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Chapter 1.
AA trail of breadcrumbs 0
Black turtleneck sweater, black jeans , black boots and
thin black leather gloves helped me disappear in to the
shadow of the stone wall. A black skimask rolled up like

a watch cap hid my distinctively silver hair. My name is
Sylvester Larcini , but friends shortened my first name to
ASi | v e hed myhair started changing color back in my

early thirties.

| unzipped my black backpack and removed a thick,
juicy steak wrapped in plastic. It glistened wetly in the
light of the half moon as | unwrapped it . | tossed it over

the wall ,t hen blew sev eral silent blasts on a dog whistle.
A moment later | heard  something crash through the
brush on the other side of the wall , followed by a low
growl . Then came sloppy chewing noises and toothy clicks.
| tugged the skimask down to cover my face. Time to

move.
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The wall was fifteen feet tall -- too high for me to
scale by jumping, and too smooth for freestyle climbing
So | drew a collapsible grappling hook from my backpack.
It resembled a flashlight until | pushed a button onits
side ,andt hree rubb er-padded hooks snappedopen atone
end. From the other end | drewout a thin nylon rope o
gave the grappling hook a single swing and tossed it over
thewall ,then pulled it back untii the hooks caught at the
top. | scrambled up the rope

| hauled my self up to perch like a gargoyle on top of
the wall. Below me lay a grassy clearing surrounded by an
overgrown garden of leafy trees and bushes.

This was the first time | had actually seen the guard
dog upclose ...andl realized right away it was no dog St
was, in fact, a remarkably large and muscular  wolf .

Someone had made a bad security decision. Wolves rarely

bark and they usually run away from strangers , which  makes
them lousy guard dogs . At best they just look
intimidating.
Dog or wolf, t he x ylazine - based sedative acted
quickly, and t he magnificent animal was already staggering
drunkenly in the clearing. That it had eaten the steak
didndét sur p+ juds e twomights ago | 6 dossed
untreated meat over the wall to make sure the animal hadnot
been trained to accept food only from its handler
While | waited, | studied the grounds . Overa hundred

yards straight ahead , In the center of the walled estate,
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stood the only building insight : a huge, two - story
Victorian mansion of weathered stonean dwood . T he unkempt
garden grew right up to the building and v eins of ivy

crawled up the mansion walls , as if trying to reclaim it

for the garden

| used a pair of compact binoculars to carefully peer
through every window . Only darkness stared back . However,
to the right of the building , hear the front entrance, I
spotted  the wavering beam of a flashlight probing through
the dense foliage . 1 6d watched the place enough tin
know there should be a total of four guards outside .| had
no idea if ther e were any inside . There hadnét been any

way to find out.

| worked as a security systems specialist , Where |
evaluated and installed all manner of security systems
Through my contacts | could access information about
security measures installed almost anywhere in the
Northeastern US and beyond

Not this place , however. The only reason | had even
noticed it was because a couple months ago!l took awrong
turn onto a little -used country road and just happened to
drive by . The estate appeared overgrown and neglected |, yet
two men wearing black business suits and carrying MP5
submachin e guns guarded the front gate . That sort of stuff
pigues my interest

All'l could find out aboutth e estate was that it

belonged to a reclusive Mr. Sherman Lord, and supp osedly
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h e 6 dad an expensive biometric security system installed

in his bedroom over a decade ago. | had no further details
because somehow the installation records had mysteriously
disappeared . | suspected that was no accident

So what was Mister Lord hiding that required expensive
security? On my own personal list of mission rules, the
third axiom of theft Is to always keep an eye out for new
opportunities . S o | installed aspycam inatree just down
the street to keep tabs on the front gate . All I managed
to learn was that  occasionally various vehicles would pass
through the gate , most often at night, and that some of
them had government plates . Most of the vehicles were
black vans and SUVs, but three  of them were hearses . Yeah,
thatwast oointr iguing for me to ignore

The wolf finally toppled over and hit the ground with

an audible thud

An oak tree grew in the garden conveniently close to
thewall . | collapsed the grappling hook and returned it
tomy backpack ,then | climbed down the tree into the wild

garden below

Thick, gnarled oak trees, white birches, elms and
maples grew randomly throughout the estate grounds
Untrimmed grasses, bushes and ferns spread unchecked under
thetrees .  Moonlight filtering through the foliage cast
dappled patterns on the ground . The garden appeared

strangely beautiful and the air smelled wonderfully fresh,
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although it was as cold and silent as a morgue
if the whole place were holding its breath
| realized | was breathing too fast, my heart

pounding and my muscles were too tense

tho ught, deliberately slowing my breathing

body to relax . It had been twenty
this for real. | 6d forgotten
Which was ironic ... because | was dying.
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It felt as

was

Unprofessional ,

and forcing my

y

ears since

how ali ve

A monthago doctors diagnosed me with stage four

adenocarcinoma -- cancer of glandular tissue
the slight discomfort in my chest for too long
cancer had metastasized.

probably had a

few weeks left  before the pain

According to my oncologist,

6d ignored

andt he

would become

incapacitating ...but for the time being , at least, | still
felt fine -- well, apart from that minor ache  in my chest.
Andt hat 6s why | was here. Il wanted t
of the little time | had left.
The wolf layon itsside , breathing deeply and
drooling on the crushed grass beneath its head The animal
had enough sedative in its system to keep it snoozing for
at least a couple of hours .

| reached down and scratched the wolf between the

ears . fiSweetdre ams, Fi d anurnured. Up close the
beast looked even more massive , surely the biggest wolf | 6d
ever seen.

The nearest path meandered throug

the mansion , so | headed down it

h the

foliage  toward

The trees closed

in

(0]

t
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over head as | walked . Moving stealt hily waseasy; my night
camouflage blended me into the shadows and the loamy saoill
felt as soft as cotton under my feet, absorbing all sound
But for some reason | still felt unusually jittery . Hadl
really  forgotten what it was like to putmyfreedom at
actual risk ? Or was| justnervous that | would n 6 tmeasure
up tothe real -world expert | used to be ?
| 6 dalways had a knack for stealing . ldiscovered a
taste forit at age seven, when | shoplifted a book on
lock - picking techniques  from right underas tore manager 6s

nose. | found | could suck in my stomach and tuck book -
sized items into the front of my waistband without them

showing through my shirt

| studied that lock - picking  book until it fell apart.
| practiced on bike locks , various door locks within my
home, and any other locks I could get my hands on until |

could open them within seconds
Before long | added picking pockets to my repertoire ,
teaching myself the maneuvers by planting items on friends
and family and then removing them without their  noticing
In my teens | graduated to breaking into cars for the
stereo systems , which naturally evolved in to stealing cars
and motorcycles for joyrides. | used expensive vehicles to
practice tricky maneuvers like bootleg reverses and ramp
jumps i n abandoned parking lots . Not many of the vehicles

made it back to their owners in one piece.
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But | found particular satisfaction in breaking into
buildings secured with alarms or guards . A successful
burglary  often require s a wide variety of different skill s:
lock picking, safecracking, stealth , security devices ,
repelling , acrobatics and fast driving , toname afew. |

even spent a summer interning with a special effects

company in order to learn how to disguise  myself
effectively , for those instances when looking the right

part made it easierto getin or therewas  arisk of being

recognized . The sheer variety of options kept things

interesting and challenging

Eventually | ended up making a pretty good living for
myself  stealing cars and burglariz  ing upscale homes. But
it was never about the money or other material goods; t here
was just something about pitting myself against system s

designed to keepmeout that drew me like a mothtoa
flame. Using my mind and body to get past awell - designed

security measure waslike solving an exhilarating,

dangerous and intriguing puzzle. | loved it.
Until | got caught. The first time happened when |
was still ateenager . T he police caught me stealing a BMW,
and | led them on a spirited car chase that didn 0tend so
well for me after | hitacurb and blew a tire
Fortunately, the judge gave me the option to avoid jail
time by  enlisting in the military , soljoined the marines.
The military and | didndét see eye to eyadviery

seemed like | spent most of my time pulling extra duty

of ten
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assignments for constantly questioning orders ,but  atleast
| enjoyed the training and learned howto use  a variety of
weaponry .

After  the military, | went back to my previous
occupation , only now I carried a handgun. Atthe time |
regarded it as a handy catch - all alternative to carefully
planning  for unexpected contingencies . But the gun  turned
out to be a crutch -- it made me lazy and overconfident and |
took too many chances . When an angry security guard
cornered me  during a botched art heist, | learned my
twenty - fifth axiom - Never pull a gun on someone youb
prepared to shoot . He called my bluff and opened fire , and
| took a bullet tothe chest . Notonly did | almost die
from the incident ,but  having a firearm on me only
guaranteed | 60 d eupdpending thenext six yearsin
prison
That was enough. When | got out , | decided to put my
experience to good use doing something that was actually
legal . | became a security systems specialist , Which was
one of the f ew occupations for which my background was more
of anasset than a liability . The job gave me the
opportunity to test new security systems as soon as they
came out on the market , and it included staging mock
robberies and live exercises for clients . But  without any
real risk or reward. .. well, itjust wasnodét the same.
Sitill, it beat prison . And lalways imagined my

career was training me to become a better thief . ljust
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never put it to the test. Instead , | met my wife, Dana,
and settled down. | became comfortable with that life, and
| decided | enjoyed it too much to risk losing it .

Until now. | figured this was my last chance to find
out if I still had it in me to takeona real - life

challenge ...and | wanted to poke life in the eye one last
time b efore mydisease knocked me down forgood . | smiled
under the skimask at my own morbid thoughts

My smile faded as | approached a cracked and disused

marble fountain partially covered with dead ivy and a thick

layer of dust . The figure under the withe red vines looked
like a deformed man tearing himself to shreds

What kind of a person would own such a thing ? |
briefly wondered if perhaps | should have chosen a more
conventional target , but | had to admit that the creepy
statue  only added to my curio sity about the enigmatic

Sherman Lord.
Distractions often lead to mistakes, so | forced
myself to focus on the job. | rounded the fountain and

continued down the trail.

Thirty  yards from the mansion, | crouched down and
slipped off my backpack . | ext racted a shortlength of
black nylon cord and tied it tightly across the path
between two trees at about shin level . The shadows made it
effectively invisible . | looked around and took a mental
picture of this section of the path , memori zing t

exact location

9
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| then followed the path right up to the edge of the
manor house . Here the vegetation thinned out somewhat. |
moved into the shadow of the building and sidled up to the
nearest window . Dusty white shutters stood fully open but
the windo w itself was closed . Through the glass | could
see it was also latched

The foil strip of an old - fashioned sensitive - tape
alarm system ran around the inside perimeter of each pane
of glass. | inspected the window more closely, looking for
the magnetic contacts often associated with these security
systems -- when the window was opened, the magnets would
separate and set off the alarm —-but | coul dnét bee any
shook my head in admonishment of whoever set up this
pl acebs s e.cSteel barsyould have be en a more
effective deterrent against anyone who made it past the

wolf and armed guards.

| reached into my pack for a pair of ATN PS15- 4 night
vision goggles and fitted them in place . With the flick of
a switch and a faint electronic whine , myview oft he world
turned abright , ghostly green . |l 'loved this device - it

made spotting many deterrents a whole lot easier.

| peered over the windowsill . No light shone on in
the room beyond , butthe goggles clearly revealed a strange
collection of furniture fr om different countries and ages.

Thick velvet curtains framing the window looked like
something from Versailles . Five stained - glass lamps hung

from chains attached to the high ceiling . Anold Victorian
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love seat sat in one corner . Unfamiliar impression ist and
abstract paintings hung on the walls, along with a 60- inch
plasma television . A porcelain Chinese vase and a Greek

urn sat on an ancient Egypti an table against one wall

Near the table stood an antique grandfather clock

displaying the correct tim e, almost midnight. An
intricately patterned Afghanrug layi nthe middle ofthe
hardwood parquet floor . And o n the rug stood a carved teak
desk that might have come from India, with a colonial
leather  chair behindit . The odd combination of furniture

di d n Ofit together at all , yetitdid suggest affluence

| drew a glass cutter from my pack and pressed its

rubber suction cup against the center of one window pane

| rotated the diamond tip around the cup w ith a few careful
movements that sounded like light scratches on a

chalkboard . A gentle tap with my gloved knuckle snapped
the circle free .  No cracks formed to break the electrical

current flowing through the foil strip, so no alarm

sounded . | reached through the hole, unlatched the window

and lif  ted it open without a sound

| smiled to myself ; less than half aminute and | was
in . No, an old sensitive -tape security system wasnot
of a challenge , but this was the real thing ,hot just an
exercise
Keeping an eye out for tripwires, motion se nsors,
cameras and other deterrents, | slipped over the windowsill

and into the room . Inside it was warm and stuffy and
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silent , except for the faint ticking of the grandfather
clock . I closed the window behind me to leave it looking
as undisturbed as pos sible.

The parquet floor di dnwalkedc r ecaded a s

the Afghan rug, lifting the corners and checking underneath
for security systems . Nothing visible ,s o | steppedup to
the teak desk and inspected the drawers .| cautiously
opened each drawer but found only basic office supplies

In the back of the room, a grand flight of stairs led
up to the second floor . The steps and banisters were
carved from beautiful dark, veined marble ... andyet the
steps were  almost completely covered with thick car  peting
Suspicious, | used a pocket knife topry  up one corner of
the carpet

There lay the pressure plate of a switch mat alarm
system . Ah,so apparently | would have to deal with some
inter ior security . | smiledto myself .  Unless Sherman
Lord was | ust plain paranoid, there had to be something
valuable at the other end of the security measures . Al
had to do was follow the m like a trail of breadcrumbs --

t hat @&dom fourteen.

N

| di dndét Dbother trying to deacti.vate

Instead, | stradd led oneof the wide banisters and used the
thick supports to pull myself up the staircase
The top of the stairs endedin ahallway running left

and right , with a wood banister along the side overlooking
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the office below . | stepped off the marble banist er

gingerly to make sure the wood floor woul dné
To the right stood two open doors along onewall . |

took a peek inside each and discovered two unoccupied

bedrooms furnis hed with old - fashioned elegance . They

didndét | ook premwmagh,solmeg adeddown the hallway

to the left instead

The corridor contained no furniture or artwork, just

an old - fashioned steam heating radiator against the right

wall across from the far end of the wood banister . Ten
feet beyondth at, the hallway turned left an d continued
another twenty feet before ending at a single wood door. A

shag carpet covered the last dozen feet of hallway leading

up to the door

Another inappropriate use of carpet ing . |lused my
knife topry up onecorner . Sureenough, there was  anot her
pressure plate .| shook my head, un impressed with the
quality of Mr . Lordodés securityAtlgastst e ims

couldndét fault hqguanttyon t he
| sat back on my heels and pondered how to reach the
door at the other end of the four yards of carpet
Disabling the switchmat  system wouldtake time and there
was always the risk of accidentally set ting it off
Jumping over the switch mat would be too noisy ,and |
coul dndét be sure the pressuwktend ptheat es di dnot

entire length of the carpet
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The hal lway walls were relatively narrow, about three
and a half feet apart ,which gave me anidea . | removed my
backpack and put it on backwards so that it hung down my
front . Then | pressed my upper back against one wall and
lifted my feet one at a time to pr ess against the opposite
wall, raising myself clear of the floor . By pushing hard
against the walls with my upper back, arms and feet, I

managed to slowly shuffle sideways over the carpet toward
the door . The rough stucco wall dug into my back but it
als o added helpful traction

Suddenly the house reverberated with a low bonging
sound. | jerked involuntarily and slipped down a few
inches , scraping my spine against the stucco . The bonging
sounded again .  And again.

Quashing a rise of panic, | looked ar ound for the
electric eye or motion sensor | must have tripped , b ut saw
nothing . | hung over the carpet , unsure whether to work my
way back along the walls or just drop to the floor and run
for it

A thought suddenly occurred to me and | glanced at my
watch . Midnight , of course! | would have kicked myself if
| could . The grandfather clock downstairs was just
striking twelve . Feeling foolish and shaking with unneeded
adrenaline, | glanced at the door at the end of the carpet
If someone were to come through it now

No sense in waiting for it . Sweatstung between my

shoulder blades where the slide down the stucco wall had
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abraded my spine ,andm vy legs began to tremble from the
strain of maintaining such an awkward position . Taking
advantage of the continuing noisy chimes, | quickly

wriggled along the walls to the door, willing it to remain

closed .

The la st echo of the chimes died away and silence
filled the house in its wake .| cinched down the wall
enough to bring the doorknob within easy reach , then
grasped it and slowly turned it

Locked . Butatleastno alarm rang .

Bracing myself between the walls with only my feet and
upper back, | fished through the pack on my stomach for my
lock pick s. | then chose a slow feeler pick to avoid the
nois e of raking the lock . Ittook only afew seconds of
nudging the tumblers Into position as | twisted the torsion

wrench beforet he lock clicked open

With careful deliberation | turned the doorknob and
pushed lightly . The door opened a crack, and | gave a
mental sigh of relief . Fortunately, Mr. Lord hadndot seen

fit to install a deadbolt

| slowly pushed the door open a few inches .  The air
flowing out smelled humid and stale . | opened the door
wider andpeeredin . Theroom was smaller than | expecte d
for a mansion master bedroom . A large antique canopy bed
against the back wall dominated the room , with a shadowed

bulge lying in its center

Sherman Lord, | presumed.
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A large Persian rug covered most of the floor ,
although not the area just inside the door , which allowed
me to step down into the room safely . Not that | had much
choice ; | coul dndédt have maintained that position
longer . With my back burning and quadriceps trembling, I
sank gratefully to the floor .| silently closed the door
behind me

Almost silently . The latch gave a small click as it
closed . The sleeping form gave a muffled snort , then
sighed and began t o stir like an uncoiling snake

| slipped off the backpack and scuttl ed like a
cockroach to the foot of the bed . The b ed creaked as
Sherman Lord  shifted position ,and | used the noise he made
to cover my own sounds as| slipped under the dust ruffle
To my relief, there was plenty of room under the bed oo

quietly dragged my backpack under neath with me

Then | lay stil |, listening intently as my heart
pounded . Lord grumbled something unintelligible and
settled down again .| slowly breathed out a sigh of
relief

| waited ten long minutes before quietly creeping out
from under the bed .| stoodand looked atShermanL ord,
who lay on his back under the covers. The night vision
goggles gave him the appearance of a glowing, radioactive
corpse. He was a large man with a thick neck ,Slab - like

cheeks and dark hair receding up his forehead. Although

age lined his face, his features held the strength of
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weathered marble. An oddly carved stone pendant -- like a
distorted , upside - down letter A -- hung on a thin cord around
his neck.

| turned my attention to the rest of the room, but

there wasndt much. tTheres averetwodoo rways inone

wall, one of which stood open and | could see it led to a

bathroom .  Apart from the bed, t he only  other piece of

furniture was an intricately carved rosewood tabl e nextto

thebed . Onitsat an old - fashioned rotary dial tele phone
from the. 6170hadnét seen one decaddsshose i n

The center of the dial had a label insert with the
phone number  written on it . | committed it to memory as a
matter of course -- axiom nine is to nemorize any potentially

useful information

The table had a sin gle drawer, which | quietly pulled
open. Inside lay a booklet, some papers, pencils, paper
clips and other junk. I might  have ignored the booklet if

not for the recognizable Wilson Security logo on the cover.

Curious, | activated the night vision goggle sO infrared
illuminator ,  which provided abeamof light thatwas
invisible to the naked eye, yet allowed me toread clearly
through the goggles. | quickly flipped through the pages.

It was the operations manual for a Voiceguard RK -7, a
high - priced butn ot particularly sophisticated voice -
operated lock that had been discontinued years ago . Soit

appeared Lord did indeed have a biometric security system

Excellent. The next step would be to find it.
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On the last page of the booklet someone had written

APW= Open Sesame. 0 | s n othat always the case? Give

someone a fancy security system and they 6ll conveniently

write the password down somewhere nearby. Still, it

woul dndét do me any good unl ess | could match
pattern stored in the ayompwtdercd ®smemhat

bridge when | came to it.

But | had to wince at the choice of passwords. Open
Sesame? Really, Sherm?

| returned the booklet to the drawer and crept overto
the door  near the bathroom . With infinite care, | turned
the knob and pushed the door open just enough for me to
slip through ,then | quietly shut it behind me

This room was dark enough to require the infrared
illuminator again . | switched it on and found myself
standing in a large walk - in closet with plush carpeting
Alo ng the wall on my right stood a long mirror above a
dressing counter devoid of any bathroom personal effects
Across from me stood a cabinet ofdrawers . Andon my left
the closet opened up in toaroom  with racks of cloth  ing
covering all three walls . A | ow shelf held a couple dozen

pairs  of shoes

Not exactly a treasure room but | figured it was worth
asearch . | checked the drawers first .  Mostjust held
socks and underwear , but the top drawer was locked . Two

rakes with a lock pick and it clickedope n.
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Inside  the drawer | found only a single , unsealed
envelope with no name or address on the front . lgnoring a
twinge of disappointment, | shook out the letter and
unfolded it . ltread:

To Director Sherman Lord

Phase 143 completed

FBI director suc cessfully replaced

| blinked and read it again . I suspectedBlbhe n
part actually stood for something other than t he Federal
Bureau of Investigation ,but thefisuccessfully replaced?o
part still sounded a little unsettling . And what exactly
was it that Sherman Lord directed ?

Welb, I wasndot here to deciphersosbmeoneds m
replaced thenote andlocked the drawer . Despite the
content of the letter, | was beginning to suspect that

maybe Sherman Lord was indeed just a paranoid recluse who

installed security measures to protect himself against

imaginary threats , rather than to defend any real

valuables. But 1 6d yet to come 4across the RK
| turned to search through the cloth esrack ,and

discoveredt  his was no ordinary wardrobe . The clothing

con sisted of an odd assortment of styles, ranging from a

modern Italian business suit toa frilled lace shirt that

looked like something Mozart might have worn . | even

discovered  along jacket of metal - studded leather and a
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pair of fur leggings! The shoes v aried from new alligator
skin dress shoes to well -worn, knee - high leather boots with
brass buckles . Had ShermanLord oncebeen anactor ? Or
did he have some sort of fetish ?

As | searched through the rack, the infrared beam
shone past the clothes and re flected off something metallic
against the back wall .| pushed the cloth ing aside to

reveal ametal door just large enough for someone to step

through . The solid steel door had no visible hinges or
handle . Instead, built into the thick metal frame to th e
right of the door were awir e microphone grid, a button ,
and a small metal plate with AiVoiceguard RK - 70 engraved on
it .

Ah, s o here it was at last

| thought for a moment, weighing my options , and
settled on the fifteen th axiom : I f you candtlonget

use someone else.

I  moved the clothing back to conceal the metal door
putting everything back the way it was . I took a digital
voice recorder from my pack, switched it to voice - activated
record mode , and placed it out of view on a n overhead shelf
directly above the metaldoor . Then | parted the clothes
on the opposite side of the closet, climbed through into
the tight space behind them,and shifted the clothing back
into place

Axiom eighteen: Always carry a pre - paid, disposable

cell phone. | produced one from a backpack pocket and
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dialed t he numbeseen 6NAdSher man L telephdnes

After two rings, he picked up.

AMmp h. Wh at | espdokd wittba  Hdeep, rumbling
Voi ce. I couldnoét pl ace h-isesmethihgi ght accent
Eastern European, p erhaps?

| spoke with the precise, overly annunciated voice of
a professional recording X AHel | o. This I s an aut oma

emergency alert for all registered owners of a Voiceguard
R K. series biometric authentication security system. o0
AWhat 20 Lord. gréawWhedaut-horized
AA programming Issue could cause the pass
Voiceguard R . K. series system to automatically reset if not
accessed by six a.m. today. Please test your system as

soon as possible to ensure this problem does

AOh bl oody hell .. .o

Al'f you receive this message after six a.
contact our support department assoonas  pos-- 0O

He hung up. | returned the cell phone to my pack,

then sat and waited .

The closet door banged open and a light switched on.
Ili stened as Lord stomped into the room and shoved the
clothing away from the metal door . There was a faint click
as he pressed the button on the RK -7.

AOpen Ses hemgrqwied.
| heard a metallic clunk and a quiet hum as the door
opened. Lord punched the button again, and t he hum

repeated as the door closed and the lock clunked back into
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place . Lord snarl ed and mumbl ed sometduieng | coul
make out, then he stomped out , switching off the light and

slamming the closet door shut behind him.

Afte r waiting a few minutes for Lord to settle down
again , |crept out of my hiding place and recovered the
digital voice recorder . uncovered the metal door and

played back the recording.
Al t hough | wasndédt concerned Lord would he

t he surroundi  ng clothing and closed door provided

sufficient soundproofing -1 couldnbét be sure the fidel
of the recording would be adequate, even for this old
voice - recognition system . So when the playback approached

the part where Lord sai, dgol pushpcethe REe-s a me

76 s button and held my breath.

My concerns  proved unfounded,; t he panel clicked and
slid to the side with a soft hum . Plenty of light
illuminated the room beyond , S0 | slid the night vision

gogglesupon to my forehead and c autiously stuck my hea d

through the opening

Numerous b rass oil lamps suspended from chains hung
fromthe  ceiling. Their flickering flames filled the room
with a warm yellow light. Brick walls supported  arched

wood beams inthe  high ceiling.

The room was divided into two sectons t hat didnot
belong together at all. The right half looked like an
overused university chemistry lab, with heavy wood tables

cluttered with beakers, test tubes , burners, crucibles,
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stills, flasks, and all manner of other glass and ceramic
objects. Strange liquids and powders filled the
containers , some smoking, some bubbling, some just sitting
there and looking about as appetizing as a fish milkshake.

The left side of the room looked like an office at a
wealthy law firm. Ceiling - high bookshelve s lined all three
walls, each filled with leather - bound books , piles of
papers and stacks of rolled documents. A n ornately
patterned Afghan rug covered most of the stone floor , and
upon it sat a tasteful ly arranged , old - fashioned office
space with aheavy antique oak desk , plush leather chairs
and even a potted ficus . A door stood i n the wall behind
the desk.

That door looked promising. | headed for it and
tested the latch. Unlocked ,s ol pulleditopen. A light
automatically switched on in the room beyond and...

My jaw dropped as | stared at the impossible vision
before me . Although the room was nobigger than Lor doés
walk - in closet, the shelves lining the walls spilled over
with treasures beyond anything 16d ever i magin

On the shelf directly in front of me sat a polished
walnut box filled to overflowing with precious stones,
beautifully cut and glowing with liquid richness

And o n the shelf below, in velvet cases , lay rows of
finely carved rings of precious metals, expertly

embellished with multi - faceted gemstones
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And o n a rack of pegs hung necklaces of superbly
worked gold, platinum and silver , inset with glittering
jewels

And along an upper shelf , exquisitely detailed

statuettes of jade, ivory, gold

And draped on a pile of gold dou bloons , silk scarves
woven with gold thread in gorgeous pattern s and beaded with
precious gems

And hanging from hooks, strings of both creamy white
and lustrous black pearls

And pendants and clasps with iridescent, shimmering
opals and polished silve r--

And sparkling yellow diamonds --

And blood -red rubies -

And smoky blue sapphires --

And beautiful amber topazes --

And rich, gleaming emeralds

| sagged against the doorframe and stared wide - eyed at
the obscene excess of wealth like the prover bial kid in a
candy store . This was a treasure straight out of the
Arabian Nights, or the hoard of a dragon , or the riches

of ... of ..

| shook my head, convinced t hiscou | dndot be. real
Paste gemstones , maybe. H ell, | 6 deven believe this was
all aholog ram.

| stepped into the room, tore off my gloves and dug my

fingers into the walnut box. Smooth gemstones caressed my
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hands with cool kisses .| snatchedup agoldring and bit

it -- the metal gave almost like sweet butter . My hands

shaking, | dug a jewel er 6 s |
carefully inspected a diamond
inclusions ...i twas flawless

It was all real ..a llofit.

whether to laugh, cry or run amok

omitrofs  my pack and

No blemishes and no visible

Real ! | coul dnot deci de

through the wealth

A sudden jolt of reality snapped me out of my reverie.

I r ealized that s omeone who could

collection like this would have

afford to amass a

little trouble mustering

the resources to huntmedown . And | 6d just put my

fingerprints on handfuls  of these
was | thinking?

| pulled my glovesb ackon .
collected up all the items | had
my bare hands  and added them to

| still had plenty of room left

treasures. What the hell

Then | carefully
so foolishly touched with
the backpack . Fortunately,

in the pack  ,so Iturned my

attention to the rest of the treasures.

envisi oned taking just atrophy, some small reminder of my

mission...but how could | pass up

There was no way | could haul away

this ?

more than a small

fraction of this magnificence, so | told myself to take

only the best. Sitill, ny pack filled up far too qui ckly .

| even stuffed my pockets with loose
padding them with wads of hundred

silver cash box ) | had almost all

gems and jewelry
- dollar bills | found in a

| could safely carry,

o
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yet | hadnoét enadedentin this treasure hoard . Truly,
not a dent

And thetop  shelves still needed checking, so I
climbed up and peered around . | found an intricate gold
figurine of what looked like Bastet , the Egyptian cat
goddess .  As | debated whether it would be  too heavy to
take, | noticed a small crystal statuette in the back
Even covered with dust as it was, the figure of a beautiful
woman in along, chemise - like dress appeared surprisingly
life - like

| pickedup the crystal statuette and blew some of the
dustaway . The attention to detail took my breath away -- |
coud even see the womands fingernail s.
my jewelerods | ens an dartigry modeicaaiullyt h e
The detail didndot | us fingdrnails,| u dleuttheh &
moons and ridges as well, along with all  the fine lines on
the wo ma nliasds. |couldeven make out her individual
eyelashes! Trulya  masterpiece

Curiously, t he interior looked hazy, asif it
contained  a hollow space filled with a blue - gray smoke that
appeared to flow and swirl as | turned the statuette

| hesitated . The crys tal looked too delicate to haul
around in a backpack, and damaging it would be a worse
crime than stealing it . Butl knew Dana would absolutely
loveit -- assuming | could come up with a convincing ly legal
explanation for how | acquired it. And it was hand s- down

the most beautiful piece here. | wrestled  with the

aga
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decision  for several seconds as| gently wiped most of the
remaining dust away.

Nope, |l coul dnodtl wrapped sthe.statuette in a
silkk scar f and placeditin side a ziptop plastic bag from
my backpack . | stuffed crumpled bills inside the bag to
serve as padding , and when | zipped it shut | blew air in
to inflate it for even more protection . Then | carefully

tucked thebag into the top ofthe back pack where it would

best survive any bouncing around . 1hadtoleave outa
jewel -encrusted silver gauntlet to fititin , but so be it.
| return ed to searching the upper shelf and noticed
the statuette had been resting on a tan square of
parchment . | picked it up and blew off the dust . The
parchm ent was approximately twelve inches wide and  eight
inches high . Thousands of little dots set in perfect ly
straight rows covered its smooth surface . Theonly
unmarked area was a one-inch bl ank strip of Awhite spac:

running down the left and right sides

| examined the rows with myj ewel er 6 ssandens
discovered that the dots were tiny yet incredibly detailed
shapes , like an odd combination of Asian characters and
Nordic runes, each smaller than the head of a pin and drawn
in multiple colors . Ishookmy  head, wondering w here
Sherman Lord had managedto  find such amazing artwork

Thenl noticed a slight raggedness along the top and
bottom edges of the parchment, as if the wupper and lower

thirds  had been meticulously torn away. The damage to such
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an inc redible piece of art made me wince, b ut what remained
was still too unigue and impressive not to take anyway. At

l east 1t didndét wei gAndalthqughhthe pagchme nt

appeared ancient and brittle, it rolled up easily. |
tucked it safely into the ba ckpack .
| hefted the now rather heavy load onto one shoulder
and took a last look around . It broke my heartto leave SO
much of the treasure behind , but what could | do? At least
| had packed away enough of it to fund a truly lavish
retirement ...well, if I were going to live long enough to
retire . Atleast Dana would want for nothing.

| reluctantly bid the magnificent treasure hoard

farewell and returned to the closet. | closed the metal

door and hid it once again behind the clothing , then fit my
ni ght vision goggles back over my eyes and cautiously

opened the door to the bedroom . Sherman Lord lay inhis

bed, his back to me .l crossed silently over to the door

to the hallway and eased it open. |climbed back up onto

the wall, then closed andlocke d the door behind me N

crab - walked my way back over the carpet and stepped downto
the wood floor  on the other side. Then| headed around the

corner toward the stairs.

Voices carried from downstairs . |froze in place and
listened closely.

ASorry to awakenyou, MisterGodson , 0 s aad

breathless, nervous ma n oveice . Bitlook ... thewindow . 0
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A gruff, professional voice -- presumably Godson --

replied, ASummon the guar ds anmpemissesc wr e t he
AYes, sir. Right away, sir. o
Al 611 check onoMdsderThe sl ap of bare fee

the parquet floor headed toward the stairs.

Axiom seven: For every plan to get in, have three to
get out. Unfortunately, I had limited options  right now -- |
couldnét go back and | coul dndtlookedo f or war d.

at the steam heating radiator on the left side of the

hallway and the banister supports along the right .. andl
realized | could go over .
| yanked a length of black cord from my backpack and

quickly tied it across the hallway between a banister

support and the radiator , at shin height . Aslongasno
one turned on the lights, it would appear invisible in the
shadows .

| slipped back around the corner and muffled my mouth
with my hands to sound as if | were on the other side of
the bedroom door. A G o tbdautnimitating Lordsa |
rumbling v oi ce. AHel p! o

The footsteps immediately pounded up the remaining

steps and raced down the hallway. As soon as | heard the

grunt  of surprise and the heavy thud of a body hit ting the
ground , |  sprinted around the corner

| caught a glimpse of Godson sprawled across the floor
atmy feet . He was a big, solidly muscled man with  black

hair trimmed ina crew cut, and he wore only boxer shorts
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Hedéd | ost hi s darge p pisioh which slid across the
floor pastme .
| leaped over his prone form and landed just beyond
his feet . | hopped over my tripwire andraced for the
stairs. | bounded down the steps in just a few strides and
bolted  for the window.
A man in a black suit stood at the window, his back to
meanda walkie -t al ki e at his ear. ARoger that, o
AContinue the sweep. o0 He heard my footsteps
Remember my axiom about using someone else to get you
in? It also applies to getting you out. | slammed into
the guard  with my shoulder, and m y momentum carried us both
through the window in an explosion of shattered glass.
The collision tore the night vision goggles completely

offmyhead ,b ut atleast the guar doés dhieldeg me from

the flying shards of glass . And whenwe crashed into the
ground outside , hisbody  absorbed the impact forme and,
more importantly , my backpack .
| scrambled to my feet over the dazed guard, who lay
gasping for air with  the wind knocked out of him . The
night vision goggles were nowhere in sight and I di dnot
have time to look for them . Fortunately , 106 dnevertouched
them with my bare hands, so at least I woul dndot anyeave
fingerprints behind . | sprinted off down the garden trail.

Two s harp pistol reports echoed from inside the
mansion, and a bullet zip ped by my ear and clip ped a nearby

tree branch. Holycrap , t hese guys werenodot kidding a
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Stifling an urge to panic , I glanced back in time to see
the half - naked Godson leap through the window. He fired
another booming shot in midair, then hit the ground and

sprinted after me like a track star.

Acutely aware of the extra weight | was carrying ,
summoned all my strength and forced my legs to move as fast
as they could . Asl headed around the first bend, | still
had enough wits about me to remember this was where | 6d
tied the cord across the path ,and | leaped over it A
continued running ,andf orafew seconds the only sounds

were the thudding of my feet and my own labored breathing.
Then | heard a grunt and the crash of someone tumbling
into the bus hes behind me , followed by muffled swearing.
Despite my fear | coul dnot Axiore Ifgeity gsX: nni ng.

Be prepared for anyone whoos faster than you

But then a moment | ater | heard the crunc
footsteps accelerating through the brush once a gain. | had
hoped tripping twice would convince him to slow down to
keep an eye out for further tripwires. Unfortunately, s ome

people are just slow learners.

| dashed upto the creepy marble fountain. After all
that had happened to me so far tonight, Il didndot think
anything could surprise me ...but | was wrong. A woman sat

on the edge of the fountain, her elbows on her knees and
her head slumped. She had long , unkempt blond hair and a

well -toned body. She was also stark  naked.
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She slowly raised her head to look up atme aslran
by. A white scar marred her cheek, and she gazed atme

with heavy - lidded eyes.

Then | was past her and running toward the clearing,
wondering what the hell | had just witnessed . No time to
think about it. The wall loo med up before me and | headed

for the oak tree
The wolf was gone. Part of me felt relief that the
animal had recovered so quickly , since that meant it would
likely suffer no serious aftereffects from the sedative
But it also meant | 6 dfailed to calcu late the dosage
correcty , which was something 16d definitely h.
rectify . Later.

| scrambled up the oak tree to the top of the wall

From a pocket | drew a string of firecrackers, used a
disposable lighter to light their fuse, and tossed them
into abush atthe edge of the clearing

Godson burst from the path into the clearing just as |
jumped down the other side of the wall . | protected the
stuffed backpack as | landed and rolled . Atthe same
moment, the firecrackers went off with furious popp ing
noises . The explosions sounded remarkably like automatic
gunfire -- which was exactly how they 60d b edesignedto
sound .

Godson curse d and open ed up with his pistol , shooting

up thegarden . | glanced up at the bright flashes
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reflecting off the canopy of the tree I 6d just <climbed
Shot - up t wigs and leaves fluttered down around me
| laughed quietly as | hauled myself to my feet and
dashed along the length of the wall . | reached the empty,
forest - lined road that passed in front of Sherman Lordoés

prop erty, and followed it away from the mansion

The fireworks peter ed out,anda moment later | heard
Godson call out an order to the guards from the top of the
wall . | glanced back and saw the flicker of flashlight
beams probing the shadows . But | 6d ogdemawide enough

lead on them and my car was just up ahead, hidden in the
thick brush along the road.

My oncologist said |was unlucky, but he was wrong.
My cancer was just happenstance. Luck is what happens when
preparation meets opportunity ...a nd thatmade me  alucky

bastard indeed.
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Chapter 2.

iSomeone with a real taste for bl ood«

Godson stepped through the closet doorway leading to

Sherman Lordds hidden of fi.ceHeatlidorel abor atory

only his boxers , and he carried his big Desert Eagle .50

caliber  pistol in one hand and a plastic trash bag in the
other .  Dirt smudged his ruggedly handsome face. Several
minor scratches  marked his  sharply defined arms and legs,

and blood oozed from two shallowgouge s oneachshin . But

the pain didnot .bdtt meverdid i.m

Lord stood on the office side of the room in the
doorway to his treasure room , his back to Godson . He wore
an expensive purple silk robe and slippers . He stirred
slightly as Godson approached his desk.

AHet ook the artifacts, o0 LordBeahdofoftly
them. o Hi s voi ce sooded dalnhaadcellected to
most people, but Godson heard the constrained fury behind

the words
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Lord turned his sharp gaze on Godson. AWhere was your

wol f?0

Godson shift  ed uncomfortably. A H edisabled it . 0
AHow?O
AA sedative . O

Lordbés gl are dairYkoeuned.si sted the security
sufficient, that there was no need to waste energy on
cast i ng His ofrown deepened the age lines in his slab -
like cheeks .

Godson swal lowed , but he knew better than to react

defensively . AYes, sir. But he |l eft these behi
dumped the contents of the plastic bag onto the desk ca
pair of night vision goggles and the two black nylon cords

hedd tripped over.

Lord 6s scowl transforme d into a calculating smile . He
stepped up  to the desk and picked up the night vision
goggles .

fiYes.. 0 he mur mightlyesliding his fingers
along one of the black metal tubes . fil can track where

these have been .0

ASend me to him. | O Irmhs offfer whrathd i s a
did. o

Lord put down the goggles and shifted his gaze to
Godson. A The priority is to retrieve the artif
undamaged. Do | make myself clear?0o

nYes, sir. o
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AiYou get one more try, Godson. But fail again and |
shall send in someon e with a real taste for bl ood. 0
Godson frowned. i Who?o

AMy | awyer . o
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Chapter 3.

fShe woul dnot have understood?o

| drove my old Porsche 911 into the garage of our
comfortable suburban home . My car had an ugly flat black
paintjo b, which looked incongruous parked between Danads
shiny new white Infiniti SUV and my gleaming blue Suzuki
Hayabusa motorcycle. But at least the Porscheb6s paint job
made it easier to hide in the dark, a significant advantage

in my line of work

| picked up my overstuffed backpack from the seat
beside me and climbed out . Not wanting to awaken Dana at
this late hour , | waited for the noisy garage door to
finish closing before | opened the door to the house .

| quietly entered the kitchen  ,whichw e 6 decentl vy
furnished with expensive stainless steel appliances and
fancy granite countertops -- Dana had a taste for luxury . A
straight path ran from the garage door , through the

kitchen, and down a long hallway where | could see the
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bedroom door standing open atth efarend . Dana wasa

light sleeper , So now wasnét the time to mess aroun
my loot. | just stashed my backpack in a closet withthe

cleaning supplies where Dana was unlikely to look , since |

did most of the house maintenance . | had the day off

tomo rrow, so | would have plenty of time to inspect my

newly acquired treasures at leisure

I still coul dnét believe whaak had happene
about going out with a bang I Yeah, | still had it. | just
hoped | could keep the grin off my face so Dana would n 6t

get suspicious.
| headed for the bedroom. Dana lay asleep on her side
of the bed. Y ellow light from a lamp on the deck outside
filtered through the gauzy curtains and lit the side of her
face. Although thirty - eight , she had that kind of cute
look tha t easily passed for ten years younger . Her pixie
bob hairstyle only enhanced her youthful appearance
Curiously, people often said she had a stern face, but |
di dndot see it.
| sat on the edge of the bed to remove my boots, and
she stirred. She squinte  d up at me, muzzy with sleep.
AHePana, 6 | said softly. Il |l eaned in to g
kiss, but she turned away to glance at the clock.
ASOFf etulmi rty, 06 she mumbl ed.
ASorry. Troubl eshooting a new system ins

Picky client. o
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Al gott a baelytopmep.eThe new D.A. is a real

snake. 0

Il smil ed. AThe crooks doné6t stand a chan
you, sweetie. o

Danad s reputation as a relentless prosecutor was the
mainreason | coul dndét exactly tell her what 16d
tonight . Oh, | 6 ébott my past h e rat least a
somewhat embellished and romanticized version of it. In
fact, | think the reformed bad boy image is what drew her

to me in the first place

We met when her parents  hired me to evaluate and
address the security needs of the ir family summer retreat,
a lakeside cottage in upper New York. She liked the
confident competence | displayed as | demonstrated  all the
ways a thief might break in , and she gota perverse kick
out of the fact that her parents never felt comfortable

around me . Well, we all have our issues. | was just

amazed that a good - looking, highly  successful blueblood

like her was interested in someone like me. But it turned
out we actually did have  a few things in common -- most
notably our shared appreciation for fine a rt. Of course,

my interest came from a different angle than hers . Ithink

that still counts...
But Dana thought my thieving days were long behind me .
She woul dndédt have understood my need to do o

mission.
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AYour doct or ealierl |, ®dhe murmured. AHe swant
you to call back. Somég& hi ng wrong?o
| pasted on a smile. AUh, no, |l just had a quest.i
about some vitamin suppl ement s. Go to sl eep
ANI ght, Silver. o She roll ed over and cl o
No, I hadnét told her abmana,either adenocarc

| wasndt ready to t ed hotumtiily on eoulyd eot

longer ignore its effects. Somehow not talking about it

made it seem less real to me . B ut more than anything I

didnét want people giving me that | ook of pi
not from Dana. She loved the fact that | was so fit,

especially In comparison to her friendsd husbands. An
because i t mattered to her , It mattered to me. So for now

my illness would remain a secret too .

| finished undressing and crawled under the covers.
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Chapter 4.

AfA hundredoshards

| ran down the garden trail almost in slow motion. My
heart pounded in my chest and | gasped for air, but my legs

would not move any faster.

Now. Godson is supposed to trip now ' But | didnot
hear him cry out and crash into the bushes behind me. In
fact, Il coul dno tanjtheng r atall . Iturned my head to
look.
A figure in a hooded black cloak loomed up behind me.
A bleached skull grinned at me from under the hood . Boney
hands clenched a wicked -looking s  cythe with a blade stained
with  blood . The skeletal arms raised the ugly weapon,

ready to strike...

#
| jerked and my eyes snapped open. | lay twisted up
in the sheet, my skin sticky from sweat. Battered and

bruised , m y body ached in a dozen places, nmy muscles  having
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become stiff and sore from my adrenalin - fueled escape from

Sher man Lor dodés hoagersracavery times was the

worst thing about getting older. Butl coul dnét helop
smiling -- the soreness only served to remind me of the

thrill of last ni ght.

| rolled over and saw that Dana was, as expected,
already gone. Morning sunlight streamed through the

sliding glass door that led to the porch

Wait...only afternoon sun came from that direction .
rubbed my eyes to clear away the lingering trac esof sleep ,
and glanced at the bedside clock . Itread 4: 05 p.m.

What the hell? | scrambled out of bed. It had taken
me a couple of hours to get to sleep last night -10d kept

re playing the mission over and over in my head, savoring

each memory -- butev en still , Sleeping this long was
ridiculous . | pulledon a pair of shorts  and hurried to
the kitchen

Dana would be at work all day, so | retrieved my

backpack fromthe  kitchen closet and hea ded in to the living
room.  Native American, African and Austra lian artwork
decorated the walls, and most of the furniture consisted of

tasteful antiques . | ncluded among them was an ornately
carved bookshelf that extended the length of one wall in
the living room . Fromit | selected several books on
ancient artifact s, and brought them to the dining room

table along with my backpack
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| took a seat at the table , grinning with anticipation
at the thought of seeing that incredible statuette again.
| unzipped the pack and carefully withdrew the plastic bag.

The bag remained sealed and full of air...but purple

smoke swirle d amongthe  scarfand crumpled money | 6d used
for padding.
AOh no...0 | whispered. ANo, no, no...O

| pulled open the bag and scoop ed outthe  scarfand
money. The purple smoke floated out and dissipated ,
leaving a lavender scent in the air ... and revea ling a
hundred shards of crystal lining the bottom of the bag.

For a moment | thought | would be violently ill .
slumped in my chair and stared in dismay at the bag of
shattered crystal sitting on the table . What have | done?

| suddenly coul dmsi@and tobe near the destroyed
statuette , and with my joy spoiled | didn Ot even want to
look at any of the other treasures rightnow . | stood up
and walked out of the room.

#

|l 6d converted the basement of our house i
extensive home gym , complete with free weights, weight
machine s, treadmill and exercise bike . | 6d al sap bBung

heavy bag , which wasthe current focus of my attention.

| viciously struck the bag with my tape d fists again
and again, mixing it up with full - powered elbow strikes,
knee strikes, shin kicks and other Thai boxing techniques

| 6d siedundmy youth . While I always preferred to run
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like hell when things went south, | continued practicing
martial art s to serve asa last -ditch option incaselwas

ever cornered

Rightn ow it seemed the best option for venting my
frustration and anger with myself .  How could | have been
so stupid? | 6d realized how fstataeyeldoled t h e

yet 1 6d taken ,abhdma gstuwidgreed had robbed the

world of one of the most amazing piece sof art |6d

seen. If 16d had any sense, | t wto whthe have

shel f where | 6d Bf etern dorittd remain intact
in the hands of some creepy recluse than to have it in my
hands as a pile of worthless shards .

Panting from exhaustion, | gave the heavy bag a final

switch - kick  with my shin, then turn ed and headed upstairs.
| 6 dget cleaned up , find something to eat, and then check
out the rest of my loot . Maybe inspecting the other

treasures would help me forget abo.ut

As long as nothing else was broken
I hadndot bat b eéafores ithecobbery, soltook a
long, relaxing shower that did wonders at working the kinks
out of my muscles. Afterwards, as | sat on the edge of the
bed pulling on jeans and socks, | looked out the sliding
glass door and saw the sun hanging low in the sky. Dana

would return home in probably another hour or so , Which

di dndot give me much time to inventory

ever

h e

my

ef

st

(o
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ASultrién. Ralainch mas treviétha? 0O said a soft wvoice
behind me. The words were full of complex, whispery
inflections | 6eardbeforeer h

| jumped to my feet and turned to see a woman standing

inthe entrance tothe  hallway . She appeared to be about

thirty years old, tall, with a willowy yet nicely curved
physique . Sheworea simple shift of some thin violet

fabric that reac hed almost to her bare feet. Dark red hair
hung down over her shoulders and halfway down her front ,
contrasting starkly with the porcelain pale ness of her

skin .

AUh, hel llask&do , hoping she hadnét been standin

there the whole time | was getting dre ssed .

The woman frowned . fiMeywrehéi niéste , 0 she said ,
stepping closer and peering at me with the most intense
pale blue eyes | 6d ever. sTheyiooked like glacier
ice. Her gaze narrowed and she cocked her head, as if
possibly  recognizing me from somewhere . | found her
angul ar features intriguing, even attractive , Ina coldly
regal sort of way . A nd something about her seemed vaguely

familiar tometoo . B uti f shewas oneof Danabs friends
| coul dndét place her.
AAre you hereDana@ 0skbeaskWhen she didnot
respond right away, | asked, By the way, w  as the front
door unlocked ? 0
fiIAshgarat softs mekéasika vin - tagrants Mahdriedd? 0 she

asked. She spoke with such complex inflections and
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intricately articulated words that | figured | 6d prob.
sprain my tongue if | tri ed to pronounce them
Al 6m sorry, do you speak English?5o
AAuv®r ns may oO602ngl eshé6?
ATerrific . 0 | spoke Spanish passably well and even a
l'ittl e Ger man, s o¢Hablatustad espaniol?i 0O and
ASprechen sie Deutsch? 0 No r es p &o bteed some
lang uages! coul dndét speak but at | east knew enol
recognize : [arlez - vous francais? Fala portugués?
Italiano? Ruski? o Not hi ng.
IdugaT - shirt out of a drawer and pullediton a s |
pondered how to communicate with this woman | figured she
hadtob e one of Danaos,bwctwhewoulds Dana have
her come here instead of going to her office ? And how had
she gotten inside ? I t was noband toleave the front
door unlocked , nor give a key to anyone else
The woman murmured something unintelligib le and
gestured, weaving her hands in what appeared to be some
formof  signl| anguage. | could sign a little but |
recognized none of her gestures.
| shook my head and said, ASorry, | dondd wunder st
She lowered her hands ,and then unexpectedly said
ACan t al ko merwaccent sounded like a strange mix of
something Eastern European and Australian
AOh. Why didndédt you say so before?bd
AENg!l i snot before speaked . Some time will it take

to it better speak 1.0
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AUmM, right .| 6wWedflrlmana@s not ,handehe
wonbét be back for a coubButiefyaufleave mair s .
your name and number, | can let her -0

AWhy her e ahaadsker.o For a moment her wide
eyes made her look like a lost child

| gave hera wry smile . AActuall vy, lingwask g o
you the same thing. o

She stared around the room and then back at me with

those intense ice blue eyes. ABreak yomy?iWhergy e
this is? Not lle -braytyn ? 0
AUh. .. what ?0

AKnow vy o uwéaemanykill ed Mahdriedd ? 0

|l shrugged. Al dm sodowdb know what youor
tal king about. o

|l wasndt in the mood to play twenty quest
someone this difficult to understand, so | said , il
actually have to get going here. Let me show you to the
door , okay? 0O

| walked out into the hallway ,and to my relief she
followed. I led her through the living room to the front
door , and said, AWhen Dana getsback | 61 | |l et her know you

dropped by, Miss... 0
She pointed to her chest in an oddly formal gesture
and said, i | Morrigainausalafé . 0
A Wo w. OMissy.Ausalfay. | 6 Manab s husband,

Sylvester . Y ou can call me Silver. 0
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As | reached for the doorknob , I happened to glance
through the small, diamond - shaped window in the door , and |
saw two policecar s on the street at the end of my
driveway . Four police officers with shotguns climbed out

and took positions behind their vehicles.
| stared with growing alarm. AWhat the
A black SUV  and a black van drove in and parked at an

angle in front of the two cop cars. Two men in gray suits

step ped out of the SUV, and five men in full SWAT gear

surged out of the van. They too moved into position behind
the vehicles.
AOh, crap...o0 | whispered. | stepped to
the window  to avoid being seen, which gave me a view down
my street to the r ight. There | saw two more policecar s
blocking the road, with three cops keeping back a small

crowd of  onlookers
| turned my attention back to the law enforcement
personnel  directly in front of my house , just in time to
see another man step ped outof the SUV. He wore bl ack
military fatigues and boots and carried a large pistol ina
holster  on his hip. He was tall, broad chested , with black
hair trimmed in a distinctive crew cut . | 6d only briefly
seen that hard - featured  face before  -- and through night
vision goggles , at that -- but I recognized him instantly

It was Godson.
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cold. | pulled the redheaded woman away

from the front door and ran

glancing back at the

i What

door.

out si de

to the kitchen.

S

t her.e?0

| ignored her as | yanked open a drawer and pulled out

a Beretta 92 pistol.

chamber .

| cycled

Then | stared at the pistol

was | thinking ?

really going to

s he

a 9mm round into the

She followed,

asked

indismay . What the hell

| could shoot reasonably well

, but was

try takin g on a dozen heavily armed law

enforcement personnel with  this ?

The redhead

showed no reaction to the gun

looked into my face with concern

wall phone rang

stared at it with wary su

| hesitated for a moment, but | knew

and she jumped

only postpon e the inevitable.

AiSil ver

but she

, Wha@atThe s

. She stepped back and

spicion

waiting would

So | picked up the receiver

and listened , saying nothing.
AGood after noonarcinMi,sdt esrai d a
deep, rumbling voice.
ASher man Lor d, 0 Myt hsoat felddry.
AVery good. Now this is what

You have precisely five minutes to gather what you stole

from me and take it to the authorities waiting outside your

house. 0

~

nl see.

f ami |

you

ar
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AFor your sake, |l hope so. e@ecause if yo
second late, or if anything is missing or damaged , your

home will be burned to the ground and you will be shot

dead. |l s that clear??0o

My breath caught and | felt my heart pound . AYou
candédt just...oO

Lord chuckl ed. AWatch me. Five minutes,
Larcini . O

AHow did yoew find
The line went dead.

I hung up the phone and slumped against the wall. 1

gave the redhead a sickly smile and asked, AKnow any way to
put shattered crystal back together in five
AWhat ?0
| focused on  my options. My house was undoubtedly
surrounded , so sneaking out wasnodét a realistic opt
There was nowhere to hide in here  either. | could try
driving through the line of vehicles at the end of my
driveway, but even 1 f they hadnét already an
theydd know what | was upmytedmuslgsdows oon as
garage door started opening. A cold pit gr ew in my stomach
as | began to realize there was a good chanc

make it out of here alive.

Maybe | was doomed, but | could still do something to
help protect Dana. |grabbed up the phone and speed -
dialed.
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As | waited for her to pick up, my gaze drifted to the
door to the garage. | looked at the straight path from the
door through the kitchen, down the hallway and to the

bedroom. Anidea occurred to me.

Voicemail picked up . AThi s Dam Larcini . l 6m not
here right now, but 1 f youdll |l eave your nan
number . . . 0O I snarled with frustration as |

Finally, the beep.

fiDana! Donét come home. Donét talk to any
soonasyo u get this message, justl drive to. ..o
hesitated, kno wing the line might be bugged , 0.. tothe
place where we first met, okay? Make sure youbre not
followed. W ait for me there. |l 611 get there as
can. 0

| hung up.

The redhead pointed at th e phone. AThat dewhatc e
does?0

|l tucked the Beretta into the back of my
sorry, miss, but I have to get out of here.

AAnswers | onebd said f iWitmybuy .l gofi 0

Altds too dangepbouBel atedl vy, Il realized h
life  was in danger too. And | got the feeling that staying
here could be worse than coming with me.

AWith Vga 0 she repeated.

Il |l ooked over her slender fr ame. AnAl I roi
Dana has some gear thatoBlutf iweodyoduhave to

hurry. o
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Chapter 5.
ACGoing with option B 0
ASir, you may want to take coveRBL 0 said o
agents from where he crouched behind a patrol vehicle.
Godson gave him his best shut - the - fuck -up glare ,then

resumed observing the house fromwhere hestood inthe open

between the  cop car and the SUV

Larcini wasn 6t a kil l er. He was notrhing mor e
overambitious thief who had gotten lucky. And Godson was
here to make sure that never happened again. He would have
preferred to simply  smash th rough the front door and take

the goods back by force ,or Dbeat the little bastard until

he begged to give them back . B ut Lord was fussy about his

artifacts ,and he  was so concerned about the ir being lost

or damaged that he preferred this public spectacle over a

relatively quiet smash - and- grab operation. Godson didnot

like it atall. B ut hedd get his chance at Larcini

or another.
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He checked his watch. Five seconds left. So Larcini
was going with option B? Really? He gave a predatory
smile and drew the heavy Desert Eagle from its holster.
Option B would work just fine.

A clattering whine kicked in and the garage door to

Larcini 6 s house started rising up.

Godson stifled his disappointment. He touched his ear
mic and s aiAllunitsi conv erge on  the garage. Hold
your fire until we have the artifacts. 0

The law enforcement personnel shifted into position to
cover the garage entrance. Godson slipped the safety off
his pistol.

Anold ermodel Porsche 911  with an ugly black paint
job backe d out of the shadow y darkness  of the garage. It
rolled  slowly down the slight incline of the driveway

toward the street.

53
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Chapter 6.

ATempting fate 0

AHang onsadtol the
the seat behind me . I twisted

Hayabusads engi.ike

redheaded woman sitting
the throttle and the

relardire sceeeched as it

launched us through the kitchen and into the hallway. |

heard the woman scream over t he

engine, and she clung to

me like a panicked cat.

We both wore  jeans, leather jackets, boots and gloves

and full -faced helmets . I
her jacket to spare her a wind
also wore my backpack filled with

Lordds treasures.

0 d t uherklend hair inside

- whipped, tangled mess. She

on

howl

my tools and Sherman

The Hayabusa accelerat ed down the hallway and through

the bedroom . | knew | was tempting fate by going through a

glass window twice in less than twenty

least this time | wore better protection.

- four hours, but at

The motorcycle

burst through the closed sliding glass door with  a crashing

of

t

h e
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spray of broken glass , then shot across the wood deck and
off the far side. We were airborne for a secon d, then hit
the lawn, the rear wheel fishtailing for a moment on the
slick grass as | fought to steer the bike through a gap in
the line of cypress trees separating my property from my
nei ghbor 6s.

| leaned left as far as | dared and angled the
motorcycle acr oss my neighbor 6s | awmih tem
the street tires finally found decent grip ,and Ileaned
hardto  the right and accelerated toward the police
barricade ahead.

The cops drew their handguns . lheard the popofa

pistol shot but felt no impact. The redhead still clung to

55

t

me, which was a good sign she hadnot

And then we were upon them. | shot through the ga p
between the two patrol cars and weaved through the crowd,
scattering cops and onlookers alike

| found an opening and whacked open the throttle. The
Hayabusa surged down the street, briefly lifting its front

wheel as if to wave good - bye to my would - be captors.

h e

been

stre

hi



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 56

Chapter 7.

fiOut of control 0

As soon as Godson heard the crash of the sliding glass
door and the roar of the motorcycle at the other end of the
house , he knew the Porsche was just a distraction.

He yelled into his ear mi c, fhALeft side of the house
now! o

L ar ci n enips carrolled to the end of the driveway

and crunched into the side of one of the patrol car  s.
Godson ignored it. He stepped out from between the
patrol car and SUV just in time to see the motorcycle reac h

the street and veer toward the police barricade down the
road.

He raised his heavy pistol and took aim  down the
sights. His finger touched the trigger and he started to
squeeze...but the motorcycle weaved, and beyond it stood
onlookers. If he missed Larcini and hit one of the

bystanders instead, the whole situation could spin out of



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 57

control -- cell phone cameras were everywhere, and they made

it nearly impossible to contain overtly public incidents

Actually, hitting Larcini could be even worse. If h e
had the artifacts on him, the bullet or the resulting crash
might damagethem . Andi f hedéd hi dden them instead anc
died , there was always the possibility even Mr. Lord

woul dndét be #deKtreem doon.
Witha snarl of frustration, Godson jerked his aim

away from the target and lowered the pistol to his side.

He shouted into the ear mic , ASWAT team move in on t
house now. Everyone else get after Larcini , god damn it!
| want him alive! 0

Police and FBI agents piled into their vehicles and

dr ove off in pursuit of the motorcycle, sirens screaming
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Chapter 8.
AWhat travel is this ?0
Il coul d stildl hear the sirens, but I 6d pu
enough ahead and made enough turns that | wa
them for now. | turned onto a fo ur - lane road and came to a

stop at a red light.

The redheaded woman still clung tightly to me. 1

opened my visor and turned my head to ask, A
back there?b9

fiVashants ! 0 s lsad with stunned breathlessness
AWhat triavteid ?0

I smil ed. Al take it youbve never been on a

motorcycle before?bo

A So f abkave never before  moved! Alive is it?0
| half laughed, unsure whether she was serious.

Altds...a machine. o
AA machine? Propelled by éssants ? But none can |

detect anywhere! 0
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Whowas t hi s woman? AWhere are you from t ha

never heard of motorcycles before?bo

fille -braytyn , 0 she said, as if that were in ar
helpful.

| glanced in the mirror and saw a patrol car pull ing
up behind me. The driver  had his radio handset t o his

mouth. He blipped his siren.
The light changed . slapped down my visor and
shifted into first . AHang on. . . 0 ,landy edcéleeated
hard through the intersection
The patr ol siemarwaded ,and redand white
lights flashed in my mirrors . lweaved pasta fewcars |,
butt here was too much traffic ahead with too few gaps for
meto t ake advantage of the motamd smak | ebs speed
size .  Worse, another police car coming over a bridge just
ahead of me moved to cut me off.
| leaned left and veered across the opposing lane. |
went off the road and fought to keep the motorcycle upright
as itrolled down a grassy embankment to the road passing
under the bridge . A gap opened up in the light traffic and
| shot across the path of oncoming vehicl es, which blared
their horns in protest. | merged into the right lane and
continued weaving through traffic.
Unfortunately, m y little maneuver di dndét help much.
The first patrol car actually followed me down the

embankment, and it too managed to cut ac ross the opposing
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lane. Worse, | discovered I had moved up right behind two
patrol cars. A second later t heir lights started flashing.
Enough of this. | whacked open the throttle and shot
up between the two patrol cars. As | flew by, | caught a
gimp se of a startl ed c¢ op 0 shisfsidec e wihdow. o u g h
Fortunately for me, even cops tend to underestimate the
power - to - weight ratio of modern sport bike s.
An expressway  access road appeared onmyright . |
veered off toward it and raced uptheon -ramp onto the
expressway . The police pursued, sirens screaming

Only a few cars traveled down the road where | merged

onto the expressway, but f ar ahead | could see rush hour
traffic clogg ing all lanes to a slow crawl . ltook
advantage of the open straightawa y in between to rapidly
accelerate to a hundred and forty  before | had to lean

heavily on the brakes.

As | moved up behind the creeping vehicles, the

pursuing patrol cars closed the distance between us . But
the wider lanes of the expressway left enough of a gap
between the vehicles for me to easily lane split between
the lines of cars and continue  my way down the road ata
healthy clip . The police had no choice but to stop, and |

soon lost sight of them.

At the next exit | turned off the expressway, and for
a while | rode down several side streets, putting as much
distance  as possible between us and our pursuers without

attracting attention. Then | headed into an industrial
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park. Enough people had left the area by this time that
there was little traf fic to contend with.

| steered the Hayabusa off the road below an overpass
and pulled in between a pair o f dumpsters . That would at

least make the motorcycle difficult to spot from the road

| killed the engine and stepped off the bike , and helped
the redheaded woman down from her perch on the pillion oo
removed o ur helmets and hung t hem from the Hayabusabs

on handlebars
AAxiom twenty , 0 | s asil d transferr ed my backpack
from her back to my shoulder . ANothing beats a motorcycle

for escapingt hrough heavy traffic. o

She swayed slightly on unsteady feet as she stared at
the bike. Her hands shook .

AAre you all right?o0 | asked.

She stared up at me through a veil of mussed red hair |,
then blinked and took a deep breath to compose  herself. n A

caster are you? 0 s he a puskend the hair out of her
face . AA machinecaster? 0
A | doubtit . O Why was nothing hthi$ woman said
made any sense?
She persisted . AAnd machinecasters were those who
pursued us? 0
|l shrugged. AThose wleireecdps. P
AThey hunt you why?o0
| hesitated. Normally | would lie or evade the

guestion , of course, but what did it matter now? The

C |
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police were already after me and t elling her the truth
coul dnét make things any wor se.

i | took some stuff and the owner wants it back , 0 |
said.

AA thief you Sheasked that without any evident

judgment, which | appreciated.

AYeah. | just wish to hell | knew how he found me. 0
| shook my head . Anyway, | 6 m g\yougotcaughtupin
this mess . | 6m pr et t gbody ucoud hawve recognized
you under that helmet ,andi tshould be safe enough for you

to go now. 0

| pulled out my wallet and handed her a hundred dollar
bill . AFor calcal@i @ood Al uck. o
| turned and started walking away...but | heard  her
foo tsteps  crunch ing the roadside gravel as she follow ed me.
|l turned back. ALook, | donOohut mean to be
you can see | 6m in a bitheoef atHist mati on
safe foryou to be near me. Dondét you have somewhere vy

need to be?0

fille -braytyn . But there this is not. Lostam I.
Where is here?bo

| sighed . AWedre in New Yor k. You know t ha
|l east, right?2?0

She shook her head.
ASeriously? Thiterrific s .j.us. to |l cl osed my
eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the

beginnings of a headache coming on. Il really did:
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time for this woman and she could only slow me down. But |
coul dnét just abnaotdoinf he®eme di dndét even
state we were in.

Finally I said, ALIi sten, I need a .rCeamevehi

withme and we 6 | figure out what to do with you later,

okay? 0
For a moment she glowered at me , but then she
dismissed it with a wave of her hand. AWi th you 0Ol sde
sai d.Qudéstions | would have you answer.
We walked to a nearby office complex and hoppe d over

the low concrete railing of a covered parking lot. The
redhead studied the vehicles as we walked along the line of
parked cars that remained in the lot

AEver ywhere are such machines, 0 she
éssants | feel in none of them. oo

Itoo  scanned the vehicles . This was an upscale
business district, so unfortunately most of the cars were
newer models  with modern anti - theft systems

AWhat are you tal kiaskgd. abdwhao i s
ess...essence?o0

AThe energy for ®&atsvenan gtsa. cedolfeel
here. You control the omoner -saikel 6 butof éssants you
know nothing?o

AThere you go again. Hal f of what

nNo sense to me.o

know

cl e

mur mu

you sa
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There,a late - nineties Toyota Camry witha  weather -
damaged silver paint job. Old enough, n  onde script,

generic...p erfect.

| kneeled down behind the Camry and dug into my
backpack for a smal/l t ool kit. ARnKeep a | ook
know i f anyone approaches, 0o | sai d, selectin
wrench. | went to work removing the c a r Olisense plates.

Fortunately t her e waanyofetelse in the parking

lot, because the redhead ignored my request and instead
just stared off i nto space. AFail ed we did, o
AGone | séssahte . Exists not enough to replenish the
store within me....O0
A N o p eensegou still do not make , 0 I'said ,imitating
her speech pattern .| shifted over to a Lexus parked next

to the Camr ythewayil Bdid you learn your grammar by

watching Star Wars movies ?0
The woman ignored me, still lost in thought
| unbolted the Lexus 0 license plates and replaced them

with  t he Camit yhénd affixed the Lexus 0 plates onto the
Camry. Nowif t he Camryodés owner reported his vehi

stolen, the police would have a harder time finding it

After checking that we remained alone in the parking
lot, | selected a slim jim from my backpack and jimmied
open the Camryd s door. Once inside ,1 used asmall
cordless drill to bore two strategically placed holes in to

the lock cylinder to destroy the lock pins within
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The whine of the drill drew t he womanés attenti on.
AWhat is it you asheaskkadi ng?o
AReliving myoylougaid. I f she was going

speak cryptically, so was I.
With the lock pins destroyed, | used the screwdriver
on a Swiss Army knife to switch on the ignition. The

engine growled to life.

I reached over and opened the passenger

go..Mor rigan, is it?0o0
fiMorrigainausalafé , 0 s he .sSadcdme over and
peered in through the open doorway.
AThat 6s. .. not happening. Mi nd i

Mor ri gai nlge8to uredfor herto take a seat.

She used an odd, palm - raising gesture that implied a
shrug. Al nel egant it i s, pmeeriaghamundthe d
interior of the car : ABut adequate. 0

She climbed in a little awkwardly, as if unsure
whether to put her feet or h ead in first, and then satdown

on the front edge of the seat. She looked at how | was
sitting, and shifted back to copy my position

She gave me a surprised smile.

she said.
AfLet me guess...first time in a
AAy e. O
| sighed.

fool

ifComfort a

cal
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Evening descended as we drove north. | just wanted to
sit quietly, but Morrigaine asked guestions almost non -
stop . She wanted to know how | controlled the car , Where
cars came from, how many varieties there were, and how many

people owned them. The answer to that last question led to

her asking how many people there were, and she laughed when

| told her the US had over three hundred million and that

the world population was nearly seven billion. There

woul dndt be room f otoalltiedawh at oreen y , she
insisted

All the while she stared at everything we passed like

a cat watching birds through a window. She gaped when we
passed a row of tall office building s, and she asked what
they were for, how tall they could be,what work people did
inthem , and so on. Half my answers just caused her to

shake her head or give me a blank look. It was as if she

had almost total amnesia or grew up in a cave somewhere

When the urban landscape gave way to lush green

forest, she quie ted down and mostly just stared out the

window. At first | welcomed the reprieve ... but thatjust

gave me time to think about my situation . A nd the morel

thought about it, the worse it looked . Sherman Lord had

taken fewer than eighteen hours to track me down. I hadnot
dropped my wallet or any other identification , since I

never carried such information with  me onany mission . And

surely 1 6d collected up alwith tmge treasures

fingerprints onthem . Evenifl had managed to leave a
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stray hair orsome thing , a DNA analysis wouldnét have
produced results so quickly.

Ultimately, | suppose it didndt matter. Lord
found me and hedd reported the r-ahatbery to th

was the reality | faced.

Actually, it was worse than that ...Lord had done more
than simply report me. His man Godson had been with the
police , acting asif hewas theoneincharge. And Lord

himself had placed the call to me, not some police
negotiator. That implied law enforcement was working for
him .
| remembered the letter | 6d found in Lordés closet,
the one that said the FBI director had been successfully
replaced. Suddenly the idea that the FBI part actually
referred to the Federal Bureau of I nvestigation
so farfetched to me, and | wondered if those men in suit S
whoodd shown up atwerenyactually EBs e agents . Maybe
the SWAT team was too.
Il hit the steering wheel witse my pal m. f
screwed. .. 0 | tomysdfer ed
Morrigaine  jumped . She looked at me and raised a

copper -red eyebrow  questioningly

ASorry, 0 | said. ilt means | 6m indotroubl e

She noddeHk.l p you perhaps | can. o0

| snorted . ANo offense, Morrigaine, but | d
someone whose lost her memory can do much to help me. o

She gave me a flat | ook. AUndamaged i s n
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AiYeah? Then how come everything is completely new to
you? Why is it you dondédt know where you are o
even here ?0

She shook her head and looked away for a moment, then

turned back to me and asked, AWho broke my i mage?0
ADare | ask whatalyliudg eabout ?0
A T h emall clear rock statue . Break it did you?o
| stared at her . AHow do you know about the

statuette?o0
She pointed at her own face. AOf me 1t w
AHuU h ? Thereds no way VYy.0.u.00 e Bvdamas s a me
| said that, | realized how closely she resembled the
statuette -- t he same regal features, the same hair, even the
same dress she was wearing when | first saw her . N o wonder
| 6d thought she | ooked familiar!
AThereis , 0 s h e svigthiceltainty . AOf me it was. o0
My mind reeled as | tried to imagine how this was even
possible . AExpl ain, 06 | demanded.
Shetook a deep breath and said, AFor hund:
years was the éssants weakening. M ore difficult castings
gradually became, and fewer and fewer people became druids.
Gradually disa ppeared did most enchanted creatures:
faéryas , draconnas -- 0
| growled with exasperation . Cidme on, quit screwing
with me. o
She gave me a dark look : AANn explanation you wi sh

Then | isten! o
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| opened my mouth  to smart off , then thought the

better of it and just shook my head
She continued. AFor ¢ enturies my father -- the Great

Druid manacaster and lifecaster Méahdriedd -- worked to create

a great mana casting  to reverse the weakening of éssants . 0
AEXcus e yoerfather lived for centuri es?o
A Ay e .Life castings can extend life. Buto nthe

night he was to complete the work, a daeman entered my

chambers. o

AA ag-what ?0

fiDdeman A malevolent creature of éssants . Huge was
this one , its face like a horse skull, burning eyes, skin
like stone, cla ws | ike knives of steel .o

AChar mi ng. o

Al'ts mind | attempted to influence with a
to no effect. My shoulder the d&eman touched , and all
strength  drained from my body . CQutside to the keep

courtyard it carried me. There in the center is my
fatherdéds tower where he worked, and his silh

see inthe window above. Cry out to warn him | could not,

for my voice was as weak as my | i mbs. 0
Shestared grimly i nto the distance. Al nterrupt

could not be if he was to complete his work . But a casting

of fire the daeman launched into the window ... andwith a

great burst of flame it exploded. Hi s sHereams. . . 0

voice cracked and she fell quiet for a moment.
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| shifted uncomfortably . Her grief seemed real, but
did she really expect me to believe that crazy story?
Morrigaine took a deep breath and continued. A Wh e n
the fire burned out, to my skin the daeman touched a
crystal statuette in the form of my image. | nto smoke my
body dissolved , and into the crystal | floated. Nothing
more do | remember until | awakened inyourhome . O
| shook my head and glanced at her sideways
AYeah. . .| dondt think your prArdyoem is
familiar with the term O6fruitcaked6?0
AAY 6. S Istadied my face . Biit believe me you do

not , doyou? 0

AWell what do you expect when you
and magic? Do you really believe in

AOf cour se. A caster | am. o

AYou can cast spells. o

AAyYye. A mindcast er dhock caster. OAenddy a
a Great Druid | shall be come. 0

| chuckled . A Reall y. Show me. Cast a

She shook her Nb éssats remains to replenish

my reserves. What éssants | have is all there is. Waste
iton  foolish di splays | shall not. o
ASurprise, surprise....O0

ABut how can so congodasthisexistcar r i
without éssants ? Tellme . S ome.. new form of éssants do

you use?0

ACars wuse fuel, 1 f thatds what you

amne

t al k
t hat

spel |

mean.

S i

ab

st

0



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 71

AFuel ? Like wood?0

AGasol i ne .6s flammable liquid that contains more
energy than wood. 0

She shook her heésdnts isi Kore like unseen
beasts that a skilled handler with voice and gestures can
control . 0O

I | ooked out the window and tkeeteghed. Al

needs to be anew axiom about not hel ping strangers.
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Chapter 9.
AA pudgy, bald ingman 0

Stars filled the cold sky. | turned off the highway
onto a dirt road , Wwhich  led through forest to a broad,
placid lake nestled among the hills. The road followed the
shore and eventually led to a spacious, modern log cabin on
a hillside overloo king the lake. This was the cottage
where 1 6d fi Danda. met

As we approached, t he Ca mr vy lgeadlights illuminated
Danad s S lparked at the base of the stairs leading up to

the cottage

AGood, she made it, oadighd ai rliefwi t h

The deep bed of gravel in the parking area crunched under
the tires as | pulled up next to her vehicle.
AThis dwel |l i ng Marigane asked.o
Alt bel onPanadtso parentsl switched off the

engine and reached for tlhebsbacmkpacknosti of

the year . Should be safe. o0
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AAndhitsDanaé i s. .. ?0
AMy wife. Look, she may not wunderstand n
here with you, so 1086l go in first and expl a
situation to her. Then 1061 I come get you, O
She nodded.
| climbed out of the Camry and tucke d my Beretta into
the back of my jeans. Then | walked up the long flight of
stone steps that curved around the front of the cottage to
the opposite side . The door was unlocked and the security
switched off , SO | headed on in.
AHeyDana, it &ds me!lledolut c Bweringthe
backpack to the flagstone floor of the foyer . I walked
into the living room, which was decorated with an expensive
colonial décor. Wide windows gave a magnificent view of
the moonlit lake. A cheery fire blazed in the oversized

bri ck fireplace.
AYes, he just arri vrean &®s svadiac ea
precise, formal tone

| looked to my left into the adjoining dining room.

On the opposite side of the broad oak table sat a pudgy,
balding man in an old - fashioned pinstripe business suit.
He | ooked to be in his sixties and he had a cell phone to
his ear
A Of c our esgido Al shall advbdbseHBIi m
closed the phone and placed it on the table, then looked up

at me through round , outdated spectacles.

AWho are yaskédo |
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AGood eveni ngLlardhi s toerhe s aplacid
smile on his thiNMy Ingmse i si Ernest Beel . o0
AWhat are you doi ndgmahded with growing

al ar m. AWherebdbs my wife?0

=]

I represent Mister Sherman Lord. o
My eyes widened and | placed a hand on the pistol in
the b ack of my jeans.
Al see you are familiar with my <clientos

i Wher e Dana? 0

AApparently you are in possession of some
clientdés property. Most particularly, two a
AWhat the hel]l are you talking about ?o0

Beel continued to smil e . ACome now,lardhi st er

there is no need to be coy. | refer to a crystal statuette

and a piece of parchment covered with tiny symbols . 0
AWhere is my wife?o
He removed his spectacles and produced a white
handkerchief from his breast pocket. i | suspected you
might attempt to communicate with Mis sus Larcini , 0 he said
as he polished his | enses with Sohe handker ch
foll owed her here. o
|l gritted my teeth. AGod damam it, where
AON her way to a secure location far from here. o He
fitted the glasses back on to his bland face and tucked the
handkerchief back into his pocket : ABut you neednot be

concerned for her safety. Simply return my
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possessions and she will be returned to you unharmed. No
harm done. 0
AAnd i f | odondt ?
Beel 6s placid smile didnét change. AThen
watch as  she is gutted like a fish, and you will be forced
to eat her internal organs as she slowly expires.o
AWhat t he f ldekthepistol and pointed it at
Beel 6s face.
He didndét evhn ffiydumwantmyadvice, |
would recommend returning the artifacts , Mister Larcini

In pristine condition. o

| swallowed, thinking quickly for a way tobuy more

time so | could figure out how to fix this mess .. Al donot

have them with me , 0 | said.
AThen | shall accompany you to their | oca
A Na | mean | mail ed them to mysel f. They

arrive for a few days. o

Al see. Then | shall r ia tmeaintenim wi t h  y ou
toensureyou -- 0

The front door clunked shut. | turned my head and saw

Morr igaine walking toward me.

AEnough time | have waited,|da dkedesaid

AMorrigaine, stay wamned.i de, 0 |

Toolate .S he stepped into Beel dsand i ne of Vi e
his thin smile immediately  evaporated . H e fixed me with a

chilling glare.
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A e deal is off, Mister Larcini , 0 he s ldepidked
up his cell phone.
APut it down! 0 |yelled at him.
He ignored me and unfolded his phone.
BLAM! The Beretta wentoff ,and the bullet drove a
hole right through Beel 6s f or eheadck Hi s hea

andthe cell phone dropped from his fingers.

AOh shid .I. .sai dhonestly wasnét sure whet her
| 6dneant to pull the trigger or whether |1 6d
accident . Butitwas done.
Only it wa®Br@&t @aze refocusedon me andhe
smiled . No blo od poured from the bullet hole over his left
eye.  With speed and strength that belied his soft

appearance, he scrambled over the table and lunged toward
me.
AMUmrie! 0 Morri gaine cried.
| fired another shot into Beel @west, but it didnot

even slow hi m down. He slammed into me and we crashed to

the ground.
The impact almost knocked the wind out of me , and the
pistol flew from my grasp . Beel straddled me and clutched

my throat with both hands

| grabbed at his fingers and tried to peel them from

my neck, but Beel was surprisingly strong an
let go. So instead | threw a quick right  hook at his jaw.
My fist connected...and to my amazement his jaw broke loose

with a dry snap . It swung away, dangling on threads of
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connective tissue. Bee | 6s placid face distorted and
flickered out for a second, revealing the dry, rotted husk
of a corpse underneath , its leathery skin stretched tight
against the skull. Then the pudgy face reap peared , b utthe
corpse jaw dangled freely, swinging under his chi n as if
the smiling face was some sort of hologram
The horrific sight caused a surge of adrenalin to pump
through my veins, and | thrashe d atBeel like a madman.
Somehow | tore his grip loose and knocked him off to the
side . | scrambled for the droppe d pistol.

As my hand closed on the grip, | glanced up at
Morrigaine. For some bizarre reason she was gesturing with
that odd sign language of hers  and murmur ing something
under her breath. Evidently she wasndét going to be
help.
| leaped up and w hirled around to level the pistol at
Beel , who had clambered to his feet and now lurched toward
me.
For an instant my mind swam with an odd sense of
vertigo and my gaze lost focus . My hand opened and the
Beretta  dropped from my fingers
| recovered ju st in time to duck under Beel 0s

arms. | slammed a fist into his stomach and thrust my knee

hard into his ribs ,which  caved in  with a muffled crunch.
Beel didndt react i n pai nknotkedt himbffe i mpact
balance and cause  d him to stagger to t he side . |raised my

foot and thrust a push kick into his chest.
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The shove caused Beel to stumble backward . He tripped
and crashed into the fireplace , and immediately caught
fire . The flames engulfed himin an instant as if he were
soaked in gasoline . His pudgy face distorted and flickered
away, leaving a dry corpse thrashing helplessly among the
firebrands. A keening wall emitted from the jawless mouth.

The intense heat of the blaze forced me to step back, but

within seconds the flames had complete ly consumed the
corpse .
| stared at the ashes as they fell through the fire
grate . My mind reeled but | managed to croak out A Wh at

the hell was that?0o
Morrigaine stepped up beside me and gazed at the
smoking remaimisrie.0 i A
AA moewmat ?0
AA mumrie. The dead who know not that they are dead. 0O

| stared at heactaly A ¥omw what that was?Oo0

She nodded. A F or areu thatt veas here to
destroy it.o
iYoudestroyed it?o0
A Ay é mind casting | used to make it fall into the
fir e. Flames can destroy any of the unliving . 0
fiAre you saying Yyou convinced itto fall into the
f i r e? 0 choked outalaugh . AYeah, right. Susceptib

to flame | knew it was, so my noisemaking device | dropped

and instead into the fire | pushed the minmie . 0
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Il blinked in surprise. AWhat the hell di
say?o0

She smi | ed. nfumrfe el did not convince, for its
brain is dead. twas you | convinced. O

AYou made me push the moom... moomr. .. Mist

the fire?o
AAye, the t hough toyourmmd tWhat yot just

said was that thought. o

She crossed her arms and gave me a smug smile. n A

casting you requested? One you have now exp
| stared at her with my mouth open , then  shook my head

and headed for the liquor cabinet . grabbed a bottle of

bourbon and dropped down on the couch. Morrigaine came
overand took a seat beside me.
My hands shook as | fell off my adrenalin high. I
took a swig from the bottle and coughed -- | di dndét even |i ke
bourbon . AHow do you knosw sabudut, ot hiwiths k e d

a hoarse croak

AA manacaster my father was, and thus much lore did he
possess about all forms of castings . S ome of this
knowledge he imparted to me inmy youth . A deathcaster

created the mumrie,and uponit animagecaster placed an

il lusion of a living man. o
ASherman Lord is some sort of a...sorcere
She raised a copper -red eyebrow. AThe one you st
from is this Lord Sherman?o

| nodded.
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AUNnl ess cr eat e dnimree shefordthe loss of

éssants , then sufficient éssant s must still exist

somewhere. Thus a caster Lord Sherman could be . O She
chewed her | ower | i p as srhaps thdi® uevént . n P
the daeman that imprisoned me and killed Mahdriedd !

Casting abilities some daemani have been known to possess .

From Lord S herman what did you take? 0

| stood up and went to the foyer to retrieve the

backpack. Morrigaine followed me to the dining room and

watched as | dumped out ShermanShé orddés treas

murmured with delight atthe  glittering display
| held up the p lastic bag filled with shards of broken

crystal. AThis was the statuette...before |
ARel eased me you did. For that | thank vy
AUthuh, 0 | sstllinasure what to think of that

claim. Part of me couldno6t hel p s uwwmp eatheirng

going insane or the victim of some elaborate hoax o

picked up the piece of parchment and unroll e

this | found with it.o

Morrigaine gasped and snatched it from my hand.

AHey, careful wi tl hdidhoh a twant another

ru ined treasure on my conscience.

Her eyes glittered with amazement. mahdhe gr eat
casting of Méahdriedd t hi s i s! 0 She ran a finger acr
torn top edge. AOr .. .part of 1 1t. The middl
top and bottom pieces, where are they?0

AThis is al/l theme was.i t ?Wh
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AA scroll .o She grinned | i ke an eager c¢h
ADesigned it 1 s éss@ntsrled ur n

| sighed. AAgain wi tdsseicqhe. . . O

Alf survived this piece did, then perhaps
the others! A tracking casting | could use on this piece

tolo cate them! My reserve | would need to replenish
before | could do that, but perhaps... 0
AMorrigaine. .. O

AAl most compl ete was Mahdriecddc whehthe o f

déeman ki | | ed hi m. Perhaps finish it | can! o
A Mo ¢ M
ATo full strength | could return éssants . 0 Hieer -

bl ue eyes gl i stodongerdvo ulditiNs world be so
barren! o
AMorrigaine, | dondét have time for this.
out Sherman Lord kidnapped my wife! | have to find some
way to get her back. o

She | ooked at me . heft Yook®?0 wi f e

AHeds going to kil her 1 f | domdt return
perfect condition . 0 |l snatched up the plastic bag
with crystal shards and shook it . ABut | Dbroke the godd:

statuettel! 0

She looked at the broken crystal and thought fora
moment. T hen she gave me a calculating look and said,
ARepair it Iocould
AYou...realll y?a@nét want to get my hopes

based on anything this strange woman said ...but she had
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apparently been right about Mr. Beel . And if there was any

chance she could help

AAyY e. But s ufédsiantsi &omthat | no longer
have stored within me. My reserve

| sighed. AOkayet & s sthasyssence stuff
actually exists. How can you get

AFr oméssants encl ave. 0
nA what ?20

She caressed the edge of the parchment .

to restore éssants , a small region Mahdriedd found where
slower was the drain than anywhere else. His keep he built
in that enclave so sufficient éssants  he would have access
to for his project to reverse the éssa nts drain. If Lord
Sherman created the mumrie , then the enclave may still
exist .0

i A nessence enclave. Fine. Where IS it located ? 0O

Al nle -braytyn . 0

And where is that?09

ot

She made that raised -palmshrug -1 i ke gestur e.

i s here?09
i We O r dll insNew York State . 0

She gave me a blank stare.

ANew YG&tatk ? | t 6 s o whene you can find one of
the most famous cities in the entire  world! You honestly
havendét hear?d of it

She shook her head.

mu st r

mor e?o0

ifWher e
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iltdéds in the United States.thati¥¥ou know whe
at |l east, right?09

She shook her head.

| sighed and shook my head in disbelief. AHol d on. . . O
| headed into the living room and came back with a

globe of the world . set it before Morrigaine and pointed

to New Yor k. AWedre here. o
Shelo oked at me i n surprise. ARA sphere yo

world to be? The druids of Etyilienti énn discovered -- 0
| wasndt going to | et her |l ead me down an

hole , so | said, AShow me where youdre from. o
Aln the Unknown Land we are? yitTruly? So

is....O0 She turned the globe and pointed to
AYoubr e thalWKm ?0 I rai sed an eYoebr ow. A

sure dond6t sound Ilike it.o
She f rowned. A Not ismyn weiag a |0
| smiled. fiMy mistake . That Romanian - Australian

accentand Yoda -like grammar youodve got g ©penfect on

Queends English
She ignored that and gazed wistfully at the globe.

AMont hs would it take for us to travel there
ATo Scotl and? We could be there in a day
She smirked. AA gat ecr@ww?toer you are
AWhatever that i1is, no. We use airplanes.
AThen use t hem! édsdnts e remaing, Imuch |

could do. ... o0



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 84

This was getting me nowhere. ASorry, I
time . 0 | st ae padkidg the treasures in to the
backpack. Al neddnatco fi nd

Morrigaine rolled her eyes . Anlf a deathcaster 1is

Sherman, then defeat him you will not without my help. And
éssants | need. To lle -braytyn takeme. 0 Her gaze turned
skepticalf ydu can. o
The ominous booming tones ofthe  Terminator Theme
fill  ed the air. Morrigaine jumped and | looked around in
alarm before | realized the music was just a ring tone
coming from Beel 6s c el |, whghlaywrethe rug where

hed d dropped it

| picked up the phone but let it ring for a moment
while | thought abo ut what to say . Then 1 took a crisp
hundred - dollar bill from the backpack and crumpled it near
my mouth as | answered with a passable imitation of
precise voice . ABeel speaking. o

AWebve got a bad connectperson,anthse ai d t he
otherend . | recognized the voice immediately . Itwas
Godson. AYou get the artifacts?o0

ANot  yoelteplied.

He growled. ASon of a bitch ... 0
il 61 1 have them s.o00 h decided tog htake a
risk byasking , \Whereis Mister Larcini 0 s wife being
hel d?0
AThe éssants enclave . Make sure he st ays put. Webr e

almost there. 0 He hung up.
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| stared at Morrigaine and slowly shook my head in
disbelief . This is insane . Theybre taking Dmena to

essence enclave .0

AThen to the keep we will go?o

il do rbélie vein magic or essence or whatever the
hell you want to call it...but apparently theydo , 6 | sai d,
finishing up the last of the packing . Shyes, wedre going
to the keep . N o w | shouldered the pack.

| switched on the security system and locked the do or,
and Morrigaine and | hurried down the stone steps tothe
parking area. As we approached the vehicles, the growl of
an engine reached my ears and headlight beams swept around

a bend in the road leading back to the highway. There was
nowhere for us to run.

AfUnder the csadl! o |

We dropped down at the front end of the Camry and
crawled underneath. | shoved the backpack ahead of us and
pushed up an embankment of gravel to help conceal us from

the approaching headlights.
Two vehicles drove up and parked , one on each side of
the Camry. The doors opened and at least ten men stepped

out. All I could see was their black pant legs and black

leather shoes  -- except for one wearing black fatigue pants
tucked into black military jungle  boots. [ held my b reath,
but nobody bent down to look under the car. Instead, they

all crunched their way across the gravel parking area and

up the stone steps to the cottage.
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As soon as theydd di sappeared around the
cabin, Morrigaine and | climbed out from u nder the Camry.
The two vehicles parked on either side of us were a black
SUV and a black van.
| opened the Camry door and slid the backpack onto the
back seat . AGet 1 n, o0 | wMordgairer ed nKeep

gui et . o

She took her seat and | pushed the do or shut as
quietly as | could. Then | pulled out my Swiss Army knife
and hurried around each of the other vehicles -- including

Da n a 6 s -- StabWing the blade into the side of each tire.
The hiss of escaping air sounded like a pit full of snakes
as all thr ee vehicles settled slowly on their rims.

The cabinbés alarm system went off with a

shriek. | ran to the Camry and dropped into the driver 6s
seat . | fired upthe engine and accelerated hard in
reverse ,then  whipped the steering wheel around in a smooth

J-turn and stepped hard on the accelerator

Despite the alarm covering up the sounds of our

escape, | heard a shout from the direction of the cottage.
| glanced in the rearview mirror and saw s taccato bursts of
light flash ing from the top of th e stairs , followed Dby the

popping of automatic  gunfire.

| floored the accelerator , Wishing | had something
with at least double the horsepower . T wo bullets hit the
Camry with audible thunks ,and | sawone round punch ahole

thr ough the rear window and s tar the glass.
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Then we rounded the first bend and moved safely  out of

the line of fire.
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Chapter 10.

AFake yourself instead 0

Only a few vehicles remained in the mall parking lot
at this hour. | parked near the entrance and we clim bed
out of the car.

AWe need to hurry, dheplacsdosedinless i
thanan hour . 0O

Morrigaine gazed around the parking lot. AFor what
are we here?o0

fiWe need some supplies. 0

AWhy?o0

AMy wor kplace i s probabl,ysobneedtog wat ched
improvi se. 0 | gest ur e dsprawpng a tbuildinge
complex bef ore wus. A F o r thelAmexitae majl is a

Mecca for MacGyver wannabes. 0
She shook her head . AAgain there you go. N o

me does half of what you say make. 0
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The mall  proved to be an o verwhelming experience for
Morrigaine . She  said she had never seen so many shops
before , and the sheer volume of clothing options  available
left her a victim of overchoice, unable to choose anything.
So | just grabbed a couple sets of warm clothing and t ravel
kits for both of us, and two carry -onsuitcase s inwhich to
put them

| also bought a variety of makeup supplies -- for me to
use, not Morrigaine -- and a wig of long white hair. And

with Halloween coming up next month, it was easy to find a
shop sell ing latex mask kit s and other costume supplies

We made it out just as the stores were closing.

#

| parked in the shadow of a willow tree on the street
near anupper -class suburban home with a perfectly
manicured lawn.

AStay here, 0 | saidnet as|l Meeached fpra i
the backpack on the rear seat . fAilmean it. I 61 | be back
in a moment. O

AWhere is here?0 she asked.

fiBoband Elaine Cr ens hahowes. MWin -laws .0 |

opened the car door. fil need to borrow a few things .0

| climbed out and looke d around. ltwas  after
midnight and n obody was out at this late hour . M ostof the
houses had already gone dark -- Bob and Elaine 06 s house
included. | headed up the walk to the front door, and felt

along an overhead ledge for the spare key. Axiom thirty -
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fo ur: Learn the habits of everyone around you. | unlocked
the door and slipped inside.
The foyer was dark but | knew where to find the wall -
mounted alarm keypad -16d installed it, after all
tapped in the code and switched it off.
| then checked a ne arby antique table for a purse --

Elaine usually dropped hers there whenever she arrived

home. Sure enough, one of her Gucci handbags sat between a
flower arrangement and a silver tray for car keys A
rifled through the handbag and found her wallet. She h ad

five credit cards. | took one.

Then | headed down the hall to B o b 6h®me office. The
room looked like an old -fashioned banker 6s awof i ce, Wi
cherry  desks, leather chairs, and several portraits

decorating the walls.

| made a beeline for the bac k wall and moved a framed
reproduction of George Washington out of the way, revealing
a sturdy AMSECwall safe. Since 1 6d set the combination
for that , too, it took me only a few seconds to dial itin
and open the door. After a little rummaging throught he
jewelry and paperwork, | came up with Bob and Elaine 06 s
passports. Those | pocketed.
Then | transferred all of Sherman Lordods
except for the cash and the two artifacts -- from the
backpack to the wall safe. Bob rarely accessed the

safe ...but justin case, | changed the combination
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| awakened a computer on one of the desks and used an

airline ticketing website to search for the next available

flights to the UK . Tomy dismay , | discovered all the
morning flights out of JFK were booked. Al of them! Some
damn convention going on , | presumed
So | ended up reserving two seats on a British Airways
evening flight . However, |l didndét relish the idea of
wasting the whole day doing nothing while Dana was going
through  who knows what, so | plann ed on waiting at the

airport onstandby in case seats opened up on an earlier

flight. | also arranged for a rental car in Glasgow .  With
the police, FBI and possibly everyone else looking for me,
|l coul dndot very mywsvh credit saed , S0 lused

Elai ne6s to pay for the reservations.
| reset the security system and locked the door on my

way back out. Fortunately, this time Morrigaine had stayed

in the car .| tossed the passports into her lap as |

dropped i nto the driverds seat.

| started the engi ne. AEver wanted to be someone
el se?0 | .asked

She flipped through one of the passports . ANo. O

|l shrugged. AThen youdre not going to en
much as | will .o

#

| applied a few [ ast |Iines to Morrigainedo

an eyebrow pencil, and comp ared the results to Elaine

Crenshawds pass poltvouldgpdo.ol tumed her to
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look at herself in the cracked bathroom mirror of the gas
station restroom.

She stared in surprise ather appearance . |1 6d hi dden
her dark  red hair under the white wig, used bronzing powder

to darken her skin, and applied the eyebrow pencil and

other makeup to subtly  age and alter her features to
resemble the sixty - year - old Elaine.

| looked even more transformed, with an age - spotted
balding head wig, fake teeth, latex - enhanced craggy face
and a grizzled adhesive mustache to look like the seventy -
year - old Bob . I slouched , pushed out my stomach and

hunched my shoulders to complete the effect.

Morrigaine shook her head in appreciation
imagecaster could do no better , 0 she said.

| gave her my best Bob smile and spoke with his hoarse
smokervbos ce . Axiomfit went y: I f you dondét have the
equi pment to fake documents, fake yourself i

She frowned  at me. AAxiom twenty you said is nothing
beatsamo wer -saikelf or escaping through heavy traffic. o

| smiled . Aiom one: Donodot worry aaomout t he
numbers . Letds go. o

#

The drive to JFK International Airport took over five
hours . | envied Morrigaine not knowing how to drive and
thus being free to nap along th e way, but at least | 6d

gotten plenty of sleep the previous day.
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We arrived shortly after sunrise , and | immediately
put us on standby for the first available flight to the UK.
Both of us were famished -1 hadndét eaten much of anyth
in over twenty - fou rhours -- so | hunted through the terminal
fora restaurant with private booths . Few items on the
menu appeared familiar to Morrigaine, but she loved the
s mel | of a nearby cust dugeradddriesa v o,csald o
ordered that for her

We both still wore our disguises , although | did
remove my fake teeth in order to eat my sandwich.
Morrigaine devoured her hamburger like a barbarian, biting

off huge mouthfuls.

ASuave, o0 | muttered.

She swallowed and exclaimed , hDelicious! And
available such exception al food is to anyone?09

fiExceptional  ? Hardly. Buty es, i tdés available to
anyone . 0

AEven peasants?o

| chose to ignore that. My backpack and the carry -on
suitcase s sat onthe seatn ext to me. | looked at the
backpack and gave it a wistful shake of m y h e ad Guessii

| 6d better find a storagameol ocker for
Morrigaine paused. fiFormea what? 0
fiNotyou . M y gunandtools . T h e peved make it

past security.o
ASecur i t §he ok another oversized bite of her

burger.
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| sighed and gave hera b rief description of how the
TSA checkpoint worked , and whatwas legal and il legal to
take through security
A. .. which imgeqwgmgnt woul dndét make
through , 6 | finished.

She frowned. AWise is it for a
equi pment ?0

Al t bwser t han being caught . 0

She chewed on a French fry as she thought for a

moment, t hen sai d, é&sdamso u gtithhave to getyour

equi pment past .66security

94

It

thief

| chuckled . AYeah...thatdés not golhdgsto

going into st orage. 0 I f i nmysdnéwmth o d&nd stood
up. AHol d on, 16l be right back. o
counter to pay the bill.

Situational awareness means everything in my line of
work, and so | should have known better than to take my eye
off Morrigaine and our luggage . Yetfor some reason |
didndot | ook baafter undtdi Ipai d the Dbil]l

Both Morrigaine and the backpack were gone.

I headec

t

(0]

happ
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Chapter 11.

fiBetter not to alert him 0

Sherman Lorddés downstairs ontiniberofe

changes since the break -intwon ights ago: a n infrared
security camera in  one corner of the ceiling now watched
over the room, and a lattice of thick steel bars covered

the window through which Larcini had entered. In fact,
cameras now covered every room in the mansion, and steel
bars p rotected every window. Godson knew Lord would not

tolerate another security breach, so better to
overcompensate  than risk another break -in. No one like
Larcini would ever get into this place again.

Godson, his black military fatigues freshly pressed

and his boots polished to a liquid sheen, looked out the
window as he spoke  quietly on a cell phone with the head of
his investigation team . Outside, t  he morning sunlight
sparkled on the dew - dropped foliage of the garden L.a ndit

clearly revealed the divot where his lead security guard

95

had

seen
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had face - planted into the ground after Larcini slammed him
through the window. Godsonbés | ip curled and
away.
Sherman Lord sat behind the ornately carved desk . He
wore a brown suit with a skinny tie that had been out of

style since the 1960s, but wdgedcstonesu4i ted Lor d
like features. Manila folders containing d etailed dossiers

on FBI personnel lay scattered over his desk , and he pored

through one of the folders. He finally nodded and used a

red pen to sc ri bble AReplaced across the cover of

folder.
Godson hung up his phone and approached L
Lord opened another folder . He skimmed over the first

page as he askdeydsi ¢in of my | awyer ?0
ANo, sir. But a c ondingr e pwehictewid tha

bullet hole in the window. The description matches the one
Larcini  was driving. And it has stolen plates. 0

Lord6s gaze snapped up to |l evel. on Godsonod:
AWher e?o0

AJF. K. The engine was still warm. o

AHes fleeing the country. o

fiYes,si r. Wantmetol ock down the airport?o

Lord 0 s old - fashioned leather chair creaked as he sat
back. . 1A Neoi sslippery . B etter not to alert him
Have agents watch the gates of all todayods f
tickets purchased within the last twelve hours . 0

=]
<
D
wn

Godson flipped open his cell phone.
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Chapter 12.
AGo through security 0

| frantically scanned the crowds as | hurried  through
the terminal with the carry -onsuitcase s. Iknew walking
this fast was not consistent wit h my old Bob disguise , but
finding Morrigaine before she did something crazy was more
important.

There -- the tall elderly woman with white hair. She
wore my backpack over one shoulder as s he stood in line at
the security checkpoint to our gate . Somehow she had
already made it to the front ofthe line ;t here was only
one person  ahead of her.

| tried to push my way to her , but it was too late. A
station opened up and Morrigaine stepped over to it . |
watched helplessly as she placed the backpack on the
conveyer belt ofthex -ray machine . Then she stepped over
to the TSA officer viewing the display unit and spoke a few

words to him. She also gestured at him with that odd sign
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language. The man stared at her vacantly  for a moment,
then ignored her and w ent back to viewing his monitor.
Morrigaine shrugged and walked up to the body scanner.
| held my breath , my heart pounding and my palms
sticky, as | watched the TSA odndwaiteédr dos f ace

his eyes to bug out.

Suddenly the man yawned. It was a huge yawn -- j ust
watching him made me yawn too. His eyes squinted shut and
he rolled his head to stretch his neck. He muttered
something to another TSA agent nearby , andthey both shared
a chuckle

The backpack slid out the other end of the x - ray

machi ne. Nobody paid it any attention. As the line moved
forward, | watched Morrigaine pick up the pack and sling it
over her shoulder. She caught my eye and gave me a big,
smug smile , then strolled off with a sway of her hips.
When my turn came to gothroug hsecurity , I di dnot
have to fake my trembling hands to make my old man disguise

appear perfectly convincing.

Morrigaine and | took seats at the gate for a 9:55 am.
British Airways f light to London. The seats faced a large
window overlooking the tarm ac, which made it awkward for me
to keep an eye on the throngs of people behind us . Butall
the other seats in the crowded gate area were taken...which

didndét bode wamy beat§ apening up on th is flight.
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| had a sinking feeling we would indeed be s pending all day
atthe  airport.

| looked at the backpack sitting on the floor between

my feet. AOkay, 0 | said to Mnxhatdidygwsayn e , A
tothat T . S. A agent to make him ignore the backpack ?0
She s mi | e d Nomeaning did the wordsconvey . Th e
flow of éssants they only helped to direct. The guardos
mind | misdirected. 0
AAR | s as alight went onin my head
AHypnosil 1 | bet siotntes form of hypnosis. 0
AHI p-sd s ?0
AYou use voice and motion to | ull a persoa
state where heds susceptible to verbal suggesti or

fiPersuasion w ithout  éssénts ? 0

AExactly . O

She waved a hand di siniippssvebyis Aot
what | do. Merely to help focus and direct éssants dol
use my voice and hands. My mind | use to form and move the
éssants to flow into the mind of another person and alter

his thoughts. o

|l shrugged. A Hy e prstty impressava. It
can allow people to ignore pain , lose their
inhibitions ...or perhaps ignore amonitor t heydre supposed
to be watching. 0

Shegave me a disgusted | ook. AYour mind

mi sdirect to believe your face is on fire.

0
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| chuckled ...butl had to admit | wondered if she

could actually do that.

She suddenly sat up and stared out the window. I
followed her gaze , and saw a British A irways 747 had
detached itself from the boarding ramp and was swinging
slowly away.

AThatis what? 6 s he a s klebdilding | thought it

was. Howcan so huge a thing possibly move?o0

| grinned at her reaction. Al t éa airpl andg. O
pointed to another 747 as it made its final turn and taxied
down the runway. AWat ch. o

She star ed. fast iiHto wmo v e s , breathéde .

AnFaster t mawer -sakel ! 0O

AUh, keep i1t down,. PMeoplearegtariing te
stare . 0O

She ignored me. fiAhead of it the road ends, yet it
does not slow down . 0 She frowned as the 747 bore down on

the end of t he BayondMiasy . thefopensea. Will
such a | arge thing not sink?0o

The frown evaporated as realization lit her face. She

turned to me with a self - satisfied smile. AAh, a car that
can float itis , am | right?0

| choked down my laughter and said nothing. | just
watched her self - satisfied smile turn to open - mouthed

stupefaction as the jet lifted its nose and climbed lazily
into the air. She stared until it passed out of sight.

AUh. . .or fly...0 she said weakly.
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She turned to me with a dark glare . AThrough the air
t hat huge car did not fly simply from machin

|l |l aughed. ABeli eve what you wish. But
Sorry. o

A B u &s impossible that is as -0

A--using magic to influence someonedbdés mind

ANo, as | mpos yaub b eSheataok a deep breath,

visibly calming herself. AWhy | tolerate th
from you | do not know. Laugh at me again and | will -0
ATurn me i nt o Ilasubgested.? 0O
She smi |l ed without humor . AA wonder ful i d
Unfortunately, one of my castings it is not. But have you
seen what the strike of |ightning can do to
She sat back and | ooked out the window. AFor wlt

we waiting here anyway?o

fiWe 0 r om standby for this flight. But i f we cani
get seats, weoll havtheree @0 gol ogyest ured at
the next gate over , fh-- andwait  for our evening flight,
whichwe have . . . O
| noticed two men by the boarding gate for the evening
flight to the UK . They  looked too similar, with their gray
suits and dark glasses . T hey leaned against a wall and

casually watch ed the travelers around the waiting area.
One of the men stopped two passing security officers and
spoke with them brie fly. He opened his suit jacket just

long enough to flash a badge attached to his belt.
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| came fully alert and continued looking around the
gate . | quickly spotted two more similarly attired men
sitting in the otherwise mostly empty waiting area.

My h eart started thumping -- Sherman Lord  had tracked me
down again.

| casually turned around in my seat and scanned the
crowd at  the gate where Morrigaine and | were seated. As
far as | could tell, there werendt any | aw
personnel watching this gate. Which meant that s omehow
they must have found out | was booked on the evening
flight. And now they were waiting like spiders for me to
walk right into their web.

AWhich we have what?0 Mo r r i gasked ewith a mildly

irritated tone

A pleasant Brit ish female voice announced over the
P.A. system that the flight to London Heathrow was now
ready for pre - boarding for people escorting small children

or requiring assistance, thank you.

In a few minutes the crowded gate would empty and our
concealment wo uld disappear. I had to act now, either by
sneaking out unnoticed or --

A heavyset woman in a green polyester pantsuit and an
equally hefty man in baggy shorts hurried up to the gate
and stood in line at the counter. Sticking up out of a
side pocket in t he wo maoui8 Quitton purse were

passports and tickets bundled together with a rubber band.
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AStay hermudbmured to Morri gai rmight Al 61 I b
back. o

| stood up and used myold man shuffle to make my way

toward the ticket counter. As | passedt he overweight
couple, | casually bumped the womanbés purse. Wi
practiced sleight of hand, | plucked the bundle of

documents from the purse and transferred it into the slot

of a nearby trash receptacle in a single, smooth motion.

| returned to where Mor rigaine was sitting. ALet 6
g o, b said mildly, picking up the backpack and carry -on
suitcase s. Al think wedbre about to get a |l ucky
She gave me a curious look but said nothing.
As we approached the counter, | heard the heavyset
couple arguing with the check -in agent . i .but we had

them when we went through security! o the man

Al 6m sor r yg thes iagent explained in a British

accent, a sympathetic expression on her face ,  Ibut without
your tickets and passports we cannot allow you to board the
plane . 0

The man raised his voice and said something about
suing the airline. Two security officers approached and
asked the couple to please step aside. Angrily the pair
stormed off.
| stepped up to the counter, my own tickets in hand.
In my hoarse B o b 0weice | said , Ky wifeand]lare on

standby . Any seats open up? 0
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Chapter 13.

AFi fteen hundred yearso

Not only did we have n o further trouble getting on the
fight , but the seats werein AWorl d Traveler Pluso cl as
which meant a tleast a little more legroom and other
comforts  for the long trip . Andwith  the addition of a
limp to my gait , Morrigaine and |  were ushered to the front
of the line. We found our seats and | gave Morrigaine the
window. She remarked how the place was overly crowded wit h
seats, and she wondered what wewere doing here. AANOt he
waiting room?0 withe aywrk e d
| di dndot an b wasrcarefully observing  the
passengers as they filed in , trying to spot any likely law
enforcement personnel
Morrigaine looked out th e window. AThose | arge
platforms that stick out from the outer wall of this

buil ding, what are they?0 she asked, pointin
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AThe same things sticking out from the si
airplane  we saw t ak el safdfstill@atching the
incoming passengerbeydén& called wings. o

She stared at me with wide eyes . AThis 1 s...we are
going to fy 2 This entire room?o

| chuckled. A Of ¢ our KHow else did you think we
were going to get to Scotland?59

AOf cour se, 0 s he gdringe aathheeadd,.To help
what can | do?o0

ALet 6s | et t hhandlpihdt, okay? 0 | glanced
down the aisle at the passengers still finding their seats,
and added, #ABut | wouldndt mind-updyou cast
spell . o

She shook her heads-tunisFoorl otuwsst save my

remaining éssants, Si | v e rShe@ave a small frown of
concern. ANot much do | have |l eft. o
After what seemed like an eternity to me the flight

attendants closed the doors and the 747 disconnected from
the boardingramp . Fortunately, |l hadndét seen anyone
suspicious board the plane. The flight attendant s went
through the usual seat belt and emergency spiel, which
Morrigaine observed closely. Finally the jet  began to taxi
down the runway.
Morrigaine stared out the window. She gasped as the
engines roared and the jet accelerated, pressing our backs
into the seats. When we lifted off the ground, her

expression changed to one of almost sexual rapture. Then



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 106

she watched, mesmerized, as the city rushed by below,

shrinking as we gained altitude.
The higher  we climbed the more | relaxed, until
exhaustion finally overwhelmed me and | allowed my eyesto
slide shut. | listened to the drone of the engines, felt
the soft but persistent acceleration holding me firmly to
my seat.
Morrigaine | eaned cl ose anshdaai d, ARSo, yoO

A

o6pilotdé is flying thi éandtelbroerhsuppgse s ?
you will that he uses only machines to make this room fly ?0

| pretended to be asleep.

Fortunately, she soon dozed off herself . Sleep eluded
me however, as twisted dreams kept jerking me a wake. And
t he mild discomfort caused by my cancer felt more

persistent now, more like a continuous ache deep in my

chest. I hoped it was just my imagination. But despite
the dreams and the discomfort, exhaustion  eventually won
outand I drifted off for a while .

When | awoke, | found Morrigaine listening to music
over headphones. She swayed to the tune with her eyes
closed. | nudged her arm, and s he opened her eyes and
smiled atme . Even through her aging Elaine disguise she
had an attractive smile.
ASultrien , 0 she ,sariedmoving the headphones. f
music device a serving wench gave me. What a remarkable
gi ft!®he paused and her smil e é&ssamdse do ABut n

| detect within it . Understand this | do not. ... O
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The nap had refreshed my mood and my sense of
curiosity  , so | asked, ASo w hat made this essence stuff
disappear ,anyway ? O

She sighed and shook her head.
whole life Aumérllynex  sought the source of the éssants

drain ,buts uccessful he was not . 0

fiUh- huh. Whois Aum.. Aumair. . . who i s t hat

AAumérllynex . Lifecast er and movecast er. Possibly
the greatest of the Great Drui ds.

Al s e eSowhat happened to him ?0

fil do not know . Ifthe ddeman attacked the Great
Druids ,e asily they should have been able to defend
themselves . But weakened they all were from battle , SO..

ABattl e?o0

She nodded. i A séssants weakened, so too did lle -
br 8§yt y defessive castings that for ages had made the

land difficult to find by causing windsand currents to

107

guy?o0

carry ships a way. Emboldened by the weakening, S8¢ksodain

raiders  launched from the mainland waves of ships to our

lands .  Although all his time Méhdriedd had to spend on his

task to restore éssants ,v aliantly t he other six Great

Druids directly fought back against the invaders . Powerful

storms from the skies and leviathans from the deep they
summoned to swamp S 8§ ¢ k s 6 ahip; and smash them to

pieces . 0

She sighed. ABut | néssdhte masyd uc e d

S 8 ¢ k s 0 wessels still reached our shores. There too the
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six GreatD ruids attacked them, by greatly enhancing the

fighting prowess of Lord T rturr 2 wardos , bylaying

wards and casting traps, by corroding the invadersé weapons
and confusing the minds of their leaders ,and more . With

castings of lightning | contribute d, burning the enemyin

their armor. o
Al 61 1 bet t hat quitea nashoeks. 0
She ignored my lame joke and continued . i B u far

too many there wer ewitl anduish insharivaice

ATo a weaen allLord Trturr 2 gneaestwarriors
slain. And their stronghold of Khammeaeyette  fell.
Everyone within it s walls the S8 ¢ k s 0 eaidars put to the

sword. o

She fell silent for a moment , With an expression SO
somber | decided against making any further attempts at
humor.  Then she sighed and added, Two nights after that

the daemén camef or Mahdriedd and me. 0O

She looked down and said nothing more, so | asked,
AiWhat would have happened if it hadn @&dmeforyou 7?0
She sighed . Uipon activation of Mahdriedd 6 s scroll,
in full éssants  would have returned . In full |, Silver  -- far
stronger than | have ever experienced ' And with his
life casting thus infused with greater power, Mahdriedd

would have resurrect ed all Lord Aturr innbs warriors . Any
wounds they suffered would have instantly healed, so easily
they could have driven outthe  Salksobain raiders ! Ifonly

prepared | had been for the daeman, | could have .. O
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A chubby - faced passenger across the aisle from me

|l eaned over and said, Al think | saw that on
was in it, right?o

Morrigaine glower ed at him. His smile faltered and he
returned to reading his book... which I happened to notice

was titled ATheoDar k Age

Something clicked in my head . AWait a sec... .0 Il s
up and turned to Morrigaine . AExactlyw hen were you
supposedly  put into the statuette? 0

She thought for a mdifthenday @GfTh®ummer . 0

ANo, I mean of whla twatchesl aeloselydor a
reaction in her pale blue eyes . For what reaction | wasnot
sure.

A Wh, ythis year , | think. Although no memory do |
have of my tim e inside the crystal. Why do you ask this ? 0

AAnd what year woulldpetsisteds be ?0

ot

Twenndongsixty -t wo. 0

ot

Uh.oh. 0That wasnét thleddexpwert ed. nAr e
you sure?o

ATwennangsixty -two... 0 she repeadt gedrs 0
After Wolzadgaant . U nless a different calendar you use?0

Ah. ADo you know the calendar based on s
6Jesus Christod?o

fiJesu hei Kraistt ue? Of course! One of the seven
Great Druids he is...was. o0

|l bl inked. AfYou knew him when he was al i\
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She nodded matter -of-f act | y. A. | Alifeécasted
he discovered himself to be when the Rémiani nailed him to
atree five centuries ago,and -- 0

AiHoldon ..y oudr e s ay iwagcrubifeed five hundred

years before you were put into the statuette?o0
She nodded.
AYet wa&s still alive?o0
She nodded again. AFor many centuries can a
|l ifecaster extend his |ife.o

Oh boy. | sat  back. 500 A.D. was roughly the time
frame | d figured. She claimed to be from Scotland, which
she called lle -braytyn . That sounded something v aguely
like Olsle -Britain 6, di dndt ilfso?then maybe the
druid she referred to as Aumérllynex  was... Merlin . And
Lord Aerturrinn was... Arthur. King Arthur.
The Arthurian legend.
| turned to her and asked, ADi d your- IL&oIrld cal |
hi m 6Ar t huay®d- didadrd Arthur have a bunch of
knights and a round tabl e?0

She noddeFdmouswéreh iswarriors. Large and

round was the oak table in their strategy room, but -0

i U+huh,and by any chance did they live in a castle
called something ot &20 6 Camel

AKhdmmeeyette , you mean?o

| stared at her , hot sure what to think. Then another
realization hit me. i Wa i..h ow do you pronounce your name

again?o
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fiMorrigainausalafé . 0
AOf cour se. Morgan | e Fay. | do not bel
ANO, pr onowiac édrrigainaus -- 0
ANo, | .meMomr ri gai ne, I have heard of you. .
She looked at mesuspi ci ousWhenfirstl| saw you

| thought you appeared familiar ,butw heredid -0
ANo, I mean | 6ve Wacgande Fay o.u tShewas an

evil sorceress in the time of King Arthur, during the Dark

Ages when -- 0

Shegave mea f |l at | ook. AWhat do you mean, (
| bl inked. Al do nShe subposedly.betrayed

the sorcerer Merlin. She had a son called Mordred, who

killed King Arthur, and - 0
A Wh a t ?Sbe glared at me AHeard you these

absurdities where? Aumérllynex  was a Great Druid -- never

would | betray him! And Mahdriedd was my father , not my

son! Who has slandered our names? 0

| chuckl ed. ASorry, | guess the Arthuriar
changed a little ...over the |l ast fifteen hundred vy
A Wh at Her angry expression faded . AFi fteen hundred

year s?0o0

AThat 6s when the | egend says you |lived. 0
She looked around the ai r pl a ncalins, as if seeing
everything for the first time. askddiSo | ong?.

softly, almost whispering.
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Then she turned to me with pain in her eyes. A No
wonder the existence of éssants the world has forgotten.
Am | all that remains?o

| could only shrug.
A spark of hope returned to her gaze . The daeman
killed Mahdr i edd, but  the fate of the other six Great
Druids | do not know . If imprisoned they were in crystal
as | was, then alive they may still be too! Any other
cryst al statuettes did you see where you
A Sor r yThere was just yours. 0
She sighed, but then set her jaw with determination.

~

Al f alive they remain, then find them I

AOkay, theéenddbdndét know what el se to say.

seemed so sincere and | couldndot deny my recent
experiences, butl still couldndot helinsanitybri nki ng
an elab orate hoax made a better explanation for all of this
than, well...Morgan le Fay sitting next to me on an
airplane.
| was about to change the topic of conversation, when
a flight attendant came by and offered us lunch
Morrigaine 0s mood | i ft e dugaimsto tiselmeal of
roasted | amb and goat 0Sheigriorece s e theé ar t
utensils and used her fingers
AAt | e awide variety of delicious food you have in
this time, 0 s he de c Wiping @al mouth with the back of
her hand
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AYou r edolel yhisst uff ?0 | asked. Al 61 I have

take you to a decent restaurant someti me. 0

She paused in her eating and she looked at me
pensively . AAbout this worl d | have much to | e
AWel | |, Il can help you wi tightngwo uuif Engl i sh
youdd | i ke. Youe Stemueture is a |little wonk
Al ncorrect is my translation?o She rai se
in surprise. iB Etacs yf iix. O

She spent a moment going through a few of her hand
gestures, then said, APerfectly | speak now, do | no
| smi |l ed. AWell hs Bor effort, maybe. 0
ABe what ?0
ANever mind. Your native |l angnostge has to
difficult to pronounce that | 0O0ve ever heard. Wo

write something i n il thanfea her aperfaad a

paper napkin, curious to see if her language was similar to
anything | might recognize.

She shook her head. AA written tongue it
More crude | anguages must suffice for that.o

ANo written v &\hysnot® n Anylanguage can be
represented by text. o

i N o Déi-stels . A most efficient tongue it is, using
éssants  to carry context and deepen meaning. A written
form of it would no more convey full intent than a painting
ofa man reveals his thoughts . 0

Wi stfully, she adMdae-dgtels iRasrotsurvived

the loss of éssants | am not surprised . As my store of
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éssants wanes, more difficult | find it to speak the
language . . . . 0O

To distract her from descending into melancholy , |
switched on the television and showed her how to select

what she wanted to watch.

She stared in delight at the image , then shook her
head and sai d, fA mere machine this cannot be.
of éssants mu st exi st t hat [ cannot detect . 0O

ilt 6s just an el ectr,oninssteddevi ce

| tried to explain to her how television worked, but
everything | described just inspi red her to ask more
questions  about other related technologies: LCD screens
data transmission, computers... | finally ended up having to

explain  the basic sof electrical power generation.
ASo, 0 she said when 16d finished, #@Atellin
that a light ning casting makes these image castings

appear ?0

| gave up and suggested she go back to listening to
music on her headphones . Instead, she looked through the
onscreen list of available movies and zeroed in on one

called  The Death of King Arthur . Someth ing told me this

wasndt a good idea, but she insisted on watec
The movie turned out to be a sappy, romantic version

of the Arthurian legend with a heavy dose of magic special

effects. It portrayed Morgan le Fay as vying with Merlin

to manipulate the relationships between Arthur, Guinevere

and Lancelot. | kept glancing at Morrigaine , wondering
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what must be going through her head, but she just sat

quietly through the whole show, watching intently.

At the end she frowned in dismay . ASo petty and
depraved is how people in this age remember
|l shrugged. Al 6m guessing the movie isngé

accurate portrayal ?0

She snorted. Buér@vieeer N?0 Queen?
Guénevieren  was the name of Lord Trturr?2 mos2d o

AOh?0 | g r iAinWed dthen | hope Lancelot figured
that out in time. oo

A B u bne thing it does reveal, 0 she said , her
expression changing to a smile of triumph . fAln lle -braytyn
éssants does sti |l |l exist! o

lwinced . fiMorrigaine... Itds just a movi e. 't s n
real . O

She gave me a scornful look . AWIith my own eyes | s
it. o

AWith your own eyes you saw TMipkeoti al effec
tas ..as an Oillusion casting6, ,tamakg ou call it
magic seem real in the story . 0

A S cexist illusion castings still do! 0 she said with

smug satisfaction.
AOh screw this, o0 | said, reaching for a n
just doesndét pay to argue with some peopl e.
#
We arrived at London Heathrow that evening with no

further problems. Before we deplaned, | explained the
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customs procedure to Morrigaine. When | told her that
customs officials occasionally let luggage through without

being inspected at all, she said that would make her task

even easier.
Despite her previous success, | still felt uneasy
about relying on her abilities to get my backpack through
customs. Not that | had much choice , since | coul dnéry
well leave the pack on the plane -- someone would surely find
it before we even cleared customs.
As it turned out, | needndt have worried. Morrig
spoke briefly with the customs official, and the man simply
waved us through. | had to admit she was turning out to be

a very handy person to have around, although her smug grin

was beginning to get on my nerves.

As we waited at a ticket counter to geton a
connecting flight to Glasgow , Morrigain e pointed to agroup
of Japanese tourists . Nidt well does this bode for us if

the barbaric Hinnés have reached the shores of lle -
braytyn , 6 s h e svithicahcern
Al think youdl |l f ianpdettyt hwell 6 lvelkaved

bunch now, 0 | said dryly.

She studied them warily. AOne of their druids
Aumérllynex  once battled . 0
AA Japanese drui d? | 6 m gisi eagatherng 6 dr ui do

generic term to you. O
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She looked at me wide - eyed in sudden realization.
ASince Mahdriedd failed  to return éssants , surely overrun

is lle -braytyn with S8 ¢ ksdmanders! o

| chuckled . AA | ot has happened in the | ast
hundred years, Morrigaine. After the Saxons, came the
Vikings and then the Normans, | think . Ands ince then
thereds been enough international travel t o
original ethnic group. The Saxon tribes don

anymore. o

She gave me a cold smile . ATh88¢ ks 6 aulymare
gone?0

A Y-eah. For all practical purposes . 0 | decided she
didndét really neéedvaszobAndglon o-Baxon descent
myself.

#

The short  flight to Glasgow arrived well before
midnight. Our rental Mercedes and a map of Scotland were
waiting for us. Although  neither Morrigaine nor | had
managed to get enough sleep on the flight from JFK,  we both
felt  anxious to get going . She pointed out the general

| ocation of her fatherds lasparpelyon t he map:
inhabited region north west of Dumfries.
The drive took over an hour, taking  us off the main
motorway s and through several quainttowns. We stopped
only briefly at a service station and used their restroom
to remove our disguises. We switched into jeans, hiking

boots and thick wool sweaters.
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We drove through sparsely populated farmland, then
into wet, rocky hills and boggy valleys with sparse stands
of conifers. Morrigaine became oddly subdued a s she gazed

through the window at the moonlit countryside. She
commented sadly that the forests were gone.

| tried to cheer her up by asking what life was like
in her time. No, I still didn Ot really believe she could
be a fifteen - hundred - year - old legen dary sorceress, but |
preferred her distractions to being left with my own
thoughts.

She launched into a long explanation of her world.

The way she described it, the Dark Ages were
dark as history portrayed them -- at least not initially.
i Tuly commonplace druids never were .. 0 she said,
fi... atleast not since long before | was born. But few
nobles there were who did not employ at least a handful of
us, which greatly improved the lives of their subjects .0
AiHow so?0 | asked.
i We | | rom fclouds weathercasters coax ed rain to aid
crops, and for shipbs sails they .summoned st
Lifecasters eased the birth of people and of livestock, an d
those with injuries and disease they aided. Movecasters
repaired damaged tools and armor, floated wagons across
impassable ground, and to help construct walls and keeps
they lifted heavy stones . Flamecasters heated water,

sealed wounds, fueled forges and ignited enemies.

Beastcasters commanded and tamed wild animals. And so on.
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For even the least powerful druid it was easy to find work
performing some common tasks that freemen or peasants could
not do better. o

Her gaze turned wButs asf éssants b@gan to
wane, so too did its benefits. First to lose their powers
were most of the lesser drui ds. And with their loss, life
became more difficult for many. More frequent and bloodier
the wars became. Many a tribe and nation did stagnate and
regress. o

fiYouodd think some that would have made it into the

history books, 0 | pointed out.
She shrugg ed with that raised -palmgesture . ALittl e
good came from the loss of éssants , but one fortunate

occurrence was the weakening of the mainl and

Grand Imperial Druids. For centuries had they expanded the

Romiani empire, helping their powerful armies to capture
and rule most of the mainland and beyond. To take lle -
braytyn  was one of their main goals, and several times they

did invade and occupy portions of our land. But with the
gradual loss of éssants , the powers of the Grand Imperial
Druids fad ed. And without their strength to support the
huge Romiani empire, slowly it coll apsed. o
Now that | had a historical context for what
Morrigaine was describing , | could figure out what she was
talking about . Al donét know if it helps,o0 | offe

t he Roman Empire never regained its former g



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 120

her a brief description of what had happened to Rome and
what it was like now.

She nodded soberly and said, AGood it is
Still, 1 suggest that you not turn your back on the

Rémiani . Ar ut hl ess and expansionistic people th

Al 61 1 keep that in mind,o | said dryly.
has anyone ever accused you of being a Iitt]l
She snorted. AMy | and t mecpuntrymanaded and

they killed. What would you have me do? Embrace them?o0
AWel |, |l dondt think you need to be quite
about the Romans these days. 0 |l didndédt think it

to mention that my father was Italian.
Morrigaine gave a wan smile and said, nAs
was less suspicious. But early on | learned common people

shun the more powerful druids and their families. They

fear such excess of power, even though in my youth | knew
no castings. And suspicion breeds suspicion
ASo how did you |l earn to cast spells?0

AThe same way a swithpatsohs andongntors.
In childbirth my mother died, and for much of my education
my father sent me to Khadmmaeyette . As the daughter of
Méahdriedd | was expected to have an affinity for the
casting arts, and so with the few druids who could still
use the weakened éssants |worked. My mindcasting ability
they soon identified, and they helped develop my aptitude
with misdirection. This much was no surprise. But one day

as | attempted to dissuade an angry dog from biting Sir
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Gawayin n6 s manservant, from my hands a crackling spark

rel eased instead. 0 She smil ed. NnSo fast I

before seen a dog run away! And with it my potential to

become a Great Druid was revealed. o
ABecause only Great Druids can cast
She shook her Alsiegk type of cdsting is all

most druids can ever achieve. But manifesting two very

different types of castings...that only avery few can

manage. Potential Great Druids they are, for beyond all

other druids can they excel within their specialties, an d

they can even learn additional lesser castings. So rare

are Great Druids that not even the child of a Great Druid

is expected to become one. That | showed such abilities

came as a great surprise.o

i ght

She paused so | said, ACongratul ations?o

She nodded graciously and continued. AThus | c¢came
the attention of Aumérllynex . My powers he investigated
and tested, and then my education began in earnest. To

help me develop my talents, Aumérllynex  saw to it that |

t

o

had the best tutors. Qui c8kgavela | earned. 0

nostalgic smile.
AANd as my skil |l s Admeédlyméxo penldted me
to help him in his quest to discover the source of the loss
of éssants . Eventually, all my time | spent either
studying or assisting Aumérllynex ...until the end, when
seve re became the loss of éssants andinvaded was lle -

braytyn . 0o
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ASounds | i ke you didndét have much time fo

| said.
She smiled  and did the raised - palm shrug . AMy | ife

had purpose , 0 she said.

|l gl anced at the map. A We Isbon sée guess wed
if you still do. Webre al mostothere
As we approached our destination, Morrigaine had me

stop occasionally and drive down side roads so she could

get her bearings.

ASo different it has all become, 6 s he s addismay.n
ABut familiar ar e gRudsmapes fAndtsdmething
in the air | can feel...oO
Finally, she pointed off in a direction perpendicular
to the road. | drove up and down looking for a side street
heading that way , but there just wasnot . any

AWal k we nshes finally said.
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Chapter 14.

AA curse has been cast o

| parked the Mercedes on the side of the road and we
climbedout . | grimacedas | looked across the bleak,
rocky terrain . This didnodét | ook. lmusto mihopea g
Morri gai ne Ileagisgmgt onaw ildgoose chase

| shouldered the backpack and reached inside for a
flashlight . As | fished it out, | noticed Morrigaine

peering intently at me.

ASomet hing wrong?06 | asked.
She frowned. A Soo famailiaro/au look.to me
rightnow . 0O
AHuUhI. yAooud dondét think our being together

constantly for the past day and a half might have something

to do with it?o
She waved a hand dismissively. ANo, your
referto . 0 She gestured at my bl ack sweater an

ASomeone who wor e tchleotshaense afype di d we see?o0
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Al dondt t hi @dmesnpwe need to find Dana. 0
Morrigaine watched as | flicked the flashlight on
briefly to test it , and she opened her mouth to say
something. ANo!' | said, before sheflcddwl d uasstk .
batteries .0

She gave mea dubious look ,then  turned and started

walking toward the empty hills .| took a deep breath and

followed . Despite the desolate landscape , | found myself

in the mood for a walk after all the hours of sitting i n

planesand cars . The nearl y full moon provided enough

light for our hike , although dark, scudding clouds

gradually creptin as we walked . | eyedthem with

suspicion andwished 16d thought to bring. an umbrel | &
We walked in silence for a long while . | followed

Morrigaine steadfa stly, watching her lithe form wend its

way through the rocky hills , her long copper hair

occasionally tossed about by gusts of wind . Periodically

she pausedto weave patterns with her hands and mutter
under her breath, then she would  change her heading
sl ightly  and set off again . She paused once to mention how
bracingly fresh the air felt, and how the smell of heather
in the air made her miss her home terribly
Bracingly fresh, hell . ltwasdamn cold .
When | saw a wisp of fog floating over a nearby h i,

| joked, AwWatch out for the ghosd, Morrigaine
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She stopped momentarily  to look where | indicated,

then continuedon . fiNo ghostis that , 0 she .saiiMerely
fog. o

| shook my head andsmiled . 1ASoy ou believe in
ghosts . Why am | not surprised ?0

Shenodded . 7 Of ¢ o ur Bheyare but detached
spirits that remain after the deaths of their bodies.

AYeah? And how can that happen ? 0

Alf there is enough éssants |, then through strength of

will alone can someone who died a bad death remain. Others

return when summoned by a deathcaster , who control sthem. o
ALi ke that moom...|li ke Mister Beel .0
AAyYye. Most spirits are hayholgess and unse
briefly some can will themselves visible . To interact with
the world they may possess bodies  -- living or dead. Of

course, easier it is for spirits to possess the dead, since

no spirit already resides in the body. Oncel witnessed a
ghost repossess its own remains. o
AOh? What was that like ?0

fiThe ghost of a S8 ¢ ks O eidar animated its own

rotted corp se. Hacked to pieces were t wo warriors of
Khammaeyette before m y lightning casting destroyed that
mindless creature forgood . 0O

| smiled and said, AMorrigaine: zombie slayer . 0 I
thought for a moment and added, 0 Mo.0o moomree... that

sounds kind of like omummy 6doesndt liworlerif .. O
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My smile faded as my insides lurched . lputahandto
my stomach as it roiled queasily
| took a deep breath and continued on, but a few steps

later my stomach lurched again. Nausea welled up in my

throatand | b roke out in a cold sweat.
fiHold on, Morrigaine ... 0 I|said, Al dondét feel so
great. 0 | feltlightheaded and my vision swam, so I
dropped the back packand took a seat on alichen - covered
rock .

Suddenly my stomach cramped painfully and | doubled
over. AWhat the hell d i Id gaspede hetween clenched
teeth. Another  wave of nausea hit me and it was all |
coulddo to keep from vomiting

Morrigaine lowered herself onto another rock. She

grimaced and held herstomach aswell . Al too feel...O
She bla nched and put a hand to her mouth. Her complexion
lost what little color it had.

Despite  our brisk pace |, the cold air had leaked

through  my thick wool sweater and | started to shiver . My
toes and fingers felt  numb and my calves ached as if | 6d
been mar ching all day . Another spasm of nausea again
threatened to empty my stomach .

fiNérltréngh ! 0 Morrigaine moaned. She leaned forward

hugging her middle.
AFood poisonlingaspéedve had it before

it can get really nasty. We need to head back. 0

and
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AAye, w e should go. | . . She raised her head and
looked up at me through strands of hair that had fallen
over her face . AWaitNo Something is wrong. O
Al 611 .s&Ayrline fooddbs never made me this

before. o

i N,d mean... ill we both beca me at the same time

Why ? 0
AWho cares? Let 6s | u sbheforeitmets any worse .0
| hauled myselfto my feet . My joints ached, my skin

felt uncomfortably sensitive, and | could feel a vicious
headache coming on. AWhy did | ever let you drag me on
thi s f ool 6s e?d alndmumbl ed.

AFool 6s e?d aslde s n a piphis fiom one who

knows nothing of éssants !0
AAgain with t heessgnoedddamn | ooked back the
way weodd come, dreading the |l ong wal k back.

l urched agaidowve |t a mdragwe hadway around

the world.... 0

She jumped to her feet , her eyes blazing . fiMad you
accuse me of being ? Several times you have witnessed t he
use of éssants ,yet  still you do not acknowledge it exists ?
Even when it is so obviously ...S0 obviously.. .0

She hesitated ,t he anger fad ing from her eyes.
| wanted to tell her to just  get the hell out of my
life ,but another stomach cramp hit me and all | could do

was hunch over and groan.
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Mor r i gai fingefss twisted a pattern in the air.
She closed h  er eyes and shuddered once, and the tension
visibly drained  from her face.
She looked at me AMy apol o§ivees 0 she said
softy . fiUpon this land a curse has been cast. Little
wonder it is so empty -- the discomfort of such a sick ness
casting noone could bear forlong. 0
AA cursle?t hought you said there wasndét en
éssants | eft for spells. O
She smiled with relief . AHer e t her &€aniysunot
feel it? There is éssants  here! Weak it maybe butlcan
feel myself slowly replenishing! 0
She came closer and looked into my eyes. fThe last of

my éssants store | used to free myself of the effects of

thecurse . Atthisrate some time | will need for my
reserve to be sufficiently replenished, b ut the effects |
shall remove from you as soonas|c an, that | swear. o
iFine, 6 | mumbl ed. The headache had turned

stabbing pain behind mMetéwelh alslttse.gedl t i

out of here. o

i N.oo Shelooked around atthe dismal landscape and
smiled . AFor a r eas wrsesaremade . Something
worth hiding IS somewhere nearby . Continue on we must . 0
AMorri gaienceandét st ayo Iheompgldined . Al 6 m
seriously ill o)

ASer i allwsuare not . o
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AHow t he hell do yTheplaiktinedoneimmy
voice made me cringe. | 6 dhever been fun to be around when
| was sick, even when it was just  a minor head cold, but
thiswas  truly  embarrassing.
She rolled her eyes and spoke tome asiftalkingto a
child Al know , trust me Just a little while longer ,
Silver . 0
| desperately wanted to craw | into a warm bed and pass
out for a day or two , but  out of sheer mortification I
forced myself to mutter , A Al | r i g Just a little while
l onger . 0
She nodded . Thenshe cocked her head as if trying to
hear a faint cry AThe si gnat ésaets oigsli  ghtly

stronger in ... 0 She pointed toward a long rise covered

with tangled briars , A.. t hat direction. o

Just the thought of heading up that rise caused me to

break outin a cold sweat again. AANy direction but th -
t hat , ¢said , clenching my teeth to keep them from
chattering

AThe direction you | east want tShe go i1 s t
raised an eyebrow AThen the correct direction it
indeed be. o0

AOh comeé& | groaned. AYoudre just saying that
be mean! 0 That plaintive , childish tone just blurte d out
again. | wanted to slap myself

NTr ust, Sikee . 0
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| glanced up at the tangle of brush , feeling the vomit
ris ing in my throat . But Morrigaine was already working
her way through the mass of prickly briars

It took all my will to follow her . My stomach gurgled
and roiled with every step | took, and | gasped for air

between waves of nausea. My skin felt clammy and |

alternated between sweating and shivering. But | said
nothing , determined not to utter a word as we walked to the
top of the in cline
On the other side of the rise , the ground sloped down
intoa  broad basin . The moon provided enough light to
illuminate the opposite rim half a mile away. Low- lying
fog curled in tendrils over the lip of the basin and flowed
down the slope to col lect at the bottom . But i1t didnot
conceal the fact that most of the depression was an

impassable, marshy bog
A Gr e atl, gbumbled , squinting through my pounding
headache . At least we can walk around the ridge and keep
out of that mess. 0
Morrigaines  hook her head sadly . A N.o Our
destination we have reached. This area | recognize. No
forest remains, but this is...was...the location of my
fat her 6 s ok e eSph.e p o tonwherd a stagnant - looking
pond lay in the center of the depression : A Th eswre ere
it once stood. And there is the strongest source of

éssants .0
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| groaned . fADond6t tell me tp gowloddiagn t
around in that rottingswamp ! You can see from here
thereds nothilmg t here
AThere i s ésddrdsr eésthe strongest . o
ACandt yebanough ofit just standing here? |l snot
this close enough? 0 My body ached all over and |

stand the thought of hiking into the basin and then back

out agailhédmi@k and | 6and ¢ gustd wanttogo
home! o
Mor ri gai briefak of disg ust cut me to the bone
AStay hethbhen, 0 she said. AThéssédsts r onger t he

the sooner will my reserve be replenished and the sooner |
can free you of t he toroedandheaded déwnéhe
slope .
| stared after her, dismayed that | had just w hined
like a spoiled child . What was the matter with me?
| stumbled after her. Al .. .1 O0m sorry, Morrigaine.
shook my head to clear it but was rewarded with only a
stabbing pain . My stomach lurched again and | tasted vomit
in the back of my throat . Al just donotofeel
Her shoulders relaxed and she turned back to face me
A Aill  ness casting like this you have never encountered
before, so how to fight it you do notknow . The worst
sickness you have ever experienced you are  currently
rel i vi n @heodgazed levelly at me : Rewyou were but a

child Iimagine itwas. B ut real the iliness IS not. O
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Alt. . .itds Islverdd agai n. f+ hob reallyn
sick?0o

She shook her Ohleirmydur minditoes it exist.
As soon as | can | shall free you of the curse, that |

pr omi s eShéturned and continued down into the basin.

She was right about the child thing. The sickest 106d
ever been was from a bout of bad food poisoning when | was
ten years old. But if the sickness wasndt real and
di d n @ctually need medical attention , then | just needed
to tough it out, right? Surely | could do that.

| took a deep breath and resolved to just keep my

mouth shut and follow Morrigaine without any further

complaints , no matter what . | forced myself to ignore the
cramps, the nausea, the sweats and everything else, and to
instead focus on standing tall and walking with purpose.

No stumbling, no swaying, nothing but a strong, steady pace

asif | felt perfectly healthy.
Then something gave inside my head, almost like my
ears popping ...a nd suddenly | felt fine . A little tired,
perhaps, but fine . Every symptom | 6 dhad just ...vanished.
My calves no longer ached, either, and I didndot even feel
cold anymore . Wasthatall | needed? A little attitude

adjust ment?

The clouds finally began to creep across the moon,
periodically robbing the land of its cold light o
switched on the flashlight and illuminated the way for

Morrigaine
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As we descended into the depression, t he ground became
spongy and sloppy, do tted with stagnant puddles . Theonly

life was a dreary assortment of dark mosses, scraggly

grasses and bushes, and a few twisted trees . Theair
smelled like mildew and rot .  We walked into a chilling fog

that diffused the flashlight beam into a murky glo w. The
fog eerily reflected our breathing and the squishing sounds

of our footsteps

Morrigaine pau  sed at the edge of the broad, scum -
covered pond and kneeled down toinspectit . | startedto
suggest we walk around it ,but then | remembered my
resoluti  on and stayed silent . Besides, she seemed to know

what she was doing

She stood up and stared out across the pond . Then she
took a long stride right out into the slimy water

And she abruptly disappeared

AMorri gailnceddo. | dropped the pack onthe

mossy bank and jumped in after her --

-- and crash - landed clumsily onto a small bush .| lost
my balance, slipped and fell on my butt . | stared around
in surprise . The pond was gone . It had completely
vanished ! Morrigaine stood in front of me s taring down at
me with wide eyes . She burst out laughing
il ntothe  water you thought I fell , did you not?09

said .

she
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AVery f unngowléd, my dignity bruised worse than
my tailboone . A Al | right, | .6 |Wherddidtthe water
go?0
She offered nme a helping hand, which | reluctantly
accepted . ASt il | here 1t stildl i ghere vioewed from

She pointed at the spot where she had stopped to inspect
the pond . AAn illusion itis ,a n image casting to keep out
the curious should the curse fail . Averyg ood castingit
is , too ; no flaws could | see until | actually touched it
Much time someone spent perfecting it . o

| frowned and brushed off my jeans . | stepped back

onto the fAshored t o bakpadk, anpwheénh el turned

around ... there was the pond again, all stagnant and vile -
looking . | planted a foot firmly in the slimy water -- and
poof , it vanished .| stepped back and tried it again . And
again . Then | squatted down at the edge of the pond and

slowly poked a finger into the water until the pond
disappeared yet again

AU reak+4bred i evabl el .lookedup at

Morrigaine . filt 6s not a hologramd | shavenot
been hypnotized either, have | ?0
She rolled her eyes . AAn image casting itis . Now
all night do you wish to play with it ? O do you wish to
see what it was concealing ?0
| stood up, feeling light - headed and dazed . Forthe
first time | had to admit I no longer doubted that rmagic --

or something that might as well be magic -- actually existed
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| 6d really thought | miogdsomethiagwweh b e e n
the whole hypnosis thing, and | might have been willing to

believe the incident with  Mr. Beel was some sort of

hallucination ...but no longer. And if magic was real, then
thatmeant ... wel,b, | di dndét know wméaatt Butt he
world w as now a far different place than | 6 dever imagined
| needed time to process this

fiBehold , 6 Morrigaine said, sweeping her arm in a wide

arc to encompass a huge dark shape that loomed out of the

marsh before us.

The base of the shape mostly lay hi dden by the fog,
but when | lookedup | could see the form materialize into
a high wall . Dark vines formed a ragged net over blocks of
weathered, water - stained stone . Beyond the wall | could

see a square tower projecting above the fog
I gaped . fHow i nthe world did we not see this

before?bo

filmage casting, Silver.o She gazed up at tt
her eyes shining through strands of fog -dampened hair. Al
too thought the keep no |l onger stood. 0

Well, if magic was real, that meant Morrigaine
probabl y toazgaitd all . | had grown strangely
comfortable indulging her strange fantasies without truly
believing them . That had to change.

| clapped her on the back and said, Al really am
partnered with Morgan le Fay , arenoda | ?

AWhat ?0
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ANot hi n@meon, druid, |et 6 take alook atyour
home. 0o

The fog thinned as we approached the ancient walls,
and | could see how large the keep really was . In my

mi nd 6 s lelyaé pictured only a relatively small tower,
but this one had an impressively formidable ou ter wall
The place looked more like a small castle
AOf the finest of keeps it is,0 she said
if she had read my mnd. fi--was, 0 she cor MmAntded he

first of its kind constructed of stone instead of wood

The inspiration it was for the construction of Khammae
yette . O
As | looked up at the wall, | di dnot aptentyon to

where | was putting my feet . M y foot caught on something

and | stumbled .| shined the flashlight on the object that
had tripped me- and took a hasty step backward

ltwas ahuman ribcage . The decayed remains of the
skeleton lay half embedded in the moist earth . The
remnants of a rusty  chainmail tunic partly covered its
discolored ribs . Its  skull wore a rusted, conical helmet
A corroded broadsword lay partially s unk into the mossy

ground nearby

| shined the flashlight around the area . The beam
illuminated another skeleton a short distance beyond the
first . Then another beyondthat . And then another oo

spotted at least half a dozen ofthem .  All wore decay ed
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leather or chainmail armor . Rusty swords, spears and other

ancient weapons lay with the remains

ARecogni ze these guys?0 | .asked Morrigain
She stared warily at the skeletons . fiNo. Butarmor
typical of S8 ¢ ks 0 eidars thatis . 0

A Hm. Anythin g left out in this climate for fifteen
hundred years would have completely rotted away by now . 0
ANot necessaril.y, TheSésdantse ris stronger

here , and enough there possibly IS to support a

preservation casting on the area . Notmuch hasthe keep
aged. o

| gave her a sideways look . AYou mean you | ived in
this place as it is now@bdbdndt mind a rustic

atmosphere  but this place was about as cheerful as a

dungeon .

Shegaveaone -palmshrug . A Al mo s Magnificent, is
it not? Letus enter within .0

| gave a last glance at the skeleton at my feet, then
did a double take . AWait a second

| kneeled down and peered at the rusted helm . There

was a small round hole just above where the left eyebrow

would be . | touched the inward - curving edges of the hole
ANow this is intermusnurédng, 0
| pulled the Beretta from my backpack and ejected the

magazine . | removed a cartridge and inserted  the bullet

into the hole . I twas a perfect fit
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Al f this guy di ed -fmmitliroeter ballethoit n e he

head, then he had to have lived within the last hundred

years . But then whatwas he doing wearing ancient armor ?0
| checked some of the other remains . Onehad two 9mm

hole s inits helmet . ALooks Isomeane shot up the local

Renaissance faire ,0 | said .

AfThe what ?0

The clouds fin ally made good on their promise , anda
light drizzle began to fall . h L et &irdsome shelter, o |
suggested
We hurried up to the castle wall, spotting several
more skeletons alongtheway . A At | east this pltace does

have a madashid, touching the rough stone of the

eighteen -foot tall wall . It was too high and too smooth to

climb. fil sther e a front door around here some pl ace?0
Morrigaine headed off to the right .| followed her

along the length of the wall and around the corner . Here

an archway  built into the wall had once stood ,b utt he

ground was wetter here and part of the wall had sunk into

it . The massive wood door s had longago toppled outward

and now lay slowly moldering on the ground . Most of the

ar ch had also collapsed ,and scattered blocks of mossy

stone lay embedded in the soft earth around the door

We crossed over the door s, which felt crumbly and
spongy under  my hiking boots, and entered the castle walls
Inside was an open courtyard, roughl y square in shape and

forty yards across . The square tower | had seen earlier
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projected up from the center . Built against the inside of
the surrounding wall were several small stone buildings
with wooden doors and shuttered windows . They were

separated by a few open shelters with wood roofs over what

might have been animal feed troughs lining the wall . A
small stone well stood between the wall and the tower . The
rest of the courtyard was mostly bare, except for

occasional clumps of grasses and low bush es that had

invaded the grounds .
Actually, | thought the ruin looked surprisingly
picturesque, d espit e its desperate need for repair
AThere was whddemén hdéled me, 0 Morrigaine sai
quietly, indicating an open spot in the middle of the
courtyard .  She then pointed at the top of the square
tower, jutting like a skeletal finger above the fog . AANnd
there was where my father ... 0 Shelet her hand drop

The moon finally disappeared behind the clouds for

good.  Distant thunder rumbled andt he rain st arted coming
down hard. | grabbed Morrigainedmntbthend and we
nearest open shelter , just to the right ofthe entrance

The rotting roof leaked butit managed to keep out most of

therain . That the shelter still stood at all after

fifteen hundred year s di seendlikely -- unless of course

its decay had somehow been magically  arrested , as
Morrigaine had suggested . Or maybe someone had rebuilt it

relatively recently, or it was receiving periodic

maintenance



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 140

But this place didndét | ook i n hvyhopdsefd.
finding Dana here began to fade.

We stood for a moment, listening to the rain drum
against the wood roof and watching puddles form in the
courtyard . Morrigaine hugged her arms, look ing asdamp and
uncomfortable as | felt . | putanarmarou nd her shoulder
to try to help her keep warm . She had a lavender scent, |
noticed...just like the fragrance that had lifted from the

broken shards of her statuette.

AWher e t o hasked? b was anxious to get moving
againso | could warm up

ATheower , 0 she answered, gazing up
pillar of stone rising into the sky . AThere we may
find ... 0 Something on the other side of the courtyard

caught her attention.
| followed her gaze. Through the rain | saw a faint
blue glow on a door to a st one building.
She stared at it in surprise. AA war Orkestil

exi sts?o

She ran out across the courtyard and | followed
Fortunately, the door stood under part of a wood shelter SO
we were able to duck out of the rain again . Bands of
rusted iron re inforced the wood door, and a thick iron

latch  held it shut
Painted on the door at chest height was a symbol that

looked a lot like one of those detailed characters on the

at

t

h e
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parchment piece, only this one was the size of my fist and
it glowed with a faint , almost iridescent blue sheen .
| reached out a hand toward the symbol, but Morrigaine

grabbed my arm and pulled me away.

ANo! A lightning ward that is,0 she hiss
the door without speaking the proper word of passage and
kill you it will.o

Al s,ece | s swalkbwing . Well, axiom sixteenis

the greater the security, the greater the reward. Any idea

why this is here?o
ANo. O
AThen how dom,l deactivate it?0o0
AYou do not. | do. Lightning castings |
Just stay back and d O not touch me. 0
| gave her plenty of space, al though I held up the
flashlight so she could see clearly. She took a deep
breath and stepped up to the door . She reached out with
one hand and, w ith intense focus , used one finger to slowly

and painstaking ly trace over the glowing whorls of blue

paint  without  actually touching the symbol .l caught
myself holding my breath. As her finger moved, the blue

glow gradually diminished . After acouple of minutes, it

had completely disappeared

Morrigaine eased away from the door , but she didnot
relax. She turned slowly, her pale face strained, her hand
trembling with tension . She kneeled down and placed her

palm flat on the ground
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| heard a crackle of electricity and saw a brief burst
of light flash ~ from u nder her hand. My feet tingled.
AWow, 0 | said, stepping back.
She breat hed out and sl umped. Al't i s done
wearily
| helped her to her feet . My stomach felt queasy at
the thought of what might have happened if | 6 douched the
door. Break ing and entering | knew well, but magic was new
territory for me. It didndét bode well t hat

committed what was probably a rookie mistake.

Morrigaine reached for the door handle , and this time
| was the one who stopped her by grabbing her arm.
A Wh ewvere there is one security measure , there is often
another , 0 | sai d.

She gave me a wry axioinlfear thANaot ? 0

AHow deighs sound? Hangonasec . . . . 0O
| gingerly touched the iron latch. Nothing happened,
so | lifted it and slowly  pushe d the door open just a

crack. | carefully shined the flashlight around the edges
of the opening. A reflection near the top of the door
revealed a thin metal wire
| reached up and slowly  ran my fingers along the wire :
following it to where it looped ov er asmall hook on the
wall. | unhooked it and cautiously pushed the door open
further , testing for any resistance. There was none, and |

was soon able to open the door all the way
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The wire dangled down from the pin of an M67
fragmentation grenade hanging on ahook embedded in the
ceiling.

ACharming, 06 | murmured.

AThat i s what?0 Morrigaine asked.

AA dramatic vindication of axiom eight . Donét touch
it. O

A steep flight of stone steps led down. | cautiously
descended , playing the flashlight beam over the stairs

walls and ceiling to keep an eye out for additional traps.

Morrigaine followed. At the bottom we found ourselves in a
small, empty square room witha wood doori n the opposite
wall. | spotted no thing suspicious ,S ol carefully pulled

t he door open.

A hallway constructed completely -- walls, ceiling and
floor -- of small stone blocks continued ahead thirty feet
and ended in a wall with  a small alcove setinto the
middle . The alcove was just over a cubic foot in size ,a nd
within it lay a rectangular object that glittered in the
flashlight beam.

Something about the hallway raised my suspicions,
alt hough | ¢ see angtmng twrong .| lowered the
backpack to the floor and motioned for Morrigaine to stay
put. Then | cautiously stepped forward and played the
flashlight allaround me . | spotted nothing, so I's lowly

made my way toward the alcove
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As | drew closer, | could see the glittering object
was a clear glass box with a silver frame . Initially the
box appeared  empty, but as | ne ared and raised the
flashlight, | noticed a piece of beige paper lining the
bottom ofthebox . Another step closer and | realized it
wasnot pap e ranotherpiecé of parchment

APay dirt, Mo r rli sgid triumphbandly, and |
stepped wi t hi n a rengthofthe box . My foot landed on
a stone that gave slightly with a faint click

Instinct ively | snatched up the glass box and bolted
for the door . The ground trembled , and with a grinding
roar the ceiling began to crumble and  collapse. | sprinted
down the hallway as blocks of stone dropped all around me

Atthe end, a thick panel of steel slid  down from the
top section of the doorframe .| dove for the opening
tossing the glass box and flashlight through ahead of me
| willed the steel panel to stayopen even though 1 could
see it would slam down and block off my escape before |
even reached it

Then,to  my amazement, the panel caught for a moment
with an agonizing screech of metal .| hit the ground and
scrambled for the narrow gap beneath the panel . Two
falling rock s bounced off my back and calf but 1 barely
feltthem . | managed to worm halfway through the opening
before the panel dropped again . Justas the thick sheet of
metal touched my lower back and | was sure it would slice

me in half, it momentarily caught again . But I hadlost my
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forward momentum . My fingers scrabbled on the smooth stone
floor, unable to find any purchase

Morrigaine grabbed my wrists  and hauled back with all

her strength . Itwas just enough -- | managed to pull my
legs through the opening just as the panel dropped again,
crashing to the ground with a boom . Athunderous roar
followed an instant later ,and w ith a deep groan the steel
door buckled outward under the pressure of several tons of
earth and rock . Apuff of dust curled up from under the
panel .

Morrigaine helped meto myfeet . AAr e yharmed? 0

she asked inwide -eyed alarm .
Al-1 6k ay | csaid, shaken. | look ed myself over,
not quite believing | had managed to stay in one piece

AThanks , | owe you o ne. 0

She slumped with relief ,then  manageda smile asshe
said, A"Once again | must come. &0 your rescue
| returned the smile as | brushed myself off. ARem
me again who freed you from your crystal sta
She ignored that and glanced down at the shattered
remains of the glass box . AWhat did?g9ou
The slip of parchment lay amid the shards of broken
glass . With acryof delight, she snatched up the ancient
artifact . A Anot her piece of my fatBhehads scrol |!
it out for me to see.
The rows of tiny characters covered the parchment

piece , just | ike the one 106d stolen from Shern



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 146

Except this one had a thin strip of whitespace  along the
top and both sides, and it was torn across the bottom

| rummaged through my backp ack for the first piece of

parchment , and then held the two pieces together . They fit
perfectly.
AThe top piece, ri ght ? oardwea hodead . Aor
itupside -down??o
ARight you have it , Silver , 0 she said with a broad
smile. Her ice blue eyes glitter ed as she stared at the
parchment pi Andédts . wo pigces survived , then
perhaps so too did the third 1o
|l nodded. A MB yub ¢he ieason | 6 m heédg do
find Dana. We need to keep | ooking. o

She nodded and tucked the parchment pieces back into
the backpack. AThe tower we should check. 0
We headed back up the stairs and | pulled open the
door to the outside
A dark figure stood just  outside, dripping wet from
the pouring rain . It wore a tattered hauberk of crumbling
chainmail, rotted leather boots, and a rusted conical
helmet ... with a small hole over the left eyebrow
Fleshless fingers gripped a rusty broad sword .
| stared open - mouthed at the dripping skeleton . A
mud- streaked, bony arm raised the sword with a scraping

sound of rusted metal
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Morrigaine slammed the door shut and leaned against
it . Immediately afterward came a dull thunk, and the door
shuddered .
| just stood there and gawked . AJesus H. Christ! Di

you see -- O
APossessed corpses guard the keep! o.shANowhi ssed
do you believe in ghosts? Or must they Kkill us first? 0
The door shook and she struggled to close the rusty latch.
AiHelpme ! o
| snapped out of it and leaned my back against the

door , which  shuddered with the impacts of multiple weapons

relentlessly pounding against it
My mind reeled. Curses, illusions, wards and now
walking skeletons ? How was | supposed to deal with dangers
|l di dndt even undMdat cduldnid @ o! | 6d never felt

so damn useless ...

More blows hammered the door, and a section near t he
top splintered as a heavy axe blade smashed through it . A
large chunk of rotting wood broke free from the top ,

narrowly missing my head as it fell.
| glanced up and my gaze focused on the M67 grenade
still dangling  from the hook in the ceiling. | ma y not
have known anything about magic, but as someone once said,
there are very few problems that cannot be solved through a
suitable application of high explosives.
| reached up , grabbed the grenade and yanked it free

of its pin. The spoon flung off wi th a reassuring clink.
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| tossed the grenade out the gap in the top of the door. A
corroded spear thrust back through the hole, barely missing
my hand.

AGet down! o | c¢cried, grabbing Morrigaine
her down against the stairs.

The grenade explo ded with a jarring krump that | felt
through the stone step s. Thedoor flung open, and pieces
of bone and wood flew in over our heads. Debris ricocheted
off the walls and ceiling and bounced down the stairs

It was Morrigaineds inhdshale t of. gEhpne
she turned to me with a suspicious glare and asked, AJust
batteries  ?0

| pulled the Beretta from the backpack and cycled a
round into the chamber . fAFollowme , ol said, scrambling to
my feet . Pistol in one hand, flashlight in the other, |

ran ou tthe door

The flashlight beam revealed muddy ground littered
with pieces of metal, cloth, leather and bone . A shallow
crater in front of the door  was rapidly filling with water

A movement just ahead -- | raised the flashlight beam
and illuminated a skeletal form emerg ing fromthe rain and
darkness . It walked toward us with a jerky gait and raised
a rusty battle - axe.
AOut the front gate! o | {ngehil egl over t he
ringing in my ears and the hiss of the rain. We turned and

ran for the exit.
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Another skeleton loomed up before us It brandished a
sword asit plodded toward us.

Morrigaine veered off to the side and kept running. |
paused to take aim with the Beretta ,and fired off two
quick shots at the skeleton . O ne round snapped off arib
and the other blasted out some teeth and caused the skull
to jerk to the side. But the creature kept coming. |
turned to follow Morrigaine, but she was nowhere in sight.

Lightning flashed above, illuminating the courtyard
for just a second , revealing nearly a dozen skeletons
shuffling through the mud toward me from all sides . The
lightning flickered out, leaving seared images o f the
walking dead on my retinas as darkness returned. Deafening
thunder boomed through the courtyard, echoing between the
walls.

Something clamped onto my ankle. | shined the
flashlight down and saw a skeleton missing everything from
the pelvis down hanging onto my ankle with a bony hand
encased in a rotting leather gauntlet . Its skull wore a
heavily corroded helmet and it grinned at me through broken
teeth.

| raised my foot and kicked at the skull. It snapped
free from its spine and rolled away in to a puddle. But the
hand didndot | et go.

Another skeleton reached outand grabbed my wrist I
instinctively twisted my hand around tobreak its grip, but

the fleshless hand hung on tenaciously . For having no
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muscles,t  his corpse was strong! Butnow | hadagripon
its wrist, too .| quickly twisted the bony arm straight
and smashed my open palm against its elbow . The joint
shapped completely in two ... but the hand remained clamped

to my arm.

How the hell was | supposed to fight these things? I
thre w an elbow strike at t he s kel efaeen @sheimpact
ripped the lower jaw completely free ,b ut the skeleton
di dn &ten seem to notice . It reached out for me with its
other clawed hand. | ducked underneath it and tried to
back away , but the skeleton han ging onto my leg grabbed
hold of my other ankle too

More bony hands grabbed my shoulders and arms. |
tried to twist  free, but | 60d | ostlevemage and my
ability to maneuver. My feet slipped out from under me and
| crashed down onto my back in the mud . Foramoment a
paralyzing shock of pain shot through my chest ,and |
watched helplessly as b leached, grinning faces descended
over me reaching with fleshless hands.

Then something struck my head once hard, then again,
harder .  The nightmare exploded and swirled away into

darkness .
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Chapter 15.

AEyes on the corpse 0

Godson stepped through the closet panel into Sherman
Lordbés hidden office and | aboratory.
before one of his workbenches in the laboratory half of the

room, and he hesitated.

Lord wore a full -length  white hospital apron over
green scrubs. Old brown  bloodstains spattered and smeared
the front of the apron, but a fresh blot ofred stood out
on his chest . And a line of blood from a random spatter

t rickled down the bridge of Lordds nose
On the table before him lay a man in a blue business
suit. He had gray hair, a receding forehead and looked to
be in his mid - fifties. His pallid , bloated complexion and
the milky glaze over his eyes indicated he had been dead
for a couple of days at least
Lord Os latex - gloved hands hovered a few inches above

the corpse, his fingers moving with grace and precision
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reminiscent of a concert pianist playing a complicated
concerto . He glanced up at Godson and gestur ed him over.

Keeping his eyes on the corpse , Godson approached. He
could feel the h airs on his arms stand on end, but he

managed to keep his face neutral as he breathed through his
mouth to avoid the stench of decay.
He hated watching Lord work on his bodies. Of course,

Lord knew this and often made a point of summoning him to

his laboratory when he was working on a new project. Fears
were obstacles that had to be faced , C onquering fears made
o n e dmeind stronger ,anda  stronger mind meant greater

controi of oneds c as&dadhadg s repeated thislesson
time and time again

The corpse blinked slowly and turned its milky eyes
toward Godson , who managed to suppress a shudder but

coul dndét st upper Hipfeom curling with disgust.

Lord noticed and chuckl ed. AYou can relax, God:
The corpse is chemically preserved and does not smell

AiYes, sir...i t still | ooks creepy. o

ANot f or | on gord. weawed hishandsin a precise

pattern over the dead bodydés face and mur mur
breath.
A new face shimmered into existence over the old one.
It was still recognizably the same face , but now the man
had a healthy pink complexion and clear brown eyes. He sat

up and swung his legs over the edge of the table.
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Godsonbés cel l phone ceaaddyisreliefBlse c on
he pulled the phone from a pocket of his black fatigues
He st epped away from Lasifibwereant abl e
automatic gesture of courtesy rather than an excuse to get
away from the corpse . He answered the phone and listened
tothere  port.

Lord inspected the gray -hared manés face with a
critical eye from various angl es. ADo you K
are?0 he asked.

ARonal d Shefof itdhled man answered in a pl eas:

bariton®iretor of Homel and Security. o

AVery gt odd noddedwi t h sati sf ac tYownmay A
go. Await my contact. o
AYes, sir.o

Director Sheffield stepped down from the table. He

smoothed back his gray hair, adjusted his tie , and headed
for the exit.
Godson closed his phone and turned to Lord with a grim
expressi o n . AM. 1 .5. reported in. Someone trie

into the keep. o0
Lord stared at Godson . A L ar? iHow could he
possibly know about the keep? 0

fHeOs with & woGoadms.on steeled hi mself and

addedAwd@man with | ong red hair.o
L or d @yeswidened . AWhat He clenched his fist:
hard enough for the joints to pop. AGod damn it! N o

wonder he has continued to evade me. This is becoming -0
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ASir, they were captured, 06 Godson quickly

ATheydre being held in

Lor db6s sgagewhy toa grimsmile.

been fully secure d? o

AProperly incapacitated and under guard
slip away this time. 0

AHave the jet ready
send Mister Larcinios
forher .0

Godson flipped open

dungeon. o

A T h ehave

They wonot

fly within the hou

t dhave@jobh mmedi at el vy

phone. AYes, sir
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Chapter 16.

fivhat to wish for 0

Cool water drip s from a fountain into a crystal pool
The heady scent of fresh roses flavor s thewarmair . A
woman caresse s my cheek with her delicat e finger . | float

in a sea of pillows of down and silk

N- No... the bed was hard . Hard as rock, actually . And
the air smelled .. musty . Myskin felt «cold,too . | slowly
opened my eyes and focused on the finger . Odd, it was kind
of fat for a finger . And furry

A rat

| lunged to my feet, fully awake, and | winced at the
sharp pain that shot through my skull . Therat skittered
away into a narrow drainage hole . That sound of water came

froma leak in the ceiling dripping into a black puddle
next tome . Wherewas |? My head pounded
Squinting through the headache, | peeredaround . |

found myself ina dimly lit room about  thirty feet across
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with  three of the four walls  constructed of large stone
blocks . Embedded along the bottom of the walls at five -
foot intervals were thick iron rings with  heavy chains
attached. O  ne of those chains led to a shackle locked
around my right ankle

Terrific

The fourth wall was actually a row of thick iron bars
with a padlocked door in the middle . Thebars were
relatively rust - free  and looked strong enough to hold an
angry rhino . Outside , a hallway ran left and right, and
across the hall from me | could see another cell just like
mine , only empty . A dim, smoldering torch in a wrought
iron holder down the left side of the hallway provided the
only source of light

On the opposite side of mycell | couldsee | had more
company than just therat .  Six skeletons lay sprawled on
the floor, each also  shackled to the wall by the ankle
Trace remnants of cloth clung to the dry bones

| tensed, recalling my recent experience with similar

remains , and | looked around for anything to use to defend

myself . My backpack was gone , and a quick check of my

pockets came up empty . The only things with in reach were

the chain attached to my leg and a rusted metal bowl that |

figured was either a chamber pot  or a food bowl . Maybe |

could double up the chain and use it as aflail ?
Fortunately, these skeletons seemed content to stay

put .  Then again, so had the other ones , at first.
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AMorrigaine! o | called out. ACan you hea

|l i stened but hear d n dDamaeepon there? . Is A

anyone here?o Not hi ng.
| checked myselfover . Spattered mud caked my
clothing , and one sleeve of my wool sweater had beentor n
wide open . But at least | wasndét soaked through anymor
just uncomfortably damp .| ached from a dozen cuts and
bruises, and a steady pulse thumped in my head. Otherwise
| felt okay.
| checked my watch and discovered the LCD had cracked
and leaked b lack, leaving the display completely blank .
The patrtial dryness of my clothing suggested | 6 dbeen

unconscious for along time , although ny mild headache

seemed a suspiciously light price to pay for being knocked
out for so long . Perhaps | 6d been dxugged

The scrape of a boot on stone caught my attention , and
I lookedup . A bald soldier in green camouflaged British
military fatigues stepped up to the bars from the right
side of the hallway . Hecarried a pistol slung under his
arm ina nylon shoulderho Ister , anda ring of keys dangl ed
from his belt

AYou stirreloodypharnetds nest, 0 the soldie
said with a strong Manchester accent . His smile was not
friendly . IMianother hour this place is going to be
crawling with troops . You pissed off the wrong bloke. 0

fiVWwere ishere ? And where is Morr | -- the redheaded

womar? Isshe okay ?0
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Al 6 d rryvmoore about yourself if | was you , mate. o
He turned and walked back down the hall.

AHey! o | <called after him. Al's my wife h

The only response w as the creak of a heavy wood door

before it clunked shut somewhere down the hall

In a fit of frustration , | picked up the rusted bowl
and hurled it atthe bars . It hit witha Iloud clang ,
bounced off the floor, and rolled into one of the skeleton s
befor e falling over and clattering to a stop .

A soft,  whispery voice echoed through the air

AAshgs8rat ..efia-8mnel s?0

The words were so faint Il coul dndét frone Iwhich
direction they odcome. It sounded | i ke Morrigaineos
| anguage, but thatvowasnodt her

AHel | d?said. Al &m sorry but | dondét speak t

| anguage. O
The skeleton the bowl had bumped against  stirred into
motion . D ry bones scrap ed against the stone floor
shedding dustand rotting bits of faded cloth . T he
skeleton slowly satup and drew itself to its feet ,andt he
fleshless skull tilted up to face me T he empty eye
sockets burn  ed with a malevolent orange glow .
A Oh, slhoi ltscrambled back against the wall
A Guar dyebed. | grabbed my chain and doubled it up to

formatwo - f oot weapon. Awkward, but better than nothing.
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The whispery voice came again, this time louder and in
oddly accented English . AQur deaths ..will not go
unpunished !0

With a click ing of bone against stone, the skeleton
lurched toward me Itraised its claw - like hands and

reached for me-

-- and abruptly jerked to a halt , Its clutching fingers
still ten feet from me  Slowly it looked down at its foot
The chain shackling its ankle to the wall had extended its
full length, preventing the skeleton from moving any
further

| slumped againstthe wall and gave asick half -laugh
of relief . It sounded more like choking

The skeleton glared at me with its burning eye
sockets . Thevoice  whispered hollowly, AA mere
chain...will not stop me... from exact ing revenge... . 0

It backed up several steps ,then  reached down and
grasp ed its own fettered leg with both hands . Slowly and
deliberately it snappedthe dusty bonesin two like dry
twigs .  The shackle slid off and clattered to the floor

The skeleton th en fitted the broken bones together...and
they visibly fused back into place as if they had never
been broken.
The skull again turned its malevolent gaze on me . T he
skeleton  lurched forward, extending its clawed hands toward

my neck.



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 160

AStay back ! 0 Ir aised my chain, ready to swing it at
t he skul | . areyowh goming after me? What the hell
did I ever do tAogerwiedwihfearin my mind,

and | welcomed it over fear alone.

The skeleton hesitated. It slowly lowered its head ,
as if the glowi ng eye sockets were looking me over from
head to foot . Its gaze shifted to the fetter on my ankle
and followed the chain to where it connected to the wall.
AYou too...are a prisoner?0 the whispery

with a note of uncertainty
AYes! o
AThe daeman that capturedus ... it isnothere ?0
ATher edusstj me and a guard. o
The skeleton lowered its arms to its sides.
AThen...too early has my trap been sprung.
AWhe- what -- areyou ? 0

filam known... as Aumérllynex . O

My jaw dropped . AMer | Tha Mer | i n? Seriously?0o
AThat is thename . . .1 am known by now?bo
| glanced atthe other five skeletons  and a light went

on inside my head : Are those...are they the other Great

Druids ?0

A Ay e Who..areyou 2?0

My panic had evaporated and | lowered the chain. AMy
name is Silver Larcini ,and 1 6m working with!Morrigaine
That 6s what | ,amway --hsereds the redheaded womar

you were training to become a Great Druid. Her father is
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the Great Druid Mordred who tried to return essence to the
world . 0

The burning glow in t he s kel e tyesobketsflared
more brightly. AMorri gai na.ustll8ives?f ® She and
Méahdriedd . . . survi ved?o0

| was beginning to wonder if | was the only person who

coul dnét pronounce Ihéem snoarmeg.demotii killed

Mordred . B ut it put Morrigaine in to some kind of stasis
inside a crystal statuette . I found and released her. 0
Alt i s good to hear...at | east she survi ve
I | ooked over at the ot her akwl et ons. AV
and the other Great Druids in this cell ?  What happened to
you? o
The voice sighed like a breeze passing through a
leafless tree -- an incongruous sound coming from a skeleton
withno  lungs -- then it said, fiWhen the last of the
éssants ... abruptly  disappeared ... each of us traveled

here ... to Mahdri eddd s keep...to replenish our reserves.

The only known place itwas ..where  some éssénts might
remain . But already the d&eméan had...taken the keep . With
our eéssants reserves so depleted... the déeman used living
dead guardians...to easily capture and imp risonus .  Within
this cell ...there is no éssants . Thusw e died ... not by
blade or castings ...but by hunger and t hir st The hollow

voice managed to sound both incredulous and indignant.
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| frowned . Al f t her edfesce nim here,should n ot
you be dead? | mean...dead - dead, not alive -dead, or
undead-- what ever you call it. o

fALifecasting and movecasting are...my specialties oo
had i nsufficient éssants ... to preserve my life indefinitely
without nourishment...or to bend open the bars of this
prison . But  justenough | still possessed ...to infuse
myself with two lesser castings . The first... preserved a
brief presence of my mind in stasis ..and the
second... allowed me to animate my remains . When my body
was disturbed...the trap would be triggered .0

AA &ap. For what ?o0

fiThe daeman. Surely it would come f or our

remains ... |thought . And when it did...my trap would
animate ... and lwould avenge our death s and the destruction
of éssants . Instead...after so many centuries  ...it was you
who disturbed my rem ains. ... 0

| shifted uncomfortably. AUm. Sorry aboltst that.
there any way you can ...reset it , or something ?0

ANO. The | aséssansf ...Imsed in its
construct ion .  When this reserve is exhausted ...I shall be
no mor eThe skeleton lowered its head .

Il thought quickly. Al f you want vengeanc

better revenge would there be than to compl e

spell  and return essence to the world ?0
The skeleton slowly  looked up. ANot e n.ouegshnts

do | have to-- 0



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 163

ANot you. Mor rShgasnerying tdaerfinish
f at he rnwork. She cané6t do it alone because she ¢
know anything about t oda yfdam cawbetpimd . But i
get the keys from the guard, | can get out of here, find
Morrigaine , and helpher compl ete her fathter@s projec
The voice  took on a dubious tone . AHow can |
know...that you will do this? 0
| dropped my chain. AYou canoét . But i f you donoét
trust me, then you have no chance of getting revenge
against the demon . What  have you got tolose? 0O
The skeleton stoo d quietly foramoment . Then the
whispery voice said, AWhere. thre guard?o
| jerked my thumb toward the hallway . ADown the hal/l

to the right. o

Foramoment the burning glow in the skuleyeds
sockets faded to almost nothing ... thenitflared into a n
intense  bright orange . The skeleton turned  with a creak
like old leather and lurched  over to the cell door . It
turned sideways and pulled it self between the bars,
crushing its sternum andribs  with dry cracking sound S in
the process . As it shambled downthe hal Iway, the dangling

bonesin its chestfus ed back into place

The skeleton moved out of my sight, but | could hear
the bony feet scraping on the stone floor . Thencame the
creak of the door opening , followed immediately by the
scrape of a chair . Two sho ts rang out, echoing loudly in

the confined hallway . lheard several thumps followed by
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the start of a cry that suddenly cut short . Then a faint
jingle of metal . Again came the scrape of bones against

stone approaching down the hallway .| waited, holdi ng my
breath

The s keleton stepped mechanically into view and
shuffled slowly up to the bars . Again it forced his way
through with the snapping of dry bones. Thistime

however, the ribs did not repair themselves; they dangled

from the fractured rib ca ge like the broken spars of an
ancient shipwreck . The skeleton staggered toward me  Two
bullet holes marked its fleshless forehead . The eye

sockets glowed only faintly

The skeleton stopped . It raised its bonyhand and
held out the soldier 06 sring of keys. Fresh blood glistened
on the white finger bones. Hesitantly , | reached outand

accepted the keys

AThank, Werin , 6 | sai d.

fiReturn the éssants ... Sil -- 0

The burning glow with in the eyes sockets winked out ,
and the skeleton collapsed into a heap of dusty bonesat my
feet .

| stared at the moldering, lifeless bones , thinking
what an  inglorious an end this was for such a legend
ARest in peace, | Madr.l i n, o

| dropped to one knee and searched through the keys

until | found one that fit my shackle . The heavy iron
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fetter dropped to the floor .| hurried to the door and
found a key that fit that lock as well

A second glance at the cell across from mine confirmed

itwasempty . Furtherd own the hallway t 0 my left, just
past the smolderin g torch, | could see two more cells, also
on opposite sides of the hallway . From this angle they
looked empty, but I called out anyway, AMorri gaiDam! 0
Nothing.
So | jogged down to t he other end of the hallway

where the soldier had headed . | stepped through an open

doorway into asquare , stone -walled room with two more
hallways in the back leading left and right . Another torch
sputtered in its holder in the middle of the far wall , but

aglowing gas lamp hanging from a hook in the ceiling
provided considerably more light . A wood table and a

toppled chair stood in the center of the room.

The soldier lay on the floor , his neck bent at an
unhealthy angle and blood staining his collar . Aghastly
grimace twisted his mottled, open - eyed face. A pistol lay

on the ground next to him.

On the table sat a portable TV/DVD player with a stack

of DVDs, two paperbacks, a cardboard box filled with
military rations and..m y muddy but intact backpack !

| made a beeline for the pack  and searched through the
contents . Almost all my equipmentwas s till there . The
only missing items were the Beretta ... and the two scroll

pieces . Igroanedin dismay .
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Hoping to find the missing parchment pieces on the
soldier 6 s b ¢ d ykneltdown and searched through his
pockets . Nope, nho scroll pieces. And no ID, either,
although  he did have a cell phone. | switched it on and
searched its contents . | founda single text message that
read:

Keep p risoners under m ax security. T otal

disablement for the woman. Sendr ecovered

artifacts to U.S. Colorado enclave immediately

The Director and f ull security detail are

inbound.

So there was a woman being held prisoner here... but
was it Morrigaine orDana ? | didnodét | i ke the sound of

fitot al di s abl eelstn tbotitimplied to me they

regarded her as dangerous . Andsince Danacoul dndét hurt a
fly -- outside of a courtroom, at least -- that likely meant
the other prisoner was Morrigaine . So where were they

keeping her?
And if Dana wasnot her e, then where was she?

had said she6 d b etakento the essence encla ve, buthe

hadndét been s penda pparentlytherdwas a second
enclave ...in Colorado . Had we come all this way for
nothing?

| figured the Director had to be Sherman Lord . And if

the soldier was to be believed, | had less than an hour to
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find Morri gaine and get out of here before that Afull
security detail 0 arrived

| picked up the guar doés p ansl thecked it for
damage. It was a Glock 17C9mm. | 6 d h apreferred my
Beretta ,but this woulddo justfine . unbuckled the

sol di er &8s s h o uterd,evhichh oheld two extral7 -round
magazine s in Velcroed pouches , and strapped it on over my
damp sweater.

| slung the backpack over my shoulder  and walked up to

the two hallways that ran left and right. The light  from

the sputtering torch and gas lamp di dnét reach far
either hallway, so | fished the flashlight from my backpack
and shined it down both passageways . The one on the right

ended in a pile of rubble a dozen vyards in, where the

ceiling had evidently collapsed. So | headed left

The hal lway hada n arched ceiling and rough stone
walls. | followed it for about f ifty feet ,  Where it turned
right and headed down a long flight of stone steps.

On the walls to the left and right of the top step, I
noticed two faintly glowing , iridescent symbols. The
symbol on the left glowed red and the symbol on the right
glowed blue. Another identical pair of symbols adorned the
walls halfway down the stairs, and | saw a third pair at
the bottom

| shined the flashlight on the nearest blue symbol.

Itlo oked just | i ke that @Al i ght mMorngginew aand Io

down
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had encountered earlier , so | kept my distance . | doubted
the red one would be any safer .

This was apparently the only route out of here, but I
wasnot abojust walk downthe steps andhop e fort he
best . | 6 dwatched Morrigaine disarm the lightning ward,
but unfortunately | hadndét the faintest idea
it . | wished |1 6d t hought hertoteachk me athingor
two about how to deal with essence - based threats

All right then, what if |tried relating the wards to
something 16d actually f ack dke bperhaps ea new
automated weapon security system ? The first thing
to know is how it was activated. Did it use pressure
plate s onthe steps ? Whataboutm otion sensors? O r
inf rared sensors? Any of those options would make sense
here .

So what would | do to getby all three activation
systems ? Normally | would prefer to either bypass or
deactivate the weapon, but the confines of the hallway made
bypassing unlikely ,and Ididn 6t have the proper

passageod Or necessar y eskema wto dedctjvate o f

it. So... a decoy would be the next best option.
Okay, thatl could handle . | returned  to the guard
station and approached the dead soldier .| studiously

avoided looki ngat his face as | grasped him by the ankles
and dragged him back down the hallway to the stairs . Then
| lined him up with the top step and rolled him down the

stairs with a shove of my boot.

how

| 6d

s he

wan

Afiword o
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The corpse had been dead only a few minutes ,Soit s
body tem perature  was still human normal. It also still
weighed the same as a live  person, of course, and it hit
each step as it tumbled down the stairs . Thus, I figured
it would likely trigger each ofthe activation options 16d
considered.

Sure enough, the ins tant the body passed between the
first pair of symbols , hight erupted into blinding day as a
crackling a rc of electricity jumped from the blue ward and
a roaring jet of flame shot from the red . T hey both
viciously attacked the body like striking snakes ,a ndt he
discharge of energy released an explosive thunderclap that
blasted up the stairs hard enough to knock me backward .

Flaming and contorting horribly, the body continued
its deadly tumble downthe stairs |, passing between the
second and third pairs of wards .  Each time the effect was
the same, and two more shocking blasts buffeted me . |

covered my ears, wishing this weapon system came with a

silencer and hoping no unfriendlies were within hearing
distance

Burnt to a blackened crisp, the body hitth e floor at
the base of the steps . It made a wet sound like a rotten
watermelon dropped from a rooftop ,andt he charred skin
cracked open and bled . Athick, acrid smoke billowed  from
the corpse |, filling the corridor with a stenc h like burnt
almondsandro ast pork . Itwas all | could do to keep from

throwing up
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| blinked until the bright arcs that had been burned
onto my retinas faded enough for me to see clearly again
That was  without a doubt the nastiest home defense system I
had ever encountered . Butnow a Il that remained of the

wards were  black scorch marks on the walls

Despite the ringing in my wears, |l coul dnoé
gin . 1 6d done pretforptechelié¢. Maybe | 6 ddo
okay in a world with essence. It certainly wouldndét be
boring...
| headed cautiously down the steps , holding my breath
as | passed between the scorch marks ..butn othing
happened . | stepped around the almost unrecognizable
cinder  at the base of the stairs and continued down the
hallway
A short distance ahead, the ha llway ended in a long,
vertical shaft leading up , with a thick iron ladder affixed

to one wall . S o Iclimbed.

Atthetop ,the ladder ended under a square wood
trap door setinto the ceiling. | couldndét see any securi
measures, so | cautiously pushed u p against the door
Althoughheavy , it wasnot | olc wasdbledoriftit
just enough to peer into the room above. Nothing to see
but a dusty stone floor littered with bits of broken rock
No sounds , either . I slowly pushed the trapdoor all the
way open, using my flashlight to check for wires or any

other suspicious objects in the process
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| climbed out and found myself in a large, square
room, with the ceiling maybe forty feet overhead . A
weathered wood  door stood in one wall , With slivers of w eak
sunlight streaming through the edges . A tleast | knew |
was above ground now . And that it was daytime.

| closed the trapdoor. As it dropped into place, |

noticed the top of the door had thin sheets of stone

adhered toit to match the floor of the room.  With the

hinges hidden underneath andthe handle disguised as a gap

between the stones , the trapdoor blended into the floor

perfecty . | coul dndét help but admire the wor k me
| headed for the door to the outside , only to stop

short when | spo tted another fist - sized symbol painted in

the center of the door. This one was black .  Terrific
| briefly considered hauling the charred body ofthe

soldier up the ladder and push ing it againstthe door to

see what would happen , b utt he thought of hand ling a burnt
corpse di dndét exactly m@ppeal to

And |l had an alternative option: a  cross from the door
stone steps stuck out from the wall . They wound upward in

a wide , square spiral along the walls, leading up to the

ceiling . Some of the steps had vi sible cracks running

through them, and a few pieces had broken off completely

and now littered the floor . Still, I figured the stairs
were less dangerous than the ward, so | cautiously climbed

upward . Because the stairs lacked a railing and were only
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thr ee feet wide , | hugged the wall and avoided looking down
the well in the middle
At the top, t he steps ended in a nother  wood trapdoor
setinto a wood ceiling mostly covered with dusty cobwebs
Another check for security turned up nothing , S0 | slowly
li fted the trapdoor . It creaked but | heard no sounds
above . | climbed the rest of the way up
The square room above was about twenty feet toaside
with a pointed ceiling supported by heavy timbers . A
single  broad window that extended down to knee lev el letin
watery daylight and revealed a cloudy sky outside . Belowl
couldsee t he Kk e ecpustygard and wall , and beyond it the
long sloping rise that led to the rim of the  marshy basin
| was in the top of the k e ep dosver . Mordred 0 s
laboratory
fl 6d harbored any doubts that Sherman Lo
the keep, they evaporated upon seeing this room. The place
looked almost the same as that weird laboratory half of the
room behind Lordés c¢closet, with heavy wood t
and ceramic containers fille d with strange liquids and
powders, copper tubing running from one odd glass
contraption to another, unfamiliar tools, etc. Andt he
laboratory did not look ancient, burned up or abandoned.
It appeared the sadistic bastard really could use essence
andhe 6 dr ebui lt Mordredods | ab so kwlaveoul d use -

himself.
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| wandered around the room , inspecting everything
without touching . I wondered if Morrigaine might find some
of this stuff useful  in her questto finish her fatherés
scroll
The only decora  tion in the room was alarge , framed,
hand - painted map of Great Britain hangingon the wall by
the window . Although yellow with age and splotched with
mildew, it nevertheless remained a beautiful work of art.
Andit looked out of place in this otherwise austere
laboratory . Incongruity often means deception.

Axiom ...whatever.

| approached the map and gently pulled one corner away
from the wall . Behind it | discovered a small safe door
| smiled to myself ,pleased to see that even in a world of
magic , human nature never change s. | carefully lifted the

map off the wall and set it to one side

The safe  appeared to be a variant of an old Mosler TL-
30 Money Chest  with a dial combination lock , Similar to
model s 1 6d dealt wit hofspecalege arpment N
required . | delicately turned the dial, barely touching
it , feeling for the faint tremors of obsolete tumblers .t

di dndot t ake | ongfeltlthe final cliek

| turned the handle and pulled open the heavy steel

door , revealing an interior al ittle larger than a square
foot insize .1 t contained asmall stack of old, leather -
bound books . | picked up the top book and flipped through

it . It was filled with crudely handwritten character s
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similar in shape to the ones on the parchment piece and t he
wards .  That they were stored in a safe implied they had
some valu e, so | decided to take them . Perhaps Morrigaine

would have a use for them

As | removed the books, | happened to notice a
metallic glint in the back of the safe . Acloser look
reveal ed a jeweled ring , whichl picked up and held in the
light . Thering consisted of a simple silver band with a
dark red ruby setinto it . Not particularly valuable
looking . Dust coated the stone ,so | lightly blew on it

and buffed it on my sweater .

When | looked at the ring again, the ruby was gone .

looked down at the floor, assuming the stone had fallen out
of its setting .| lifted each foot, then turned around
and --

AYouarehere ,0 sai d a sl i ghtvbioe .nasal

AFi nalol y

| looked up and snatc hed the Glock from its shoulder

holster

A tall, extremely skinny man sat cross -legged ona
nearby table . He wore flowing robes of some red cloth that
hung so loosely on his frame it made him look even thinner

Although bald - headed , he had a goatee of thick black hair
protrud ing from his chin
| pointed the pistol at his face , but he just smirked

and said, A'Your toy cannot harm me. 0



Mathias / QUICK SILVER / 175

A Wh the hell ar e y o u 3adwith a menacing growl ,
putting on my most intimidating scowl to hide the fact that

Iwa s alarmed at how easily the man had sneaked up on me

ADo you wish me to tell you? 0

AOf course | wish you to tell me . Why else would |
ask? o

He gave me a smug smile . fAlam Daggdédggin - Al -

Arhdadsz , 0 hesaid in aformal tone, touching his palm to

his chest. AiNow, O&6émasterd6, what is your third wi
A Wi s hAosnorted . fAWhat do you think you are, a

geni e?0
Again the smirk . AWho else would offer you three

wishes? Now try to conceive of a more intelligent wish

than that last one . My name is of n 0 benefit to the likes

of you. o

AYoudr e a ?da dslawly lowered the pistol . AFor
real ?Bwo daysago | would have laughed in his face , b ut
now.. .

He smiled thinly . AYou are not required to beldi
me  Just tell me you forfeit your third  wishan d I shall
happily | eave you alone. 0

| raised an eyebrow . I f the guy couldndt count,
he was insane after all. Aivhat do you mean O6thirdd wis
| only made one wish. 0

He sighed . fAThat was your second wish . Ihave
already granted you two wishes . Now if you would be so

kind as to present or forfeit your third wish, | will be
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free to leave this accursed place .| have waited enough

centuries inside that miserable ring. o
AYou were i n t he lookedagtlie@mpty silver

band. Al thoughtesgware supposed to come from

AThat shows what youwugéhylfemw about

| resisted the temptation to slap the smirk off his
face . So what was my first wish? 0
ADo you wish to know what it was? 0 His thin mouth

curled up in a sly smile.
| gave him a flat look . fhForgetit . 0

ASo whsatyour third wish?2od

AHow abiofutl just wish for more wishes?0
The genie rolled hiseyes . fAWhat part of o6t hree
wi shesd i s uncl &aYouareentileutot hree
wishes , and three wishes only .0

Idi dndt have time to plagchew ghmse.

| dm | e avi hrgached for the leather - bound books.

Hefluttered his hands. A Mlsticamiplete No, Yy ou
your wishes! | have waited too | ong!o

ANot interested. o |l unzipped my backpack

He sighed. AAl I right, | apologize for tricki
To make amends, |shallre - grant your second wish if you

agree to make your wishes now...and if you will offer me a
wish in return. 0
| put down the books and chuckled without humor . AiYou

want me to offer you a wish? Now you think | 6 nagenie? O
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Al can grant myself a wish if the one who
grant offers me a wish in return.o

AWho made up these stupid rules?bo

He shr ugged. haveilivays een this way . O

AFi ne, | accept. So how fatheut i f | wi sh
return of essence ? 0

The genie  barked out a startlingly loud, scornful
laugh .  fASo n ow you try flattery ?  What do you think | am ,

omnipotent? 0
AHow the hel]l am | supposed to KRnow your

|l 6ve never done this beforelo

Al am not requi redto educateyou ! Butl hope you
have enough sense to t hink smaller. 0
| opened my mouth to tell him to go to hell , When it
suddenly occurred to me what to wish for . i Wa | tcould you
bring my wife to me? Asin ... teleport her here ?0
The genie stared off into space for a moment , then
frowned and  looked back at me AYou want me to telepor:

corpse toyou ? O
| stared-WhaftWo
AOh. You didndét know Helgawémeadead?o

little Awhoopsodo smile.

AWhat t he fHis kv@rds had hitlike a punc h to

the stomach. A Ho do you know 7?0
Ailcan see anything relevant to 0 clientds
Alf youdre bullshitting me...O
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Al most assur edlAya a mgémyiet |am incapable

oflying . 1 d&m sorry, but your aoife is dead.
ACan yoiungrher back to | ife?0o
He shrugged. Al can. Il f you make the wish. 0
Al wish for my wife to not be dead! o

He closed his eyes for a moment, then looked at me and

said, fADone. 0

|l stared at hi m. ADone? What do you mea
Where is she?b0

A S h es where her body was, in a distant | and. o

AWhere, exactl y?o

AThat answer would require a wish. o

My lip curled. AThis is bullémiteavihg. o
felt like a fool for letting this jerk screw with  my mind .

The genie wrung hiBstyhoaagd sedtomdéke

your wishes now! o

Al dondt have thi$s meg for
AYou ¢ o uYoddouldwish for more time , if you
want! 0
Al s t hat Ceuwd¥ouroll backtime sol can relive
thepast few days knowing what | know now??o

He frowned. éssanWi this feeble? I could

reverse time no more than one day. o0

AGee, more | imitations, what a surprise.ao
fiBut even that would still give Morrigaine and me time to
figure out how to avoid th osedamn s kel etons. So 106l <cal

your bluff, Barbara Eden. D oit. 0



Mathias / QUICK SILVER /

Al cannot jus.tt ¥dao must wish fo
fiJesus H. Christ. Fine. | wish to be moved back in
timeto just before Morrigaine and I arrived at the keep.
There, will that work?0o
The genie  closed his eyes and gave a broad smile of
profoun d relief AFi nal ly 1..am eragas focused
on me and his smile faded . AThough your  wish will lead to
my imprisonment within that ring for fifteen hundred years
Now would you |Iike to know what |
ANot really. o
His smile turned nas ty. Al wish f or ki your

wife . 0O

179

r

t o

fiNot funny , asshole . 0 That was the last straw ;1 t was

time | taught this  anorexic weasel a lesson. | reached out
to grab him by the throat.

The genie waved his hand. A sudden, overwhelming
sense of vertigo swept through my mind. My vision blurred
and the room spun around Had he drugged me? | triedto
aim the Glock but | coul dnodt nfydandsanymore . |
tried to run for the trapdoor but could no longer muster
the strength.

| cursed the skinny bastard as the floor dropped out
from wunderme , and forthe second time that day | slipped

into the empty darkness of unconsciousness

t .

wi s h

0

f or ?0



Mathias / QUICK SILVER /

Chapter 17.

fAAmM | one of them? 0

The Boeing Business Jet 3 cruised over the Atlantic
under the mid - afternoon  sun. Godson entered the spacious
cabin from the cockpit and walked through the luxurious ly
appointed  lounge to Sher man L arrddco s - styled office.

Lord sat in a leather chair , speaking into an old -
fashioned brass telephone handset as he looked out t he
window at the thin layer of white clouds far below . A
glass of scotch sat on the polished  whorled walnut table
before him, along with a bowl of fruit, a stack of papers
and a laptop computer. Godson wondered why  Lord bothered
ordering  scotch , since he never got around to actually

drink ing it.

180

He took a seat across from Lord . As he waited for the

conversation to finish , he took a notepad from a breast
pocket of his black fatigue jacket . He flipped it opento

a page with a fist - sized symbol of comple x lines and
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patterns neatly drawn in greenink . He produced a green
pen and carefully added afew more intricately curved lines
to the symbol. He frowned at the results , then added

several more lines

Abruptly the symbol glowed a soft, dark green. Godson
gave a thin smile of satisfaction . He tore the paper from
the pad and placed it on the walnut table , face up
AJust see tisadne, Mister President, 0 Lord
said . He returned the handset to its cradle and looked up
at Godson
AM .5 reported i n, 0 Godso.n fisTahied | ast message
from the guards atthe  keep confirmed the prisoners have
been properly secured . A company of soldiers from Dreghorn
Barracks is on its way to reinforce security ,andt hetwo
scroll pieces are enroute  to the Colorado enclave via
separate  military transport planes . 0

Lord nodded. fGood. We shall devise better security

arrangements  once this unpleasant business is concluded. 0
ASir , woul dnot it b ér stheceoll pieces to
remainat the keep? | t id sthe strong est of the four
enclave s so our castings work more efficiently, and -0
A | ti salso too far for us to access quickly when

circumstances go awry , as recent events have proved
possible .  Plus | prefer having easy access to two éssants
enclaves rather than o ne. o

ABut the U.K. has two enclaves , doesnof Ilfwe

relocated there.. . 0
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Lord shook his head. Al appreciate your initiative,

but the U.K. is no longer the center of global influence.

Besides, its second enclave is the weakest of the
four ... andit s located underwate r. How long can you hold
your breath, Godson ?0 He chuckled.

Godson per si st esdely tlhieBnedterlevel of
éssants  at the keep would more than make up for -0

Lord 6 ssmilefaded . fiNo. You need to understand that
more éssants is not necessarily more useful, Godson . 0

Godson frowned but he said nothing. He knew better
than to push when Lordbés patienede thinn

Lord picked up his drink and swirled the ice in the

glass. Alt i s not |just wetectwhéssantsa.n
Ordinary pe ople can also sense its effects , If there is
enough of it . And if they possess a latent aptitude for

using it , eventually that aptitude will manifest itself.

The level of éssants atour  New York enclave is low enough

to avoid these problems ,yet  still hi gh enough to replenish
our reserves , given time . Thus, we can have guards ,

servants  and visitors on the premises without concern.
That would not be the case if we resided at either  the keep

or the Colorado enclave s.0

A | understand, sir, 0 God sraplied . He had heard
this argument before, although he wasno6t convthenced
tradeoff was worth it . B ut clearly Lord wasnodot about

change his mind.

t

(0]
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AThatremindsme , 0 Lor d cont ilwanethe. A
soldiers cleared out of the keep enclave immediately after
we are done with the prisoners . 0

ANot a problem, sir.o

Lord settled back into his chair and smiled. fila m
particularly pleased that my skeletal guardians  were able
to defeat a caster as skilled as Morrigainausélafé R |
knew who killed the warriors | used to make the m | would
offer them my thanks .0

He glanced at the paper Godson had placed on the
tabl e. AA new ward?o

Godson nodded. He leaned forward and plucked an apple
from the fruit bowl ,and placed it on top of the symbol
hedd dr awn.

Instan tly the apple began to shrivel and turn black,

and a mottled white mold crept over its surface. Moments
later, all that remained was a lumpy, rotted blob.
Lord raised his eyebrows and nodded : fdécay ward?

Impressive. 0

AActual ly, sir ,6 agew @d Twordays per
second. 0

ABetter still. I told youilcastinggcgr ati ng yao
and wardcasting woul d yield faster results. o

AYes, siBut aging something a few days i st
useful. | just think | would progress faster if | had

access to more éssants . 0
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AAh. O Lor d c hu cikHuse dour interest in moving
to the keep. Butt here is no need to rush , Godson . Time
to mature oneds cCconmrsantsi ©asimportartas
practice. 0

Godson had his doubts but he nodded assent anyway.

The co - pilot  knocked and entered through the lounge
door. She was a stunningly beautiful Latin woman, with
full lips, large dark eyes, mocha skin, lush black hair,
and eye - drawing curves further accentuated by her sensual
walk. Godson had heard she won a Columbi an beauty pageant
acouple of yearsago . Now she wore a smart pilotos

uniform with a tight skirt that showed off long, toned

legs.

Theco -pi |l ot smil ed warmly at Lord and said,
l anding in an hour, sir.o

Her face flickered briefly , revealing t he dry husk of

a corpse underneath.

AfHol d a mo miormdt beckoned her over .

Godson r esisted the urge to lean away astheco - pilot
sauntered closer , her face periodically flickering between
life and death . Lord weaved his hands in a complex pattern
i n the air, and the flickering ceased

The beautiful face smiled warmly once again . A Wil |
there be anything else, sir?o

Lord dismissed her with a wave of his hand , but he

frowned as she walked away . Al may be maintaining too
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servants again . Isu pposel donot needmyco -pilottobe
undead. 0

Godson flinched as the woman  flashed him a sultry
smile on her way out of the office . Lord looked up and

noticed his troubled look.

AWhat is it,oGodson?

ANot hing, sir.o

His gaze narrowed. AYour atti  tude toward my creations
is inappropriate and has become tiresome. You will speak

your mind  and we shall deal with this issue now,
understood? 0
Godson took a deep breath and asked, ASir...am | one

of t hem?0o

Lordos eyes wiibhatnisyburconcern? 0 He
laughed heartily and shook his head : Nid, you are not one
of them . I mean, | did kill you, of course, because |
cannot control the spirit of a body that has not yet died.
Butl immediately re - summoned your spirit to your body and
restarted your he art. The wonders of modern medical

technol ogy. o

A S.a my spirit is possessing my own body...which is

still alive?o0

AExactl y. Mor e i nihbuti kds marftehamae in
the Il ong run. o

Godson gave a small sigh of relief , then he added,

AAnd you cmoenedd ol over my spirit because. .. ?0
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Lor dés stimnnede . Al have not survived this
by taking chances with | oyalty. o

Al would never betray you. o

AOfcourse y ou wo ul &wodltl never even occurto

you todoso . 0O Lord smil ed and outthevwndodv. b ac k
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Chapter 18.

AUtterly, totally lost 0

| woke my self up with a loud sneeze .| found myself
lying on my back inthe middle ofadusty , badly rutted
dirt road surrounded by thick forest . My head swam dizzily
as | stru ggledto my feet . To my surprise, | discovered
the Glock and my backpack on the ground next to me

| picked them up and stumbled overto the side of the
road , where | found a mossy log  on which to sit .| looked
around with bleary eyes . Theroad wound through hilly
terrain , and | coul dn Ot dowreite veryfar in either
direction .  Sunlight streamed through the trees , low on the
horizon

Terrific . Was it dawn? No, it felt too warm for
that . Dusk, then

Wherewas| ? Andwhat had that damned so- cal led genie
doneto me? | checked myselfover . No new cuts or

bruises . My clothing was still damp and muddy, which meant

187
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| probably hadndét been unconlsasoneeans f or | ong

the genie had failed to roll back time to before my

encounter with the ske letons. So how had | gotten here?

Voices carried through the still warm air .| looked
up and saw half a dozen men round a bend in the road . They
all  wore dusty, ratty tunics of rough cloth, and some wore
leather sandals while the others went barefoot . Each
carried a large bundle wrapped in cloth onhisback . One
led a tired - looking donkey hitched to a rickety wooden cart
filled with wooden crates

The men fell silent when they noticed me  They eyed
me suspiciously but continued trudging along the road .

| stoodup and shifted my backpack to conceal the

pistol undermyarm . A Uh, hi t dlesad . fLooks like
| 6 nost . Can you tell me where we are ? 0
The dusty men just stared at me sullenly and continued
walking .  One of them muttered something to the man next to
him in a strange, vowel - filled language t hat di dndt sound

even remotely familiar to me

ADo you speak Eh@dkeds h Theylooked at me
without  even a flicker of comprehension

| tried again with , ASprechen sie Deutsch? ... ¢Habla
espanol? ... Parlez -vous francais? 0 Butt he group just
walked by without showing any sign of understanding

A clatter of hooves came from the direction the men
were headed. | turned and saw a black horse canter around

th ebend . The rider was a woman in a long red dress of
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some velvet - like material with bloused sleeves . Herlong,
copper - red hair tossed about behind her like a cape as she
rode .

The woman was Morrigaine

| stared in shocked surprise .  The group of men
immediately pulled over to the side of the road and watched
her warily as she approached .

AMor r i gailnceddout in relief . A Wh e ringhe

world haveyou -- 0

She glanced down at me as she rode up , but her face
showed no reaction at all . She looked b ackin her
direction of travel and rode right by me

| stared after her . AMorrigaine?o

She didndot | o okhe loesecantered around the

bend and disappeared behind the trees

Bewildered, | looked over atthe group of men . They
were already cont inuing down the road , Ignoring me
completely

AWhat the hell i s |guteredgomysel? o
Where had Morrigaine gotten th at dress ? And the horse? |
strapped my backpack onto my back and jogged after her .

| followedt  he dirt road asit  wound th rough the
forested hills . Before long | reached a narrow, less - worn
path that branched off from the main road .| knelt down
and inspected the dusty ground . Fresh hoof prints veered
down the narrower path .| stood up and set off in that

direction atabr isk walk
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The sun settled down behind the trees . Despite the
gathering darkness , | coul dndét hel p thegtadually ng
increasing beaut y of the forest . Huge, g narled oaks lined

the path , with glistening green vines curling up their
rough - textured bole s. Small bunches of b rilliant purple

flowers grew among the exposed roots of the great trees,

and (glittering silver strands of spider webs hung between

leafy bushes . Beyond the canopy of verdant leaves drifted
feathery clouds of pastel rose and orange fa ding to a smoky
dark purple . Even the dirt road gradually turned from

packed, pale dust to a springy dark loam . Acool ing breeze

carried  the rich, earthy scent of the forest

As the woods darkened further , stars slowly emerged,
growing into a million b rilliant sparks of light winking in
the clear sky. A crescent moon bathed the forest with a

silvery light

| followed the path up a long rise , and at thetop |
realized | was standing on the rim of a wide , shallow
basin ... a familiar basin . Only nowa t hick forest grew

where before there had been a marshy bog

The keep stood in the center of the depression . |
stared at the stone walls and jutting tower that rose from
the surrounding forest .  Where had the forest come from?
Was this another illusion s pell?

Well, there was one way to find out .| jogged down
the path toward the keep , fighting a growing sense of dread

at all the changes | wasseeing . Finding Morrigaine had to
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be my first priority . Hopefully she would know what had
happened .

As | nearedthe outer wall , Iremembered the skeletons
and slowed my pace . The thickness of the forest made it
difficult to see far ahead ,andt he dark shadows under the

trees didnét hel pmissédtmig e rnight vision

goggles. | glanced up at the moon, wish ing it were full
rather than just a crescent

Then | did a double -take . Waitasec .. wasnodt t he
moon supposed to be almost full? | tho ught back to the
previous night and distinctly recalled looking up at the
cloud s encroaching on agibbous moon. Yes, ofcourseit
was!  Then how the hell ... ? | stared at the sliver of
moon, a sick feeling growing in the pit of my stomach .

A sudden sense of urgency overcame me , and | ran down
the path . | rounded abend -- andalmost ran into two men
standing in the midd le of the path. They heard the thump

of my footsteps and turned.
One man stood taller than me, and he held a huge knife
that reflected a cold gleam of moonlight . He wore a long

sleeveless jacket of badly cured leather, rough leather

sandals, and furred leggings strapped to his shins with

leather thongs. A shaggy mane of dirty blond hair reached
his shoulders, and his immense beard was stained dark under

the mouth.

The second man, short er and stock ier , gripped a heavy

axe in both hands . He wore a rat ty chainmail shirt over
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coarse cloth, a fur skirt, and leather sandals . Unkempt
and greasy hair stuck out from under a metal cap. Tattoos
of curved black lines covered his cheeks.

The man with the knife growled something at me in a
harsh, guttural tong ue that sounded vaguely German , but |
di dndét r ec auyofithe words

| backed up a few st eps and <Sprechken sief

Deutsch? Anychance you guys speak English?o
The rough - looking men shared a look ,t henthe short
one with the axe gave me a broken - toothed grin. Both men

brandished their weapons

| yanked the Glock from its holster and leveled it at
the m In dondt want anyd Wenoayrotihave had a
language in common , but a pointed gun cuts across a lot of
language barriers.

Il t di dnadkt Whe stocky man advanced , raising his
weapon.

ADondét d.ooil twarned, slipping the pistol off

safe .

He drew back his axe to swing it at my head , leaving
me no choice . | pulled the trigger and fired a single shot
at his face . His headsnapped back and he dropped to the

ground without a sound

The other man flinched at the sharp report andthe
sudden flash that briefly lit up the night . Thenhe lunged
forward , slashing with  his knife, his eyes wild .| shifted

my aim and fired two quick shots . He stumbled and dropped
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to his knees , Clutching his stomach and bellow ing something
unintelligible . Then h e toppled over and lay still.
| stared in disbelief. In the space of three seconds
| 6d just kil l ed Despbe mmime inthe military
and all my training with firearms, | 6d never shodan a pers

before in my life.

Ashout to my left . A man with a spear came crashing
out of the brush . He ran toward me wild -eyedand
grinning . |turned and fired two shots , and | saw both

bullet hole S appearin his chest .
The dark woods around me stirred with motion: the
clink of metal, the slap of leather, thudding feet,
snapping twigs, shouts of warning
A feathered arrow hissed by my ear . | turned and
fired twice again ,andt he archer dropped from h IS vantage

point behind a small tree

| could hear the clatter of armor and weapons
approaching rapidly somewhere on the path behind me and a
man with a sword emerged from the brush on my right . They

were everywhere!

| fired ashot at the swordsman and miss ed, butthe
report and the muzzle flash caused him to stumble backward :
trip and fall . turned and ran down the path to ward the
keep .

The forest had been cleared back from the wall,
leaving a grassy corridor ten feet wide all around the

keep. Wth no trees or shadows to block my view , | could
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see clearly all the way to the corners of the wall on both
the left and right sides
Two men had just come around the corner down the left
side . On the right , thirty feet away , four men stood at
the base  of the wall . The largest of them hefted an iron

grappling hook tied to a thick rope

The man spotted me  and called out something . Hedrew
a sword while the others grabbed up spears and axes . Al
four charged me

AStop or |1 61 | | sshoatedtatit 0 hem, knowing it

woudnoét do gmady

Sure enough, t hey ignored me and kept coming . |

dropped to one knee and took aim. Gritting my teeth, |
fired methodically . Three ofthe mendropped immediately
but the biggest took three shots before he finally went

down. Tough bastard.

The two men at the opposite end of the wall were now
running my way, and three  more emerged from the woods near
the four 1 6d just shot. An arrow whizzed
| fired at the nearest man and missed,
slid e locked open. | ducked back into the forest for cover
and frantically worked to switch out the empty magazine for

a full one from the holster
Footsteps crashed through the forest toward me | had
just slapped in a fresh magazine and chambered the fir st

round when a hairy barbarian ofaman loomed up before me

an
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spear held high and ready to thrust at me . Two shots in
the chest dropped him before he could ventilate my stomach .
Then the group of three | had just evaded crashed into
the forest behind me | turned and blasted away furiously
This was turning into a mass slaughter! Were these crazy
bastards all on drugs? Coul dnét t htbay axeseand
spears were no match for a semi - automatic  weapon? They
wer endt teymge nto getoutofthe line of fire !
But | quickly learned I6d made a mistake by
the confines of the forest . Although I had the advantage
of maneuverability with my short weapon, my opponents could
get closer before | spotted them. The last man in the
group of three almost took my headoff with a sword before
my bullet caught him in theneck . The flat of his blade
slapped against my armas he wentdown .
| dashed back to the open corridor and spotted f our
mento the left , two to the right . One of the four was an
archer , who fired an arrow that went wide and skittered
along the wall with a flash of sparks .| took aim and
cleared the pa th again, taking out the archer first and

then methodically firing at each of the remaining men in

both directions . T he sour reek of burnt gunpowder filled
my nostrils
Someone bellowed right behind me , and | turned just as
a burly warrior barreled into me . The impact jarred  the
Glock from my fingers, and | crashed to the ground with  the

wind knocked out of me. As | gasped for air, the h eavy man

enter.i
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straddled me and reached for one of two daggers tucked into
his belt. He grinned at me through a thick beard of
tangled dark hair .
The Glock |l ay within arlifrénscalyeach, and
scrabbled for it . | snatched up the pistol and fired at
the mands face.
| shot too quickly, and the bullet just missed. And
the slide locked open on an empty magazine again.

The warrior stared in slack -jawed shock from the shot

fired so close to his face. | didndét give him time to
recover -- | rammed the hot ba rrel of the Glock into  his open
mouth and heard the crunch  of breaking teeth. He roared
with pain and dropped  his knife as he clutch ed at his
mouth. | grabbed the hilt of the second dagger in his
belt , yanked it free, and plunged the blade into his neck.
The man made a gurgling sound and toppled over. As |

struggled out from under his dead weight, | saw another

Spearman come running up. The man put all his weight
behind his spear and thrust it down at my chest. | rolled
to the side just in time, and the leaf -shaped blade sunk

deep into the earth.
As the spearman struggled to free his weapon from the
ground, | gave a desperate upward thrust with the dagger .
The bl ade was sharp and it pierced right thr
cloth vest and upinto his solar p lexus . He crumpled over

the blade and dropped to the ground.
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| pulled myself free and scrambled to my feet. I
yanked the remaining magazine from the hol ster and reloaded
the Glock . Dazedand reeling with exhaustion , | looked
wildly around, searching f or my next opponent.

But there was none. The forest had fallen silent. |
stood alone in  the middle of the carnage.

The giddy fall from my adrenaline high hit, and
tremors took hold of my legs . | staggered over to the wall
and sank down, leaning  back against the cold stone with  my
back pack.  No more of the sword -swinging  and spear -
thrusting barbarians came out of the forest. Only a
vestigial ringing of clashing metal and the popping blasts
ofthe  Glock remained in my ears , along with a thick  stench
of sweat , blood and burnt gunpowder inmy nostrils

| turned and retched into the grass , then  collapsed
back against the wall , breathing heavily . Acouple minutes
passed before | recovered enough strength to move . Then |1
holstered the Glock and dragged myself to my feet.

| gazed around at the battlefield...and found myself
struck with an overwhelming sense of déja vu . ljust knew
| 6d wi t n dlsssaene before , or at least something
similar to it . Foramoment | stared at the Dbodies , trying
to match them to the elusive memory. There were too many
trees here and that path wasnoét. there, but

Then it clicked . the bodies were lying in exactly the
same position s as the skeletons Morrigaine and | had

stumbled across when we first approached the keep. The
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only difference was that the skeletons here still had flesh
on their bones

Reluctantly , | approached the body of a man in a
chain mail hauberk and a conical steel helm .| slowly
reached out with the toe of my boot and pushed the bearded
face to oneside . There was anine - millimeter hole neatly
punched into the metal just over the ma n Olaft eyebrow

| stared at the body , stunned . These were the corpses
that would later guard the keep ... and | was the one who had
killed them! That meant ... that meant the genie was real .
He had rolled back the clock -- back to when these warriors
were still alive!

Wait. No , t hat coul din bbakedlwa&awvn at the

long tear in the sleeve of my sweater and the spattered mud
on my clothes . Those had happened int he fight with the
skeletons . If the genie had rolled back the clock to a
point before Morrigaine and | entered the keep, then my
clothing would have been undamaged and clean .

A chill ran up my spine . Thi s wa gustéa few hours

ago. Those skeletons h ad taken a lot longer than that to
rot - - months, maybe even years. | remembered Morrigaine
saying that a preservation spell could have kept the
skeletons from completely rotting away for who knows how
long .
And then | remembered Morrigaine wearing that r ed
dressand riding by me on that horse -shedd | ooked at

without  any recognition at all.

me
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Realization hit me like a slap in the face, and my
knees almost buckled . The geni e Mhesaedsadd ttime by
oneday . Hed sent me into the past ... fifteen hundre d
years into the past ' Thiswas Morrigainebs ti me, before

she had even been putinto the statuette

But how could that be? That wa s n énywish ! | had
wished for .. .what had been my exactwords ? fi...to be moved
back in time to just before Morrigaine and | arrived at the
keep. 0

A sick knot tightened in my stomachas | realized I

hadnét actsaidl Il wanted the clock to be rolled back a

fewhours . 16 donlyimplied it . The pain -in -the - ass genie
had interpreted @ movsertoratherthane aneve rsed .
The full wording of my wish had been fulfilled .| bhad
indeed been sent back in time to just  before Morrigaine and
| arrived at the keep. It just wasnodot tlde moment
expected , but a different moment fifteen hundred years
earlier ... onethat the genie himself had causedto
happen . ...

Son of a bitch.

| realized | was now utterly, totally lost . | slowly
sank down to my knees . What the hell was | supposed to do
now? Theworld | knewwasgone . | mightas well be ona
completely different planet . No one | knew even exist ed
yet . ...

Actually , that wasnodot ent i Marigginetwasu e

her e, even |if it was an earlier version of
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met me yet . Andi f she was still here, then her father had
to be still alive, right?

| straightened as | realized something . Whatif |
were to warn Morrigaine and Mordred aboutthe demon 6 s
plans ? Wouldn 6 tthey then be able to prepare for it and
defeat it? Then Mordred could complete his scroll and
bring essence back. Andthen maybe hecould comeupwit ha
way to send me backto my propertime . There hadto be a

way-- Morrigaine had done it, after all

But as | continued to think, | realized that if
Sherman Lord really was the demon, then killing him here
would also completely erase his impact on the f uture,

woul dndé2 Ewvenif Mordred coul dndt nmdaclikdhome,

eliminating Lord from the future would mean | would never

have run into him in the first place . Therefore the events

that had caused met o wind up here in the past woul
occur atall

| drew the Glock from its holster and looked over the
brutally effective weapon, wondering how some futuristic
firepower would do against ademon . An unexpected smile
managed to creep over my face . Maybe this trip through
time would actually turn outto b e a blessing in disguise
Morrigaine had said the demon would attack shortly
after Camelot fell and the night before Mordred was
supposed to  complete his scroll, so it would be easy to

figure out when to be ready for the attack
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My smile faded as | suddenly wondered if it was
actually possible for me to change time atall . Sofar the
one significant action | had taken here in the past -
killing a couple dozen berserk medieval warriors -- had

already shown its effects on the future: the dead

barbarians wou  Id become the skeletons guarding the keep

Were there any other future events that I might have caused
here in the past? Nothing that fit immediately came to
mind. Did that mean | would fail to stop Sherman Lord --
assuming he was the demon? | didseeth e paradox in trying
to eliminate him : since it was because of him that | ended
up in the past, then if | eliminated him from the future,
how would | end up in the pastto eliminate him from the
future?

Did that mean | was destined to fail ? Ordid it mea n

that Sherman Lord wasn®twashs®ryde mon?
rewriting itself as | acted, so that each change | made
here that would affect the future was automatically

becoming part of my memory as if I had experienced it,

because in effect | had-- er-- would ... experience it?

Bleah . All | was doing was confusing myself .  Maybe
Mordred and Morrigaine would know what to do . But before |
could explain things to them, I would first have to find a
way to communicate with them. This time | would be the
lost stranger from another time speaking an unintelligible

language. | almost laughed
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| gat hered up my gear. |l 6d | ost one of t1}
magazines during the fight, but no matter -1 wasnoét I|ikely

to find any rounds to reload it in this century anyway o

headed down the length of the wall , rounding the corner and
continuing on to the main gate . The massive wood doors in
the arched entranceway had not yet collapsed . And, of

course, theywere closed .

| knocked and stood for a moment but there was no
response . | knocked again, this time using a handy rock to
make a louder noise . Again no response . Well, considering
no one had apparently heard all the shout ing and shooting
of the recent battle I wasnbét sur.prised

AHe ldoa Ol calledout . Stillno thing . Itapp eared
thata  wall of massively t hick stone and wood made for an

overly effective sound baffle

Well , getting into hard - to - enter places was what |
did . Idugmy collapsible grappling hook from the
backpack , popped open the padded hooks and drew out the
climbing line . Thedevice wasamuchmore elegantand
portable tool than the clunky hook those medieval

barbarians had been preparing to toss over the wall.

| figured the barbarians had to be  the invading
Saxons, since Morrigaine had said the skeletonsw ere
wearing Saxon  armor .  But if they were killed before the

demon put her into the statuette, then why did she say she
had never seen them before ? How could she have missed

seeing their bodies lying just outside the keep wall?
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| shook my head. Maybe h istory was indeed rewriting

itself , and for some reason it otmydndédt sorted
memories yet . | did not like having no clue how time
travel worked . Forall I knew, 1 could be seriously

screwing up history

| gave my grappling hook t wo lo ng, easy swings and
tossed it overthe wall .| hauled in the slack until it
caught at the top , and climbed my way up the rough stone
blocks .

At the top | surveyed the courtyard inside . The keep
looked pretty much the same as | remembered, only now it
was in much bett er condition , of course . Everything looked
old but nothing had fallen apart yet . The stone buildings
and wood shelters appeared solid and well maintained , and
the packed dirt of the courtyard was free of weeds and
debris

| glanced over at the building where fifteen centuries

from now the medieval warriors | had just defeated would
get their revenge against me. | shuddered at the memory.

Four horses stood quietly under one of the shelters.

One of them looked like the black horse Morrigaine had been
riding

The only other sign of life was a yellow light glowing
in the single large  window at the top of the tower . |

hadndét had much time to explore the keep ear
didndét want Morrigaine or Mordred to catch n

the place looking fo r them, so | figured it would be safer
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to wait where | knew one of them would show up sooner or
la ter. And considering the spell casting abilities they
both possessed, it would probably be better if | saw them

before they saw me.

| reversed the grapple and lowered myself into the
keep. Keeping to the shadows as much as possible , | made
my way to the tower . The doorat its base was hea vy and
iron - shod with a wrought ironhandle . | reached forthe
handle ... butthen remembered the black ward I6d s eentheon
other side of the door . That had been fifteen hundred
years in the future ,true ... butdid | really want to risk
it ? The image of those wards lashing out at the sol di er 6s

body was something | would not soon forget

Instead, | ran my fingers over the rough stone of the
tower wall , and noticed half -inch gaps  between the stone
blocks . Forgetthe doors ; this would work just fine
Using the conveniently provided gaps for my fingers and
toes , | quickly worked my way up the side of the tower . At
thetop I peered over the lip of the broad window

The soft yellow light came from a dozen candles

glowing inside the room . A warm draft flowed outof  the
window, carrying with it the scent of tallow and tangy
spices . Nobodywas here, so | quietly climbed insi de.
The lab oratory di dndét | ook all that different t
Sherman Lor dods v e rfifeenchandredfyearst from

now. The same sort of strange alchemistds equ

cluttered the tables that by now | had become accustomed to
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finding -- everything just looke d more homemade than off -the -
shelf

| slowly walked past the tables, looking at everything
on them but touching nothing . Thelab certainly looked in
use, with open jars of shiny powders , uncorked bottles of
ink in various colors, quill pens, shards of p ainted bone

fresh ly crushed herbs, liquids steaming over candle

flames ...

But the scroll wasnodt .i Wellsilgwasnot
surprised . W ith  so much riding on the success of the
project, it would be foolish to leave the thing lying
around in plain sight . Maybe Mordred kept it on his body
at all times

My gaze drifted to a large framed map of Great Britain
hanging on the wall . It was the same hand -paintedmap 16 d
seen fifteen hundred years in the future . Only this one
was pristine, not stained with age and mildew . | stepped

over to the gorgeous piece of art and touched it gently,
wondering how it would survive the fire that would
eventually consume the lab . Mmgical fireproof ing ?

| lifted the map from the wall and moved it to the
side .  Sure enough, behind it lay the small wall safe , 0 nly
of course this one di dndt havneoret nmodern Mosler
combination lock . Insteadithad a crude key lock

It took me longer to dig my lock picks out of the

backpack than it did to open the lock .| smiled as I
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pull ed on the handle, thinking i t would be easy to go soft
in this low - tech world

The hinges were a little tight and | had to use both
hands to pull the door open . That forced me tolean to the
side ... which probably saved my life . Something shot out of
th e safe withatwang , narrowly missing my shoulder and
embedding in a table leg across the room . ltwasa

crossbhow bolt

| swallowed and shook my head. Primitive certainly
di d n dnkanlowdanger .  Still, at least there hadnbét been
some sort of ward inst ead.

The safe contained a small metal crossbow in a wooden

brace , its lever -like trigger pulled by a leather cord
routed behind the brace and tied to the safe door . The
crowded space also held a handful of quill pens and several
corked ceramic bottles . T ucked between the crossbow and
the side of the safe was a piece of parchment

| eagerly picked up the parchment and held it in the
light. Yes indeed , itwas Mordred 6s scrol |I!

Buta ssoonas | saw the beautifully worked piece of
art , | realizeditw as too small to be the whole scroll

It was no bigger than the other pieces, and sure enough, it

sported a neat tear along the top, with  the writing

indented along the sides and across the bottom . ltwas the
bottom third

| pursed mylips . Sothescro Ilhad already been torn

up and distributed . Thatdés why the other two pieces
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been-- wo u | d n 6-t destreyed in the fire that would Kill
Mordred . He must have kept this bottom piece in his lab so
he could finish working on it
Well, the other two p leces might be safe from the
demondés fireball, but t hl duckednh et wts m§ t
back pack. Then | held a candle close to the safe so I
could see if | 6 d missed anythi ng. Yes indeed, in the back
laya small silver
My breath caught . Itwasasil ver ring with a dark
red ruby --the geniebs ring!

It took several seconds for the implications to sink

in . Feeling oddly light - headed, | slowly picked up the
ring and stared into the bloody depths of the ruby .  Then |
ran my finger back and forth across the smooth, cool stone
The ruby evaporated into smoke, which dispersed out of the
setting and disappeared

ASultrien , mor t al , 0 dighilyd aasalvoice . |
turned around . The bald , goateed  genie sat cross - legged on
the nearest table, his flowing re d robes draped over all

the alchemist equipment

AWhat is your first wish?0 .he asked sol en
| burst out laughing . AYou abtkmainl tossed the

empty ring back inside the safe and gave the genie a n

unfriendly smil e. AAt | east this time.Il0 know th
The genie blinked with surprise . ADolknowyou ? 0
| laughed without humor . AOh,y ou will, asshole. 0

il see. Is such hostility necessary ? 0
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iltds well deserved. Now shut up and | et
He sniffed but said nothing.
The possibilitie s rushed through my mind. The genie

had sent me backward in time, so surely he could send me

forward. But couldndét | do better tcdudn that?
stop the demon now , then in the future | would never rob
Sherman Lord and | would not end up sent back intime . The

past couple of days would never happen.
Al just want to be clear t his 1 sndét a Ilwsiid h, 0
cautiously A b wduld | prevent the demon from killing
Mordred and imprisoning Morrigaine by just wishing it dead ?
Let me explain . Mordred isth e Great Druid who -0
The genie raised a hand tostopme . fi In matters
regarding wishes, | can understand any reference you make
And no, the demon cannot be killed . 0
AWhy nolQo you mean itodés i mmwnrées t o damage
stopping it impossible because th at would create atime
paradox? 0O
He narrowed his eyes . AIf  you want to know why the
demon cannot be killed , 1t will cost you a wish.o
| sighed. AForget oiltf the demon coul dnét be
killed, then was there any point inmy even tryingto help
Marigaine and her father ?
| now had the third piece of the scroll . If the other
two pieces were already completed, perhaps Morrigaine
woul dndét need t heln saittherawith this  final

piece and access to an essence enclave , surely she could
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finish the job and return  essence to full power . Then she
could use her boosted powers to help me get my wife back
from Sherman Lord . Right? All | needed to do was get home
safely.

The genie cleared his throat . AWel | t lare you
ready to make your firs twish ? 0

Al 6m wor ki ng odtookimyg . a@ime, carefully
thinking through the wording . Nothing too fancy, just
somet hing that hopefully wouldnét be wildly
like the last wish
| took a deep breath . AOkay, | wish to be immediately
and sa fely teleported to the location of the woman | call
OMorrigaine 6 atthe  same moment in time your future self
sent me into the past. o
I mentally crossed my fingers, hoping the wish made
senseto the genie and that he woul dndédt consider the tim

and the loc  ation two separate wishes

He stared off into space focused on  something |
coul dnot Fherehis thinface fell . AYodog!'do he
snarled. fiDo you realize what you have done? You have

destined me to lie imprisoned within that ring for

centuries before you make your second and third wish

ALIi feds a bitch, ainodét it? Now grant me
Just then | heard a faint cry fromoutside . | stepped

over to the window and looked down . Inthe  shadowed

courtyard below | saw a hulking figure emerge from a

doorway. Ithad  massively muscled arms , avaguely horse -
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like head , and eyes that glowed like coals . A smaller form
struggl ed weakly in its grasp

AMorri ga. 0e .whispered . |yanked the Glock from
its holster . Oh hell, itwas  happening tonight!

Forgetting the geni edbs claim that the demon coul dn

killed, | took careful aim down the gun sights . Butl
hesitated -- at this range a stray bullet might hit
Morrigaine

Behind me | heard the creak of the trapdoor opening
| immediately ducked and tur ned, shifting my aim. A manin
a gray robe was climbing up the steps into the lab.

Mordred .

He had his back to me at the moment, but when he

reached the top of the stairs he would turn and see me and
the genie . No matter, the demon was the more immedia te
threat . | turned back to the window.

The demon had reached upward with athree - clawed hand
In its palm glowed a brilliant ball of yellow flame . |
raised the pistol, but the fireball abruptly shot up toward
me, trailing a wake of fire . Therewasn otime to aim
With a dismayed cry | ducked below the window , realizing at
the same moment that there was no escape .| should have

taken the shot
| glanced up at the genie and saw him staring at me

ABegomwrta, 06 he said with a wave of his hand.
And then the room erupted in a white blast of flame

| screwed my eyes shut and waited to feel the intense heat
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sear my flesh ... but | felt nothing, not even a hot breeze -
although | heard Mordred screaminagony . The sound senta
shiver up my spine .

And then once again  the ground dropped away from me in

a swirl of darkness
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Chapter 19.
AEscape this prison 0
| opened my eyes and at first saw only darkblurs . My
head swam . | blinked until my vision cleared, then sat up.
My hea rt sank as | realized | was once again  lying on
the cold floor of the dungeoncell . The smoldering torch

that still burned out in the hallway dimly illuminated the

slimy stone wal Is, stagnant puddles and iron bars
Wait...the skeletons were gone. And t he torch was now
on the right side of the hallway instead of the left -- this

wasnot the same cel |l

| heard a muffled  moan behind me. | scrambled to my
feet and turned around .

Awoman hungon thewall ,spread -eagle . Buckled
leather straps held her wais t, neck, wrists and ankles
securely to metal rings embedded in thewall . Leather

covers wrapped her fists snugly so she coul d

hands. Andt hick strips of cloth blindfolded and gagged
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her as well . Mud spattered her wool sweater and jeans , and
her hair was a tangled mass of red
fiMorrigaine !0 |reached outand pulled away the

blindfold and gag.

She stared at me with her wi de bl ue eyes. AnSi |l ver!
she breathed wi t h rel i adliveyou farel! 0
Il gr i nne@oodtokiow . O réached out to unb uckle
the straps around her neck . AnAre you al/l right?o
nAyYye, n ow IBecause.of these restraints ,h o
casting could | make to escape. 0 She gazed around the

room. ifWe are where?o9

Aln a dungeon under |ftebdéher keekeapd. 0

then movedonto  her left arm and hand restraints.
AUnder the keep? No donjon was | aware e
fiApparently undead guardians have been locking up
their captives here forra |l ong time. o
She focused on me. AYour capture | witnessed. o
| grimaced as | shifte d over and started unbuckling
her right arm and hand. fiYeah, not my finest moment. | 6d
hoped at | east youdd managed to escape
AFor a time Idid . Fasterthan the possessed corpses

| was able to run, and | circled around hoping to find you

before the undead returned. But from the courtyard you

were already gone. And as | searched, the walking dead

closed in on me . The second time | did not esc@hpe. 0

shook her head in dismay.
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| kneeled down to free her legs. AWhy didndédt you just
control their mindsor bl ast them with | ightning?o T
remembered the fight with Mr . Beel . AOh,nori ght .
controlling dead brains. o

A A n ohsufficiently restored is my éssants reserve for
an effective lightning casting .0

She rubbed the circulation back into her Wrists.
ASeveral times | heard your voice calling out ,but respond

| could not. Then for a while there was only silence.

Find me | feared you would not . 0

| freed her legs and then worked on unbuckling the
strap around her waist. fl, uh, took the sce nic route
getting here . 0

When the last strap fell away, Morrigaine immediately
embraced me in a tight hug . AiThank the sun that you are

safe , 0 s mmarmured. AWhere were you?o

| smled and said, AShaepi mg. go and 10611 sho
you. 0

She obliged . | removed the third piece of the scroll

from my backpack and it handed her.

Her eyeswidened . AThe final piece it is!0 she
breathed . AiYou found it where?o0

AYou woul dndét believe me if | told you. o
a second andOmssadord thouht, you probably would.

But there isndot time for me to Dowyqulain right
think youdll need the other two pieces to co

spell? ©
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AUh, no, |t h ijust kis Inotioim piece needs
completion . 0 Shefrowned . A Why The other pieces are
where ? 0
Al 61 1 expl ai o Iltadk kack the parchment and
returned it to the backpack Right now we need to get out
of here . Sherman Lord and his men could show up at any
time. 0
Morrigaine frowned with concern . fiNot prepared am |
to face him. Only p artially recharged is my store of
éssants .0
fAINo essence inthese cells. Yeah, | heard . 0
She raised an eyebrow. AYou heard ? From whom?29o
ALater. Let 6ls dwg ot he sol di erb6s keys
pocket and headed to the cell door.
ABut .. .your wife. O
ASheds not here.tolAd gmeenischeds in a
land. 0 | unlocked the door and held it open for her .
She looked at me askance . AA genie?o0
AYeah, | 6ve been.fobmudyout Ithereds
essence enclave in the U.S. and thatt  he other scrol I
pieces are on their way there .A ndl Om bet tiitndgs att h

enclave Godson was referring to when he told me where

theydd PDena.tod
She smiled at me as she walked through the doorway.

ANo | onger do you doubt tésslintsexd stence
AYeah, wlefinklly got my evidence . Now if we can

just get you to believe that machines

f

r

(0]

stan

anot he
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Across from Mor rcellgtaod anetldesempty

cell . We headed to the right, past the torch and two more

cells. The cell  on the right held the dusty remains o f six
skeletons -- itwas the cell where | had been locked up
Only a thick wall of st one separated Morrigaineos
from mine, and she had been strapped to the other side of
that wall the whole time . IfI'had only spared just a few
extra seconds to take a closer look at the cells before
heading to the guard station Instead, a distance of
forty feet had turned into a jour ney of miles and

centuries. | could have kicked myself.
W headed through the doorway in to the guard station
fiOnce again |s ense éssénts , O Morrigaine  said with relief.
ARestoring is my reserve.o
AUnfortunately we dondét have time for you
your bat t elroyndedthe cluttered table and toppled

chair , and headed for the passageway that led to the exit.

She paused to gaze around the room . NCould this be
where all along the daeman was hiding? o0 s he as k &mer fi
our very feet the whole time ?0
| shrugged. AHe was a big sultchhler ,hebut
could still fit in these hallways. o
She raised an eyebrow . A How wkmowyhaw large -0
ALat er . O | t ook h epulledh aherdowarahtlde
pass age wafound a ddor to the outside , but 1 t0ds

guarded by a black ward. o

nA bl ack ward? That [ wi sh to see. 0
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| switched on my flashlight and we headed  down the
passageway . When we turned the corner, Morrigaine stopped
and sniffed the air. AThat smell ... what is
AThe guard. I had to use his body to get
war ds. o I pl ayed my fl ashligmakedover the sco
walls and the blackened corpse still lying at the base of
the stairs.
She gave me an appraising | ook. AFor son
knows nothing of éssants resourcef ul you are.o
| gave her a wry smile . ARiom five . 0
We scaled the metal ladder and climbed through the
trapdoor set into the ceiling . Ishowed Morrigaine how the

trap door blended perfectly with the floor when closed.

She shook her head. AMasteanmdul | y conceal
without  the use of éssants . No wonder it is that my father
and | never detected it.o

She frowned pensi vel ylf andergradnd erda,
place devoid of éssants iswhere the daeman hid, then not

surprise  d am | that Aumérllynex could never track it down

in his quest to seek the source of the éssants drain ... O
AActually, Merlin did eventually see this
place...unfortunately . 0
She gave me curious raise of an eyebrow . AAnot her

6l at elrp@sume, 0 s hsaid .
| nodded with a smile, then turned and gestured at the
door with the black symbol painted on it . AiWhat kind of

ward is that ?0
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She looked at the symbol and burst out laughing . Oine
that reads OExitdé, Shever ftlacdand he

pulled the door open

Clear afternoon sunlight warm ed the decay ing
courtyard . The cloud cover was breaking up . We stood for
a moment, blinking until our eyes adjusted to the light
It surprised me how much smaller the courtyard appeared in
the daylight . Small and harmless

Morrigaine and | hurried to the main gate . We crossed
over the fallen doors and headed back along the wall ,
retracing the steps we had walked the night before

We reached the spot where wedb d f i rspgotted the
ancient skeletons . And there they were, all lying in the
same positions where | had left them fifteen centuries ago.
They lay half buried in the muck and grass as if their

remains had never moved

But as we approached, | heard a soft sucking sound and
a clink of metal . One of the skeletons lifted a bony arm.
It slowly reached for a rusted broadsword . Another
skeleton feebly lifted its mildew - stained skull from a
muddy puddle . A third closed its fles hless fingers on the
haft of a rusty axe

All the Saxon warrior remains were stirring now,
slowly pull ing themselves from the mud

Bullets hadn 6t done mu cabaing the d se walking
dead,so | di dndét bot her mghaandgunn g | marveled

t hat | dfeellas terrified as | thought | should -
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perhaps 16d become habituated to seeing skeleto

maybe the daylight had robbed them of their inherent
scariness

A By dghgsts are slowerto become active ,but  soon
they wil|l gai n sMorrigamg & lwared , taking my hand

and pulling me away.

| di dndét need encoul flpwese rher around

the skeletons and up the side of the draw ata run. Atthe
top of the basin we lookedback . All we sawwas a slimy,
impassable  swamp with nothing at all m oving within it

We turned and hurried  away from the keep .
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Chapter 20.

AHow thoughtful of you 0

Sherman Lor doés b utsucheedown wjtheat
screech of tires at Carlisle Airport in northern England
The jet taxied to the gate and came to a stop . The engines
powered down with a descending whine
Godson waited as three of his black - suited security
detall opened the outer door , and cool humid air flowed
into the cabin . On the platform outside stood a husky ,
pink -faced manina gray suit, breathing hard as if he had
run to the gate. He stood with his arms out and legs apart
as the security detail patted him down and ran a metal

detector wand over his clothing.

The lead security guard checked the ID card the man
heldupfo r him. A M. | ,& he informed Godson. fAAgent
Rowe. 0O

Godson looked down atthe shorter man as if he were a

bug. AState your business, Agent Rowe.
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Al need to speak to t hexeplizd r evdthaor , 0
cul tured British accent. n.AUnogerumaies been a

devel opment . o

Al can deliver the toMidteoomhat i 0 n
Al really thinkspeakowl dh him directly. o
ADo y o uGodson gave him a thin smile ,then  he

shrugged. Al f you i nslHesnbdded toward the door at
the end of the lounge.
Godson followed Rowe thro ugh the lounge andin to the

office ,where Sherman Lord still sat in his leather chair

reading through some papers . Rowe stepped up to Lor dos
desk and waited . Godson moved up right behind Roweds | ef't

shoulder , deliberately standi ng within his personal space

to keep him uncomfortable and off balance . He could smell

t he smal | er sounawed.s Rowe adjusted his tie and

shifted uncomfortably as he waited

Lord finally put down his papers and looked up.
AYes?0
The MI5 agent cl eared his throat. AAgent Rowe,

|l 6m sorry to report that the captives manage
before our sol di ers arrived. 0

Lordbés face remained i mpassi ve. AThey es
of them?59o

ABoth, yes,Andil®m afraid wedve | ost track
them. 0O

AWhat happened??o0
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il t s wuncl ear Qurgoops arrived an hour ago
and reported the captives missing and their guard killed
They are now conducting a thorough sweep -0
Lordés gaze n afiAnlwou agbd. And you did not
think to radio ahead with t his information?0o
Rowe swallowed. Al ... thought if tldebversdt
my apology in person. o
AHow t houghtfud ofowaeds | ip twitched.

AGods®@n
Godson didnét hesitate. I n, d@e smooth mao
grabbed Roweds head wit landiwistech hhareh d s
There was a wet snap, and the lifeless body crumpled to the
floor.
Lord glowered down atthe body . They have at least
an houro6s head start
Godson produced his cell phone from a cargo pocket.
Al 6ldetup agents at Heathrowand -- 0
AiDo not bother . | know exactly where they are
headed. o
AAWhere? 0
AGet your wolf on a plane i mmediately. 0

Godson smiled as he dialed. nYes, sir.o
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Chapter 21.
fiHard on the lips 0
| wished Morrigaine could drive so | could rest during
th e trip back to Glasgow. | felt exhausted -- NO surprise,

really, since not only had | experienced a particularly
stressful past few hours, but | had also actually lived a
couple extra hour s during the past day, thanks to my side
trip into the past. To add to the injustice, Morrigaine
slept the whole way back.

With nothing to occupy my attention as | drove, |
again became aware of the minor but constant ache in my
chest. It seemed that everytime | paid attention to it,
the discomfort felt slightly worse . Andi ts presence
served as a grim reminder that no matter how many bullets |
dodged, wards | bypassed, skeletons | escaped or barbarians
| defeated...death would be coming for me soon anyway.

Rather than let my morbid thoughts drag me into depression,
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| switched on the radio and found apop music station to
distract me
During the trip, | frequently checked the rearview
mirror for pursuit. | almost expected to see a carload of
sword - waving medieval corpses roaring up behind us, a
thought that struck m e as both extremely funny and
sincerely horrifying.
But the only incident of note was that we passed three
military trucks traveling toward the area Morrigaine and |
had left only five  minutes earlier. A dozen men sat in the
back of each vehicle, and th ey all wore camouflaged British
military fatigues and carried assault rifles. Good thing
we hadnodét stuck around any | onger.
At the first available Internet café, | made

reservations for a flight back to the U.S. Tomorrow

morning was the earliest availa ble flight, so | booked us a
luxury  suite at a five star hotel in Glasgow for the night ,
figuring we both deserved acomfortable nightos rest

| wanted nothing more than to collapse onto my bed and
pass out for at least nine hour S, b ut Morrigaine said sh e
was famished and | realized | was too . S oldialed room

service and let Morrigaine order whatever she wanted. In

retrospect that probably wasmsioce It he best i de
di scovered too | ate that she hadndét recogni z
the menu and had thus dec ided to order randomly . The hotel

delivered a feast of steak and kidney pie, cucumber

sandwiches, bean burritos, Caesar salad, smoked salmon,
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papaya, chips , spinach soufflé, cheesecake, chocolate bars,
red wine and tequila. Evidently Morrigaine had alrea dy
mastered the modern - day equivalent of a sickness curse.

Again she passed on the use of utensils and raved about the
variety of flavors. Apparently , despite access to magic,
the choice of food options during her time period was

surprisingly limited.

Between mouthfuls, | gave her a summary of what had

happened to me after my capture : the encounter with Merlin,
dealing with the wards, and summoning the genie who sent me
into the distant past . When | described waking up in the
middle of a dusty road fif teen hundred years ago,

Morrigaine sat up excitedly.

AThe fool on the road near the peasants! o
excl ai med. Ailt was you! T h ydu appesaredvhy f ami | i
tome ! 0O

|l raised an eyebrow. AFool ?0

She |ifted her palms in a shrug. AYou dr

strang ely , you grinned inanely, and in a strange tongue you

spoke to me. Hallmarks of the simple -mi nded. 0 She | ooked
at my mud - spattered jeans and torn sweater , and added with
an innocent smile, AHow |l ittle has changed i

hundred years. o
| matchedhe r s mi | e. AHypot hetically speaki ng
there any way to put a person back into a statuette after

itds been broken?o
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She laughed and took a big bite of soufflé , then
gestured for me to continue.
| went on to describe following Morrigaine to the
keep, fi ghtng t he Saxon warriors, sneaking into N
laboratory, finding the genie again, and then seeing the
demon Kkill Mordred an instant before  my wish whisked me
back to the present time.
AThen t hayouwsas silhouetted in the tower

window, not Méhdriedd , 6 she said, shaking her head.

AFortunate you are to stildl be alive. o0
Al 6m really sorry your father didnét make
She nodded solemnly . W e both ate in silence for a

moment,and | t hought about the wiandtees | 6d made

time - twisting cons equences.

AWhy do you think the genie misinterprete
of my wish and sent me so far into the past? 0O | askeld. i
only made things worse for him.o

Morrigaine raised a palm : Dgényiea grant wishes, but
no control do they have over how the wis hes are actually
fulfilled. So risky are such wishes that few people are
willing to make them. 0

|l shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Il ha

about Dana supposedly being dead and my wish for her to be

brought back to |ife, nor anuMslofartmetohe geni eds
kill my wife. |l didndét want to think how th
happen, and | held out hope that the skinny bastard had

just been screwing with me.
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But | had t o aa&denie fntakenawish for himself
if you grant him one?0
She gave me a curious | ook. Al do noNhyi& now.

it you ask that?o

ANot hi ng. Just curious. o I put down my

suddenly lost my appetite.

She sighed . AThat your wishes were mostly

shame. Extremely rare are dgényiea , and easily one could
have hel ped me complete M2 hdr 2 e catod. sVast
guantities of éssants they store within themselves,
although they are limited to using it only to grant the
wishes of others. A bitter folk that tends to make them.
Extremely tricky and devious they can be if the y take a
disliking to you. Fortunate you were to escape with your
life, and even moreto acquire the final piece of the
scroll .o
ALucky me. 0O | pushed my chair away
went over to my bed
Morrigaine watched me with a measuring gaze. n No
experience with éssants do you have, yet on your own you
did remarkably well . 0
AMayme. | fl opped on my backltvwoald t he
have been a lot easier if you had been there to help me
out. o

She wiped her hands on a napkin, then came over and

sat on the bed next to me. Al n my ti me

casters, es  pecially those with great power . Even among

from

bed.

mo s t
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