What a nice young man you are. Kindly clear the line of fire, please. It was quite a lot of work to find you, and I would hate for it to go to waste.”
She stepped forward, raising the minigun, and the anthrophages raced around the corner. 
I had never seen anyone use a minigun against anthrophages before, but it made an astonishing mess. 
The recoil from the gun should have sent the woman staggering, but the power of her Shadowmorph let her stand motionless. The gun produced a constant roar, the rotating barrels blazing, and she swept the weapon back and forth like a woman watering her garden. Her aim was low, and she cut off the charging anthrophages at the knees, their legs disintegrating in sprays of black slime. The anthrophages fell with screams of fury and pain, and the Shadow Hunter sent short bursts of fire at individual anthrophages, the volleys ripping apart their skulls. 
A half-dozen anthrophages broke free of the carnage, sprinting towards us in a scattered group so the Shadow Hunter’s minigun could not tear them apart. I raised my AK-47, and Russell did the same, but it proved unnecessary. 
Another Shadow Hunter, a man, leapt into sight from between two cars. He was dressed in a similar fashion as the woman with the minigun, with a tactical harness over a black T-shirt, though he wore jeans and running shoes beneath them. His face was lean and handsome in a sharp sort of way beneath a shock of brown hair. His eyes, like the woman’s, were filled with the void, but he had no tattoo visible. The reason for that rested in his right hand. His Shadowmorph had flowed into the shape of a black sword, lusterless and dark, a blade that could cut through anything.
The Shadow Hunter proved that a moment later when he attacked, cutting the head from an anthrophage in a single smooth blow. The woman kept up her controlled bursts of short fire, while the male Shadow Hunter danced and blurred through the remaining anthrophages. They converged on him, but he was faster, stronger, more skilled, and none of them could touch him. 
The fighting was over in less than a minute. 
The woman sighed and lowered her minigun, smoke rising from the barrels. The male Shadow Hunter closed his eyes, his blade dissolving to disappear beneath his sleeve. When he opened his eyes, they were an unremarkable shade of brown. 
He met my gaze and smiled a little. “Katerina Annovich. We keep running into each other like this.”
“Katerina Annovich” was the name I had given him the last time we met, when I had robbed Paul McCade’s mansion and gotten the anthrophages on my tail. We had worked together for survival, and had barely escaped with our lives. The man before me was a Shadow Hunter, a wizard, and an extremely capable fighter. 
He was also a very good kisser, and I pushed that thought right out of my head. 
“Corvus,” I said. “What took you so long?”



Chapter 7: Militia
 
Russell looked back and forth between us, blinking in surprise. 
“You…all know each other?” he said, but the woman laughed. 
“Corvus?” said the woman, shifting her minigun to one hand. “Corvus? You told her your name was Corvus?”
The Shadow Hunter I had known as Corvus shrugged. “I needed an alias.” 
The woman laughed again, and Corvus sighed. 
“What the hell is so funny?” I said, exhaustion, terror, and confusion warring for dominance in my mind. 
“When he first joined our family,” said the woman, “before my time, mind you, the others called him Corvus because he was so grim and dour. Corvus the raven, as it were.”
“I had my reasons for both,” said Corvus. 
Her laughter faded. “That may be, but I didn’t think you’d want to be reminded of it.” 
“Some things we should never forget,” said Corvus. 
“I suppose,” said the woman, “but…”
“For God’s sake!” I said. “What the hell is going on?” 
“Well,” said the female Shadow Hunter, “my name is Nora. My real name, by the way, not a fake one. It’s nice to meet you.” 
“Yeah, I’m charmed,” I said. My brain pointed out that displaying rudeness to a Shadow Hunter holding a minigun was probably not the best idea. Besides, she and Corvus had just saved our lives. “Thanks for…um, well, showing up in time.” I looked at the remnants of the slaughtered anthrophages. The gray body parts and the black slime that served as their blood had created a ghastly swamp at the bottom of the ramp. “We were screwed.” 
“Yes,” agreed Nora. “You were doing quite well upon your own, though. Usually when anthrophages go after human targets, the end is predetermined, and rather grisly as well. They’ve been after you since…”
“July,” said Corvus, walking closer. “Conquest Day, in fact.” 
“You’ve lasted nearly three months with anthrophages after you?” said Nora. “That is most impressive.”
“Thanks,” I said, watching as Corvus approached. I tried to figure out what to do next. Corvus and his friend Nora clearly didn’t want us dead. If they did, the two Shadow Hunters could have let the anthrophages eat us. 
Yet why turn up in Milwaukee in the middle of a major Archon attack?
“Wait,” said Russell. “Those tattoos…you guys are Shadow Hunters?” 
“I’m afraid so, dear,” said Nora. 
“There really are such things as Shadow Hunters?” said Russell. “I mean, I’ve seen movies and read books about Shadow Hunters, but I thought they were legends.” 
“No, I’m afraid we are quite real,” said Nora. “Most of our depictions in popular culture are terribly inaccurate, though.” 
“Um,” said Russell. “You’re not here to kill us, are you?”
Nora laughed. “Certainly not. We do not have a writ of execution for you.” 
Corvus stopped a half-dozen paces from me. I met his gaze without flinching. His eyes had turned brown again as the Shadowmorph withdrew its power, but I saw no hint of his intentions upon his face. He really was quite a handsome man…
Once again I tried to push that thought out of my head. 
“So your name really isn’t Corvus?” I said.
He raised an eyebrow. “Your name isn’t really Katerina Annovich?” 
“No,” I said. 
He looked at Russell for a moment. “Your hair. You have frostfever.”
“All my life,” said Russell. 
Corvus looked back at me. “He is your brother. The family resemblance is plain.” 
“Yeah,” I said. 
Corvus nodded as if a mystery had just been solved. “He is the one you were protecting.”
“Yeah,” I said again, my hands tight against the AK-47. “Okay. So. Don’t think I’m ungrateful or anything, because those anthrophages would have killed us. But the timing is a little suspicious, isn’t it? The Archons are attacking the city, the anthrophages are trying to kill me…and you turn up at the nick of time to save us? Little bit of a coincidence, isn’t it?”
“Ah,” said Nora. “You were right about her. She is clever.” 
“We were looking for you,” said Corvus. 
“For God’s sake, why?” I said. “If you wanted to ask me out, there were easier ways to go about it.”
You know how I’ve said many, many times before that I have a smart mouth? That it sometimes gets me into a lot of trouble? 
This was one of those times. 
Russell’s eyes got enormous, and Nora let out a hearty guffaw. Corvus displayed absolutely no reaction. Yet for a moment, just a moment, I thought he looked…
Sad?
“No,” said Corvus. “The Firstborn of our family commanded that we seek you out after I reported the details of our last encounter.” 
“Your last encounter?” said Russell, his expression still astonished. “Eww. Just…eww.” Nora laughed again.
“Russell, not now,” I said. “So you found me. How?”
“It was challenging,” said Corvus. “You did an excellent job of concealing yourself, and I could find no trace of you in Milwaukee. So instead I have been following the anthrophage packs hunting you.”
“That sounds dangerous,” I said. 
“It is,” said Corvus, “but I’ve had some practice, and Nora is a capable fighter. We’ve taken out six anthrophage packs that were searching for you.”
I felt a chill. “Six?” 
The anthrophages had almost killed me in Los Angeles. In the Shadowlands, a pack of anthrophages led by a magic-using anthrophage elder had tried to kill me twice, and if not for the machinations of the Knight of Grayhold and the frost giant jarl Rimethur, they would have succeeded. 
“Yes,” said Corvus. “It seems you very much annoyed some of our mutual enemies.”
“What can I say?” I said. “I have gift for pissing people off.”
Corvus snorted. “Truly.” 
The chill did not leave me. If Corvus and Nora had not killed those six anthrophage packs…I would be dead. Russell and the Marneys might be dead with me, since I had been staying with them for the last month. 
“Okay,” I said. “So your boss, this…uh…”
“Firstborn,” said Nora. “He is our leader.”
“This Firstborn guy wanted you to find me,” I said. “Why?” 
“We need to ask you a question,” said Corvus.
“A date?” I said. “Sure, but you’re paying. I’m old-fashioned that way.”
Corvus shook his head. “Not on a date.”
My mouth went dry.
I was pretty sure I knew what he wanted to know. Somebody like me was unusual. Corvus knew I was working for someone, that I did so to preserve the life of someone that I loved. If he figured out that I was working for Lord Kaethran Morvilind, then I was dead. Morvilind had been very clear about what would happen if I gave away his secrets. He would kill me, and Russell would die of frostfever without his yearly cure spell. Or if Morvilind found out that I had angered the Dark Ones, he might kill me. The one time I had asked Morvilind about the Dark Ones, he had flat-out threatened to kill me if I ever asked again. I had to find a way out of this. 
“All right,” I said. “You want to ask me a question. Fine. There’s something you have to do for me first. No, two things.” 
“We did just save your life,” said Nora. 
I grinned at her. “You save my life because if I’m dead, I can’t answer questions.” 
“Fine,” said Corvus. “What do you want?”
“First,” I said. “Why did you turn up in the middle of an Archon attack?” 
Corvus frowned. “It was extremely bad luck.”
I snorted. “You expect me to believe that it was just a coincidence?”
“It is an unlikely coincidence, but nonetheless it is the truth,” said Corvus. “The Shadow Hunters stand apart from the war between the High Queen, the Rebels, and the Archons. True, we have accepted writs of execution for Rebel leaders from time to time, though we do not accept writs from the Rebels. We had heard of increased Rebel activity around Madison…”
“There’s an understatement,” I muttered, but Corvus kept talking. 
“We followed an anthrophage pack from Madison into Milwaukee,” said Corvus. That meant that the anthrophages had been following me, and I had almost led them right to the Marneys’ house. A wave of sickening guilt went through me. I had gone to such efforts to save Russell, to make sure Morvilind continued his cure spells…and my own stupidity had almost brought disaster on us all. 
God, what a fool I was.
Corvus was still talking, so I forced aside the guilt and made myself listen.
“We followed the pack into Milwaukee, and seem to have walked right into a major Archon incursion,” said Corvus. “Nora and I would have caught up to you sooner, but we had to fight our way through a scouting party of orcish soldiers.” His eyes flicked over the AK-47 hanging at my side. “It seems you had your own encounter.”
“You could say that,” I said.
“She ran them over with a car,” said Russell, still looking a bit stunned. 
“Efficient,” said Nora. “I approve.”
“What is the second thing you will ask of us?” said Corvus. 
I pointed at Russell. “Get him home.”
“What?” said Russell.  
“You wish him protected,” said Corvus. 
“Gosh, you just realized that?” I said. “Yes, that is what I wish. I’ve spent all day fighting through orcs trying to get him home. Get him home, and make sure he lives through the battle.” I took a deep breath. “Then I’ll answer whatever damned question you want.” 
If I could. 
If he asked me about Morvilind, then I would lie. I owed Corvus for saving my life at Paul McCade’s mansion. The lightning globe spell he had taught me had saved my life against the anthrophages in the Shadowlands and the Archon in the bookstore. But if he asked me about Morvilind, then I would not put Russell’s life at risk by giving him an honest answer.
But it might not matter. Corvus and Nora had followed me to Milwaukee, and while I might be able to disappear, Russell and James and Lucy could not. A Shadow Hunter would find it trivial to follow them, and it would not take long for Corvus to realize that James had once been a man-at-arms in Lord Morvilind’s service. From there it was a short logical leap to realize that Morvilind had taught me magic, that Morvilind used me to steal rare artifacts…and then Morvilind would kill me to keep his secrets. 
And that would be that.
There had to be a way out. Some lie, some trick, something I could think up.
“Very well,” said Corvus. “We’ll get your brother home.”
“I assume you have a vehicle?” I said. 
“A van,” said Corvus. “Stay here. Nora and I will check the stairwell. If it’s clear, we’ll come back for you and take your brother home. How far is it?”
I sighed. “68th Street. Not far from here.” 
Corvus nodded and beckoned. Nora followed him, and they disappeared into the stairwell. I let out a long breath and rubbed my face, suddenly tired down to my bones. I needed to work out a plan, but I couldn’t think of anything. In another few hours, the entire web of lies that surrounded my life was about to come crashing down. Maybe if I just answered Corvus’s damn question, he would leave without any additional investigating…
“Nadia,” said Russell in a low voice. 
“Yeah?” I said, opening my eyes and looking at him.
“I have to ask you something,” said Russell. 
“Go ahead,” I said. God knows he might not have the chance to ever ask me anything again.
“That Shadow Hunter,” said Russell. 
“I met him on Conquest Day,” I said. “One of my little jobs for Lord Morvilind. We barely got out alive. The woman…I never saw her before today.” 
“No, that’s not what I wanted to ask,” said Russell. 
“What, then?” I said.
“Is Corvus your boyfriend?”
I felt my jaw fell open. I suppose I looked like a damned fish, gaping at him like that.
“What?” I said at last. 
“You were flirting with him,” said Russell.
“I was not.” 
“You totally were,” said Russell. “You never flirt with anyone, ever. Lucy keeps introducing you to guys at church and you always give them the cold shoulder. But you were flirting with him.”
“I was not!” I was starting to get angry.
“Also, you turned a bit red when you were talking to him,” said Russell. “And I’ve never seen that happen before…”
“For God’s sake!” I said. “If I’m turning red it’s because I’ve spent all day running from orcs and Archons and God knows what else while getting shot at and…and driving into things! The damned Shadow Hunter is not my boyfriend!” Even if he was a good kisser and had impressively muscled arms…
I let out a sound of sheer exasperation. My endocrine system was not on board with my rational mind. 
“Sorry,” said Russell. 
I closed my eyes and rubbed my face again. “It’s okay. It’s okay, really. It’s been a bad day. For you, too. And the Shadow Hunters are dangerous, Russell. I know they’re always the good guys on TV or whatever, but they’re still assassins who kill for money. It’s a lot less romantic in real life.”
“I know,” said Russell. 
We stood in silence for a moment. 
“But you do have a crush on him,” said Russell.
I let out a long groan. “For God’s sake. Stop being such a…such a…”
“Teenager?” said Russell. 
“Look,” I said. “I’m not the kind of woman who can have a boyfriend. What the hell am I supposed to say? ‘Hi, my name’s Nadia, and by the way, I’m an illegal wizard employed by an Elven lord to do illegal things? Want to have coffee sometime?’ I’d get arrested faster than you can blink, and…and I am not discussing this any further with my little brother.” 
The door to the stairwell opened before Russell could question me further on the topic, which may have been the best stroke of luck I’d had all day. 
“Miss Annovich?” said Nora, peering through the door. “Come along, please. We are ready to depart.” 
“Right,” I said, and I headed for the stairs, urging Russell along. We descended to the ground level and stepped into the light of the setting sun, long shadows cutting across the lawn of the medical college. An unremarkable white van sat idling by the curb, and Corvus swung down from the driver’s seat. 
“I’ll drive,” said Nora. “You take point.” Corvus raised an eyebrow. “You’re a better shot.”
“You could do like my sister does,” said Russell to Corvus, “and run over any orcs or anthrophages.” 
I blinked at him. Was he trying to set me up?
“An effective tactic,” said Corvus, “but I keep my word, and I promised your sister I would get you home. It will be harder to do so if we wreck the engine.”
“Also,” said Nora, walking to the driver’s side, “we would lose the deposit on the van.”
“Yes, a man must have priorities,” said Corvus in a dry tone. He headed to the side door and pulled it open. I expected to see the van loaded with weapons and explosives and other devices, but it looked like an innocuous rental van. 
Though there were a lot of black metal cases stacked in the back. 
“Where are we going?” said Corvus. 
I rattled off the address. “Can you get us there?”
“We shall find out,” said Corvus. “Typically the Archons open multiple rift ways for an incursion of this scale. I do not believe there were any rift ways in that sector of the city, but another one may have since opened…”
“Wait,” I said, a memory floating to the top of my mind. “Do you know what kind of relic or device the Archons use to open that many rift ways at once?” 
Corvus shrugged. “The Elves have greater magical aptitude than humans. I assume they simply used a spell.”
I pulled my phone out of my pocket, unlocked it, and brought up the video app. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”
Corvus was a lot taller than I was, so he stooped a bit and gripped my phone to change the angle of the screen, his fingers brushing mine as he did. The little jolt I felt must have been static electricity. Or my magical power reacting against his. Or gun smoke on my hands. Not a jolt of attraction.
I felt Russell giving me a knowing look. I love my brother and would quite literally lay my life down for him, but sometimes I just wanted to smack him. 
Corvus watched the video I had taken of the glowing sphere. “Where did you record this?” 
“The Ducal Mall in Brookfield,” I said. “We were there this afternoon when the Archons attacked.” 
“I see,” said Corvus. “Nora. Have you ever seen anything like this?”
The tall Shadow Hunter strolled over and peered at the display. “I have not. But you’re the wizard, Corvus.” There was a little affectionate mockery in the nickname. “If you haven’t encountered it, then I definitely haven’t.” 
“I wish a copy of this video,” said Corvus, “to show to the Firstborn of our family.”
“Later,” I said, slipping my phone back into my jacket. “If we live through this. If you keep your promise.”
“A fair arrangement,” said Corvus. He glanced at the sky. “We should go. I want to return your brother to his home before dark.”
“Can’t Shadow Hunters see in the dark?” said Russell. 
“We can,” said Corvus, “but the other drivers cannot.”
“Good point,” said Russell.
We climbed into the van, and Nora put the vehicle into drive and set off. The acceleration pushed me back into my seat. Nora apparently liked to drive fast. We zoomed down the college’s driveway and turned east on Wisconsin Avenue with a squeal of tires. Corvus rolled down the window, produced an Uzi submachine gun from beneath the seat, and propped it on the door. 
Nora soon had to slow down. Burned out-vehicles littered the street, both regular cars and the wreckage of Homeland Security cars and SUVs. It looked like a lot of fighting had taken place just east of the medical college. I saw some dead orcs, but I saw far more dead Homeland Security officers in their blue uniforms, and even men-at-arms in black harnesses adorned with the sigil of Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee. That was a very bad sign. The Duke’s men-at-arms were better armed, better trained, and better fighters than the sort of bullies who ended up in Homeland Security. If the Archons’ orcish soldiers were winning against the men-at-arms of Duke Tamirlas and his vassals…
Maybe Milwaukee would fall to the Archons. 
It seemed inconceivable that the Archons would defeat the Elven nobles…but then the Archons had chased the High Queen off the Elven homeworld, hadn’t they? I looked at Corvus, wondering if I could persuade him to get Russell and James and Lucy out of Milwaukee before I answered his second question. 
Vaguely I wondered what he intended to ask me. Given all the other problems I currently faced, it seemed like a minor concern.
Dusk fell as Nora turned onto the street where the Marneys lived, where I had gone running this morning. It had been barely twelve hours ago, but it seemed like half a lifetime. So far, at least, the fighting hadn’t reached the street. A lot of veterans lived in this neighborhood, and I glimpsed people watching us through closed blinds and pulled curtains. 
“There,” said Russell. “That’s my house.” 
“Your father,” said Corvus. “Is he a veteran?”
Russell hesitated. “He’s…not my father. Not my birth father, anyway.”
“He was a doctor in service to an Elven lord,” I said. “He has a gun.”
Corvus nodded. “You two had better get out first.”
“You look like Rebels, you mean?” said Russell.
“Cheeky lad,” said Nora. “But, yes.”
“Aren’t Shadow Hunters immune to bullets?” said Russell.
“We’re not,” said Nora. “We can heal from them, but the process is very painful and I would prefer not to undergo it at this time.” 
“Better park on the street, then,” I said. “Um. Russell. When James and Lucy ask about…”
“I know, I know,” said Russell. “I’ll keep my mouth shut. Also, I bet you guys don’t want anyone to know that you’re Shadow Hunters?”
“That would be helpful, yes,” said Corvus. 
The van stopped on the street in front of the Marneys’ house. I got out, my hips and shoulders and knees aching from the day’s various mishaps. My neck was starting to hurt as well. I wondered if I had whiplash from the numerous car crashes I had instigated today. Russell followed me across the street, and Nora shut off the engine as Corvus emerged from the van.
I took another step forward…and once again pain exploded through me, every muscle seeming to contract, my blood burning in my veins, my heart hammering against my ribs as if it wanted to tear free from my chest and escape. I staggered to a stop, sweat beading on my forehead, and squeezed my eyes against the pain.
Morvilind’s location spell, but not the summoning. He must have been looking for me. But why? 
“Are you all right?” 
Russell’s fingers grasped my arm, and bit by bit the roaring in my ears subsided.
“Fine,” I muttered, shaking my head. “I’m fine. Really. Just dizzy.”
“Clearly you are not,” said Corvus. “Are…” 
The front door to the house swung open, and James hobbled into sight, his face grim. He was walking without his cane, which was bad, but he needed both hands to carry the M-99 carbine he wasn’t quite pointing at Corvus and Nora. Most American men-at-arms carried the M-99 carbine, based on the old M-16 and M-4 designs that had been in use before the Conquest. It wasn’t as resilient as the AK-47, but it was more accurate, and James knew how to use it properly. 
“Russell?” James called out. “Nadia? Is that you?”
I saw Corvus’s eyes flick toward me. So much for keeping my real name hidden from him, but at this point that had been a slim hope.
“Yeah, it’s us,” said Russell, jogging across the street. Lucy emerged from the house as well, carrying a shotgun. Like any good wife of a discharged veteran, she went shooting with her husband, and was pretty good at it. Certainly she was a better shot than I was. “Don’t shoot!” 
“God be praised. Who’s with you?” said James. 
“They’re,” I said, searching for a word, “friendly. They helped us get here after we got away from the Ducal Mall. The streets are crawling with orcish soldiers.” I didn’t want to tell them about the anthrophages unless I could help it. 
“Good evening, sir,” said Nora. “My name is Nora Childress, and this is my commander, who has for some reason chosen to go under the name of Corvus while in Milwaukee.” Corvus rolled his eyes. “We happened to encounter Russell and Nadia, and decided to escort them home.” 
“Why?” said James. The M-99 didn’t waver. “Not that I’m ungrateful, mind, but you both look a little young to be veterans, and you’re not Homeland Security officers.”
“I can vouch for them,” I said. “I met them as part of my work.”
“Your duties with Lord Morvilind?” said James.
It was completely innocent. He didn’t mean anything by it, and he was just trying to keep me and Russell safe. But with that question, with five simple words, he had just signed my death warrant. 
“Yes,” I said, my throat dry as dust. “I did.”
I glanced at Corvus, and saw him staring at me. I couldn’t read his expression, but he had gone utterly motionless. Was he surprised? Confused? Angry? I couldn’t tell.
Yet I had the impression that he was angry.
In fact, I thought he was furious. But I didn’t think it was with me. 
“Corvus,” said Nora in a soft voice.
“Later,” said Corvus, the word harsh. He stepped forward, hands raised and away from his weapon. “Sir, we mean you no harm. We…”
“You’re a Shadow Hunter,” said James, the carbine’s barrel shifting a bit towards Corvus.
“There’s no such thing,” said Corvus.
“Son,” said James in the tone he used when lecturing a recalcitrant patient about his blood pressure, “I’m old and crippled, but I’m not stupid. I saw the edge of the tattoo on your neck when I mentioned Lord Morvilind. I was a medic of the men-at-arms for a long time, and I saw a Shadow Hunter once. I know what you are. I don’t care.” He shrugged a little, the gun unwavering. “With all the Rebels and Archons running about the streets, maybe we could use a Shadow Hunter or two. But what do you want with Nadia and Russell?” 
“I wish nothing of her brother,” said Corvus. “For Nadia herself, I wish only to ask a single question.”
“A question?” said James. 
“A question,” said Corvus. “The answer has become, I think, clearer to me in the last two minutes. But I wish only to ask her a single question, and then I shall be on my way.” 
James looked nonplussed. “A question?”
“That is all.” 
“You came all this way to ask her on a date?” said James.
“For God’s sake!” I said.
“Language, dear,” said Lucy automatically
“For God’s sake!” I said again. 
“That was not the question, no,” said Corvus. “I agreed…”
“How about,” I said, “we all get off the damn…I mean, the darned lawn and go in the darned house to talk about our darned problems before we get shot to death by some darned orcs?” 
They all stared at me for a moment. 
“Sensible,” agreed Nora. 
“Truly,” said James, stepping away from the door. “All right, everyone get inside. We can talk more there. I don’t know how much longer the neighborhood will be safe. We might have to get out of Milwaukee entirely. I…”
Shouts rang out, and I saw men running down the alley behind the Marneys’ house. We all spun in that direction, and the men ran through the Marneys’ yard and into the driveway, spilling onto the sidewalk and street.
They were Homeland Security officers, dozens of them in their blue uniforms, though some of them had on flak vests. All of the officers clutched pistols or tactical shotguns, and every single one of them looked terrified. Many had been wounded, their uniforms stained with blood. The officers saw us, and started shouting, pointing their guns at us. I raised my hands, and Corvus and James and the others lowered their weapons. 
“Listen to me,” said James. “We…”
“Shut up!” said one of the Homeland Security officers, shoving his way to the front of the crowd. He was fat, verging on obese, his gut making his blue uniform jacket look like a giant blueberry. His nameplate read WILBURN, and he had a colonel’s insignia upon his collar. 
“Sir,” said James, “we…”
“You are Rebels!” roared Wilburn, his face red and sweating and terrified. I saw a mixture of rage and stark, naked terror upon his face. I wondered how badly the orcs had beaten his men. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. We couldn’t have been defeated otherwise. There are Rebel traitors in the city, and they let the orcs inside!”
He was right, but we weren’t the Rebels. He was looking for a scapegoat, and we were a prime target.
“Sir!” said one of the officers, pointing at me. “The girl’s got an AK-47! The orcs must have given it to them!” 
“Proof!” said Wilburn. “Shoot them!” 
“Wait!” said James, shoving Lucy behind him. “You…”
“You do not want to do that,” said Corvus, stepping before both of them.
I wanted to let out a final, bitter laugh. After everything I had survived and escaped, after all the years spent serving Morvilind to save Russell, we were all going to die at the hands of some idiot Homeland Security paper pusher. 
And then, somehow, everything got worse.
Gray light pulsed and flared in the street twenty yards to the east, and a sheet of white mist billowed up from the asphalt, forming a square about ten yards across. 
“What the hell is that?” said Wilburn. 
“Oh, no,” I said. “No, no, no.” 
The sheet of white mist seemed to tighten and sharpen, and through it I saw a dead, dark forest, ripples of ghostly fire dancing across a starless sky.
James let out a sharp, horrified breath and stepped back. 
“What the hell is that?” screamed Wilburn. “I demand you tell me!” 
“It’s a rift way, you idiot,” I said, “and…”
As I spoke, a dozen orcs charged out of the rift way, armed and armored like the soldiers I had seen before. They wielded huge, double-bladed axes, and they charged howling into the mass of terrified Homeland Security officers. 



Chapter 8: Standards Have Slipped Since My Day

 
Everything dissolved into bloody chaos. 
The howling orcs struck, and I saw one Homeland Security officer lose his head, blood spurting from the stump of his neck. Another fell to his knees, screaming in horror, his right arm missing at the shoulder, and an axe split his head in two. I had seen people killed before, had even killed a few of them myself, but I had never seen anyone ripped apart like that. 
Wilburn screamed something, and the Homeland Security officers started shooting, pouring bullets at the charging orcs. A half-dozen orcs went down, but more of them erupted through the rift way and into the street, and others lifted their AK-47s and opened fire. 
I had been in fights before, I had even survived a Rebel terrorist attack in Madison, but I had never been in a full-fledged battle, and for an awful moment I simply didn’t know what to do.
James, Corvus, and Nora broke their paralysis first. Both Shadow Hunters produced pistols in two-handed grips and started shooting at the orcs. James took three steps back, lifted his M-99, and opened fire, the muzzle flashing in the gloom again and again.
“Inside!” yelled James. “Quick, quick, quick. Inside, all of you!” 
“Go!” I said, grabbing Russell’s arm and pushing him towards the door. Russell gave a jerky nod and ran to Lucy, urging her towards the house. I followed them inside, and James, Corvus, and Nora fell back after us into the living room. 
James slammed the door shut and locked it behind us. That seemed so futile that I almost laughed.
A window exploded with the whine of a bullet, glass shards raining onto the floor.
“Down!” barked Corvus, and we threw ourselves to the floor. James started to, but his bad leg folded beneath him and he landed with a grunt. He pushed himself over onto his rear, his back resting against the wall. Corvus popped up long enough to send three quick shots through the broken window. An orc howled in fury, audible even through the chaos of the battle. 
“We have to get out of here,” said Lucy. 
“Maybe if we run out the back while they’re fighting?” said Russell.
“No good,” I said. “Those Homeland Security idiots were running from something. If we go out the back, we’ll run into whatever they were running from.”
“Perhaps if we sheltered here until the fighting passed?” said Nora. “Do you have a cellar, sir?”
“We do,” said James, peering out the broken window, his right leg twitching a bit, “but we could get trapped down there. The orcs might decide to burn the house down around us.” 
“The van,” I said. 
Corvus shook his head. “It’s on the wrong side of the orcs.”
“I can get to it,” said Nora. 
“You cannot fight your way through that many orcs,” said Corvus.
Nora grinned at him. “Who said anything about fighting through them? No, I’ll sneak past them, get in the van, drive through them, and pull into the driveway. Then you can all climb in, and we’ll get out of here straightaway.” 
“Fine,” said Corvus. “Go at once. We…”
“Here they come!” shouted James.
I raised my head a little to peer out the window. A dozen orcs sprinted towards the door as the blue-uniformed band of Homeland Security officers fell back. I wondered why the orcs were charging the house, but if they took the upper floor, they could pour fire into the remaining officers. For that matter, we had already shot a bunch of them during our retreat, and they would want repayment for that blood.
Corvus and James began shooting out the window until a volley of return fire forced them to duck. I scrambled backwards towards the kitchen, while Lucy, Nora, and Russell took cover behind the couch. I hit the dining room table and pushed myself up, aiming at the door as I flipped the AK-47 to full auto.
An instant later the door disintegrated with a single blow from a massive orcish axe, and I squeezed the trigger. The AK-47 chattered in my hand, spitting a stream of bullets at the door. The first orc into the living room went down, my bullets tearing through him, and then the second. James shot down a third, and Lucy, Nora, and Russell all started shooting at once, sending rounds through the orcs on the front step. I don’t know what the orcs had been expecting, but concentrated resistance had clearly not been it, and for a moment their attack wavered. 
Then an orcish soldier hurled himself through the shattered window with a bloodcurdling cry, the edge of his boot clipping James on the shoulder. James went sprawling, his carbine tumbling from his grasp, and the orc howled and raised its axe for the kill. Lucy screamed and put the trigger on her shotgun, and the top of the orc’s head snapped back, blue blood and gray brains spattering across the wall. James scurried backwards and grabbed his carbine, his face a rictus of pain as he kicked with his bad right leg, and another orc jumped through the window, axe in hand, two more storming through the door.
Corvus met them.
The Shadow Hunter moved like a snake, the blade of darkness appearing in his right hand. The orcs at the door started to turn towards him, and he slashed the sword, cutting through the core of their AK-47s. The guns fell apart, and Corvus wheeled, killed one orc, and then cut down a second. He seemed to become faster and stronger as he did. I knew the Shadowmorph within him fed upon the life of the orcs, making him stronger and faster than human limits as he killed.
It was a horrifying thought, yet it was a strangely compelling sight. Like watching a wolf chase down a fleeing deer. 
As fascinating as the sight was, I nevertheless shifted my gaze and pulled the trigger. My burst of gunfire caught the orc standing over James in the neck and head, and the soldier collapsed to the floor as James heaved himself backwards. He hit the wall, raised his carbine, and started shooting out the window. My AK-47 clicked empty, and I cursed, yanked out the magazine, pulled another from my jacket, and shoved it into the weapon. More orcs rushed through the door, and Corvus blurred through them, cutting with his Shadowmorph blade, while Nora picked off those that Corvus missed. 
Suddenly the attack stopped. 
I looked around, breathing hard, my ears ringing from the noise. The living room had been wrecked. All the windows had been shot out, and a dozen dead orcish soldiers lay heaped on both sides of the front door, their blood leaking into the carpet. Stray rounds had left craters in the wall. A wave of helpless fury went through me. I didn’t have all that many happy memories, but most of them were in this house and a lot of them were in this room. 
And now the goddamned Rebels and the Archons and their orcish soldiers had wrecked the place.
“They…they stopped?” said Russell, peering at the windows. “Why have they stopped?” 
“Because they’ve won,” said Corvus, his voice grimmer than usual, his eyes filled with shadows. 
I got to one knee and looked out the wrecked windows. The surviving Homeland Security officers had surrendered and gotten on their knees, their hands resting atop their heads. No further orcish soldiers emerged from the flickering rift way, but that didn’t matter, because there were at least seventy surviving orcs on the street, all of them armed. 
“What are they waiting for?” I said.
“Heavier weapons,” said Corvus. “Or they’re getting reading to lob grenades through the window.” He turned, stooped, and pulled James to his feet. “We must withdraw through the back and take our chances on the street.”
“Agreed,” said James, straightening up. He pulled another magazine from his pocket and fed it into his M-99. “Go. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Lucy, coming to his side. “You’re coming with us.”
“My leg,” said James. “I can’t keep up with you. Take Russell and Nadia and go. Look after them.”
Lucy gave a sharp shake of her head. “If we are going to die, then we shall die together.” 
“The hell with that,” I said. “No one is leaving anyone behind.” A little voice in my head pointed out that I had been perfectly willing to leave Lydia Valborg behind at the mall, but I told that voice to shut the hell up. James and Lucy had looked after Russell for fourteen years, and there was no way I would leave them behind for the Archons and their pet orcs. “You’re coming with us, and…”
The wall blew up. 
The entire wall, along with the door, the windows, and part of the floor, all of it erupted into a spray of splinters and broken drywall and glass. The orcs must have used a rocket launcher or maybe even artillery to attack the house. That flashed through my mind in an instant, along with the sure and certain realization of my death.
Then I realized something else. 
The wall had blown up, but it had done so without sound…and the debris were frozen in midair, like a photograph of the first instant of an explosion.
Except it wasn’t an explosion. It was a magical spell. 
There was a rushing sound, and the wreckage of the wall hurtled into the night, landing in the street and the sidewalk and the neighboring houses for a hundred yards in all directions. I had a clear view of the flickering rift way, of the dozens of Homeland Security officers upon their knees, of the orcs pointing AK-47s at the prisoners. Two men in black uniforms adorned with three-headed golden dragons across the chest stood on the Marneys’ front walk.
They were Elves…which meant they were Archons. 
Both had large, glittering green eyes like disks of jade, and the Archon on the left had red-gold hair, while the Archon on the right had black hair. Both Elves were smiling, and their lean, alien features made the expression look hungry and predatory. 
I worked a quick spell, and I detected powerful wards mantling both of the Archons. The Archon I had killed at the bookstore had been an idiot. These two were not so foolish, and both had warding spells to turn aside any magical attack I could wield. They could shrug off my lightning globes with ease, and while Corvus was better with that spell, the Archons’ wards would turn aside any attack of elemental magic. 
The glittering green eyes turned towards me. 
“Well, well, well,” said the red-haired Archon in the Elven tongue. “One of the humans thinks to wield our Art.”
The black-haired Archon made a tutting sound. “Tarlia was always too fond of her little pets.”
“Look!” said the red-haired Archon. “Two symbionts.” He gestured at Corvus and Nora. “We shall make quite the profit for their heads. The masters wish them dead.”
“The masters?” I called out in the Elven tongue before anyone else could speak. “You have masters?”
Both Archons looked at me and laughed.
“The human mare speaks!” said the black-haired Archon. “In our tongue, as well. Talented little mare, isn’t she?”
“Perhaps if we give her to the Rebels, she can sing and dance for them,” said the other Archon. “It would be like watching a seal balance a ball upon its nose.”
“Liberty, equality, solidarity, right?” I said, my mind racing. I wanted to let the others know to run while I distracted the Archons and their soldiers. But I couldn’t think of a way to do it.
But I had a smart mouth. Time to use it. 
“So if you’re all free and equal, then what do you have masters for?” I said.
The red-haired Archon sniffed. “You could not understand.” 
“That so?” I said. “Maybe I’m a trained seal that barks on command, but I know what it is to have a master…and that means I recognize another trained seal when I see one.”
“You dare?” said the black-haired Archon.
“No, let her continue,” said the first Archon. “This ought to be amusing.” 
“If you’re free,” I said, “then why are you letting these masters dictate to you?”
“Because the masters’ enemies are our enemies,” said the red-haired Archon. “The society of the symbionts existed upon our world as well, but we exterminated them in the revolution that drove the bitch Tarlia to this wretched world of barbarous apes. I am amused she allowed the society of symbionts to recreate themselves here, but that is not my concern.” 
“Seems like you ought to find out a little more about it, buddy,” I said. 
“No,” said the red-haired Archon, his wolfish smile widening as he lifted his hand. “I don’t think I’ll hand you over to the Rebels. I’ll…”
Lucy, James, and Russell all fired at once, their bullets hammering into the Archon’s chest. He staggered back a step, his expression comical with surprise, and the black-haired Archon burst out laughing. 
“Really?” said the red-haired Archon. “Bullets?”
“They don’t work on Elves,” said Corvus in English. 
“The apes behind you seem to care about you a great deal,” said the red-haired Archon. “For punishment, I think I’ll kill you in front of them, and then kill them.” 
He gestured, and pain exploded through me. I screamed, my back arching, and invisible force lifted me from the ground. The Archon had wrapped me in bands of telekinetic force. I felt a horrible pressure on me, squeezing me, crushing me, and I stopped screaming simply because I couldn’t draw breath, because the awful force was crushing my throat…
Then, all at once, I fell to my hands and knees, coughing and wheezing. 
The pressure had vanished. 
“Nadia,” said Russell, and I felt him grab my right arm. Still coughing, I staggered to my feet. “Nadia. Oh, God. Are you all right?”
“Think so,” I croaked, rubbing my throat. Someone else was holding my left arm, and I realized it was Corvus. “You…you broke the spell?”
“I didn’t,” said Corvus, his cold voice full of rage.
At last my eyes swam back into focus, and I took in the scene outside the house. 
The Archons had turned away from me to face the street, and so had the orcish soldiers. It seemed that the Archons had forgotten us, and even the orcs ignored the Homeland Security officers. Instead they were all looking at a lone man walking down the street. 
A fresh surge of dread went through me. 
I had seen all manner of horrible things today, but I feared this man more than any of them. 
He was tall and thin to the point of gauntness, his white hair closed-cropped, his skin so pale it was almost translucent, his blue eyes cold and ghostly, his Elven ears rising to sharp points. He looked old and frail and weak, but I knew that was a fatal assumption. For he wore the ornamented red cloak of an Elven noble, and beneath that he wore the gold-trimmed black robe of an Elven archmage. I had seen him use magic, and he wielded arcane force with skill and power beyond anything I could achieve – beyond anything even most Elves could master in centuries of study.
He was Lord Kaethran Morvilind, my teacher in the ways of magic…and the man who held my life in an iron fist. The Knight of Grayhold and the Jarl Rimethur had told me that Morvilind had once been known as the Magebreaker, that of all the Elves who had come to Earth, only the High Queen herself was his equal in magical power. 
“Him,” spat Corvus.
He knew Morvilind?
Morvilind stopped a dozen yards from the Marneys’ yard, his cold blue eyes taking in the scene. 
“Well,” said Morvilind at last, his robes and cloak stirring in the cool autumn wind, “what have we here?” His voice was a deep, harsh rasp, deeper than any human voice. 
The red-haired Archon laughed. “Look, brother! One of the bitch Tarlia’s bootlickers come to beg for mercy!” 
Morvilind lifted his thin eyebrows. “Do you think so?” 
The orcs kept their AK-47s pointed at him. 
“Don’t think to threaten us with your titles and your estates, old fool,” said the black-haired Archon. “Your titles mean nothing, and your estates have been liquidated by the revolution.” 
“You will withdraw,” said Morvilind, “and hinder me no further.”
The Archons erupted with derisive laughter. 
“Surrender to us,” said the black-haired Archon, “and we shall let you live.” 
Morvilind glanced at me for a moment, his cold blue eyes sinking into me like razors. 
“I am in a hurry,” said Morvilind, looking back at the Archons, “and it would be inconvenient to kill you all. Therefore I shall grant your lives if you depart at once.”
“No,” said the red-haired Archon. “Kill him.” 
Morvilind let out an irritated sigh.
The orcish soldiers opened fire. The combined roar of seventy-five AK-47s on full auto was deafening, and the muzzle flashes almost looked like a field of fireworks. Conventional bullets couldn’t hurt Elves, but something of the kinetic impact still transferred to them, and that many bullets hitting Morvilind at once would certainly stagger him, maybe even knock him unconscious.
As the orcs started shooting, Morvilind raised his left hand, gray light pulsing around his fingers. 
And the bullets…stopped.
They just stopped. 
Hundreds of rounds, thousands of rounds, came to a stop in midair about four yards from Morvilind, hanging motionless before him. Soon Morvilind seemed encased in a half-sphere of frozen bullets. The orcish soldiers’ gunfire withered and stopped once they realized that it was having no effect. 
Morvilind gestured again, and the suspended bullets slammed into each other, forming a sphere about three or four feet across. It began to glow, and as I watched the bullets melted, dissolving together into a floating sphere of molten metal, so hot that I felt the heat of it even in the ruined living room. The orcs shied back, and the Archons stared at Morvilind with horrified fascination. 
“You,” said the red-haired Archon. “How…how are you doing that?”
“Have you not realized yet who I am?” said Morvilind. “No? Then permit me to educate you.”
He made a throwing gesture, and the molten sphere ripped itself apart into dozens of smaller globes, each one about the size of a marble. The globes hurtled forward with terrific speed, each one striking the forehead of an orcish soldier and exploding out the back of their heads, leaving their skulls burned-out husks.
It happened so fast. One moment an entire battalion of orcish soldiers faced Morvilind. An instant later every single one of them was dead, their corpses carpeting the street and the front lawn, the air thick with the stench of burned meat. The sheer power and control he had just displayed were immense, and so far beyond my reach that I could scarcely grasp the size of the gap between our abilities. 
“It’s him,” said the red-haired Archon, his voice thick with fear. “Morvilind the Magebreaker. It…” 
The black-haired Archon did not hesitate, but cast a spell of his own, flinging a fist-sized globe of fire at Morvilind. It struck the old Elf and erupted with a tremendous detonation, a bloom of fire rolling in the street, the leaves of the nearby trees taking flame. 
The fire faded away, and Morvilind stood untouched, the grass around him still burning.
His cold gaze turned towards the two Archons, and a bolt of terror shot through me.
He was angry. 
I thought I had seen Morvilind angry when I had questioned him about the Dark Ones, but I realized now that had only been irritation. Annoyance at most. This was his true anger unmasked, and it terrified me.
“You dare?” he said, his deep voice cold and hard as a diamond in winter. “You dare to use such a childish spell against me? A puerile attack of elemental fire? Do you not know who I am?”
“Wait!” said the red-haired Archon, stumbling back. “We…we surrender, we…”
The black-haired Archon sneered and cast another spell, throwing a jagged bolt of lightning. Morvilind made a sharp gesture, and the blast rebounded from him to split a nearby tree in two with a tremendous thunderclap. 
“Pathetic!” said Morvilind. “A simple elemental attack! A first-year initiate at the Towers of Art could have done better. And you are the Archons, the glorious soldiers of the revolution. Surely you can strike me dead where I stand with your mighty mastery of the Art.” He spread his arms, the red cloak billowing behind him like bloody wings. “Come, Archons! Kill me!”
They tried. They really did. The two Archons loosed a volley of potent magical spells at Morvilind, fire and lightning and ice. The street around Morvilind burned and melted and froze all at once, the light from the Archons’ magic throwing harsh shadows in all directions. It was a fearsome magical assault, far beyond my skill. 
It did not even scratch Morvilind. 
It just made him angrier.
“Utterly pathetic,” he said, striding towards them. “Have you any idea of the foes I have overcome? I dueled the combined might of the frost giant jarls when they unleashed the very heart of winter against me, and I broke their lines and drove them before me like chaff! The dwarves arrayed the full might of their war engines against me, and I threw their machines down in ruin and brought their strongholds crashing down upon their heads. I have slain a lord of the Shadowlands in his own demesne, and in a single day I set a hundred thousand orcs to burn. Such foes I have faced, and you think to challenge me with this? With these pathetic spells? When the High Queen yet ruled our world, you would not have been fit to scrub the toilets in the Towers of Art, and you presume to attack me with the training exercises of imbecilic children!” 
By now both Archons had collapsed to their knees, utterly exhausted, their alien faces frozen in terror. 
“Please,” said the black-haired Archon. “Mercy, Lord Morvilind, mercy…”
“Mercy,” said Morvilind. For the first time something that might have been a smile appeared on his gaunt fate. “Yes. Mercy. The Archons claim to be superior to the loyalists in every way. So I shall test your superiority.” He hooked his right hand into a claw, and both Archons floated a few feet into the air, flailing their arms and legs in terror. 
The Archons screamed the incoherent, terrified cries of men facing implacable death. I had seen proud Elves, arrogant Elves, cruel Elves, and aloof Elves, but never before had I seen Elves broken and begging for their lives. 
“If your magical skills are as capable as the Archons claim,” said Morvilind, “then you will survive this trial without any difficulty.” 
He gestured again, and the Archons rocketed into the night sky like bullets fired straight up, screaming in terror all the while. Gradually the screams faded, and the Archons disappeared. 
For a moment no one said anything. Morvilind gazed at the sky, his expression contemplative. The Homeland Security officers stared at him in fear, and I saw Colonel Wilburn’s mouth working in silence, his ruddy face gone stark white. The others were frozen around me, even the Shadow Hunters. I only felt numb. I was doomed, utterly and completely doomed. Morvilind would realize that the Shadow Hunters had learned about my connection to him, and he would kill me on the spot. 
I hoped I would face my death with a little more dignity than the Archons. 
“I cannot,” said Morvilind to no one in particular, “abide idiocy.” 
His gaze fell upon me. For a moment I didn’t know what he wanted, and then I went to one knee, bowing my head. James, Lucy, and Russell followed suit. 
Corvus and Nora did not. In fact, Corvus stepped forward, jumping over the wreckage of the wall to stand before Morvilind. Morvilind frowned at this effrontery, and then his eyes narrowed with recognition. 
Corvus knew Morvilind…but it seemed Morvilind recognized him as well.
Morvilind let out a breath, a single contemptuous snort. “You.”
“Yes, me,” said Corvus.
I started to hear screaming from overhead. 
“Riordan MacCormac,” said Morvilind, and after a moment I realized that was Corvus’s real name. “I would have expected you to die decades ago.” 
“I am difficult to kill,” said Corvus.
The screaming got louder. 
“No,” said Morvilind. “You are as useless and as incompetent as your brother, who failed me at a critical…”
Corvus stepped forward, and Morvilind’s eyes narrowed.
“Riordan,” said Nora, “for God’s sake, don’t…”
I don’t know what would have happened, but the confrontation was interrupted by the return of the two Archons. One of them – I couldn’t tell which one – landed on a parked car with enough force to collapse the roof and shatter every window, blood splashing down the side of the vehicle. The other struck the street, not far from the rift way, and just sort of…burst open, like a watermelon thrown from a great height. The black uniform kept his innards from spattering everywhere, but the Archon's remains were still unrecognizable. 
Morvilind glanced at the dead Archons, and then back to Corvus, as if inviting him to attack. 
“Guess they failed the trial,” I said, my voice unsteady. 
Morvilind looked down at me. “Indeed they did.” He cast a spell, and I recognized it as the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. “Time runs short. Rise, all of you.” I got to my feet, and James, Lucy, and Russell followed suit. “Nadia Moran, you will accompany me. Dr. Marney. You are uninjured?”
“Save for my leg, my lord,” said James, standing as straight as he could manage. 
Morvilind snapped his fingers. Something rattled in the wreckage of the house, and a cane flew out of the debris and landed in James’s hand. “Your leg will not hinder the duty I require of you. Come, both of you. Mrs. Marney, begin seeing to the wounded. There will be a great many more to come.” 
I followed Morvilind from the ruins of the living room, James hobbling alongside me, the carbine hanging from his right hand. Morvilind had not told Corvus and Nora to follow us, but they came anyway. Morvilind’s lips thinned a little, but he said nothing. Perhaps he had decided to ignore the Shadow Hunters. Or perhaps he would have killed them, but did not want to start a war with the Shadow Hunters. From what I had gathered, the Shadow Hunters had the High Queen’s protection, and the High Queen was likely the only person on Earth that Morvilind was unwilling to cross. 
“Men of Homeland Security,” said Morvilind, and the officers scrambled to their feet, holding themselves rigidly at attention. “I am Morvilind, archmage of the Elven people and vassal of Duke Tamirlas of Milwaukee. You will follow my instructions carefully.” He pointed at the rift way. “You will guard this gate, and ensure no further orcish incursions emerge from it. Should any Archons attack, I am leaving you with five weapons loaded with bullets created from the iron of the Shadowlands.” I saw the headlights of a van heading up the street towards us. Likely that was how Morvilind had gotten here. “Use those weapons to dispose of any Archons.” He pointed at James. “This is Dr. James Marney, a former man-at-arms in my service. I hereby grant him the field rank of brigadier general and put him in command here.”
“My lord?” said James, astonished. 
“You were always competent,” said Morvilind, “which is an astonishingly rare quality in your race. I…”
“My lord! I protest!”
Morvilind blinked, once. 
Colonel Wilburn strode towards us, his face turning red again with outrage. 
“You have a complaint?” said Morvilind. 
“You idiot,” I hissed at the colonel, “for God’s sake, shut up…”
He ignored me. He shouldn’t have.
“I am a duly commissioned colonel in the Department of Homeland Security,” said Wilburn. “I received my commission from the hand of Duke Tamirlas himself.” He glared at James. “I will not submit to the orders of this…this cripple, who is probably a Rebel saboteur himself and…”
Morvilind sighed and crooked a single finger. 
The top of Wilburn’s head exploded. The blast of telekinetic force hit his forehead, so the crimson spray that had once been the interior of his head spattered over the nearest Homeland Security officers. I suppose Morvilind hadn’t wanted to get pieces of Wilburn’s substandard brain upon his black robes. The officers flinched, and Wilburn’s corpse slumped to the ground. 
“Time is very short,” said Morvilind, as if he had not been interrupted, “so in the interests of celerity, does anyone else wish to offer a complaint?”
No one did.
“Even humans can learn wisdom, it seems,” said Morvilind. “General Marney, you have your orders. If I encounter any other additional officers, I shall send them to you and put them under your command. Hold this gate as long as possible. My task is urgent, and I do not need to deal with any more of those imbecilic Archon children behind me.”
James had been staring at Wilburn’s corpse, but he took a deep breath, drew himself up, and bowed. “It shall be as you command, my lord.” 
“Good,” said Morvilind. “Miss Moran, come. We have a great deal of work to do.” 
“God watch over you, Nadia,” said James.
“Thank you,” I said. “You, too.”
Morvilind beckoned, and I followed him as he strode towards the waiting van. 
“If I might ask, my lord,” I said, “where are we going?” I wanted to go back and say goodbye to Russell, but I knew Morvilind would not allow it.
Morvilind glanced back at me. “We are going to save Milwaukee.” 



Chapter 9: Time’s Almost Up
 
“No, you’re not,” said Corvus.
I blinked in surprise. Morvilind frowned at the Shadow Hunters. “Your presence is not required. This is none of your concern. Be gone.”
The black van came to a halt nearby, and the back doors opened. Morvilind employed a butler and maids and footmen and the usual trappings of a noble Elven lord, but he also had numerous employees with skills of questionable legality. When he wanted something stolen quietly, he used me. When he wanted to rough someone up or steal something with a great deal of noise, he turned to the various mercenaries in his employ. Several of those mercenaries waited in the van, all of them armed to the teeth. 
“This is my concern as well,” said Corvus. 
“I say that it is not,” said Morvilind. 
“Old man,” said Corvus, and Morvilind stopped and looked at him, his eyes narrowed to glittering slits. “I am here at the command of the Firstborn of my family. Perhaps you recall him?” 
“I see,” said Morvilind. “And what is your business?”
Corvus pointed at me. “I need to ask her a question.” 
“You are meddling in my affairs?” said Morvilind. 
“I had no idea you were involved,” said Corvus. “I had no idea she was someone else you had coerced into servitude.” 
I flinched. No one talked to Morvilind that way. None of his human servants would dare. The few times I had seen him converse with other Elven nobles, they had been cool and polite, their mixed fear and hatred of Morvilind quite plain. I expected Morvilind to react with anger, but instead that thin smile appeared on his lips. 
“Still angry about your brother, Riordan MacCormac?” said Morvilind. “Why bother? It has been…seventy years, has it not?”
“Eighty-three,” said Corvus.
“Eighty-three,” repeated Morvilind. “Even if his own incompetence hadn’t gotten him killed, he would have died of old age at least twenty years ago, if not sooner. Humans have no perspective.”
“I know his death meant nothing more to you than an inconvenience,” said Corvus, “which is why we are coming with you. Your callous indifference will get Nadia Moran killed, and if she is dead she cannot answer our question.” 
“And if I refuse?” said Morvilind. 
“Then you can lodge your complaint with the Firstborn,” said Corvus.
For a moment the two men stared at each other. I wondered what would happen if Corvus produced his Shadowmorph blade and attacked. If he did, Morvilind would likely reduce the Shadow Hunters to ashes. 
Then, to my surprise, Morvilind shrugged. 
“Why not?” he said. “You may be useful. It seems that Miss Moran has captured your fancy. But that wouldn’t be the first time, would it? Alas, from what I understand your record with women is dismal. Your wife, that second Shadow Hunter…they all betrayed you, did they not? Perhaps if Miss Moran lives long enough, she will have the chance to betray you, too.”
Corvus said nothing, but the lines of his Shadowmorph flickered up and down his face. “You would lecture me about failure?”
“Enough,” said Morvilind, his voice turning cold. “There are far greater matters at stake than your petty grievances.” He reached into his robe and produced an expensive-looking pocket watch. A dozen different dials turned beneath its lens, all marked with Elven hieroglyphics. “We have five hours before Milwaukee is destroyed, and we must act quickly.”
“Destroyed?” I said. “How?”
Morvilind gestured at the rift way. “Do you know what that is?” 
“It’s a rift way,” I said. “A passage from Earth to the Shadowlands.”
“Correct,” said Morvilind, “but that is considerably more than a mere rift way. It is stable, and will persist for a long time. Additionally, it is very close to a warded road in the Shadowlands. Consequently the Archons can move large number of troops to Milwaukee with haste.”
“A beachhead, then,” I said. “A strong point the Archons can use to bring in reinforcements.”
“Exactly,” said Corvus. 
“Such gates,” said Morvilind, ignoring Corvus, “are extremely difficult to open. Even I would find it challenging.”
“Then why would the Archons destroy Milwaukee?” I said. “If they seize the city and hold it against the High Queen, they wouldn’t destroy it.” Maybe they would kill all the human inhabitants of Milwaukee, but I doubted Morvilind would rouse himself to defend them. 
“No,” said Morvilind. “The Archons will not destroy the city.”
“Who, then?” said Corvus. “You?”
“Not me, Shadow Hunter,” said Morvilind, “but the High Queen.” 
“The High Queen?” I said. “Why would she destroy Milwaukee?”
“Where was your mother born?” said Morvilind.
The sudden change in topic startled me. “Um…Vladivostok.” 
“Why did she come to the United States?” said Morvilind. 
“Vladivostok was destroyed,” I said. “An Archon attack…”
My voice trailed off, a dark suspicion rising in my mind. 
“The attack on Vladivostok was identical to this one,” said Morvilind. “The Archons opened stable rift ways to the city, and routed the Duke of Vladivostok and his vassals. They were preparing to hold it and bring over reinforcements.”
“So the High Queen,” I said, “destroyed the city.”
“Correct,” said Morvilind. “At this moment, a dozen nuclear missiles have been targeted at Milwaukee. Should the Archons still hold the city at midnight, the High Queen will order the missiles launched. Milwaukee, its suburbs, and a considerable amount of the surrounding countryside will be reduced to radioactive rubble.” 
The prospect was so horrifying that I forgot to guard my tongue. “But two million people live here. They’ll…”
“The electromagnetic shock wave,” said Morvilind, “will collapse the rift ways. Any Archon forces in the city will be destroyed as well, though the main point is to seal the rift ways. The human population will be annihilated, of course, but two million human lives are necessary collateral damage to stop the Archon infection from spreading across Earth.”
I said nothing, too sick even to speak. Two million people would burn. That was destruction beyond anything Nicholas Connor or Sergei Rogomil had ever dreamed of unleashing. James and Lucy and Russell would die as well, assuming they were not killed first if the Archons regained control of that rift way. 
“However,” said Morvilind. “If we collapse the rift ways ourselves, the High Queen will call off the nuclear strike. Therefore we must act quickly…”
“You?” said Corvus, his doubt plain. “You do not give a damn about human lives, and you will save Milwaukee?” 
“An assassin lecturing me about the priceless value of human life?” said Morvilind. “An amusing irony.” 
“The Shadow Hunters deliver lawful writs of execution,” said Corvus. “We do not engage in wholescale butchery of…”
“Lord Morvilind doesn’t care about Milwaukee,” I said. Both Morvilind and Corvus looked at me. “Not the city, anyway. But his mansion and library are here, and…”
Corvus snorted. “You don’t care about the city, but all your possessions are here, is that it?” 
“Yes,” said Morvilind without rancor or shame. “There is also an opportunity in this attack. The Archons could not create so many stable gates on their own. Therefore they have help. Specifically, a potent magical relic able to generate and maintain the rift ways.”
The pieces clicked together in my head. “And you want me to steal this relic away from the Archons.”
“Precisely,” said Morvilind.
“In five hours,” I said.
“Less than that,” said Morvilind, “since we have wasted time on this irrelevant conversation.”  
“With less than five hours to prepare,” I said. “With no time to prepare.” 
That was the thing about high-level thefts, the sort of thefts Morvilind used me to execute. To pull them off properly took a lot of careful reconnaissance, planning, and specialized equipment. I preferred a couple of weeks, minimum, to scout a location, to learn the routines of its guards and inhabitants. Morvilind had given me jobs on short notice before…but five hours was madness. 
But I really didn’t have a choice, did I?
“Given that if you fail to retrieve the relic,” said Morvilind, “your brother, his foster parents, and everyone you have ever met in Milwaukee shall die in nuclear fire, you have excellent motivation to succeed.” 
I closed my eyes to hide the helpless rage there. The bastard was right, and I knew it. He did this to me again and again, putting me in a situation where if I did not succeed and escape with my life, Russell would die. 
At least this time it wasn’t Morvilind’s fault. Even if he had done nothing, the Archons would still have attacked the city and the High Queen still would have unleashed her nuclear missiles. The only way out of the trap was to find this relic that powered the rift ways.
“What is the relic,” I said, making myself open my eyes, “and where is it located?”
“The relic is called a Cruciform Eye,” said Morvilind. “Properly employed, it can maintain between eight and sixteen rift ways simultaneously. Since the Archons are using it, they have so far only managed to open seven gates.” Again that venomous contempt bled into his voice. Nothing irritated him quite like incompetence. “The relic is presently located in a mall in the western suburbs…”
“A mall?” I said, blinking with surprise. “You mean the Ducal Mall, my lord?”
Morvilind’s lips thinned. “Yes. How did you know?”
“Because I was there this afternoon when the Archons attacked,” I said, digging my phone from my pocket and unlocking it. “There was a group of Rebels there, guarding this…this thing. I didn’t know what it was.”
“And you did not think to investigate further?” said Morvilind.
“I just wanted to get out alive with my brother,” I said. “But I took a video.”
I started the playback and angled the screen to show Morvilind. He had to stoop a little to see it. Like everyone else on the damned planet, he was taller than I was. Corvus and Nora leaned forward to look at the video as well. 
“Is that thing the Cruciform Eye?” said Nora. “It looks like a glowing bowling ball.”
“It is about that size, yes,” said Morvilind, his eyes narrowed as he considered the video.
“I am surprised that you even know what a bowling ball is,” said Nora. 
“That is it, then, my lord?” I said before Nora could irritate Morvilind into doing something lethal. “That is the Cruciform Eye?”
“It is,” said Morvilind, straightening up. “Your work in discerning its location has been adequate.” That was the closest he would ever come to giving a compliment. “If you move the Eye from its location, the spells upon shall be disrupted, and the rift ways will collapse. Should we do so before the stroke of midnight, Milwaukee shall be saved.”
“Ah,” said Corvus with derision. “And you’ll simply keep the Eye, correct? Another shiny toy for your collection. That’s what this is all about, is it not?” 
“I will claim the Eye,” said Morvilind. “If you object, Shadow Hunter, I shall kill you and your comrade right now.”
“The Firstborn would take exception to our deaths,” said Corvus. 
Morvilind’s smile was cold. “You found yourself caught in an unexpected Archon attack. Alas, you were both taken off guard and surprised. So very tragic, but accidents do happen…and the Firstborn is welcome to take his vengeance upon the Archons.” 
Again Corvus and Morvilind stared at each other.
“Very well,” said Corvus at last. 
“How splendid it is that you can occasionally see reason,” said Morvilind. “Nadia Moran, come. There is work to be done. The Shadow Hunters can transport themselves to the mall.”
“No,” said Corvus. “Miss Moran shall ride with us. We will meet you there.”
“Do not be absurd,” said Morvilind. “You wish to ask her a question. Fine. Ask the question and depart.”
“That was not our deal,” Corvus said.
I hesitated. I wanted to tell Corvus and Nora to get the hell out of here. Enough people had died today, and if Morvilind wanted me to steal the Cruciform Eye from under Rogomil’s nose, more people were going to get killed.
But if I failed to get the Eye, way more people were going to die, Russell among them. I had seen Corvus’s skill firsthand, and likely Nora was just as capable. If they could help me succeed…
“My lord,” I said, and Morvilind’s irritated gaze shifted to me. “The Shadow Hunters are skilled. Their help would be useful, as you said.”
“This is not their concern,” said Morvilind. “The Firstborn should know better than to meddle in my business. Perhaps this failure will teach him that.” 
“I promised Miss Moran that I would see her brother to safety before I asked the question,” said Corvus. “Given that the city is about to burn to radioactive ashes, I can hardly claim to have kept my word. One the Cruciform Eye is secured and the rift ways are closed, then her brother will be safe and I can ask my question.” 
“Your personal animus towards me is clouding your reason,” said Morvilind. 
“My head has never felt clearer,” said Corvus. 
“Fine,” said Morvilind with disgust. “Then upon your own head be it. I would like to obtain the Cruciform Eye, but it is not vital to my plans. If we should fail and you should see Milwaukee consumed by nuclear fire, you can take a moment to contemplate your folly before the flesh is burned from your bones. Make for the eastern parking lot of the Ducal Mall with all haste. I will await you there.”
Without another word he walked towards his van, the mercenaries hastening to open the door for him. 
“We’d better hurry,” I said. 
“I’ll drive,” said Nora, and we jogged to the Shadow Hunters’ van. Nora swung into the driver’s seat and started the engine. I got into the middle seats, expecting Corvus to take the front passenger seat, but instead he followed me. For a moment he climbed past me, and I stiffened, my mind flashing back to that kiss in Paul McCade’s mansion. God, but that was a stupid thing to think about now. Even if he had been really good at it, and…
He went past me, into the back seat, and started opening the metal cases. 
Nora put the van into drive, following Morvilind’s vehicle.
“So,” I said. “Let’s have a little chat to pass the time. Why do you and Morvilind hate each other so much?” 
Corvus said nothing, and began taking ammunition from the metal cases, tucking the magazines into his harness. 
“Riordan,” said Nora. “She deserves to know. If you don’t tell her, I will.” 
“My brother,” said Corvus, not looking up as he produced a pair of handguns and began loading them.
“Oh,” I said. “He was sick, and Morvilind offered to cure him in exchange…”
“No,” said Corvus. “It was a century ago. My sister was sick. A rare magical disease from the Shadowlands called soulblight. Morvilind knew how to cure it, but in exchange my brother Aidan had to take service with Morvilind. He learned magic and other skills, and Morvilind used him to steal valuable things. Morvilind was less concerned about secrecy back then, so my sister and I knew what Aidan had done for us.” He shook his head. “I tried to save him. I joined the men-at-arms of Duke Tarmegon of Houston, and I fought in the Shadowlands. My magical talent manifested, and I was taken into the Wizard’s Legion. I thought if I gained enough influence, enough prestige, I could find a way to get my brother out of Morvilind’s grasp and save my sister.”
“What happened?” I said.
“I found the Shadow Hunters,” said Corvus. He loaded one of the guns and stared at it. “Or they found me, rather. I survived the trials of initiation and become one the family. I thought I could recruit Aidan into the Shadow Hunters. Once he was bonded to a Shadowmorph, he would no longer be subject to Morvilind’s commands…but it was too late. He died on one of Morvilind’s missions to steal some magical bauble or another.” 
“I’m sorry,” I said. He had just described my own likely fate. “Morvilind let your sister die, didn’t he?”
“Actually, no,” said Corvus. “The man is a cold bastard, but he keeps his word. He cast the final cure spell upon my sister while Aidan was away on his mission. She survived.” He stared at the loaded gun. “If he had reneged on his word, I would have killed him.”
“You would have tried, and you would have died,” said Nora from the front. “He is too powerful and he is as cunning as the devil himself. Not even the Firstborn will cross Morvilind. If he had known that Nadia worked for Morvilind, he never would have sent us.”
“We are here now,” said Corvus.
I frowned. “So you had no idea I worked for Morvilind?”
“None,” said Corvus. “It should have been obvious in hindsight. A magic-using thief? Yet Morvilind almost always coerced men into becoming his agents. He’s been at this for centuries, almost since the Conquest. As far as I know, he’s only picked one or two women.”
“The first day I met Morvilind,” I said, my voice distant with the memory, “he said that he would have preferred to recruit Russell, but Russell had frostfever and I was immune to it.” 
“That matches what I have learned of his patterns,” said Corvus. “I would not have expected him to coerce a woman into his service, and certainly not one so…”
His mouth snapped shut, and Nora laughed.
“So what?” I said. “So young? So short? So smart-mouthed?”
“The last one certainly seems to be true,” said Corvus.
I wondered what he had meant to say, and decided not to push it. 
“If you didn’t think I was working for Morvilind,” I said, “then who did you think it was?”
“I thought,” said Corvus, “that you had been coerced by a cult of the Dark Ones.” 
“What?” I said. “That’s ridiculous. I had never even heard of the Dark Ones before we found that Void Codex in Paul McCade’s dumb little temple…”
“Cults of the Dark Ones have operated that way before,” said Corvus. “If they wish to secure the services of a talented individual, they will commonly kidnap a relative or a loved one, or obtain some other method of blackmail. Given how secretive you were, I suspected you were in thrall to a Dark One cult. The Shadow Hunters have opposed the servants of the Dark Ones since our founding…”
“Ah,” I said. “You thought I could lead you to a Dark One cult.” 
“That was the plan,” said Corvus. 
I shrugged. “Sorry to disappoint you. Guess that was your question, huh?”
“No,” said Corvus. “The question was something else.”
“Well, you had better ask it now,” I said. “I’m probably going to die in the next five hours. If I somehow live through this, Morvilind is going to kill me.”
“Why?” said Corvus.
I scoffed. “Haven’t you been paying attention? He said he would kill me if I ever told anyone about him. You know about me. Nora knows about me. Russell and James and Lucy figured out the truth by now.” 
“I’m certainly not going to tell anyone,” said Nora. “A girl needs to know how to keep a confidence. What about you, Riordan?” 
“No,” said Corvus. “Morvilind is less concerned about secrecy and more about betrayal. You didn’t betray him, Miss Moran. If he decided that you had betrayed him, he would have killed you already. He took a vial of heart’s blood from you, did he not?” I nodded. “The man is cruel and cold, but logical. If you had betrayed him, he would have killed you from a distance and given the matter no further thought. It’s not your fault the Archons decided to attack Milwaukee today.”
I couldn’t claim to know Kaethran Morvilind well. But I had been observing him for over three-quarters of my life, and I knew how he usually acted, how he usually responded to things. Corvus’s logic rang true. 
“He’s going to kill me anyway,” I said in a quiet voice, watching Morvilind’s van. “Assuming we somehow don’t get killed today, he’ll find a reason to do it.” I raked a hand through my hair. It felt sweaty and in need of a wash. “Six more years. That’s how many more cure spells Russell has. Six more years…I just have to hang on for six more years. Somehow.”
We sat in silence for a moment.
“Anyway,” I said. “Um…thanks for saving me from the anthrophages. And Russell. I don’t care what happens to me, but if the anthrophages killed him because of something stupid I did…”
“If we are victorious,” said Corvus, “I will teach you a spell. The anthrophages possess low-level telepathy, and have been tracking you through the telepathic spoor you leave behind.”
“Telepathic spoor?” I said. “That sounds ridiculous. I’ve never heard of it.” 
“Nevertheless, it is real,” said Corvus, “and as unique as a fingerprint or a strand of DNA. Certain creatures of the Shadowlands can sense it, and the anthrophages are one of them. That is how they have been following you. I can teach you a spell that will block the spoor for twenty-four hours. You will have to cast the spell every day, but if you do so consistently, it will make it much, much harder for the anthrophages to track you.” 
“Thank you,” I said. “Anyway, you had better ask your question now. We might not live through this, and God knows what else might try to kill me.” 
“No,” said Corvus. “Our deal was that you would answer the question once your brother was safe. Your brother is still not safe.”
“For God’s sake,” I said without rancor. “Are you always this pedantic?”
“Oh, he is,” said Nora. “But the sun will burn out before that man doesn’t keep his word.”
“All right,” I said. “Fine.”
“If it would make you feel better,” said Corvus, pulling another pair of handguns from the case, “I cannot in good conscience let the High Queen murder two million people. Should you require a baser motive, I hate Lord Morvilind as much as you do…and the thought of keeping you alive to spite him pleases me immensely.” 
“Hey, you know what?” I said. “It pleases me, too.” 
“We shall have to be cautious,” said Corvus. “Whatever this Cruciform Eye is, I suspect Morvilind is quite willing to sacrifice you in order to obtain it.” 
“Yes,” I said. I held out a hand.
He looked at the gun. “Do you know how to use one of these?”
“Really?” I said. Corvus snorted and handed over the handgun and several extra clips. I pocked them, making sure the gun’s safety was on. 
Unlike Corvus, at the moment I didn’t care if I survived or not. If I didn’t get the Cruciform Eye for Morvilind, Russell was going to die. Morvilind, in his usual cruel, logical way, had simplified the world down to two possible choices. Either I succeeded and Russell lived, or I failed and Russell died. 
I would do whatever it took, even accept the help of the Shadow Hunters.
And if stealing the Cruciform Eye saved the rest of Milwaukee’s population…well, it was just their lucky day, wasn’t it?



Chapter 10: Full Throttle
 
From a distance I thought the Ducal Mall was burning. 
Fire seemed to blaze from its windows as Nora pulled into the eastern parking lot. The parking lot was a wreck, with burned-out cars and debris scattered everywhere, and Nora eased the van forward, avoiding the patches of broken glass. I saw quite a few corpses scattered among the wrecked cars, shoppers gunned down as they tried to flee the mall. 
Damn the Archons. Damn the Rebels. And damn the High Queen for being willing to nuke the city rather than save it. 
As we drew nearer, I realized something about the fire.
It was outside the mall.
A huge ringed of fire encircled the entire Ducal Mall, ringing the vast structure. The flames were about thirty or forty feet tall, changing in height as they flickered, and I wondered how the hell the Archons had managed that. Then I worked the spell to sense the presence of magical force. 
The flames were magical. The ring of fire surrounding the mall was a single immense spell of magical power. 
“Elemental fire,” said Corvus. “The Archon wizards must be maintaining it from within.” 
“Swell,” I muttered. “Maybe we can steal a helicopter and come in from the rooftop.”
“Bad idea, dear,” said Nora. “Spotted a Rebel with a surface-to-air missile launcher up there.” I remembered the Homeland Security helicopter I had seen shot down a few hours ago. “The best you’d be able to manage is a crash landing.” 
“We might not have to,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I…have a spell to resist elemental force. I think I can hold it long enough to get through the wall of fire.”
“Really,” said Corvus. “I assume you learned it from someone other than Morvilind?”
“Yep,” I said. “Please don’t mention it to him. I haven’t yet.” 
“Your secret shall be safe with us,” said Corvus.
Morvilind’s van stopped a hundred yards from the wall of flame, and the mercenaries started emerging from the vehicle. Nora parked the van, and we climbed out. I had traded my AK-47 for a pair of .45 semiautomatic pistols secured in hip holsters that Corvus had given me, and each Shadow Hunter was carrying a small arsenal. The AK-47 was a useful gun, but it was damned big, and the pistols were quicker and lighter. 
Given that I wanted to sneak into the mall and rob the Rebels, smaller and lighter was a good idea. 
I looked at the wall of flames with dismay. “Maybe Lord Morvilind can dispel it.” 
“Your spell will not work?” said Corvus, glancing back at me.
“It will,” I said dubiously, “but that is a lot of damned elemental fire.” I had been practicing the spell to resist elemental forces that the Knight of Grayhold had taught me, and I had gotten better with it. I thought I could deflect, say, one of Corvus’s lightning globes, or maybe one of the fireballs that the Archons had been dumb enough to use against Morvilind. Something like that curtain of fire would be much harder. I didn’t know if I could hold it back for more than a few seconds, and as we drew closer, I realized that the wall of flame was at least as thick as it was tall. 
Maybe Morvilind could wave his hand and dispel the thing. 
The mercenaries, some of whom I recognized from my training, spread themselves into a perimeter around Morvilind’s van. All of them carried M-99 carbines, the weapons fitted with laser sights and other enhancements not included in the stock model of the gun. Morvilind himself emerged from the van, brushing some dust from the sleeve of his gold-trimmed black robe. He ignored us and walked a few steps forward, gazing at the wall of flames. 
“Interesting,” he said at last. “The remainder of the Archons are displaying a measure of competence.” 
“Can you dispel the wall of flames?” said Corvus.
“Of course,” said Morvilind. “However, that will immediately draw the attention of the Archon wizards, and I suspect that a few Rebel wizards are inside as well.” He glanced at Corvus. “Your natural enemy, I presume.” He turned back to the mall. “Given the artillerymen upon the roof, an aerial assault would be unwise.” 
“Maybe we could enter through the Shadowlands?” I said, swallowing at the thought. “Open a rift way here, and then open another from the Shadowlands that would reach the mall?”
“The Archons have layered the building in wards,” said Morvilind. “Any rift way that attempts to open within the circumference of the wards will instead redirect itself to a specific location in the Shadowlands. Likely one of the more unpleasant demesnes.”
“Then how are we getting inside?” said Corvus.
Morvilind lifted his hands, and blue light flared around his fingers. Symbols of azure fire appeared around him, orbiting him like comets around a sun, and three concentric rings of flame shimmered on the asphalt, shaping themselves into more symbols. Even without casting the spell to sense magic, I could tell that he was drawing a lot of magical power. 
“I will distract the Archons,” said Morvilind, his voice vibrating with arcane force. “That may prove sufficient to disrupt the wall of flame, or it may not. You shall have to find your own way into the mall. I will remain here until one hour before midnight. If you have not returned by then, I shall assume you are dead and depart Milwaukee to avoid the nuclear blast.”
Great. That meant I had three and a half hours left. 
“What if we encounter any Archons?” I said. 
“Our blades can deal with them,” said Corvus.
“Yeah,” I said, “but the Archons might have guns, and a gun beats a sword every time.” 
“Your pistols,” said Morvilind. “They are .45s?” I nodded. “Vladimir!”
One of Morvilind’s mercenaries stepped forward, a grim-faced, muscular Russian man who had taught me nearly everything I knew about firearms. I didn’t have any fond memories of the man, since he had used to slap me across the side of my head whenever I made a mistake. I glared at him, which he returned with an impassive stare. He handed me two .45 clips, and gave two each to both Corvus and Nora. 
“These clips contain bullets forged from the ore of the Shadowlands,” said Morvilind. “They are quite valuable, so do not squander them. Elves are immune to bullets forged from the metal of Earth, but the Archons will have no such protections from these bullets.”
“Only eighteen shots each?” said Corvus.
“I suggest you do not miss,” said Morvilind. 
I gazed at the clips in my hand, feeling the heft and weight of the cool metal. For a moment I visualized sliding the clip into the gun, pointing it at Morvilind’s head, and squeezing the trigger. Yet I knew better. Morvilind would not have given me a weapon unless he was certain that I could not harm him with it, and if I was stupid enough to try, my death would be both painful and protracted. 
“Such useful counsel,” said Corvus, tucking the clips into his tactical vest. 
“Your approval fills me with joy, Shadow Hunter,” said Morvilind. “Go, and return with the Cruciform Eye. I shall distract the Archons.”
He lifted his right hand and made a hooking motion, and the night suddenly blazed bright as the noon sun. A bolt of blue-white lightning screamed out of the black sky and hurtled towards the mall. It struck an invisible barrier four or five yards above the roof and shattered in a brilliant flash and a spray of blue-white sparks, and for a moment a shimmering dome of translucent light covered the building. A gale of hot wind blew through the parking lot, and I staggered back a step. 
“We should go,” said Corvus. “I do not want to be standing anywhere near Lord Morvilind when the Archons counterattack.” 
I nodded and followed Corvus and Nora as they jogged away, moving along the circumference of the mall. A moment later the parking lot lit up with harsh blue-white light once more as Morvilind struck again, followed a heartbeat later by a blast of fiery light. The Archon wizards counterattacked with fire, and I saw a firestorm sweeping the parking lot behind us, several cars exploding as the elemental fire reached their gas tanks. 
I doubted that the fire was doing anything to Morvilind.
Yet it was doing something to the ring of flames. As the Archon wizards drew their power to strike back at Morvilind, the wall of fire started to sputter and flicker, like a candle flame caught in the wind. His plan was working. Yet there was still no way we could get through even the weakened wall of flame.
“Miss Moran!” said Corvus, shouting over the roar of the fire and the snarl of the competing spells. “Can you shield us?” 
I shook my head, a few loose strands of hair whipping around my face in the hot wind. “Not for long enough. We’d have to be fast. Like forty miles an hour fast.” 
“Could you shield a car?” said Corvus. “Long enough for us to pass the wall?”
“A car?” I said. “Hell, no. Maybe something smaller, like a bicycle. Or a…”
My voice trailed off as an idea clicked in my brain. 
“Or a motorcycle,” I said.
“You don’t have your motorcycle with you,” said Corvus.
Nora snorted. “She has a motorcycle?” She looked at Corvus. “Of course she has a motorcycle.” 
“I left it here when the Archons attacked,” I said. “This way.”
I ran down an aisle of parked cars, looking back and forth as I thought back to this morning. Just a little further…
And there it was, a Royal Motors NX-9 sportbike, black with orange highlights, sitting just where I had parked it. 
“And, of course,” said Nora, shaking her head, “the bike is painted like a tigress.”
“A tigress?” I said. “My bike does not look like a tigress. A tigress is orange with black stripes. This is black with orange highlights. There’s a difference, you know.” 
Nora shrugged. “Whatever, dear. You know how to drive one of these things?” 
“Yes,” said Corvus and I in unison.
We looked at each other. 
“But it’s my bike,” I said. 
“Can you work the warding spell and steer the motorcycle at the same time?” said Corvus. 
“No,” I said. After everything that had happened to me today, with everything that was at stake, the wave of irritation that went through me was petty. Yet I didn’t want to let anyone else ride my motorcycle, ever. 
“You still have the keys?” said Corvus. 
“Yes,” I said, digging in my jeans pocket and handing them over. “You had better not scratch it. I mean it. Not a single scratch.” 
“We’re about to ride into a wall of elemental fire,” said Corvus, swinging one leg over the bike. My bike. “If you do not want it scratched, then I suggest you focus upon the warding spell.” He looked at Nora. “There is only room for two.”
Nora nodded. “I will join you when I can. Perhaps you should take these.” She handed the clips of Shadowlands bullets to him. 
“No,” said Corvus. “You may need them.”
“I don’t believe in God, but I know you do, so I’ll pray for you,” said Nora. 
“That doesn’t make sense,” I said. 
“God hears all prayers,” said Corvus. 
Nora winked at me. “Go get them, tigress.”
“Tigress?” I said. “That had better not be my nickname.”
Nora only grinned.
“Ready?” said Corvus. 
I nodded and swung onto the bike behind him as Corvus started the engine. He was a lot bigger than I was, and took up most of the seat, so there wasn’t much room. I had to grip his hips with my legs, wrapping my arms around his chest. The engine roared as he revved it, and I had to lean harder against him…
Okay.
That felt a lot nicer than I wanted it to feel. 
“Russell was right,” I muttered. “This is more fun with a real boy.” 
“What?” said Corvus, looking back at me. 
“Nothing,” I said, but to my surprise I grinned. There was sort of a dark glee on Corvus’s face. I think part of it was the lure of the Shadow Hunters, his Shadowmorph hungering for life force upon which to feast. The rest of it…Corvus liked motorcycles, too. “I think you should shut up and ride.” 
To my surprise, he winked, turned, and gunned the throttle. My bike rolled forward with a roar, shooting down the aisle and toward the wall of flames. The fire was sputtering madly, and seemed to grow brighter and hotter as we shot towards it.
“Now!” shouted Corvus.
I released one hand from his chest, drawing upon every bit of magic I could gather, and cast the spell the Knight of Grayhold had taught me. Gray light shone from my hand, bathing me, Corvus, and my bike in a dome of ghostly light. 
Then we slammed into the fire.
I felt the fury of the elemental magic close in around me, and I screamed in pain, struggling to hold my barriers of will and magic in place. It was like trying to hold back a river with my bare hands. Every muscle in my body clenched at once, and I heard Corvus grunt as my left arm gripped his chest tighter. I couldn’t hold the spell. It was like trying to lift a thousand pounds above my head. I felt my will buckle, felt my spell collapse…
And then the pressure vanished as the motorcycle shot through the flames and into the ruined doors of the mall.
Through. We had gotten through. 
I released the spell with a groan, and Corvus hit the brakes, my bike’s tires skidding against the gleaming tile floor of the mall’s concourse. We skidded to a halt next to a big combined stone bench and floral display. I let out a long, tired breath, sagging against Corvus as I waited for the wave of dizziness from my magical exertion to pass.
“You all right?” said Corvus.
“Just peachy,” I said. “Man. Hit me again. One more time.” 
He laughed. “I confess I have never ridden a motorcycle into a wall of flames before.” 
I coughed out a laugh. “We should put on a show. Tour the country. You ride the motorcycle into a ring of fire, and I’ll shield us. We’ll make millions.” 
“You would have to ride the bike in a dress and high heels for the show,” said Corvus.
“You’d be surprised what I can do in a dress and high heels,” I said. Then I realized that I was still leaning against him, that I was all but wrapped around him, and I jerked back. Even as tired and frightened as I was, that still felt a little too good. I hopped off the bike and caught my balance. 
“Really?” said Corvus, swinging off the motorcycle. “Are you going to show me?”
I felt my face turn a bit red. “For God’s sake. You can flirt with me later.” 
“I do not think I am the one doing the flirting, Miss Moran,” said Corvus, drawing one of his pistols and shifting it to a two-handed grip. 
“Right,” I said, drawing one of my own guns. A dozen different barbed responses crowded to the tip of my tongue, but he was clever enough to throw them back at me, so for once in my life I chose the course of wisdom and didn’t fire back. “The Eye’s in the food court, on the lower level. You know the way?”
“I do not,” said Corvus. “I generally do not frequent malls.”
“Of course you don’t,” I said, starting forward. Corvus followed me in utter silence. The concourse seemed to be deserted, though I saw the signs of fighting and damage everywhere, and quite a few corpses. The emergency lights threw a steady glare, and the flickering light from the wall of flames cast dancing shadows over everything. 
“You do not seem the sort to frequent malls either,” said Corvus, his eyes moving back and forth as he looked for enemies. “Unless you needed more high-heeled shoes?”
I decided not to take the bait. “I promised to take my brother to the bookstore. He likes historical novels about the Crusades, and…” 
“He does?” said Corvus, and he started listing off a bunch of writers I remembered vaguely from conversations with Russell. 
“You’ll have to ask him about it,” I said. “I don’t…”
A thunderclap rang from overhead, and the mall trembled, the floor vibrating beneath my shoes. Some dust fell from overhead, and a few of the emergency lights flickered. I wondered if the battle between Morvilind and the Archon wizards would tear down the entire mall. I suppose collapsing the building atop the Cruciform Eye would close the Archons’ rift way, but I didn’t want to be buried with it. 
“Someone’s coming,” said Corvus. He could see in the dark better than I could, a gift of his Shadowmorph. “Six orcs, I think. The Archons must have sent them when we pierced the ward.”
I looked at the darkened stores around us. “We can hide.”
Corvus shook his head. “They’re coming right for us. We shall have to fight.”
“Damn it,” I said, and then an idea came to me. “I can surprise them.”
“How?” said Corvus. 
“A Masking spell,” I said.
Corvus shook his head. “Unless you speak the orcish tongue, it won’t work. The orcs communicate amongst themselves in that language.” 
“I’m not going to Mask myself as an orc,” I said. “Get ready. If you want to surprise them while I hold their attention, that would be best. Oh, and whatever you do, don’t look at me until you hear the orcs start screaming.”
Corvus scowled, but crossed to a darkened shop that sold fruit juice, vaulted over the counter, and ducked behind it. I shoved the pistol back into its holster and waited. A moment later a half-dozen orcish soldiers came into sight, AK-47s in hand, their heads turning back and forth as they looked for the intrusion.
“Hey!” I shouted as I gathered power for the spell. “Over here! Looking for me?” 
The orcs turned towards me, the barrels of their weapons swinging around, and I cast the Masking spell. Usually I employed the Masking spell to disguise myself as someone else, wrapping myself in an illusion. This time, though, as all the orcs looked at me, I Masked myself as something else.
Specifically, as the noon sun. 
I had stumbled upon that little trick during Rogomil’s attack on the State Capitol in Madison. The orcs stumbled back, squinting in the illusionary glare of the light pouring off me, and opened fire. But I was already rolling across the floor, and their frantic shots went wild, ricocheting off the floor or smashing the windows of nearby shops.
Corvus sprinted towards the orcish soldiers, his pistol in both hands. The gun spat, and two orcs fell dead. I rolled upon my back, gun braced in both hands, and started shooting. I got another of the orcs, blue blood splashing across the white floor, and by then Corvus was among them like a lion amidst sheep. The dark blade of force appeared in his hands, and he killed the three remaining orcs in quick succession. He moved faster as he did it, the Shadowmorph within him draining away the orcs’ lives and feeding their strength into him. 
I got to my feet, and Corvus’s void-filled eyes met mine. A physical wave of attraction went through me, so intense that it was like touching a stripped wire. It was the lure of his Shadowmorph, the thing within him that feasted upon spilled life, drawing me to its dark glamour.
He was also a very attractive man. Even if my brain pointed out all the drawbacks, the rest of my body disagreed, and the dark aura of the Shadowmorph made it a lot harder to listen to my brain. 
Then he shook his head, the void draining from his eyes as the dark sword shrank into a tattoo upon his arm, and the strange, compelling attraction drained away.
But not nearly all of it. 
“How did you do that?” said Corvus. “I’ve never heard of a spell that can do that. At least not wielded by a human.” 
I shrugged. “It was a Masking spell. I just Masked myself as the sun.” 
“The sun…” Corvus blinked, and then laughed. “That is clever.”
“Thank you,” I said. “It only works if someone is looking right at me. It’s not real light, so I don’t think it can hurt their eyes. But they think it’s hurting their eyes, and so…”
“And so you have a moment to act,” said Corvus. “Well done.”
“Don’t compliment me yet,” I said, pausing to take a couple of grenades from the dead orcs’ harnesses. “Not until this is done.” 



Chapter 11: Disciples of the Void
 
We encountered no other orcs on the way to the food court. 
The mall was silent as a tomb, save for the regular thunderclaps of dueling spells overhead. Morvilind and the Archon wizards were still hammering at each other. I wondered how much longer they could keep that up. Maybe Morvilind would wear down the Archons, shatter their defenses, and claim the Eye before Corvus and I got near it.
That seemed unlikely. 
Or maybe the Archons would overpower Morvilind.
That seemed even more unlikely.
As we approached the entrance to the food court, the familiar greasy, spicy smell came to my nostrils. I remembered all the pregnant women and women with small children I had seen during lunch, and wondered how many of them had gotten out.
I wondered how many of them lay dead in the wreckage of the mall and its parking lot. 
I was tried and frightened, but I was angry, as angry as I had ever been in my life…and I have a lot of anger most days. I was even angrier than I had been at Madison when I had uploaded the contents of Sergei Rogomil’s phone to the Inquisition. I hated Punishment Day videos and never watched them…but I had made an exception for the executions of the Rebels responsible for the bombings in Madison. 
I regretted a lot of things I had done, but I didn’t regret that, and I didn’t regret the orcish soldiers I had killed today.
And if I wound up having to kill some Rebels, I wasn’t going to regret that, either. 
Corvus and I eased into the mall’s food court, taking cover behind more potted plants in their massive stone containers. The food court was a big place, with four levels of balconies rising over the main floor, and dozens of fast food restaurants lining those balconies. Far overhead I saw the catwalk where Russell and Lydia Valborg and I had escaped that afternoon, though so much had happened since that it seemed like years had passed. The emergency lights remained on, but I hardly noticed.
The bloody glow from the Cruciform Eye filled the room.
The Eye rested on a table in the center of the food court. As I gazed at the thing, I understood where it had obtained its name. It did look like a giant bloody eye with a cross-shaped pupil of utter darkness. Even without working a spell, I could sense the magical power swirling around the damned thing. I heard a sort of whispering in my mind, a hissing stream of inaudible words that came from the Eye and echoed inside my head. 
It was a very unpleasant sensation. 
Four Rebels still stood guard around the metal table holding the Eye, and I saw at least ten more scattered around the room. I spotted Rogomil pacing back and forth before the table, scowling at the ceiling every time the thunder of one of Morvilind’s attacks shook the mall. I wondered if he had any idea that this place was about to get nuked to radioactive glass.
Maybe he did. Maybe that was the problem. 
And speaking of problems…
“We have a problem,” I whispered into Corvus’s ear. “You see that Rebel.” He nodded. “You recognize him?”
“Should I?” murmured Corvus.
“His name’s Sergei Rogomil,” I said.
Corvus blinked. “The Firstborn has accepted a standing decree of execution for his death. The bounty doubled last month…how do you know him?”
“Those Rebel bombings in Madison last month?” I said. “Rogomil and his Rebel cell tried to assassinate the frost giant ambassador. I…sort of stole Rogomil’s phone and emailed its contents to the Inquisition. I was hoping it would get him killed. Guess I wasn’t that lucky.” 
“You knew him before,” said Corvus, his gaze steady. 
I swallowed. I didn’t want to tell him about Nicholas Connor. I had been an idiot…and I didn’t want to look like a fool in front of Corvus. 
“About two years ago I was in Los Angeles,” I said. “A Rebel cell there was planning to bomb a soccer game and pin the blame on me. I realized what was happening, called in an anonymous tip to the Inquisition, and got out of there. The Rebel cell got arrested and executed, and I got away clean. Rogomil was part of the cell. He’s…um, a little angry at me.” 
“Undoubtedly,” said Corvus.
“Like, angry enough that he might not think rationally where I’m involved,” I said. 
Corvus’s brown eyes narrowed. “Just what are you suggesting?” 
“Easy,” I said. “I distract Rogomil and his goons, and while they’re trying to kill me, you sneak up and walk away with the Eye.” 
“You intend to sacrifice yourself?” said Corvus, his disapproval plain. 
“What? No,” I said. “Don’t be absurd. I intend to live through this.” Corvus did not look convinced. “Fine. If I get killed, Morvilind will let Russell die. So I had better stay alive, hadn’t I?”
“Very well,” said Corvus. “How are you going to distract Rogomil?”
I shrugged. “I’ll go up to one of the balconies and start shouting at him. That should do the trick.” 
“You can be very insulting when you set your mind to it,” said Corvus.  
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said. “Oh, there’s one other thing you should know about Rogomil. He can use magic.” 
Corvus went still. “What kind of magic?” 
“Dark magic,” I said. “The kind we saw Paul McCade using.”
“I see,” said Corvus, as if he had just received the answer to a long-standing question. “Then it seems the cultists of the Dark Ones have indeed made common cause with the Rebels. So be it. Distract Rogomil and his soldiers, and I will attempt to take the Eye. If I obtain it, I will escape and make my way to Morvilind. You should do the same. Whatever spells Rogomil possesses, he will not be a match for Morvilind.”
“Agreed,” I said.
“God go with you, Nadia Moran,” said Corvus.
“Everyone keeps saying that,” I said.
Corvus shrugged. “Our cause is not always just. But this day, it is.” 
I stared at him for a moment, then sighed, nodded, and crept out from behind the potted plants. I darted across the concourse and made my way to one of the escalators. The power was out, but the escalator could still serve as a staircase. Fortunately, the escalator’s metal rails offered excellent concealment, and I crawled on my hands and knees up to the second level, and then to the third. 
That should be high enough.
I crept to the edge of the balcony and peered into the food court. The Rebels still stood in a loose guard around the Eye, and I didn’t see any Archons. Maybe they had retreated through the rift ways, knowing that the High Queen would launch her missiles. Maybe the entire point of this raid was to weaken the High Queen by destroying Milwaukee…and I doubted the Archons cared how many Rebels they had to use up to make that happen.
What was the phrase that Nicholas used to quote from yet another long-dead Communist philosopher? “Useful idiots?” Something like that. 
I didn’t see any sign of Corvus, which was good. A Shadow Hunter knew how to move unseen. I crept along the edge of the balcony until I reached one of the thick concrete pillars, and then dropped to my belly. The railing was made of metal, with a narrow gap between the floor and the rail itself.
I took a deep breath and started shouting.
“Sergei Rogomil!” I bellowed, my voice echoing through the food court. “Find yourself a new phone yet? Heard someone stole your last one.” 
The effect was immediate. 
Every single Rebel turned towards me, raising their weapons. Rogomil himself stalked forward, and I saw dark purple light and black fire snarl around his clenched fists, the manifestation of the dark magic he had learned from the cultists of the Dark Ones. Not even Morvilind would wield that kind of dark magic, so I had only a vague idea what it would do. 
I was pretty sure I didn’t want Rogomil to cast a spell at me. 
Three of the Rebels raised their AK-47s and sent bursts towards the balcony, but the idiots missed me entirely. One of the Rebels had his gun on full auto without a proper grip, so it writhed in his hands, and half of his volley sprayed across the ceiling. 
“Hold your fire!” snarled Rogomil, gesturing at his men. “Whoever you are, in the name of the Revolution I command that you show yourself!” 
“Why would I do that?” I said, crawling to the side to make sure the concrete pillar was between me and the guns. “You’ve got all those guns, Commander Sergei, and you want to shoot me. You said so yourself the last time we met. Actually, you want to do a lot more than shoot me.”
“Oh?” said Rogomil. “We’ve met before?” He gestured, and several of the Rebels broke off from their patrol and headed for the escalators. I couldn’t have that, so I reached for one of the grenades I had looted from the dead orcs and set the timer to five seconds. 
“A couple of times,” I said. “I’m really hurt that you don’t remember.”
I pulled the pin, pushed the grenade off the edge of the balcony, and crawled backwards as fast as I could. Once I was out of sight from the floor, I rolled to my feet and started running. 
“Then why don’t you come down and introduce yourself?” said Rogomil. “You should…”
The grenade went off with a bang.
I don’t think it killed or even hurt any of the Rebels, but it threw them into an uproar. More gunfire rang out, and I heard Rogomil bellow in fury as I threw myself behind the counter of a store that sold hot dogs. Black fire flashed along the railing where I had been hiding a moment earlier, and the railing crumbled into rusty dust. 
“Come on!” I said once the echoes died away. “You can do better than that. Come on, Sergei!” I jumped over the counter again. “Don’t you remember me? Or did all your brains leak out your ears when you promoted yourself to Grand Admiral or High General of the Revolution or whatever the hell you call yourself now?” 
For a moment silence hung over the food court. I heard the Rebels coming up the dead escalator, trying to move quietly but failing. Another rumble of thunder came overhead, the floor vibrating a little.
“You!” said Rogomil.
“Katrina Stoker, at your service,” I said, using the false name I had given Rogomil and Nicholas while I had been in Los Angles. I drew a pistol and took three quick steps back, putting myself out of the line of sight of the escalators. “Hey, let me ask you something. Was Connor angry when you told him you’d screwed up Madison? Was he really pissed that you lost an entire cell for nothing, or was he just plain furious? I bet that he was…”
“Kill her!” roared Rogomil. “Kill her, kill her, kill her!” 
The Rebels on the escalator abandoned stealth and sprinted up the stairs, their boots thumping against the escalator treads. I held out the pistol before me in a two-handed grip, took a deep breath to clear my mind, and released the handle of the pistol long enough to cast a spell.
I worked the Cloak spell around myself, and vanished from sight.
About three seconds later four Rebels sprinted up the escalator and onto the balcony, running past the tables and chairs before the fast food restaurants. They ran right past me without looking, and came to a stop a few yards away, sweeping their guns back and forth as they sought for me. 
It was like a shooting range.
I couldn’t move my feet while Cloaked, but I could move my arms. With careful concentration I shifted my arms, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. The gun spat, and the nearest Rebel’s head jerked to the side as the round penetrated his skull. The other Rebels stared to turn, and I fired again, catching a second man in the forehead. The remaining two Rebels were smarter, and dove for cover under the tables, spreading out so I couldn’t hit both of them at once. I stepped forward, my Cloak collapsing, keeping my left hand upon my pistol’s grip while raising my right hand. Lightning snarled and flashed around my fingers as I cast another spell, and I flung a globe of lightning at the nearest Rebel. 
I missed him entirely. However, the Rebel was hiding underneath a steel table, and the globe exploded in a spray of blue-white sparks, fingers of lightning shooting up and down the table’s metal legs. The Rebel had the misfortune to be touching one of the metal legs, and he went into a weird, jerking dance as the spell’s force conducted into him. I shot twice, missed the first time, and caught him in the head the second time. 
The sole remaining Rebel opened up with his AK-47, and I threw myself down, the Rebel’s shots ripping at the gleaming floor. I came to one knee and cast another lightning globe. The spell caught him in the chest, and the Rebel stumbled back with a warbling scream as the lightning chewed into his flesh. He would have hit the railing, but Rogomil’s spell had corroded it away, so the Rebel lost his balance and fell with a shriek.
It was only three floors down, but I heard multiple bones crack as he hit the floor.
“Kill her!” roared Rogomil. “That damned girl has hindered the Revolution for the last time. Kill her in the name of the Revolution! Kill her in the name of the liberators! Kill the bitch and bring me her head!” 
A wave of dizziness went through me, and for a moment I could not get to my feet. I had used a lot of magic in a very short time, and I was already tired from the day’s exertion. Magical exhaustion feels a lot like dehydration, with an equal risk of passing out. Except passing out right now would be an incredibly bad idea, so I grabbed the back of the nearest chair and forced myself up. 
As I did, I heard the drumming of footsteps against the escalators.
A lot of footsteps.
Rogomil must have sent most of his remaining men after me. It meant that Corvus had a better chance of snatching away the Eye while the Rebels tried to kill me. He might even be able to surprise and kill Rogomil. I wondered why Rogomil didn’t come for me himself, and then I realized that the Rebel commander would not want to leave the Cruciform Eye unguarded. 
Of course, that meant I had to find a way to keep a dozen Rebel soldiers from killing me.
Yeah. Everything was going according to plan. 
I sprinted down the balcony. There was a counter that sold doughnuts, another that sold tacos, and the third was a sort of Asian grill or barbecue of some kind, with a massive propane-fired grill behind the counter...
An idea came to me. 
I pointed my pistol at the escalator and emptied the clip in a wild barrage of shots. I didn’t hit anyone, but I did force the Rebels to take cover for a moment. 
“Come and get me!” I shouted, sprinting for the Asian grill. Bullets whined off the floor near me. I vaulted over the counter, slammed into the door behind the grill, and stumbled into the restaurant’s kitchen. It was bigger than I expected, with refrigerators on one wall, various ingredients laid out upon the central table, and a row of sinks upon the other wall.
And there, squatting by the back door into the service corridor, was a massive tank of propane. 
I had maybe twenty seconds to pull this off. 
I gripped my empty pistol by the barrel and hammered the grip against the tank’s valve until it broke off. At once I heard the hiss of escaping propane gas. I took three quick steps towards the back door, pulled out one of the looted grenades, and set the timer to two seconds. I put my back to the door, gripping the handle with my right hand. 
Then I took a deep breath, trying not to wince at the rotting egg odor of the propane gas, and cast the Cloak spell. 
Right about then the Rebels burst into the kitchen. At once they began pulling open the refrigerators, looking for my hiding place. It only took them twenty seconds to realize that I wasn’t in the kitchen, and they turned towards the back door. 
In one smooth motion I yanked the pin from the grenade and pulled on the door handle. As I did, I dropped the grenade on the floor next to the propane tank and ripped the door open, throwing myself into the service corridor as the Rebels opened fire. 
I hit the floor and rolled out of the Rebels’ line of sight, bullets bouncing off the steel door or tearing holes in the wall, and I realized that I had miscalculated. I thought the blast of the grenade would be enough to ignite the propane. 
As it happened, the muzzle flash of an AK-47 was enough to do it.
The next few seconds were really loud.
The steel door ripped off its hinges, a gout of fire shooting into the corridor, the roar load enough to drown out the agonized screams of the Rebels caught in the explosion. I was far enough down the corridor that the flames didn’t touch me, but the heat was still terrific, and I had just enough wit to cast my spell to resist elemental force.
That saved my life a half-second later when the grenade went off, blasting chunks out of the wall and sending further flame shooting into the corridor. The fire should have set me ablaze, but it washed against the dome of gray light shimmering around me. Holding the spell was a strain, but it was not nearly as difficult as holding it against the Archons’ ring of fire. I staggered to my feet, grabbing the wall for support, and stumbled away from the inferno.
One of the Rebel soldiers emerged from the kitchen, wreathed in flames. I couldn’t tell if he was screaming or not. He managed two steps before he fell and stopped moving. The greasy smell of charred meat and the rancid smell of burned hair filled my nostrils in a vile mix. 
Burning was a horrible way to die, and I had just sent a dozen men to that kind of death.
But I remembered those pregnant women and little children in the mall. 
I stumbled down the service corridor and released my spell, coughing and wheezing, my lungs and my eyes burning from the undoubtedly toxic fumes coming from the Asian restaurant’s kitchen. My head was spinning, either from exhaustion or whatever stuff I had inhaled, and I took a moment to catch my breath, one hand braced against the concrete wall. 
Right. I had to keep moving. I didn’t know how many Rebels were left, and I had no idea where Rogomil was, but I was certain he would be coming after me. I was also certain that I couldn’t fight that dark magic of his, the powers the Dark Ones had given him. Of course, I didn’t need to fight him. I just had to get the Eye and get out. Maybe he would pursue me, and then Morvilind could turn him into a greasy stain on the pavement. 
Now that was a pleasant thought.
I shoved away from the wall, wobbled a little, and caught my balance. I would head back to the balcony and take stock of the situation. Maybe Corvus had killed Rogomil already, or maybe he had spirited away the Eye. Or maybe he would have drawn off Rogomil, and I could take the Eye and get it to Morvilind. I jogged along the service corridor, looking for the access doors back to the balcony. 
I turned a corner and skidded to a stop. 
The double doors to the dining area on the balcony stood open. They were open because a pair of Rebel soldiers had just come through them. Both of the soldiers had heard me, and they stood with their AK-47s leveled right at my chest. I didn’t have time to dodge, to cast a spell, even to speak.
My luck had finally run out.
The Rebels grinned, and gunshots rang out. I flinched, expecting to feel the bullets tear into my chest, but I didn’t feel anything. I did see a crimson mist burst around the two Rebels, and I heard two more gunshots. The Rebels collapsed, groaning, and I saw a dark shape standing in the double doors behind them, a pistol in hand.
Nora limped into sight, wincing with every step. 
“Good timing,” I said, my voice shaky.
“Thanks,” said Nora. 
She looked hurt. Her left sleeve was missing, and I saw livid red burns running up her arm and the side of her neck. She saw me staring and grinned. 
“Got through the fire, but I didn’t time it quite right,” she said. 
“That looks really painful,” I said.
“Oh, it is,” said Nora, “but fortunately there is a cure readily at hand.”
She rolled her right wrist, and lines of shadow flowed down her fingers, stark against her dark skin. The Shadowmorph blade sprang into existence, and she stepped towards the dying Rebels and struck. The blade sank into the heart of the nearest dying Rebel, and the man let out an agonized groan. The dark sword pulsed, and filaments of throbbing shadow wrapped up Nora’s arm. As they did, the burns started to shrink, healthy skin reappearing over the damaged tissue. 
By the time she killed the second Rebel a few heartbeats later, her wound had vanished. 
“Oh, that’s better,” said Nora, rolling her arms as the Shadowmorph blade retreated. Her expression was…serene, almost satisfied. “Burns are simply the worst. The nerves will not keep quiet about them, I am afraid.”
“Yeah,” I said. My own nerves were thoroughly creeped out. Creeped out…and intrigued. What would it be like, I wondered, to have that kind of power? It was the same sort of fascination I had felt when looking at the Cruciform Eye, a sort of wild fantasy of what I would do with that power at my disposal. “Bet it’s useful.”
“It is,” said Nora. She reloaded her pistol. “Where’s Riordan?”
“You didn’t see him?” I said.
Nora shook her head. “I came in through one of the customer parking ramps. You said the Eye was in a food court, so I headed that way. Then I saw the explosion…did you do that?”
I nodded, wiping some sweat from my forehead. 
“Dear me, tigress,” said Nora. “Dear me. I think I see why Riordan likes you.” 
“For God’s sake,” I said. “You’re as bad as my brother. Corvus will be in the food court. The plan was that I would lure the Rebels off and he would steal the Eye.”
I headed towards the doors.
“Why didn’t you steal the Eye and Riordan lure away the Rebels?” said Nora, following me. “You are the thief.” 
“Um.” I paused at the doors, looking around the balcony. Several stores away the Asian grill burned brightly. Just as well the food court had so much empty space, otherwise we might have all choked to death on the toxic fumes. “I sort of screwed over their commander once, and he’s still a little pissed about it. I…”
There was another thunderclap, but this time from inside the building. 
It was the sound of Corvus’s lightning spell. 
I jogged forward, ready to duck, and came to the railing.
Below I saw Corvus running through the food court, moving with the speed of a Shadow Hunter. Rogomil stood twenty yards away, wreathed in black fire, purple light shining from his fingers. He thrust out his hand, and a cone of black fire rolled from his palm and across the floor. The white floor tiles turned gray and cracked where the entropic fire touched them, and the metal tables sagged and pitted with rust. I didn’t want to find out what happened when the fire of dark magic touched living flesh. Fortunately, Corvus was fast enough to avoid Rogomil’s spell, but only just. Rogomil continued his attacks, and Corvus had to keep moving to avoid them. 
I wondered if Rogomil’s strength would fail before Corvus’s did. Paul McCade had transformed into a misshapen monster when Corvus and I had fought him, but he had been possessed by a Dark One. I didn’t think Rogomil was possessed, but the power the Dark Ones had given him didn’t seem to tax his stamina at all. 
“Well,” said Nora, “that’s quite enough of that.” 
She raised her pistol in a two-handed grip and started shooting. Accuracy with a pistol over long distances is challenging, but Nora managed it. She got off five or six shots, and all of them slammed into Rogomil’s back. 
Or they would have, had the bullets not disappeared in flashes of purple light as they struck him. Rogomil whirled, his face livid with fury, and gestured in our direction. 
“Run!” I shouted.
I didn’t have to tell Nora twice. We sprinted away from the railing as a blast of Rogomil’s dark fire struck it. I heard a groaning, crackling noise as the railing turned to rust. Another thunderclap came from the food court as Corvus threw a lightning globe at Rogomil, and the Rebel commander roared in pain and fury. Unlike the bullets, the magical spell seemed to hurt him. 
If bullets couldn’t touch Rogomil, then maybe magic would do the trick. Or the shadow blades of Corvus and Nora, if I could distract Rogomil long enough for the Shadow Hunters to close and kill him. 
“Come on,” I said, running for the escalator. We raced down the steps to the first level, the howling sound of Rogomil’s dark fire filling my ears. I reached the first level and sprinted into the food court, drawing my power together for a spell. The place was a wreck, the furniture reduced to sticks of rust, the tiles dissolving into gritty gray ash beneath my shoes. I cast my spell, and the globe of lightning leaped from my fingers to strike Rogomil. 
The spell dissolved into the black fire, but some of the shocking force touched him. Rogomil rocked back with a scream of pain. 
“Enough!” Rogomil shouted. “Lay down your weapons and I will kill you quickly. You cannot stand against the liberation of mankind and the defeat of the High Queen!” 
“Want to bet?” I called, preparing another spell. “You’re an idiot, Rogomil. The High Queen’s going to nuke the city rather than let your Archon buddies build themselves a bridgehead. If you start running now, you might not lose what’s left of your hair to radiation poisoning.” 
“Foolish girl,” said Rogomil. “Do you not understand? This is the day of the Revolution. This is the first day of the downfall of the High Queen.”
“And you will achieve that victory,” said Corvus, breathing hard, “by allying yourself with the Dark Ones?” 
“The liberators,” said Rogomil, and a cold smile appeared on his stern features. “Once I thought as you do. I thought it madness when I first heard it, but then I communed with the liberators and received their gifts. With their power we shall overthrow the old order of the things. The Elves are the oppressor class, and humanity is the oppressed class. With the power of the liberators, we shall overthrow the Elves…and the cringing dogs who lick at their masters’ feet. Such as the Shadow Hunters.”
“Sergei Rogomil,” said Corvus, his voice formal. “You have admitted to consorting with the Dark Ones of the Void. Unless you repent of your madness, this crime carries the punishment of death.” 
“The liberators told me of your kind,” said Rogomil. “The Shadow Hunters, the whining dogs who think to defeat us. You are fools. The liberators shall free all humanity, first from the High Queen and then from the prisons of time and flesh and causality…”
“That sounds like a fancy way of saying they’ll kill us,” I said. “Assuming you actually know what all those words mean.” 
“The Shadow Hunters will die,” said Rogomil, his eyes fixing upon me. “You, Katrina Stoker, you I am going to take alive…and I will take great pleasure in killing you as slowly as possible. Both for your crimes against the Revolution, and for how very much you have annoyed me.” 
“Big words,” I said, flexing my hand as I readied another spell. “Can you back them up?”
“Easily,” said Rogomil, and he flung out his arms.
Both Corvus and I attacked at the same moment, throwing globes of lightning at the Rebel leader. As we did, black flames erupted from him in all directions. The fire swallowed our spheres before they could reach Rogomil, and the storm of black fire rolled across the food court. 
“Get behind me!” shouted Nora, pushing me back, her eyes filling with darkness. Her Shadowmorph seemed to erupt from her skin, rising before her like a shield. I ducked behind one of the stone planters, and the vortex of black fire ripped forward a few feet in front of me. Across the food court I saw Corvus doing the same thing as Nora, his Shadowmorph rising from his arms to form a shield. Both Shadow Hunters were holding back the storm of black fire.
But they seemed unable to do anything else. The effort of holding Rogomil’s dark magic back was taking all of their strength. Worse, the vortex of dark fire was expanding, advancing a few feet every few seconds. Soon I had to retreat as the fire washed over the planter, the stone crumbling, the plant withering to a lifeless, brittle stalk. I didn’t know how much longer the Shadow Hunters could resist the fury of Rogomil’s magic.
And when they were dead, Rogomil was going to kill me. Or he would make me wish that he had killed me, at least until the nuclear bombs started falling.
I summoned magic and flung another globe of lightning at Rogomil. It barely covered half the distance between us before the black fire unraveled the spell. Whatever dark magic he used protected him from spells, stealing away their power before they could touch him. Morvilind could have penetrated that defense. I certainly could not, not with my meager collection of spells, and my gun wouldn’t work on him, either.
Nora screamed and fell to one knee, her arms trembling as she held them out. I could barely see her in the swirl of black fire. I couldn’t see Corvus at all, and I didn’t know if the dark magic had consumed him, or his Shadowmorph still stood strong against the attack. 
Another time, I admit, I might have considered abandoning the Shadow Hunters and running for my life. If I got killed, then Russell would die as well. 
Like I’ve said, I’m not a good person. 
Except there was no place to run. Even if I escaped the mall, got Russell, and ran, we would still die when the nukes went off. If I didn’t get the Cruciform Eye, Russell might be killed if the Archons and their orcs overran the Homeland Security officers holding the gate outside the Marneys’ house. 
So I had two choices. Either I could lie down and die with the only people I cared about in the world…or I could fight. 
Though damned if I knew how. 
Rogomil had to be at the limits of his strength. The vortex of dark fire must have taken up all of his power. Else he would have done something to me already, and he hated me enough to make my death a priority. He thought I wasn’t a threat at the moment. Unfortunately, he was right. My spells couldn’t touch him, and his magic protected him from bullets. 
Except…
I blinked, fumbling in my coat.
I didn’t have just one kind of bullet, did I?
I took one of the clips of Shadowlands-forged bullets and slid it into my gun. Morvilind had explained to me once why bullets manufactured from the metals of Earth didn’t work on Elves. It had something to do with the Elves’ magical nature, their remaining link to their homeworld, and the explanation had been beyond my grasp of magical theory. It boiled down to the fact that bullets manufactured from the metals of Earth would not work on the Elves, but bullets made from the ore the Shadowlands would harm them.
Would they work on a man wreathed in the magic of the Dark Ones?
It was time to find out. 
The fire swirled closer to me, and I stepped back and to the left, making sure that Nora was out of my line of fire. I couldn’t see Rogomil through the snarling mass of lightless fire, but I did see the purple light that flared and danced around him. I took aim, clearing my mind with a deep breath, and squeezed the trigger. I expected to miss, or for the bullet to disintegrate a puff of smoke.
I did not expect for the bullet to melt.
It became a marble-sized sphere of molten metal, slowing enough that I could see it, but it still hit Rogomil at a good clip. All at once the dark firestorm flickered, and I saw Rogomil stumble with a scream. The melted bullet had burned a hole the size of my thumb into his left shoulder, and his shocked eyes met mine. 
I guess even the metal of the Shadowlands did not care for the Dark Ones. 
It was surprising, but I didn’t let surprise slow me down, and I kept squeezing the trigger, emptying the clip at Rogomil. I missed three times, but the other five shots hit him in the chest and stomach, and he fell backwards onto a rusted table, the weakened metal collapsing beneath his weight. As he did, the storm of black fire vanished, and I saw that both Nora and Corvus were still alive, though their faces were drawn with strain, their limbs trembling with fatigue. 
A strange, glassy calm came over me. 
I walked through the ruined food court, loading the second clip of Shadowlands bullets into my gun. Rogomil lay upon the broken table, some of the metal shards stabbing into his back. He was still alive, shivering as shock came over him. The only reason he hadn’t bled out was because the molten bullets had cauterized their wounds. Of course, I suspected that organ failure would soon kill him.
“I…I surrender,” rasped Rogomil.
“What?” I said.
It was a flat, harsh sound. I didn’t recognize my own voice.
“I surrender,” said Rogomil. “I renounce the Dark Ones. The…the Shadow Hunters have to take me, if I repent. I…”
“Hey,” I said, smiling at him.
I remembered all the pregnant women and little children I had seen in the mall. All the corpses lying outside the State Capitol in Madison. 
“Hey,” I said again. “Remember what you told me in Madison?” He stared at me in bewilderment. “How you’d kill ninety percent of the human population so the other ten percent could live free of the High Queen?”
Rogomil’s mouth worked. 
“Sucks to be in the ninety percent, doesn’t it?” I said.
He started to shout something, but I pointed my gun at his head and squeezed the trigger until the gun clicked empty and he was dead. The bullets didn’t melt this time, so when my gun ran out of bullets there wasn’t much left of his head. Evidently having holes burned into your chest makes it hard to wield dark magic. I stared at his corpse, and then kicked it as hard as I could. 
That felt really good, so I did it again. And then one more time. 
I kind of lost count of the kicks for a minute or so after that. 
“Miss Moran.” 
I blinked and looked up, breathing hard, as Corvus stepped next to me. He looked tired and grim, the lines of his Shadowmorph twitching on his jaw, but otherwise unhurt.
“We should take the Eye and depart,” he said. 
“Yeah,” I said, looking at Sergei Rogomil. I considered him for a moment, then spat upon what remained of his head, and walked away without looking back. 
The Eye still rested upon its metal table, untouched by the maelstrom of dark magic that had washed through the food court. I hesitated, then picked the thing up. It was about as heavy as a bowling ball, and I needed both hands to lift it. The crystal flared once and went dark, turning a dull gray color, though the strange black pupil remained in the center of the sphere, and I could not shake the feeling that the Eye was watching me. 
If Morvilind wanted the damned thing, he could have it.
“Let’s get out of here,” I said.



Chapter 12: Numbers
 
After everything we had gone through to get that sphere, handing it over to Morvilind proved anticlimactic.
He took one look at the Cruciform Eye, nodded his approval, and said that I had performed in a satisfactory manner. One of his mercenaries took the Eye, and Morvilind and the rest of his retainers climbed into the van and drove off, leaving me, Corvus, and Nora standing in the wreckage of the parking lot. 
“How rude,” said Nora. “He didn’t even say goodbye.” 
“The sooner I see the back of him, the better,” said Corvus. He had pushed my motorcycle out of the mall. It had taken a few scratches to the paint and some scorch marks on the chrome of the tailpipes, but it was otherwise intact. Given all the death and destruction that surrounded me, I suppose it didn’t speak well of me that I was relieved, but I was relieved nonetheless.
A lot of people had died. Damned Rebels.
Still, I felt a vicious satisfaction as I thought of Sergei Rogomil. I wondered if the Dark Ones were eating his soul right now. James and Lucy and Russell believed that Jesus took the souls of those who believed in him to paradise.
Somehow I doubted the Dark Ones were as generous to their followers. 
“I’ll see him again,” I said, watching Morvilind’s van pull away. “All too soon.”
“He did not kill you,” said Corvus. 
“Looks like you were right,” I said. “He has a new toy to hold his attention. At least until some other bauble catches his eye.” I shook my head. “You said you had a question for me? Well, you kept your side of the bargain. Russell’s safe, the rift ways are closed, and the High Queen isn’t going to nuke the city.” 
“Not here,” said Corvus, and he passed me the keys to my motorcycle. “There might still be orcish soldiers stranded in the mall.” He looked around. “Meet us at that gas station on the other corner. That should be safe enough to talk.” 
I nodded, swung onto my bike, and started the engine. Corvus and Nora returned to their van, and I followed them across the street to the gas station. It was still dark, and I saw only a single emergency light within the gas station, shining upon rows of beef jerky and mints. It looked like a perfect hiding place, but I suppose orcs would have a hard time sneaking up on a pair of Shadow Hunters. 
The van stopped next to me, and I climbed off my bike as Nora and Corvus emerged.
“You know,” said Nora, “that is really quite a nice motorcycle.”
“Thank you,” I said. “Do you have one?”
“Oh, no,” said Nora. “I would find the experience too frightening.” 
I laughed. “Given that we fought orcs and anthrophages and Archons today, you have a peculiar sense of fright.”
Nora grinned, her teeth flashing in the gloom, but said nothing. 
“Before the question,” said Corvus, stepping toward me and reaching for my face, “I promised you this.”
I had a brief vision of him leaning down and kissing me, but instead he touched my right temple. There was a jolt of magical power, and the knowledge of a spell flashed through my thoughts. It was a ward, complex and intricate, but not nearly as powerful as the warding spell the Knight of Grayhold had taught me. Yet it was much more complex, and I suspected each single casting would last longer. 
“That spell,” said Corvus, “will keep you from leaving a trail of telepathic spoor. Cast it once a day, and it will last for twenty-four hours. I suggest casting it every morning when you awaken. Do so consistently, and the anthrophages will find it much harder to track you.” 
“Thank you,” I said. “That’s…that will be really helpful. Like the lightning spell you taught me.” I shrugged, uncomfortable and unsure of what to say. “Um…thank you.”
“You can repay me,” said Corvus, “by answering a question.”
I nodded. “Okay.” 
“When we first met,” said Corvus, “I thought you had been coerced into assisting a cult of the Dark Ones. Now I know you work for Morvilind.” I nodded once more. “The Shadow Hunters have long feared that the cult of the Dark Ones and the Rebels might become allies, and today’s events prove it. I will have to carry word of this to the Firstborn.”
“Okay,” I said again, “but what is the question?”
Corvus glanced at Nora for a moment, and then back at me. 
“Have you ever heard,” said Corvus, “of a man who calls himself the Forerunner?” 
“The Forerunner?” I said, and my mind flashed back to that awful day in Madison. “Yeah. Just once, recently.”
“Where and when?” said Corvus. 
“Madison, on the day Rogomil tried to assassinate Jarl Rimethur,” I said. “Some of his thugs caught me. Rogomil punched me a few times, and started showing off his magic. He said,” I frowned, trying to remember, “he said that the Forerunner had shown him the way to victory, that the Forerunner had taught him this magic.”
“I see,” said Corvus, sharing another look with Nora.
“So who’s this Forerunner guy?” I said. “I take it he’s not a friend of yours.”
“No,” said Corvus. “He is a wizard, ancient and powerful. The Shadow Hunters believe that he founded the cults of the Dark Ones upon Earth.” 
I frowned. “But you told me the Void Codex had been written in fifteenth century Germany.”
Corvus nodded. “Likely the Forerunner is the one who dictated it to the cults of the Dark Ones. The Firstborn believe that he is at least as old as human civilization, and founded cults devoted to the Dark One in every nation and every empire in human history.” 
“Then you’re looking for him?” I said. 
“The Shadow Hunters have been looking for him since we were founded soon after the Conquest,” said Corvus. “The High Queen, too. I had hoped that you might lead him to us.”
“Sorry to disappoint,” I said.
To my surprise, Corvus laughed. “Not at all. I would not wish for anyone to be in the Forerunner’s thrall. And my time with you has been profitable. We destroyed a Dark One cult in Milwaukee…and we have just saved the lives of everyone in the city.”
“Yeah,” I said, making myself smile. “Profitable.” It stung a little. I had thought that he was attracted to me. Well, I must have been fooling myself. God knows that when it comes to men my judgment is not the best. I didn’t want to surrender any power over myself…but I was becoming willing to surrender a little of it to Corvus.
Well, it was for the best that I had been wrong.  
“Goodbye, Miss Moran,” said Corvus. “Thank you again for all the help.”
“Thank you for the spells,” I said. “The lightning globe has saved my life many times.”
“Keep practicing,” said Corvus, walking around the van. “Eventually your aim will get better.” 
I snorted and shook my head. 
“Farewell, Miss Moran,” said Nora, and she gave me a handshake. “It was nice to meet you.”
“You’re very kind,” I said.
“Oh, no, I’m really not, tigress,” said Nora. “Be seeing you around, I think.” 
She grinned, climbed into the van, and drove away with Corvus. 
I watched them drive off, then let out a deep breath and fired up my motorcycle. 
 
###
 
About a week later I stood in the Marneys’ living room, or what was left of it, wearing an old sweatshirt, a baseball cap to keep my hair out of my eyes, jeans, and heavy work boots, a hammer in my hand as I helped rebuild the wall. To my great surprise, the house had not been condemned. Given all the reconstruction that was going on in Milwaukee, the price of contractors had shot through the roof, so James had decided to turn the rebuilding into a family project. He had plenty of volunteers from his Homeland Security battalion, who had apparently been impressed by his leadership during the fighting at the rift way. Three more orcish attacks had come through the gate while I had been fighting Rogomil at the Ducal Mall, and James and his men beat back every one of them.
That was a much higher success rate than the late, unlamented Colonel Wilburn had enjoyed. 
Lucy had left a radio on in the corner, and I listened with half an ear as I drove nails into the beams. I had wondered if the Inquisition and the Department of Education would cover up everything, the way they had in Madison, but there had been too much damage and too many witnesses. 
Too many dead and injured and crippled.
So, instead, the Inquisition and the Department of Education took the opposite approach. 
VICTORY IN MILWAUKEE, the news sites and videos declared, lauding the heroic resistance of Milwaukee’s men-at-arms and Elven nobles, the men and Elves who had fought valiantly to defeat the invasion of the depraved Archons and their savage orcish mercenaries. Patriotic music played non-stop, and every news site and every video channel showed coverage of the fighting, all of it edited to portray the battle as a smashing victory for the High Queen and her nobles. Duke Tamirlas distributed medals liberally, and I had watched from the rear of the auditorium as he had pinned one upon James’s chest. 
Well, at least James deserved it. Of course, James was a doctor and Lucy was a nurse, so they had been spending most of their time as the hospital lately. That left me and Russell to work on the rebuilding, since school would not resume until next week and I didn’t technically have a real job. 
“I’m going,” announced Russell, heading for where the front door would have been.
I frowned at him. “Where?”
He gave me an innocent look. “James and Lucy said it was okay.”
“Where?” I said again. 
“Um,” said Russell. “Lydia and I are going to go see a movie.”
I sighed. “Fine. Tell her that Natalie says hi.” 
Russell grinned, hugged me, and darted out the door. A moment later I saw him on his bike, pedaling furiously. Fourteen seemed too young for him to have a girlfriend. Of course, I suppose our parents had gotten married at eighteen. A lot of people did. 
And I was glad the events of the last week had not aged him too much. 
I worked in silence for a while, pounding nails into the beams as my mind wandered. Morvilind had not contacted me since the fighting at the mall, nor had he summoned me. I was fine with that. I suppose I ought to enjoy the peace and quiet for now. I wondered if…
The rumble of an engine caught my attention, and a car pulled up in front of the house. I frowned and peered through the framework of wood, stepping towards the gun I had left concealed under a plastic tarp. The door opened, and a tall man with a shock of brown hair got out of the car, clad in jeans, a T-shirt, and a battered leather jacket, wrap-around sunglasses covering his eyes.
It was Corvus. 
I smiled to myself and walked across the lawn. 
“You know,” I said, “whenever you show up, I get into a lot of trouble. So what the hell is going to happen now?”
He stopped a few paces from me. “It depends. Have you been casting the concealment spell?”
“Every day,” I said. “Take one a day, and call your doctor if any anthrophages appear.”
He frowned, and then realized I was joking. “I am glad to hear it.”
“So if not trouble,” I said, “what brings you here?” 
“This,” said Corvus, and he reached into his jacket and drew out a small brown envelope. I opened it and blinked. There were hundred dollar bills inside the envelope.
A lot of hundred dollar bills.
“Sergei Rogomil had a great many bounties on his head,” said Corvus. “Nora and I thought it fair to split the money with you three ways, and the Firstborn agreed. Take this money with the thanks of the Shadow Hunters, Miss Moran.”
“I will,” I said. I wasn’t about to turn away the money, given how often I ran into financial problems. It would pay for a lot of the rebuilding on the Marneys’ house. “Thank you.” 
Corvus shrugged. “Thanks is not required. You earned it. Though I am curious about something.”
“What’s that?” I said.
“You killed Rogomil,” said Corvus, “and many of his soldiers. Do you regret it?”
I started to say something glib, and then fell silent. He looked so gravely serious. 
“No,” I said at last. “Not in the least. I’m not a saint, Corvus. I know I have it in me to kill in cold blood.” I gave an angry shake of my head. “But you weren’t at the mall that morning. You didn’t see all the children there. Or all the people he murdered in Madison. The rat bastard got what he deserved, and so did his soldiers.” I met his gaze. “I have a lot of things on my conscience, but Sergei Rogomil and his soldiers are not one of them. Not now, not ever.”
Corvus nodded. “Then you understand something of what it is to be a Shadow Hunter.” 
We stood in silence for a moment. 
“You know,” I said at last, “you should stop that.”
“Stop what?” said Corvus.
“Calling me Miss Moran,” I said.
“Would you prefer Katerina Annovich?”
I laughed. “Look, you know who I am, and you haven’t screwed me over with the information. Call me Nadia. You can do it. It’s a very short name.”
“Only if,” said Corvus, “you cease calling me Corvus. I do not particularly care for the name.” 
I raised an eyebrow. “You’re the one who gave me that name.”
“In hindsight, a grievous error. I will call you Nadia, if you call me Riordan.” 
“All right,” I said. “Riordan.” 
Riordan MacCormac inclined his head to me. “Thank you. Look after yourself, Nadia. You have my phone number in case you require assistance…or if you learn anything more about the Dark Ones or the Forerunner.”
“Yeah,” I said.
He turned to go. He knew my name, knew about Russell, knew about Morvilind, and had not hurt me with that information. That information gave him power over me, and he had not used it to hurt me.
My mouth went a bit dry.
Maybe I could trust him a little further. 
“Hey,” I said. “Riordan. Wait.” 
Riordan stopped and turned. I pulled a pen and a bit of paper from my sweatshirt and scribbled down a number. “Here.”
“What’s this?” said Riordan.
“My phone number,” I said. “In case you want to give me a call sometime.” 
“If I need your help?” said Riordan.
I shrugged, growing uncomfortable. “I mean…if you wanted to give me a phone call. See if I was free for an evening.” 
“Then…you are giving me your phone number,” said Riordan, blinking in surprise. 
“Yes,” I said. “I believe that is what I said.” 
For a long moment he stared at me. 
“Are you sure that is a good idea?” Riordan said. “You were not wrong when you said trouble follows me. And…some of the things Morvilind said about me were not untrue…”
“I get it,” I said. “Look, I’ve…um, well, made some bad decisions. So I can’t blame you for that. And…come on, Riordan. Seriously. You said trouble follows you around. When was the last time you met more trouble than me?”
He blinked, and then threw back his head and laughed louder than I had yet heard from him. 
“Not recently,” he said. “Keep your phone charged, Nadia Moran. Who knows? I might have an evening free the next time I am in Milwaukee.” 
“Maybe I’ll have that evening free,” I said. “Who knows?” 
He smiled once more, tucked my number into his coat pocket, and drove away.
I grinned and walked back to the house, humming to myself as I retrieved my hammer. Maybe I shouldn’t have been in a good mood. Russell still had frostfever. I still had to do whatever Morvilind wanted, and everyone in Milwaukee had almost died.
Still, it could have been so much worse. 
 



Epilogue
 
Kaethran Morvilind walked alone in the darkness of his vault beneath Lake Michigan.
Nadia Moran didn’t know about this place. None of the shadow agents he had trained over the last three centuries had ever found out about this chamber. Some of them had come close, but most had gotten themselves killed before they realized the truth. He had only been forced to kill two of his agents to prevent them from learning about the vault.
Nadia, he suspected, might be the third one. 
She was very clever, her wit fused to boldness and competence, and her magical potential was much greater than she knew. The travails of the last year had made her stronger, and she had the ability to grow even more powerful. 
It was a risky balance. As she grew stronger, she was of more utility to Morvilind…but the risk of rebellion increased. 
No matter. Sooner or later she would be killed carrying out his will. And if she rebelled, he would simply kill her and start over. Fifteen years to train a replacement would be an annoying but minor inconvenience. 
He put the matter out of his mind.
The Cruciform Eye rested upon his worktable, painting the vault with a sullen crimson light. Morvilind rarely indulged his emotions, but he did feel a certain satisfaction looking at the glowing sphere. He had been looking for one of the Eyes for a long time now, even before Tarlia had been driven from the homeworld and he had found Earth. Centuries of searching…and then the idiot Archons had simply carried one into his grasp. 
Idiots, idiots, idiots. 
Morvilind’s lips thinned. 
Well, the fools would get what they deserved in the end. They all would. For Kaethran Morvilind would save the Elves, no matter what it cost. 
No matter how many humans he had to go through to do it.
Two other objects rested upon the table. One was the clay cuneiform tablet that Nadia had stolen from Paul McCade, and the other the Ringbyrne Amulet that she had taken from Jarl Rimethur. Morvilind picked up the amulet and looked at the twenty human slaves he had purchased from the debtors’ court, all of them naked and kneeling upon the floor, motionless in the grip of his magic. 
He was going to have to use up a lot of slaves before this was finished. 
“It is time,” said Morvilind, “to begin another series of experiments.”
Once the screaming was done and the blood cleared away, the results were quite promising. 
 
THE END



Wraith Wolf Description
 
Nadia Moran is an illegal wizard, an expert thief, and an occasional killer.
Riordan MacCormac is an assassin of the Family, a legendary band of assassins bonded to Shadowmorph symbionts. 
And unless Nadia and Riordan work together, the creatures of the Shadowlands shall devour them both...



Wraith Wolf
 
My name is Riordan MacCormac. I am a hundred and ten years old, and I’ve made a lot of mistakes. 

I stared at the phone in my hand and wondered if I was about to make another. 
The moment stretched on and on, and my scowling reflection stared back at me from the glass of the phone’s screen.
I sat in the solarium of the Haven of the Family, which currently occupied the top several floors of a Manhattan skyscraper, the vast maze of New York City visible through the windows. The outside world calls our order the Shadow Hunters, but we call ourselves the Family, our members Brothers and Sisters. The life of a Brother of the Family is a dangerous one, but nonetheless rewarding, and the Haven was comfortable. I sat in an overstuffed chair, the solarium warm from the sunlight streaming through the glass panes, the carpet thick beneath my bare feet. If I had wanted, I could have crossed the solarium to the swimming pool and done a few dozen laps, or retreated to the gym to spar and train in combat with others of the Family. 
Instead I sat here, staring at my phone. 
I’ve been a Brother of the Family for over eighty years, and I’ve kept my Shadowmorph controlled for that entire time. A weak man cannot withstand the whispers of the Shadowmorph, its constant hunger, but the necessary iron discipline had become second nature to me by now. I had faced terrible foes and survived. 
To sum it up, I was not the sort of man to suffer a fit of nerves when calling a woman to invite her to dinner. 
No, it was something else that stayed my hand.
Was this another mistake? 
I thought again of my wife Miranda, who had tried to kill me. I thought again of Sasha, who had been dominated by her Shadowmorph and gone insane. I thought of my brother Aidan, dead from Lord Morvilind’s schemes. I thought of all those who had died because of my decisions, and I thought of what might happen if I made that phone call, of what new disaster might befall. Maybe I ought to take that phone number and toss it in the fireplace…
A wave of annoyance went through me.
For God’s sake. This was ridiculous. For all I knew, if I called her up she might laugh in my face. If that happened, I could go about my business and put her out of my thoughts. 
I had been thinking a lot about her since Milwaukee. 
My mind made up, I dialed the number she had given me and put the phone to my ear.
She picked up at the second ring. Maybe she had been expecting me.
“Hello?” said Nadia Moran. 
Her voice was a little deeper than average for a woman. It would have been throaty, if not for her clipped Midwestern accent. 
“Hello, Nadia,” I said. “This is Riordan.”
“Oh, I figured,” said Nadia. “Or you forgot to pay your phone bill and a company selling printer toner bought the number.” 
I should mention this about Nadia. She has a stupendously smart mouth, and it kicks in when she’s nervous or afraid. I didn’t think she was afraid of me, which meant she was nervous. I decided to take that as a good sign.
“And I’ve got enough printer toner to last me about five years,” said Nadia. “So I’m afraid you’re out of luck.” 
“Alas,” I said. “I shall have to abandon my side venture in office supplies and return to the Family in disgrace.” 
There was silence for a moment, and then she laughed. 
“You tried to make a joke,” she said. 
“I do that occasionally,” I said. “But I haven’t done it for a while.” 
“What else haven’t you done for a while?” she said, a little challenge in her voice.
“Eaten dinner,” I said.
“You should do something about that. I’m told long-term fasting is bad for the metabolism.” 
“I’ll be in Milwaukee in two nights,” I said. “We should have dinner together.” 
“Oh, we should, should we?” said Nadia. “Just why should I do that?” 
I had expected something like that. It was always like this in the beginning. The little tests, the little pokes to see if a potential suitor would become flustered and fall apart. I wondered if she was doing it consciously. 
“You did give me your phone number,” I said. “I’m reasonably certain you did not want to buy printer toner from me.”
“No,” said Nadia. “All right, then. I told you to give me a call sometime, so I can’t blame you for listening. You know a place called…let’s see…Frederick’s Tap?”
“No, but I can find it,” I said.
“It’s a sports bar in Wauwatosa,” said Nadia. She rattled off an address. “You tracked me down once and I was trying to hide. It shouldn’t be that hard to find a sports bar.”
“I should think not,” I said. 
“Good,” said Nadia. “Glad we’re agreed. 7 PM in two nights?”
“I look forward to it,” I said.
There was a long pause. I waited for her to speak.
“I think I’m looking forward to it, too,” said Nadia. Some of her usual sardonic manner reasserted itself. “Though I’ve spent the last few days helping James to rebuild the living room wall, so perhaps my standards have slipped.” 
“If you’d rather spend the evening hanging drywall for Dr. Marney,” I said, “I can oblige.”
“None of that,” said Nadia. “I’ve worked hard, and I deserve a break. Come show a girl a good time, Riordan.” 
“Careful what you wish for,” I said. “See you in two days.”
“Bye,” said Nadia, and she hung up. 
I sat in the chair for a while, staring at the Manhattan traffic. 
I was going on a date. 
That hadn’t happened in decades. 
Once again I had the overwhelming feeling that this was a mistake. 
Well, I was committed now. Best to see this through to the end.
 
###
 
“This,” announced Nora as she drove me to the airport, “is an extremely bad idea, boss.” 
“I’ll take that under consideration,” I said. 
Nora shook her head. She was English, taller and stronger than many men, with dark skin and hair. She was soft-spoken and sensible, and despite all that she drove like a maniac, weaving in and out of traffic like a falcon darting through a forest. Her Shadowmorph gave her enhanced reflexes, which was just as well since she had to use all of them to keep from wrapping the car around a lamppost. 
“I don’t think the Firstborn and the Elders would approve,” said Nora, screeching to a halt in front of a stoplight.
“The Firstborn and the Elders do not care,” I said. “The Brothers and Sisters of the Family are free to do as they wish when not carrying out a writ of execution, so long as they abide by the Covenant of the Family. A trip to Milwaukee for personal reasons does not violate the Covenant.” I grunted. “And the Firstborn has been telling me to relax more for years.” 
“I still think this is a bad idea,” said Nora.
“Why?” I said. “It is not as if I am lying to her. Nadia knows what I am, what we are. And she told me to call her.”
“Then this isn’t about Morvilind?” said Nora.
I felt my habitual frown sharpen. “What do you mean?”
“Morvilind killed your brother, and she works for Morvilind,” said Nora. “He’s coerced her into working for him, just as he did with your brother.” 
I let out a breath. “That was a long time ago.” 
“Nevertheless,” said Nora.
I said nothing for a while. Lord Kaethran Morvilind should have been a leading figure in the High Queen’s government, but instead he was almost a pariah. Partly this was because of his own lack of interest in socializing, but it was mostly because the Elves were terrified of him. He was an archmage, possibly the single most powerful wizard living. 
And he was also responsible for my brother Aidan’s death. Not directly. Morvilind hadn’t killed him. But he had given Aidan the task that had killed him. 
“No,” I said. 
“Your brother was Morvilind’s pet thief,” said Nora. “Nadia Moran’s just the latest one to hold the office. He even raised her to steal for him. If you’re going to use her to get back at Morvilind, this is a bad way to go about it.”
“No,” I said again. “I can’t get back at Morvilind. I would like to, if the chance ever presented itself…but it won’t. He’s too powerful and too clever.” The anger had never quite left me, but it had faded into an old hurt by now. “I won’t throw away my life to take useless revenge on him, and I won’t throw away Nadia’s, either.”
“Then why are you flying all the way to Milwaukee to see this girl?” said Nora. 
I looked at her.
“Oh, dear,” said Nora. “Oh, dear.”
“What?”
“You’ve got a thing for her,” said Nora. 
“That is traditionally how it works,” I said. “A man meets a woman, he invites her to dinner, and she says yes or no.”
“True, but you’re not just any man and she’s not just any woman,” said Nora. “You’re a Brother of the Family. And she’s…well, she’s your type.”
“Not this again,” I said. 
“Skinny white girl with a dark and tragic past,” said Nora. “That is exactly your type, and you know it, boss. I was too young to have met your wife, but I met Sasha…and she was a lot like Nadia Moran. Same personality, same boldness, same skill at magic. Nadia even looks like Sasha a little.” 
I didn’t say anything.
“Look,” said Nora. “I can’t tell you what to do…”
“Since when?” I said.
She laughed. “All right, I concede that. But…be careful. I would be upset if anything happened to you. The Family would miss you. I would miss you. I wouldn’t have been able to handle life as a Shadow Hunter if not for what you had taught me. So be careful around the tigress.”
“Tigress, is it?” I said.
“She’s pretty, but she’ll bite your head off if you’re not careful,” said Nora.
“You have a knack,” I said, “of picking nicknames that are just insulting enough that no one responds. ‘Boss’ for me…”
“You are literally my boss,” said Nora. “I’ve been listening to you for years…”
“And ‘tigress’ for Nadia,” I said.
“We all have our gifts,” said Nora. “Be careful, boss.”
“I am always careful,” I said.
But I thought of Miranda and Sasha and wondered if Nora had a point.
 
###
 
Later that day I parked my rental car, an old Duluth Motors Superior sedan, along the curb and got out, the chill air of the October night washing over me. I walked to the sports bar, a neon sign reading FREDERICK’S TAP hanging over the door. I knew it was the right place because I spotted Nadia’s motorcycle further down the curb, a black Royal Motors NX-9 sportbike with orange highlights, which was probably where Nora had gotten the idea for the “tigress” nickname. 
I pushed open the door and stepped inside. Bearing a Shadowmorph gave me heightened senses, and at once stimuli washed over them. I smelled smoke from cigarettes, the oil from the deep fryer in the back, the faint odor of sweat, the noise from the TVs hanging over the bar. They showed a football game (the American version, not the European), and as I entered, a cheer rose from the bar. Evidently the home team was doing well, and Wisconsin’s love affair with football predated even the Conquest. 
The Shadowmorph sensed the life force of those around me and stirred with hunger, and long practice let me quash its urges before they infected me.
I spotted Nadia before she saw me.
She leaned against the bar, watching one of the TVs, her expression blank. Her eyes were an odd shade of gray, and I had even described her to the Firstborn as the “gray-eyed thief”. She was wearing a motorcycle jacket, tight jeans, and high-heeled boots. Without the boots, she stood only five foot three, and I probably could have picked her up one-armed and held her against me. My Shadowmorph stirred at the thought, and for once my mind and the Shadowmorph were in perfect agreement…
I put that notion out of my thoughts and leaned against the bar next to her.
She looked up at me and smiled a little. “Riordan MacCormac.”
“Nadia Moran,” I said.
“I thought you were going to stand me up,” she said.
“No, you didn’t,” I said, amused.
She straightened up, her jacket falling open. She wore a dark green tank top beneath it, cut low enough in front that my eyes wanted to linger. Despite that, I noticed the weight in the right side of her jacket. She had a concealed gun there – probably a .25 revolver or something about that size. 
A sensible weapon. I approved. 
“Oh?” she said. “Just why is that?”
“Because you weren’t really watching the game,” I said. “You looked bored out of your mind, and you hadn’t touched your drink. Also, your phone was halfway out of your pocket. Like you had been checking it for text messages.” 
She smiled a little, but her eyes sparkled. “Paying attention, were you?”
“In our respective lines of work,” I said, “it comes in handy.”
“Yeah,” Nadia said. She pushed away from the bar. “Let’s get a table.”
“Lead on,” I said. 
She walked across the dining room, and I followed her. As I did, I noticed that the jeans fit her very well, an effect further enhanced by the heels of her boots. Nor was I the only one who noticed. She drew a few covert glances on our way across the room, though those glances quickly looked elsewhere once they saw me. 
Damn it. Nora was right. I was attracted to Nadia, enough that it might affect my judgment.
Hosting a Shadowmorph symbiont had peculiar side effects. I was a hundred and ten years old, but in most ways I was physically a man of thirty-five years. That said, it had been a while since I had felt physical lust. Even with the Shadowmorph’s ability to keep a Shadow Hunter physically strong, the Elders said that the desires of the flesh grew…less vivid with age, though they never went away entirely.
For me, though, I think Sasha had a lot to do with my loss of interest in women. Watching her die, her sanity destroyed by her Shadowmorph, had not been a pleasant experience. Having to kill Miranda in self-defense had been nightmarish. Repeating the ordeal with Sasha had been worse. After that, I had shut that part of myself away. Some of the Brothers of the Family were content to take a string of casual lovers, but I was not. 
I had been alone for a long time.
Then I had met Nadia at Paul McCade’s Conquest Day party, and we had been forced to kiss to throw off the suspicions of McCade’s guards…and something long-dormant had awakened in me. 
Nadia stopped at a table, and I stepped past her and pulled out her chair.
She raised an eyebrow, but smiled and sat down nonetheless. 
I may have been out of practice…but I hadn’t forgotten everything. 
“How very gallant,” said Nadia as I sat down. “It’s like those books my brother reads. Are you going to ask for a scarf?”
“I don’t think it would go with my coat,” I said. 
“He likes books about the Crusades of pre-Conquest Earth,” said Nadia. “The knights are always asking for the scarves of the women to tie around their lances before they ride off to slay the Saracen.”
“A lance would be an obsolete weapon,” I said, “and a scarf tied around a gun would make for an encumbrance.”
“This is true,” said Nadia. She laughed. “Though my brother would never approve.”
I wondered if this was the time to tell her that I had actually written some of those novels under a false name. Carrying out writs of execution was a lot of work, but it couldn’t fill the entire year, and most of the Brothers and Sisters had careers outside of their training as assassins, allowing them to live as normal men and women until the Elders and the Firstborn summoned them. I was no different. 
A waitress delivered a pair of menus, and I scrutinized mine. The options were not appealing. I preferred a diet of lean meat and simple vegetables, and the entire menu revolved around burgers, taco bowls, and fried foods. And did everything have to be smothered in cheese? Well, I suppose this was Wisconsin. 
“What do you think?” said Nadia. “Lard with a side of grease, or grease with a side of lard? The lard can be deep-fried, if you like.” 
“I would like,” I said, “a good steak.”
“Well, you’re paying. You can get whatever you want.” 
“I confess I do not like burgers,” I said.
To my surprise, she smiled. “Really? Neither do I. James and Russell love them. Lucy and I are always trying to get them to eat better.”
“A war without end, I imagine,” I said. 
“Yeah,” said Nadia.
“Two steaks it is,” I said. “I’m surprised you suggested a sports bar.”
Nadia shrugged. “I thought you’d be the kind of man who would like a good burger. Guess that I was wrong. Not that I mind being wrong. Whenever I take Russell out to lunch, he always wants to go to that one place with a weird-looking clown for its mascot…”
“I do not care for that restaurant,” I said. 
“I knew we had something in common,” said Nadia. “I suppose you’d need to stay in shape, given your…line of work, like you said.” 
“And yours,” I said.
“Plus, if I stay in shape I can fit into these jeans,” said Nadia.
“Yes, you can,” I said. 
She grinned. “Were you looking?”
“I’m not blind,” I said.
“Scandalous,” said Nadia. “Do you really believe in God?”
The change in subject threw me for a moment, but I remembered one of our first conversations in Paul McCade’s mansion, when she had seen the cross I had been wearing. And I had expected something like this. Nadia was not a woman to trust easily, though the fact that Nora and I had saved her and Russell from the anthrophages was a point in my favor. 
“Yes,” I said. 
“Odd choice, for an assassin,” said Nadia. 
“I have made mistakes and done things of which I am not proud,” I said, “but I do not believe I killed anyone who did not deserve it. There is a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to break down and a time to build.”
“Ecclesiastes 3:3,” said Nadia.
“I am surprised you know the reference,” I said.
“The last time Lucy dragged me to church,” she said, “that was the reading.” She snorted. “Then she tried to match me up with some nice young man who had just completed his term of service as a man-at-arms in Duke Tamirlas’s forces.” 
“And you turned him down for me?” I said. “I’m flattered.”
“Well, you should be,” said Nadia. Her face grew still. “Lucky for that nice young man.” 
“It’s a bad idea to denigrate yourself in front of others,” I said. 
“Come on, Riordan,” said Nadia, her voice growing serious. “You know what kind of person I am. Do you really think I should inflict myself on some nice young man who just finished his six years of service and wants to settle down with a family? How do you think that would go? ‘Oh, sorry dear, I would love to stay home and make dinner, but I have to go rob some damned mansion or another.’”
“You are too hard on yourself,” I said. “I expect you would get bored with a nice young man in short order.”
“And you’re not a nice young man?” said Nadia.
“I am neither,” I said. 
“Then why are you here, then?” said Nadia.
“You did give me your phone number,” I said. 
“Be serious for a minute,” said Nadia. “Why are you here?”
This wasn’t going well. 
To be fair, it had been a long, long time since I had been on a first date and I was out of practice. 
The most immediate answer, of course, was that I wanted to sleep with her. But while that was true, it was not the entire truth. If I wanted a one-night stand, I could get that anywhere without much effort. And I hadn’t, not for years. The experience of a short-term lover left me feeling colder and grimmer than I had before. 
The truth was that she fascinated me, and not just because I wanted to sleep with her. She was smart and brave and determined, so determined that it was almost inhuman. She had sacrificed her entire life to save her brother. Nadia Moran might have been ruthless and cold and without a trace of mercy, but she loved her brother so much that she had dared the Shadowlands to save him. 
And I had to admit that her constant irreverent remarks made me laugh. Few things could do that any longer. 
I spent too long wrestling with my answer.
“Ah,” said Nadia. “It’s a way to get at my employer, isn’t it?” She was smart enough not to use Kaethran Morvilind’s name in public. “Because of what he did to your brother.”
“No,” I said. “I hate him for what he did…but it was a long time ago. And I cannot avenge Aidan. I might as well declare war upon the sun.” She nodded. She knew Morvilind’s power as well as I did. “And your employer did keep his word and save my sister’s life. Hopefully he will do the same for your brother.”
Nadia nodded. “All right. So why are you here?” 
“That would depend,” I said. “Why are you here?”
Nadia blinked. “What?”
“You said it yourself,” I said. “You’re not the kind of woman for a nice young man. You need secrecy and stealth, not a burger and fries at the sports bar. You were the one who gave me your number. I didn’t ask for it, but you gave it to me anyway.” 
She sat in silence for a moment. A waitress approached, and we both ordered cups of coffee. I waited as Nadia thought.
“A while back,” said Nadia at last, staring off into the distance, “I was…in a relationship, let’s say.” I nodded. “It ended very badly. He wasn’t who I thought he was, and I almost got killed.”
“Bet you made him regret that,” I said. 
She smiled a vicious smile. “And then some. But after I got away, I swore I would never let myself be vulnerable again. That I would never let anyone have power over me again.” She shrugged, a little embarrassed. “And then…you found out who I really was. And you didn’t screw me over with that knowledge.” 
“Why would I do that?” I said, baffled. “You saved my life…twice, I think. Maybe three times, depending on how you count it.”
“I would say four times,” said Nadia. “Anyway, I was sure you would try to screw me over with the truth. When you didn’t…I decided to take a risk.” She shrugged again. “It’s just possible I have trust issues.” 
I burst out laughing.
She glared at me. “It’s not funny.”
I stared right back.
“Okay, maybe it’s a little funny,” said Nadia. “A little. Anyway, you didn’t betray me.” She smiled a little. “And…you looked really good in a tuxedo.” 
“Flatterer,” I said. “If it makes you feel better, I have trust issues, too. I was married once, and in a relationship for a long time. Neither time…ended well.” 
Nadia nodded. “Nora mentioned that.”
“Nora talks too much.”
“No one’s perfect,” said Nadia. 
“No,” I said. 
“So maybe we can learn to trust each other slowly,” said Nadia. “Over time.” She paused. “If…you’re all right with taking things slowly.”
“Yes,” I said. “I would prefer it.”
“I thought Shadow Hunters had different women every night of the week,” said Nadia, some of her sardonic manner reasserting itself. 
“No,” I said. “Your brother has been reading too many trashy novels.”
“Those are the ones he doesn’t tell Lucy about,” said Nadia, and then she laughed. 
“What?” I said.
“This is a first date,” she said, “and we’ve talked about religion, politics, and our exes. All I need is to throw up on your coat and I think we’ll have committed every faux paus possible.” 
“Or we got the worst out of the way,” I said, “and we can enjoy ourselves.”
“That would be…” started Nadia.
Someone screamed, long and loud. 
My first reaction was one of tremendous annoyance. The first time I had been on a date in years, and something like this had to happen? Then my training and instincts took over, and I got to my feet, my Shadowmorph stirring within me. I didn’t have a gun or a knife on me, but that didn’t mean I was unarmed. I had the training and spells from my time in the Wizard’s Legion, and I could have killed half the people in the dining room with a lightning bolt before anyone could stop me. My Shadowmorph made me faster and stronger than a normal man, and it could also manifest as a blade of shadow capable of cutting through almost anything. Of course, the Shadowmorph wanted to kill everyone in the room and feast upon their lives, but I kept that impulse in check.
Nadia had gotten to her feet as well, her left hand twitching toward the right side of her coat, likely where she had her gun hidden. 
One of the waitresses ran towards the sports bar’s emergency exit. A man in the white uniform of a cook had stumbled through the door, his shirt shredded and wet with blood. He went to one knee, breathing hard. There were claw marks visible through his shirt, and I had seen wounds like that several times before. 
“A wolf,” rasped the cook, “it was a wolf…”
“Is there a doctor here?” shouted the waitress. 
As it happened, there was one doctor and three nurses, all with the hard, distant looks I associated with veteran men-at-arms. Likely they had treated wounds inflicted on men-at-arms by the creatures of the Shadowlands. In short order, they took charge of the situation, bundling up the cook and tending to his wounds, and the panic in the dining room died before it could begin. 
“Goddamn dogs,” I heard one man say. 
“It’s the Archon attack,” said another. “A lot of people got killed, and their dogs went feral.”
It was a reasonable explanation. It was also completely wrong.
Nadia and I sat back down. Her face was tight, her eyes hard.
“Hell of a dog,” she said in a quiet voice.
“You don’t believe that any more than I do,” I said.
She nodded. “Wraithwolf?” 
“Probably,” I said. “Or a similar creature.” 
“You think someone summoned it?” Nadia said.
“It probably came through one of the gates,” I said. “The Archons had a dozen gates throughout Milwaukee, and some of them were open for hours until you moved the Cruciform Eye. Likely quite a few creatures slipped through the gate and have been hiding out in the city ever since.” 
Nadia stared at me for a moment, all the emotion draining out of her face, and I wondered what I had said.
Then she stood up.
“This was a mistake,” she said. “I shouldn’t have come here. Thanks for the coffee.”
Without another word she walked for the door.
I stared after her, baffled. Was she frightened of the wraithwolf? She had less cause to be frightened than most people, given her magical abilities. Had I offended her?
Had I…oh, to hell with it.
I almost let her go. I didn’t need this kind of trouble in my life. Nora’s warning played over in my head again. Nadia was indeed exactly my type, and that had gotten me into trouble in past. This would have been too complicated. I was better off just walking away.
I watched her go through the front door, and came to a decision.
“They’re right,” I muttered, getting to my feet. “I am an idiot.”
I left a few dollars on the table to cover the cost of the coffees and followed Nadia to the sidewalk. By the time I reached her she was astride her sportbike, reaching into her coat for her keys, her helmet balanced on the seat before her. She tensed when I stopped a few yards from her motorcycle. 
“Dear God, I hope you’re not going to beg for me to come back?” she said.
“Of course not,” I said. “That would be undignified. You’re a grown woman, and you can do whatever you please.”
“Damn right,” she said. 
“I would like to know why,” I said. “If you don’t want to tell me, then you don’t want to tell me, and that’s that. Though if you get the chance, tell Russell to read ‘The Knight And The Lance’ by Malcolm Lock.” That was the pen name I used. “He’ll like that one.” 
Nadia stared at me, and a flicker of emotion went over her face.
“Look,” she said. “Come closer. I don’t want to shout this.”
I stepped next to her, and she stared up at me.
“It’s not you, all right?” she said. “I like you a lot, spooky assassin that you are.”
“And I like you a lot,” I admitted, “smart-mouthed thief that you are.”
She smiled a little. “But…listen, okay? Just listen.” She pointed at the bar. “The manager is calling Homeland Security right now to complain about the giant dog that attacked his cook. When Homeland Security shows up, they’ll realize it’s a wraithwolf and that bullets won’t work on it. So they’ll call the local Elven lord, and he’ll show up with some of his vassals to use their magic to kill the wraithwolf.”
I nodded. 
“And every single one of them will question witnesses,” she said, “and I can’t be questioned, Riordan, I just can’t. One of them might figure out that I can use magic, and then…they’ll try to arrest me. I’ll have to escape. I might get killed in the process. And if my employer figures out what happened, he’ll kill me remotely. And if that happens, my brother dies of his illness.” She shook her head. “That can’t happen, Riordan. That just can’t happen.”
“I understand,” I said.
She let out a long breath. “Good. Bye, Riordan. I’m sorry it didn’t work out, but I didn’t think it through.”
“Or,” I said, “we could kill the wraithwolf ourselves.”
She blinked. “What?” 
“We both have magic,” I said. “We could find it and kill it before it hurts anyone else.”
She sneered a little. “So we can save those people in the bar?”
“Why not?” I said.
“Do you think I care about them?” said Nadia. “I care about my brother. If those people know what I really was, they would try to arrest me and hand me over to Homeland Security, and they would watch the Punishment Day video of my execution. To hell with them. The wraithwolf can eat them for all that I care.”
“You don’t really believe that,” I said. 
“Yeah?” said Nadia. “I keep telling you that I’m not a good person, and you don’t believe me. So prove to me that I care.”
It was a completely irrational question, but I had the perfect answer.
“Because,” I said, “you didn’t let the High Queen nuke the city.”
She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Riordan. I didn’t have much choice in the matter.”
“But you saved their lives once already,” I said. “So you’re being hypocritical.”
“I’m being hypocritical?” she said. Her voice rose a half-octave on the final word. 
I stared at her.
Then she laughed. “For God’s sake. You really are determined, aren’t you?” She hopped off the bike. “Fine.”
“You’re in?” I said. 
“I told you to show me a good time,” said Nadia, “and I suppose an exciting time is almost the same thing, and what’s more exciting than hunting creatures from the Shadowlands?” 
“That’s the spirit,” I said. “This way.”
We walked into the alley next to the sports bar. The side door had been closed and locked, likely to keep the “stray dog” from venturing into the building. The alley opened into a dusty parking lot behind the bar, empty save for a dozen cars and a pair of dumpsters against the back wall.
I saw no one.
“So,” said Nadia. “How do we hunt wraithwolves?” 
Memories flashed through my mind. I had spent a lot of time in the Shadowlands as a younger man, first as a man-at-arms in the armies of Duke Tarmegon of Houston, and then when the Wizard’s Legion had recruited me. The High Queen had many, many enemies, not just the Archons and their armies of orcish mercenaries, and I had fought most of them in the Shadowlands. The High Queen’s enemies were dangerous enough, but the native creatures of the Shadowlands were just as deadly. Wraithwolves and bloodrats and anthrophages and worse things haunted the battlefields, falling upon the wounded and the stragglers. Several times I had survived a battle only nearly fall to the wraithwolves.
“Carefully,” I said. 
“Be more specific,” said Nadia.
I lifted my right hand and cast a quick spell, one to sense the presence of magical forces. I didn’t detect anything, which didn’t surprise me. Nadia was likely the only other wizard for miles.
“Wraithwolves are predators,” I said. “Like all predators, they’re drawn to specific things. Usually blood and magic. I don’t feel like bleeding at the moment, so we’ll use magic instead.”
“Hey, quick question,” Nadia said. “Bullets work on anthrophages, right?” 
“You’ve shot several yourself,” I said.
“So why don’t they work on wraithwolves?” said Nadia.
That was a good question.
“I don’t actually know,” I said, turning in a circle as I cast the spell to sense the presence of magic once more. Any moment now, I expected the spell to draw a response. “The explanation I heard was that anthrophages originated in Earth’s umbra within the Shadowlands, and therefore they were vulnerable to bullets forged from the metals of Earth. The wraithwolves come from the wild places between the worlds, from the deep Shadowlands, and so are only vulnerable to magic and fire and massive amounts of kinetic force.”
“Makes sense,” said Nadia. Her tone was light, but her eyes were hard as knives, her head moving smoothly back and forth as she tried to watch every inch of the parking lot at once. “Morvilind told me basically the same thing about Elves. I didn’t understand the explanation, but…Riordan.”
A sheet of white mist flowed between a pair of cars.
It was more white mist than I expected. 
“Two of them,” I said. “Get ready. They’ll materialize and attack. They’ll probably come after you first.”
“Wonderful,” said Nadia. “Why?”
“You’re smaller and weaker.”
She snorted. “Gosh, that’s just not fair.” 
The mist rolled forward and condensed into two wraithwolves.
The creatures looked vaguely like wolves, albeit larger and far more muscular than normal wolves. Despite their bulk, they seemed somehow gaunt and lean. Strange bony armor covered their long bodies and their heads, making it look as if they wore a second skeleton or perhaps a suit of armor. Their black fur was ragged and stringy, and their black eyes burned with a red gleam. 
The wraithwolves glided forward, their eyes fixed upon us.
“Lightning globes,” I muttered. “You take the one of the left, and I’ll take the one on the right.”
“Won’t kill them,” said Nadia, flexing the fingers of her right hand. “I can’t hit them that hard, and neither can you.”
“It’ll stun them,” I said, drawing together power for a spell. “And that should be long enough. On three. One, two…”
Blue sparks played around her fingers.
“Three!” 
I lunged forward, thrusting out my hand, and Nadia did the same. A globe of blue-white lightning exploded from my fingers, snarling and crackling, and a smaller globe erupted from Nadia’s hand. Hers wobbled and jerked a bit, since she wasn’t as experienced with the spell, but it nonetheless worked. Both lightning globes slammed into their respective wraithwolves, and the creatures reared back with screams of fury, fingers of lightning crawling up and down their limbs. 
In their instant of pain, I moved.
I leaped forward, drawing on my Shadowmorph, and the symbiont came at my call. A blade of shadow erupted from my right hand, shaping itself into a weightless sword that could cut through anything. I swept the sword forward, and took off the first wraithwolf’s head before it could react. A surge of power went through me as the Shadowmorph fed upon the creature’s alien life, converting it into strength that I could use. The second wraithwolf started to turn, but I flicked my wrist, driving the Shadowmorph blade down, and I cut it in half, more life energy surging into me. 
The wraithwolves twitched a little and went still, black slime leaking from their wounds.
I let out a long breath and looked at Nadia. She was staring at me, eyes wide, and a wave of intense desire went through me. Using the Shadowmorph’s power had that effect. I wanted to throw her to the ground, rip off those tight jeans and tank top, and take her right now, consequences be damned, my fears be damned, my self-control be damned…
My self-control kicked in and drove that impulse back. I had not remained a Shadow Hunter for decades by ignoring my self-control. 
Sasha had, and it had killed her.
Nadia swayed a little on her feet. She could feel the dark lure of my Shadowmorph. 
“Wow,” she said in a little voice. “That was…fast.” 
“Thanks,” I said. “I…”
Five more wraithwolves leaped over a nearby car, charging at me in perfect silence.
“Nadia!” I said. “Watch out…”
She gestured and vanished, disappearing beneath her Cloak spell. 
The wraithwolves attacked, and I retreated, dispatching one with a sweep of my Shadowmorph blade. I attacked again, but the wraithwolves retreated, and then lunged at me, driving me back step by step. There was no sign of Nadia. 
I realized that she had abandoned me to the wraithwolves. She had taken her own advice and fled, using me as a distraction to get away. It was disappointing, but not surprising. 
Maybe Nora had been right. I should have seen it coming. I should have…
One of the cars roared to life and surged forward. I sprang out of the way, but two of the wraithwolves weren’t so lucky, and the car smashed into them, crushing the creatures against the wall of a nearby building with a loud crash. The remaining two wraithwolves came at me, but two against one was far better odds than four against one. I dispatched the first wraithwolf with a quick sweep of my Shadowmorph blade, and then a lightning globe burst from the window of the car and slammed into the remaining creature.
It went into a wild, twitching dance, and I finished it off with a thrust. 
I lowered my hand, the Shadowmorph blade dissolving and crawling back up my arm, and took a deep breath.
The car let out a creaking noise, and Nadia kicked her way free. 
“Wow,” she said, looking at the carnage at the front of the car. “That made a mess. You weren’t kidding about massive kinetic force.”
I nodded. 
“Do you think we should hide the bodies?” said Nadia.
“They’ll dissolve in a few minutes,” I said. “They’ll leave behind pools of black slime, and those will evaporate quickly. We should get out of here before someone comes to investigate the crash.”
“Right,” said Nadia, pointing towards another alley. “Circle around the block first?”
“A good idea,” I said, and we left. As we vanished into the alley I heard shouting as someone discovered the wrecked car, but we were out of sight by then. “Thanks for the help, by the way. I couldn’t have handled that many on my own.”
“You’re welcome,” said Nadia, and then she grinned. “Oh! I get it!”
“What?” I said.
“You thought I had abandoned you!” she said, amused. “That I had left you to fight the wraithwolves alone. And you would nobly and heroically battle to save me, the distressed maiden.”
I snorted. “I’m the heroic one? You’re the one who stole someone’s car and rammed into the wraithwolves.”
“Ah, whatever,” said Nadia. “God, I’m hungry. Let’s go get a steak somewhere. Preferably not here.”
“Agreed,” I said.
“You’re still paying for it, though.” 
Nadia led the way on her motorcycle, and we found a steakhouse a few miles away. It was a good meal, and we wound up talking until the restaurant closed. Once the staff kicked us out for the night, Nadia paused near my car.
“Hey,” she said. “I had fun.”
“I’m glad,” I said.
She hesitated, and then leaned up and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. 
“We should do this again sometime soon,” Nadia said. “All right?”
“All right,” I said. “Next time I’m in Milwaukee, I’ll call.”
I suspected I would find a reason to be in Milwaukee sooner rather than later.
“I’ll look forward to it,” said Nadia, stepping back. “Don’t drive into any wraithwolves.”
“You’re the one who ran over them.”
She grinned, pulled on her helmet, started up her bike, and rode off. 
I watched her go. 
Maybe this was still a bad idea. I was a Brother of the Family and she was a thief for Morvilind. She might get killed. I might get killed. This could go sour very quickly.
But I was in a better mood than I had been in years.
Yes, this might go sour…but I would take the risk nonetheless. 
 
THE END
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CLOAK GAMES: SHADOW JUMP BONUS CHAPTER
 
In retrospect, I think this is where things began going wrong. 

Not that things were going that great for me. I was twenty years old, and for fifteen of those years, I had been in thrall to the Elven lord and archmage Kaethran Morvilind. My brother Russell was dying of a rare magical disease, and Morvilind offered to cast the cure spells he needed to survive.
In exchange, I stole things for Morvilind. 
He taught me magical spells, and his human retainers (all of whom possessed a wide variety of illegal skills) taught me the skills a master thief needed. By the time I reached my teens, I stole from banks and secured offices and mansions for Morvilind, and I never got caught. 
Morvilind had made me into a master thief, but I was really good at it. I knew he would kill me at the first sign of rebellion, but I still took a great deal of pride in my skills. He might have forced me to learn magic, but I had come to love the power it offered. 
Even if I had to use the power in Morvilind’s service. 
At first I thought he was just greedy, that he wanted art and historical relics without having to pay for them, but after the Archon attack on Milwaukee, I learned better. He was up to some grand plan, and he needed me to steal items necessary for that plan. I didn’t dare ask him more, because if I pushed him too far, he would kill me and Russell would die of frostfever. 
I just had to hang on for six more years. Morvilind cast one healing spell on Russell a year, and once we reached Russell’s twentieth birthday in Conquest Year 320 (or 2333 AD, according to the pre-Conquest calendar), he would be cured. 
And then we would see what happened. 
Still, for right now, my life had an uneasy sort of equilibrium. Russell knew the truth about me now. Actually, he had known the truth for years, but he just kept it to himself. The Marneys, the family that had raised Russell while I did Morvilind’s errands, knew the truth about me as well, and I was on good terms with them. I wasn’t rich, but I had managed to steal and save enough that I wasn’t in immediate financial trouble, and so far I had avoided the malevolent attention of Homeland Security and the High Queen’s Inquisition. 
I even had a boyfriend.
Well. Sort of. We were taking things slowly, very slowly. Riordan MacCormac had been badly burned by the women in the past, so he wanted to take things slowly. 
But that was all right. I had been badly burned by a man in my past, so I was in complete agreement about taking things slow. 
So while my life wasn’t great, it could have been worse. Much worse. 
And right here, when Morvilind sent me to rob Baron Castomyr of La Crosse, that’s when things started to get worse. 
It started on the second day of November in Conquest Year 314 (or 2327 AD, according to the old calendar). It was a Wednesday, which meant it was Punishment Day, when Homeland Security posted videos of criminal sentences on the Internet. The High Queen did not believe in maintaining a vast prison system like the pre-Conquest Presidents had done, so instead criminal punishments were corporal, often floggings, beatings, or sale into slavery. Homeland Security uploaded the most “engaging” videos of the punishments every week to promote virtue and self-restraint among the High Queen’s subjects. 
In practice, most of her subjects laughed at the Punishment Day videos, and comedic remixes of the floggings were popular. The entire thing put me in a foul mood, so I planned to spend the day alone in my basement apartment. I started the morning by casting the spell Riordan had taught me to keep the anthrophages from tracking my mental spoor. I then moved on to a vigorous workout with my free weights and my treadmill, and then practiced my spells. After a nice hot bath and half a pot of coffee, I decided to spend the rest of the day maintaining my equipment while listening to music. 
Morvilind’s summons caught me while I was cleaning one of my guns. 
A summons from Lord Morvilind always hit me like a two-by-four upside the head. He had a vial of blood from my heart, and with it he could find me anywhere and summon me from anywhere. He could also kill me whenever he wanted, but (obviously) he hadn’t done that so far. The summoning spell he used felt like a seizure. A wave of pain and nausea rolled through me, and I had to grip the edge of my table to keep from falling over until passed. 
Morvilind wanted to see me, and he wanted to see me now. 
“Right,” I muttered, pushing away from the table. I found my phone and sent a text message to Morvilind’s butler Rusk, letting him know that I was on my way. Else Morvilind would simply repeat the spell every few hours until I showed up. 
That accomplished, I bundled up to face the cold. Thanks to all the exercise and training, I had a lower body fat percentage than most women my age. This definitely came in handy when, say, I was fleeing for my life from anthrophages in the Shadowlands (which had happened more often than I liked). It was less comfortable in the midst of November in Wisconsin. Wisconsin winters got cold, cold, cold, and I hated the cold. More than once I wished Morvilind lived in Los Angeles or Phoenix or somewhere that had a nice dry heat.
I dressed in thermal underwear, black jeans, heavy black boots, a t-shirt, and a thick gray sweater before putting on a heavy black winter coat, a ski cap, and a scarf. Then I trudged into the parking lot, the snow crunching beneath my boots, and got into my car. I really preferred my motorcycle, but riding a motorcycle in subzero weather is a great way to get hypothermia, so instead I took my newest car. All my other cars had been involved in various high-profile thefts, so I had gotten rid of them in exchange for an old Lone Star Motors Vaquero sedan. It was an unappealing brown color, and all the buttons were labeled in Spanish, but it ran just fine.
It took longer than I would have liked to reach Morvilind’s palatial mansion in Shorewood. The plows were clearing away last night’s snowfall, and the Archons had blown up part of Highway 43 and it hadn’t been rebuilt yet, so I had to take the long way. Despite the snow, I finally crunched up the driveway to Morvilind’s mansion, which was built in the traditional Elven style, which looked like a combination of ancient Roman temples and Imperial Chinese palaces. 
Rusk met me at the main doors. He was paunchy, balding man in formal livery, and he did not approve of me. Yet he didn’t give me a hard time, save to tell me to remove my boots so I did not track dirty water upon Lord Morvilind’s floors. I suspected he had lost someone in the Archon attack, and his usual haughty manner had been subdued ever since. 
Maybe it would cheer him to know just how brutally Morvilind had killed the two Archons who had crossed his path.
I shivered, and not from the wretched cold. 
Rusk led me to Morvilind’s library. It filled a vast room at the rear of the house, with tall windows overlooking the bluffs and the waters of Lake Michigan. Currently the waters of the lake had frozen over, and even as cold as Wisconsin became, that was rare in November. The floor was white marble, polished and gleaming. Books written in both Elven hieroglyphics and the common Elven alphabet covered the walls, along with countless volumes on ancient Earth’s history and peoples. Long tables ran the length of the room, holding books and scrolls and relics. An elaborate summoning circle had been carved into slabs of gleaming red marble before the high windows, its design intricate beyond my magical skill to comprehend, let alone duplicate. Morvilind had been expanding the circle, adding symbols and designs to its circumference. His work table stood facing the lake, holding three enormous computer monitors displaying a variety of information.
The Cruciform Eye sat on its pedestal next to the table.
I shivered again. I hated looking at the damned thing. It was about the size of a bowling ball, and fire filled its crystalline depths. Something like a black cross floated in its center, giving the sphere the look of a burning eye with a cross-shaped black pupil. After all the trouble it had caused, I had hoped to never see it again, but Morvilind had placed it in his library. Maybe Morvilind didn’t want to let it out of his sight. 
Morvilind stood before his work table, gazing at the monitors. 
“Miss Moran, my lord,” said Rusk, bowing and marching from the library.
I went to one knee, prepared to wait as long as necessary until Morvilind was ready.
“Rise,” said Morvilind a few seconds later. I rose, my thick socks slipping on the polished floor. Evidently Morvilind wanted to get down to business.
He regarded me without expression. He wore the gold-trimmed, ornamented red cloak of an Elven noble, but beneath that he wore the stark black robe of an Elven archmage. All the Elves could use magic to some extent or another, but there were only a few archmages among them, and rumor claimed Morvilind the Magebreaker was the most powerful of them. 
I believed those rumors. I had seen him kill an entire battalion of orcish soldiers in the space of a few seconds, with even less effort than it would take for me to kill a fly. 
“My lord,” I said. 
The Elves almost always had a strange, alien beauty about them, but Morvilind looked old, far older than any Elf I had ever seen, almost to the point of frailty. His eyes were a harsh shade of blue in his angular, lined face, and it was very hard not to look away.
But I didn’t. Morvilind would not respond well to any show of weakness. That would reduce my value to him as a tool. 
“Nadia Moran,” said Morvilind. The depth of his voice always startled me, given his gaunt frame. He turned back to his monitors, beckoning with one hand. “Attend.”
“My lord,” I said, stepping to his side. He tapped a few keys on his computer, and the image on the left-hand monitor changed. The screen showed a square stone tablet about six or seven inches across and two inches thick. Rows of blocky, stylized symbols covered its front – cuneiform, it was called, a language from ancient pre-Conquest Asia. 
I flinched at the sight before I could stop myself. I had seen that tablet before, when Morvilind had sent me to steal it from Paul McCade’s mansion in Milwaukee. I had almost gotten killed in the process, but I had also met Riordan, and that had worked out so far. 
“You recognize this, I trust?” said Morvilind. I couldn’t tell whether he had noticed my reaction. Likely he did not care.
“That is,” I said, “the tablet you sent me to steal from Paul McCade in July. The tablet enchanted with a spell of dark magic and dedicated to the Dark Ones.” 
I regretted the words as soon as they left my lips. Morvilind had made it very clear that I was never to ask him about the Dark Ones. He had threatened to kill Russell if I ever did it again. Yet he did not seem displeased. Maybe he didn’t care if I made statements about the Dark Ones so long as I didn’t ask him about them. 
“Correct,” said Morvilind. “Recently I have located a second tablet of similar age.” He tapped a key, and the image changed, showing a different stone tablet. They looked nearly identical, and if I hadn’t been looking I might not have noticed any difference between them, but the inscriptions were different. “You will obtain this tablet and bring it to me.”
“Like baseball cards?” I said before I could stop myself. “Have to collect them all?”
As I’ve mentioned before, I have a smart mouth. It has gotten me into trouble. It gets me into trouble. And it will continue to get me into trouble. I shouldn’t have made that wisecrack, but the sight of the tablet had brought up bad memories, and when I get frightened my mouth runs away with itself. 
Fortunately, this time it didn’t get me into trouble. 
“Something of that nature,” said Morvilind. He glanced at where the Cruciform Eye glowed on its little pedestal. “It will prove useful.”
“Where is the tablet presently located, my lord?” I said. That was a polite way of asking who I was about to rob.  
“It is in the possession of Lord Castomyr, Baron of La Crosse and vassal of Duke Carothrace of Madison,” said Morvilind. He pressed another key, and an image of an Elven man in the gold-trimmed red coat of an Elven noble appeared on the right-hand monitor. He had thick golden hair, his eyes a peculiar, vivid shade of green that made his angular face seem even more alien. His lips were pressed into a thin line, and his expression radiated arrogant contempt. 
“I see,” I said, trying to remember what I knew about him. I had driven through La Crosse on my way to the Twin Cities a few times, but I had only stopped there long enough to buy gas. All I could recall was that Lord Castomyr had a reputation for harshness, and was not terribly popular with the other Elven nobles. Of course, Morvilind himself was not popular with the other Elven nobles, likely because they were all terrified of him. “He will have excellent security.”
“Undoubtedly,” said Morvilind. “But I have confidence you shall rise to the challenge. You have excellent motivation to succeed.”
“Yes,” I said, my voice flat. Morvilind liked to give me as little help as possible for two reasons. One was plausible deniability. If I screwed up and got arrested, he would use the vial of heart’s blood to kill me and cover his tracks. The second was his own harsh personal philosophy. He had no use for weakness, and believed that challenges forced me to become stronger and harder and therefore more useful to him. 
The hell of it was, though…he was at least partially right. I knew Russell’s life depended on me, and so I pushed myself harder, made myself more ruthless. That had let me succeed when I otherwise would have failed. Morvilind himself seemed to live the same philosophy. I had seen him fight only once, but he had crushed his opponents without a hint of mercy. I wondered how many fights he had survived to gain that kind of prowess. He had to be at least a thousand years old, if not older. 
I pushed it out of my mind. Right now I had for immediate problems. 
“You are correct that Lord Castomyr’s security will be excellent,” said Morvilind, “but there is an opportunity to exploit in three weeks’ time.”
“Three weeks?” I said, and then the date clicked. “He has a Thanksgiving party?”  
“Of a sort,” said Morvilind. “Lord Castomyr traditionally holds a Thanksgiving banquet for his vassals and the richer members of La Crosse’s citizenry every year. Easily two thousand guests attend, accompanied by the usual hirelings that support such gatherings – cooks and entertainers and so forth. That will provide you with ample opportunity to steal the tablet in the confusion.”
“His security will be higher for the party,” I said. 
“You have employed such a ruse before,” said Morvilind. “When Duke Carothrace received Jarl Rimethur at Madison, or when Paul McCade held his Conquest Day party.”
I started to open my mouth to say that there had been severe complications both times, but for once in my life I shut up. I didn’t think Morvilind knew how I owed the Knight of Grayhold a favor, how Rimethur had given me his amulet in exchange for screwing over the Rebels. For that matter, the complications at Paul McCade’s party had led to me meeting Riordan, and I really didn’t want to tell Morvilind that I was seeing him. The Firstborn of the Shadow Hunters seemed to be one of the few people on Earth, Elven or human, that Morvilind was unwilling to cross. 
“Yes,” I said at last. 
Eloquent as ever, I know. 
“The Thanksgiving banquet will be your easiest opportunity to claim the tablet,” said Morvilind. 
I took a deep breath. “That’s my deadline?” Only three weeks? Well, Morvilind had given me worse jobs with less time to prepare, but three weeks was still cutting it very close. 
“Yes,” said Morvilind. “It is not necessary to obtain the tablet by Thanksgiving, but Baron Castomyr’s party is the best opportunity you are likely to have. Nevertheless, you shall bring me the tablet by midnight on New Year’s Eve. Failure to do so would not be conducive to your brother’s ongoing good health.” 
I gritted my teeth. Oh, yes, we couldn’t get through a single conversation with a reminder of that. If I got myself killed, then Morvilind would stop casting the cure spells to heal Russell’s frostfever. With that handy lever, he could compel me to do almost anything. Still, he had kept his word. 
Six more years. I just had to keep my head and stay alive for six more years.
“All right,” I said. “I suppose I had better get started.”
“Sound counsel,” said Morvilind. “Now depart and return with the tablet.” He turned back to his monitors, which meant the conversation was over.
I left the library and walked back towards the front doors. My mind was already sorting through plans. Three weeks? Three weeks was challenging, but it would be doable. Certainly Morvilind had dumped worse tasks into my lap.
Ha. If only I had known.
Follow this link to continue reading Cloak Games: Shadow Jump.
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The Demonsouled Saga
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a sword.

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

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

Read Mask of Swords and Mask of Dragons along with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight and The Serpent 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, and Cloak Games: Shadow Jump, along with the short story Wraith Wolf.
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