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Chapter 1

The hum of the Zeppelin’s engines was constant, and it had seeped into my bones as the day dragged on. Even this far into the flight, the smell of oiled metal and faintly scorched air still clung to the interior of the cabin, a reminder that this Zeppelin was just as much a weapon as it was a method of transportation. In another sense, it was a trophy of Germany’s victory over the rest of the world.

Outside the porthole, Arizona stretched on in fields of endless rusty red smears of sandstone and burnt ochre fields, where the land itself was scored with dry riverbeds and long gray scars of abandoned roads. In another life, I might have been staring out at the lush expanse of my own country, but in this one, I was just passing over occupied territory. Now and then, a glint of sunlight would flash off some speck of movement far below from a car, or maybe two. Up here, they were as tiny as toy models in a child’s playset, though it wasn’t a pleasant place to play. Arizona looked empty. Dead.

But that was more or less true.

I pulled at the collar of my dark green wool tunic, where the silver trim brushed my skin like a sharp razor. Polished jackboots pinched hard at my feet and reminded me with every step that I wasn’t built for them, but the crimson swastika armband was the worst of all, and crept into the edge of my vision whenever I moved my arm. The red was disgustingly fitting, a bloody slash that I would never be able to scrub away. I could feel the weight of it on my sleeve even when I wasn’t looking, as if it had a pulse of its own.

I hated it. I hated every fiber, every stitch, and every smug bit of tailoring composed and designed to remind the world who had won. And I hated every man and woman aboard this airship who wore it sincerely.

The seating area around me was half-full, an even mix of officers, aides, and a sprinkling of bureaucrats in severe gray suits. Conversations around me were conducted in clipped, precise German, punctuated by the occasional bark of laughter. Some of these men had that ‘too perfect’ posture that came from officer schools in Munich or Berlin, but a few men carried themselves slower and more deliberately, with a stillness that spoke to their confidence and power. They could freeze a man’s heart or boil the blood in his veins with nothing but a flick of the wrist.

The Reich’s Begabtenkorps. The Gifted Corps. They dressed in similar regulation as the rest of the military, and their black uniforms and colored insignias were the only obvious nod to their power.

They were why I was here. Well, them, and the man I worked under.

Oberst Albrecht Müller sat a few rows forward from me. He was taller than the others even while seated, and even from my spot, I could see his blond hair was perfectly combed back and his boots had been polished into mirrors. To everyone else on board, I was his aide, devoted Theodore Moore who worked alongside him and carried out the duties he needed handled, all the while keeping his itinerary in perfect order. But the Sacramento Resistance hadn’t embedded me into the Nazi regime simply for my calendar management.

I was here because Arizona was about to host something it and the Republic of the Americas had never seen before. For the first time, we were hosting a high level Reich ritual. In the nearly eighty years since their victory in the Last World War, the Germans had kept their magic and practices exclusively in the Motherland. Whatever they were doing here was different-- important-- and dangerous enough for them to shift their magical practices westward.

The magic that the Germans had discovered during the Last World War was a mystery in both origin and method, but its application was deadly. All high-level German officers had developed the ability to manifest and manipulate either fire or ice, and with these abilities, they had very quickly been able to secure their victory. The other Axis powers, acting as hands for Germany’s influence, had received some access to this magic as well in a gesture to ensure Germany’s complete control over the rest of the world.

I stood at the railing, posture straight but not rigid, expression composed to be one of cold disinterest. A steward glided past wearing white gloves and balancing a silver tray which held coffee in delicate porcelain cups. I took one without looking at him and murmured a clipped danke, my voice pitched to match the room’s clipped civility. Decades of occupation had bred in most Americans a certain mimicked tone of German speech, but my cadence was practiced and intentional to match the Reich’s academy-trained officers. I had to be flawless in this line of work. A misplaced vowel or a hint of the wrong city in your consonants, and someone would heave you out the nearest hatch before you had time to scream.

I took a sip from the cup and tried not to scowl at the lukewarm, bitter, and weak liquid. But at least the coffee gave me something to do other than talk to one of the other passengers. Every second my mouth was on the rim of a cup was a second I didn’t have to give the impression of a proper and proud Nazi officer. Every second my hand remained clenched against the handle was a second where I could hold back from strangling the next Nazi that walked past me.

The war had ‘ended’ a long time ago, or our war, anyway. The Reich’s war had simply changed shape, and moved its borders like a snake shedding its skin. After America surrendered in 46, the country had been sliced into neat slabs from somebody’s desk in Berlin. The eastern half went under direct German military governance, while the west became the Pacific Shield, where some territories were shared with Japan in a tense handshake. In between, they had built a Vichy police state that more or less functioned the same as the East. They wore flag pins, recited Jefferson and Madison in speeches, but their managed elections happened only when Berlin permitted, and their presidents were trained into loyal hounds in Reich academies before they ever stepped foot into office.

You could always tell the difference between the true believers and the opportunists. The believers clicked to ‘Herr’ like it was the first word they’d ever been taught, and the opportunists usually hesitated for half a second before their tongues complied. Either way, they were scum and just another plague upon the Earth.

A low ripple of movement passed through the cabin. Conversation softened, and even the clink of porcelain against saucers seemed to fade. My eyes flicked up from my coffee without turning my head.

Someone had started to walk in from the forward cabin.

The man wasn’t as tall as the Oberst, but he was an unavoidable point in the room that drew everyone’s eyes. His hair was blond but peppered with streaks of gray, and combed in a perfect middle part. The cut of his deep black uniform seemed sharper than standard, and the silver trim almost looked alive in the lamplight. On his cuff was the mark that mattered more than any rank, the stylized flame embroidered in crimson thread.

Fire. A Feuerbegabter.

The Begabtenkorps didn’t advertise their talents, but they didn’t hide them, either. Those who could conjure ice, or Eisbegabte, wore a pale blue sigil formed of jagged lines, and those who could conjure flame, or Feuerbegabte, wore curling red symbols. You would never forget what they meant once you saw what they could do.

This man was of higher rank than the rest of the Begabtenkorps, probably their Hauptmann, and he moved with the easy arrogance of a man for whom the rules of nature were simply suggestions. He passed through the aisles and took a seat, before he drew a small silver case from his breast pocket and flipped it open. A cigarette slid out between his fingers, and he held it up to his lips.

No match or lighter needed, just a lazy twist of his wrist.

A tiny tongue of orange-red flame bloomed atop his finger, as casual as if he’d conjured it simply out of boredom. It hissed softly and cast warm light over the hard planes of his face. He held it up to the cigarette’s tip and inhaled, and the end of it flared alive under the fire.

The flame vanished the moment he pulled his finger back. No smoke and no heat remained to speak to its presence, as if it had never existed at all.

He exhaled toward the ceiling, and the gray drift curled upward along with the acrid scent of tobacco. I kept my gaze trained on the desert through the porthole, but my jaw was locked.

Unknown to the mage, I had already met him in whispers and secondhand stories from Resistance briefings. Reinhard Voss. A man whose reputation was an ugly blend of military accolades and pyromantic cruelty.

We were enemies already. He just didn’t know it yet.

Voss’ cigarette burned down in a slow, patient ember, while each curl of smoke drifted lazily toward the Zeppelin’s ribbed ceiling. He didn’t glance my way a single time, but I could feel his slow awareness sweeping the cabin, much like heat rolling off a bonfire. I had been told he was like that, that he didn’t need to look to know where everyone was, and didn’t need to verbally threaten anyone to make them sweat.

I forced myself to take another sip of the coffee as if I had the luxury of enjoying its bitterness. Truth was, I needed my hand occupied before it curled into a fist and doled out its own justice.

We were scheduled to land outside Sedona in less than two hours. The airship’s shadow would cut across the desert floor and spill over a military terminal, built from concrete and steel, the kind the Reich preferred for more sensitive operations. It had been thrown up in record time according to Resistance reports, and it had taken less than a year to build the monstrosity and surround it with high fencing and banners.

I had been given my orders in Sacramento three weeks ago, in the basement of a derelict pawnshop that the Gestapo had swept twice and then written off as abandoned. The air was damp with mildew and old carpet glue, and the man across from me, a wiry veteran that everyone referred to as Stinger, never once stopped checking the exits as he spoke.

“They’re moving the ritual west,” Stinger had said. “It’s the first time in history they’ve done it off German soil. We don’t know why the hell they’re doing it. Could be the desert, could be something under it, but if the Reich and some of their nastiest wizards are all flying in for it, then it’s bad.”

My cover as Oberst Müller’s aide had gotten me on this Zeppelin, which was the easier half of the job, but one that very few other people could fulfill. The rest would be much harder. I had to find out what they were doing in Arizona and whether it could be sabotaged without dying in the process, and if I was lucky, I could figure out the source of all of their magic, which they had kept locked away.

The resistance leadership wasn’t stupid. They didn’t expect me to blow the whole thing up single-handedly. They just needed information, and maybe an opening that they would be able to exploit later. But they made it clear that if I had a shot at ending it in the moment, I was to take it, even if I couldn’t make it out.

“Especially,” Stinger had added, “if it’s one of the old rites.”

That had stuck with me. The old rites, the ones from ‘43 and ‘44, when the Reich’s victories had started coming so fast it made generals in Washington panic like ants under a magnifying glass. Tanks and artillery were no longer the deciding factor in a war that now involved, despite all possible odds and logic, magic.

The old rites were why high command had fire and ice in their veins now, and why Voss could light a cigarette without flint or a match. They were why the Reich hadn’t just won a couple of battles in the war, but overtook everyone with an all-encompassing victory. Nobody outside of the Nazi high command knew what the old rites were or how they were able to grant these powers, but what we did know was that the abilities were given by something manmade, not by the will of some Aryan pagan god like the German propaganda had tried to convince everyone else. And since it was manmade, it could just as easily be destroyed by a man.

In theory.

From the window, the desert rolled by like a dead sea. I could just about make out the black slash of an interstate, though most of the cars on it were army vehicles or government-issue. Civilian interstate travel was rare in America.

Müller shifted in his seat up ahead, and turned slightly so he could speak to one of the other officers. He was efficient, maybe even polite, but I knew better than to mistake him for harmless, or God forbid, capable of human kindness. Müller might not have been a mage, but his rank and loyalty gave him teeth just as sharp, and it was why my cover worked so well. He valued my organizational skills and never asked too many personal questions, but he also believed I was wholeheartedly devoted to the Reich. If he ever found out otherwise, my death would not be quick.

Somewhere up ahead, in the locked forward cargo hold, they were carrying some materials needed for the ritual. My orders said not to try to access it mid-flight, since it would be too risky with no escape route, and my mind worked tirelessly as it came up with possibilities for what could be hiding in the cargo. Scrolls bound in magical cords? Ancient crystals? Bottles of elixir? Hours earlier, when I had passed the service hatch near it, I had heard a strange thump and creak that certainly hadn’t belonged to regular cargo.

The Reich’s magic always left a taste in the air. Old Resistance veterans said it was like ozone mixed with burning cloves, but to me, it felt like burned flesh and windstorms. It was all pressure and weight, backed by the promise of violence already executed upon hundreds of millions.

I glanced back toward Voss. He’d leaned his head against the back of his seat and his eyes were half-lidded, while one hand rested casually on his armrest. But the cigarette he held was still smoldering, and in the dim cabin light, I thought I saw the ember flare just a little too bright as if it were feeding on something more than tobacco.

The ember dimmed afterward, but the smoke lingered.

Two hours later, the deck shuddered underfoot as the Zeppelin began its descent. Through the porthole, the desert had sharpened into detail. Dried brush clustered like ragged islands in the dust, and the long shadows of red mesas stretched far beyond my vision. Finally, I noticed the movement of people with swastika bands around their lower bicep. The terminal came into view, a geometric scar of concrete and steel in the middle of the barren plateau. Even from this height, the fencing was visible. Twelve feet of barbed wire and inward curving spikes, with familiar red and black flags draped along the perimeter.

The swastika had been ‘modernized’ after the war, so the lines were sharper and the angles tighter, as if the symbol itself had been redesigned to reflect victory. Every pole was double flagged, so that one bore the Reich’s banner, and the other displayed the stylized eagle and thirteen stars of the Amerikanisches Verwaltungsbüro, the puppet government’s flag. I mentally spat at the image.

We eased lower, and the wind from the propellers rattled the glass. On the ground, soldiers in uniforms similar to our own stood at attention along the causeway that led from the mooring tower to the main terminal. Some carried rifles, and others simply watched, though their holstered sidearms gleamed at their hips.

Voss didn’t move until we heard the final metallic clank of the docking collar locking into place. He ground out the last of his cigarette in the ashtray built into the armrest, and the ember snuffed out with a tiny hiss. The scent of burned tobacco and the sour notes of magical fire hung in the air. His eyes slid open, and I caught the faintest glint of reflected light in them before he rose.

“Stay close,” Oberst Müller murmured to me without looking back. “You will have clearance to follow me through the main checkpoint. Do not speak unless spoken to.”

The forward hatch of the Zeppelin opened with a hiss of hydraulics, and the first blast of Arizona weather punched through the cabin. It was a dry, searing heat that clawed moisture from my eyes, and I blinked against the assault.

The officers filed out first, and their boots struck the metal gangway in disciplined rhythm. I followed in step behind Müller, aware of the double line of soldiers flanking us all the way to the terminal.

The landing area was surrounded by armored troop transports and sleek black staff cars, whose paint jobs were so polished they mirrored the blistering sun. At the base of the gangway, a line of men in dark gray uniforms stood at attention. These would be the local collaborators, Americans in the service of the Reich. Their accents would be perfectly Midwestern, and their loyalties anything but.

Inside the terminal, the heat gave way to chilled air, thick with the scent of disinfectant. It was a modern building by design and stripped of any warmth reminiscent of older American architecture, with barren walls, stainless-steel counters, and large displays that alternated between travel schedules and propaganda. One displayed images of Reich cities, which always featured gleaming towers and spotless streets, while the text beneath touted the phrase Unity Through Strength. Beneath that was a warning that unauthorized and undocumented travel would be punishable by imprisonment or execution.

Security was swift but invasive. Every bag was thoroughly checked through, every paper read and re-read, and every body given at least a cursory inspection by a mage with pale blue eyes. An Eisbegabter, no doubt, given the way the air frosted near his fingertips as he passed his hands over each passenger. When his gaze fell on me, I forced my mind into stillness. His eyes lingered, but the frost faded, and he gestured me through.

Beyond the checkpoint, a small convoy waited. Müller was ushered into the lead staff car, and Voss slid into the seat opposite him. I climbed in last and settled beside Müller as the doors shut with a dull thunk.

The ride into town was a blur of asphalt and dust. Through the tinted windows, I caught glimpses of Sedona, though calling it that felt like a lie. Reich banners hung from every municipal building, and checkpoints were positioned at every major intersection. Patrols roamed the streets in pairs, with their rifles hung low just in case. Civilian pedestrians, particularly the American ones, moved quickly and with their eyes down.

It was America, but only in title. The core of it had been long hollowed out.

Fifteen minutes later, the convoy swung into the driveway of the hotel where we would be staying. It was a prewar luxury construction, with Art Deco bones dressed up in desert plaster, but its elegance had been gutted to fit the Reich’s taste. Where there might have once been carved glass doors, there were reinforced metal ones. An armed guard post stood at the front of the hotel, and every visible surface bore either the Reich’s insignia or that of the Amerikanisches Verwaltungsbüro.

Inside, the lobby was, by every sense of the word, infested. Gray, black, and dark gray uniforms were everywhere. Officers engaged in pleasant conversation as if they were human, while mages idled in corner chairs, while their colored sigils gleamed faintly in the lamplight. A few wore the red flame of the Feuerbegabte, and others the ice-blue shard of the Eisbegabte.

A grand staircase curved upward, guarded at its base by two men with rifles. To the left, a bar had been commandeered as an officers’ lounge, and the shelves were well-stocked with imported bottles. To the right, an area that might once have been for concierge service was now a checkpoint, where even guests in uniforms were asked to show their credentials before being allowed to move on.

Müller signed something at the desk while I waited half a step behind. Above us, some sort of steel and glass monstrosity meant to serve as a chandelier cast the room in harsh white light.

“The rooms are prepared,” the clerk said in crisp German. “The Obergruppenführer requests that all guests attend the reception immediately. The ritual will take place afterward at the designated site.”

My pulse ticked faster. They weren’t wasting any time, having the ritual right after the reception. That gave me very little time to figure out where the site was, what they were doing, and whether there was any way to kill it before it came to life. Since the ritual was taking place directly after the reception though, it was likely that they were happening in either the same location, or at least extremely close to each other. That would help in finding it.

Müller nodded and started toward the stairs. I followed and counted uniforms as I went, and even in the short walk from the desk to the lift, I spotted at least two high-ranking mages, one fire and one ice, and half a dozen Gestapo officers. If I made one wrong move here, I wouldn’t just be dead, shot down by trigger-happy guards, I’d be turned into ash or a block of frozen meat before I could even hit the floor.

By the time we reached the third floor, my nerves had already run thin under my skin. The lift chimed and the doors slid open to reveal a hallway lined with heavy steel-banded doors, each flanked by a small, wall-mounted security plate. Müller strode ahead without a glance back, and Voss peeled off toward a door farther down, his boots soundless on the carpet but his presence still somehow loud. I had the distinct sense that even if I were invisible, he would be able to smell me in the dark.

Müller stooped outside a door marked with a small brass plate and pressed his identification card to the security plate. The light above it flicked from red to green with a sharp electronic chirp, and he pushed the door open to reveal a slice of a room that looked less like a hotel suite and more like a converted military office, with a polished oak desk, map cases against the walls, and a wealth of communications equipment tucked discreetly into the far corner. He didn’t step aside to let me in.

“You won’t be needed for the next few hours, Theodore,” he said without turning around. His voice was even, but there was the faintest trace of dismissal in it, an unspoken order to vanish from sight. “I will call for you if you are needed.”

“Yes, Herr Oberst,” I replied and gave a proper clipped nod.

Müller didn’t respond as he stepped inside, and the door swung shut between us with a metallic click. I resisted the urge to spit at the bottom of the door.

That was it. My tether to safety, if you could call standing near Müller ‘safe’, had been cut for the moment. I was on my own and free to move, which in a place like this also meant I was free to get shot if I breathed wrong. My assigned quarters were two doors down, and once I got to the room, the security plate flashed green with my card, and I slipped inside.

The room was just a hotel room on the surface, furnished with a king-sized bed, a desk in the corner, and a tiny fridge stocked with small bottles of mineral water. But the air smelled faintly of smoke and disinfectant, and there was a soft hum coming from somewhere behind the walls, likely a surveillance system of some sort. I resisted the urge to look for hidden cameras. Any obvious search would just tell the watchers that I knew they were there.

I shut the door behind me, sat on the edge of my bed, and let out a long breath. The reception must have been starting by now, which meant it wouldn’t be long before the ritual did, too. I only had a half-hour at most to scout the hotel and get a sense of the layout, entry points, guard rotations, and look for any sign of where a ritual site might be hidden nearby.

I stood, smoothed my uniform, and stepped into the hall. The corridor was quiet but not empty, and a pair of Elitetruppen stood at the far end, with their rifles slung over their shoulders, but their eyes were sharp. I kept my pace casual, as if I were simply another officer familiarizing himself with the amenities. I passed a door left slightly ajar and caught the faint scent of cigar smoke and brandy, which had probably wafted in from an officer’s lounge. A few meters farther, and the hallway opened into a balcony that overlooked the lobby.

From here, the hotel’s infestation was clearer. Gestapo officers moved in small knots and whispered behind gloved hands. Fire mages lounged in leather chairs, and their red insignia caught the glare of the light, while the air around the ice mages shimmered with a faint, unnatural chill. My stomach tightened. I’d dealt with these people for years, yes, but up close, their magic was still an ugly reminder of the Reich’s victory.

I forced my gaze back to the lobby floor before anyone could notice me staring.

The safest place to start looking would be the service areas, the places that civilians never saw but staff used constantly. The Resistance had taught me the basics of infiltration, but the problem was that I’d never been particularly good at it. Any training I’d been given was rushed at best, and my cover was too valuable to risk on too much fieldwork. I could fake the posture of a loyal officer well enough, but stealth wasn’t exactly my strongest suit. No one else here would do it for me, though, and I was the only one with a rank that would actually give me access to this hotel.

I descended the nearest stairwell instead of taking the elevator since there was less chance of running into a mage that way, and found myself in a hallway that smelled faintly of detergent and kitchen grease. The uniforms here were different, thankfully, and I took in the pale gray suits of civilian hotel staff with a faint sigh of relief. A few looked up as I passed, but their eyes shot down again quickly. I hated having that effect on people, but I knew better than to reassure them that I was a friend. Fear was as good as invulnerability in places like this.

I found a service door at the far end, unmarked except for a faded number, and tried the handle. It opened onto a dim corridor lit by flickering bulbs, with crates stacked along the walls. If I could loop back around to the kitchens or the freight area, maybe I could find some hint of where they were preparing for the ritual. I just needed to find the supplies, ceremonial gear, or anything else that was tied to the event.

But at the end of the dank corridor, I saw a figure dressed in an ornate black and silver hooded robe.

The figure’s robe was trimmed with intricate silver thread, the likes of which I had never seen before, but it was the mask that rooted me to the spot. It was smooth and porcelain white save for a stylized black sigil that curled along the cheek, something between a rune and a brand. The eyes were narrow slits, and the top corners of the mask extended outward into two narrow horns.

He was also about my height and build. My mind began to turn over the possibilities before I’d even fully realized it. If that robe was for this ritual, and if he was meant to be one of the participants, then his uniform was a perfect ticket inside. Better than perfect, actually. Nobody would be scanning my face if my face was covered by the hood. The masked man moved with an unhurried and deliberate gait as the hem of his robe whispered over the dusty concrete floor. It seemed like he hadn’t noticed me, or probably assumed anyone in this corridor had a reason to be there. I let him gain some distance and then began to follow.

The air grew colder as we went, and the dim bulbs overhead gave way to single hanging lamps far enough from each other that it left pockets of shadow between them. Somewhere behind the walls, machinery throbbed faintly, maybe a generator of some sort.

Then, he rounded a corner at the far end and disappeared for just a heartbeat. I lengthened my stride and was careful to keep my boots from scuffing too loudly on the floor. The corridor here felt even narrower, and the smell of dust and aged wood clogging the air certainly didn’t help.

I could see it in my mind now. Knock him out cold, and maybe stash him in one of the spare crates that littered this hallway. This entire area seemed almost void of staff, civilian or otherwise, and I doubted anybody would come by to check on him if I, wearing his mask and robe, showed up at the ritual. Then, I could take a peek inside the ritual, figure out what was happening, and get the robe and mask back to him before anyone could get suspicious. Once he woke up, he would probably suspect foul play, but if I played this right, I would be nowhere near the action once he did.

I turned the corner, but I didn’t see the man anywhere. Then, I felt a tap, light and deliberate, right on the back of my shoulder.
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Chapter 2

The tap on my shoulder was light, almost polite, the kind of touch that might have been attributed to an employee wanting to inform me I had dropped something. I went still, though, because I knew that wasn’t right.

I knew there wasn’t a hotel employee behind me.

When I turned around, I did so slowly and deliberately, and kept my expression neutral. Even so, it was hard not to react when my worst fears were confirmed. The man in the horned mask stood way too close to me. He was taller than me by an inch or two, and his shoulders were squared beneath his robe. His gloved hands hung loosely at his sides, but the stance he took told me he was far from relaxed.

“Lost, friend?” he asked in pleasant, clipped English.

It obviously wasn’t a question, but a challenge wrapped in civility. I kept my breathing steady and carefully resisted the urge to recoil or lunge forward to knock him down.

“Not lost,” I said, careful not to raise my voice or sound alarmed. “I was looking for the bathroom.”

The masked man tilted his head. Somewhere behind the mask’s thin eyeholes, I knew his gaze was probably running over every inch of me, from the fit of my uniform to the weight in my stance. I had worn the mask of a loyal Nazi administrative civil service officer for years, long enough that I knew I could keep it up no matter who was in front of me. Unfortunately, Nazis didn’t usually need concrete proof to get suspicious.

“Funny.” The officer’s tone sharpened as he studied me. “You passed two already.”

His voice sliced through the heavy silence of the corridor to cut cleanly through the stale, recycled air that hung between the concrete walls. His tone carried a venomous edge, as if every word was meant to unsettle me and assert dominance in a place already dripping with tension and dread.

I forced my face into an even mask, an expertly practiced facade of calm neutrality, but beneath that brittle veneer, my pulse hammered away like a war drum against my ribs. Each beat threatened to betray the fear that coiled tight inside me, and my hands itched to move and react.

I was painfully aware that this confrontation could spiral into chaos in an instant. My plan had been brutal in its simplicity. Knock this bastard out quickly, silently, and cleanly, snatch his robes and mask, and then vanish like smoke. I wasn’t here for a fight, and I was certainly looking to avoid as much chaos as possible. Still, I guess I should have known better than to expect it to be that easy. But I had to hold onto the desperate hope that I could pull this off, even with some inevitable bloodshed.

“Maybe I’m a little lost,” I admitted and forced my voice into a measured calm that only barely concealed the turmoil tightening in my chest.

I took a cautious step backward, and the concrete floor ground faintly beneath my boots. The flickering overhead lights cast long, jittery shadows that twisted and slithered along the wall, just to make the place feel even more tense.

The man tilted his head slowly, like a predator weighing its prey on an invisible scale. This predator was measuring far more than my physical weight, though. He was searching me for the clearness of my intent, my fear, or any weakness. That head tilt was also a warning despite the casual pose, and a herald of violence that waited beneath the surface. Time seemed to stretch and warp as every fraction of a second drew out into a heavy eternity, while the silence pressed down until it felt like it might crush me.

Then, without the slightest flicker of warning, his gloved hand shot out like a steel trap snapping shut. His fingers clamped down on my wrist with a biting cold, and his grip was unyielding and crushing enough that I could feel the pressure cutting off my blood flow like a vise.

“Don’t waste my time,” he said quietly, yet with the promise of violence in every breath.

The porcelain mask concealed any flickers of expression, but the menace lurking beneath those narrow eye slits was unmistakable. This was no man to tolerate excuses or mistakes, and just the same as every Nazi, he was scum. I knew then, with crystal clarity, that backing down was no longer an option. The moment for bureaucratic maneuvering had passed, and any hesitation on my part would now be fatal.

My mind spun wildly as I looked around, scrambling for any escape or opening, or even an edge I could use to survive. Every second stretched thinner and thinner as adrenaline flooded through me, sharpening my senses even as cold dread clawed deeper into my chest. My lungs drew in a sharp, jagged breath, but my face remained an immovable mask of control, hiding the worry underneath.

Driven by raw survival instinct, my arm swung in a strong, wide arc. The impact of my fist against his ribs landed with a dull, heavy thud that echoed down the narrow corridor like a gunshot. The moment my knuckles collided with flesh, a harsh recoil vibrated through my arm and shot up into my shoulder until it was raw and aching. The man grunted, from surprise and irritation rather than pain, and finally loosened his grip.

I seized the moment and twisted violently. I wrenched my arm free and then pulled sharply back to create as much distance between us as I could.

But he was faster than I’d anticipated, almost quicker than a shadow slipping through concrete cracks. Before I could even register his movement, he closed the shrinking space between us as his fist rocketed toward my jaw with a brutal precision. It was a missile guided by a cold, practiced intent honed through years of training and cruelty. The collision felt like I’d been hit with a sledgehammer, and it was as violent and merciless as everything the Nazis did.

A sharp, sickening crack echoed through my skull beneath the blow, and fiery pain bloomed behind my eyes in blinding waves. My head snapped to the side, while my neck muscles screamed in protest. The world spun wildly in a mocking carnival of bright stars that faded into blackness. I stumbled forward as ragged breaths tore from my lungs, but I forced my legs to find their balance again as I refused to fall.

Warm, metallic blood flooded my mouth, thick and bitter on my tongue. My lip had been split open by the blow, and a white-hot sting radiated from the area. I gritted my teeth against it, swallowed hard, and then steadied myself. I planted my feet firmly beneath me, ready to return the favor.

The bastard wasn’t done, though. He pressed forward without mercy, and his fists flew in a chaotic storm of rage. I ducked and dodged through his blows, better able to see his pattern of movement the longer he went at it. I narrowly avoided a savage blow that would’ve shattered my nose, while the air around us thickened with the pungent scent of sweat and worn leather.

I jabbed back, driven by both fury and over a decade of training. My fist connected with a smack against his cheek, and the crunch of bone and flesh reverberated through the tense silence. He snarled a low, guttural sound like a cornered animal, and then he lunged forward without hesitation. I managed to parry the next blow with my forearm, and threw another punch, this time toward his stomach. He wheezed as my fist connected with flesh, and he finally stumbled back.

We circled each other like two beasts trapped in a claustrophobic hallway. Our breathing was ragged and harsh, while our muscles coiled tightly like spring traps ready to snap. This had been far from my initial plan, but I would be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy being able to spill some filthy Nazi blood.

The pain from the first few blows he had landed was just fuel for my hatred, and it stoked the fury that had simmered beneath my skin all my life. I thought about every horrible act they had committed, every life that was crushed under the boots of men just like him, and every night I had to spend pretending to be one of these monsters while hating them with every fiber of my being. I hated them all. Their lies, their cruelty, and their suffocating grip on the world that had left me a prisoner inside my own skin and the system they had built.

This man was just another monster in the way.

The narrow hallway seemed to shrink as we circled each other, and the cold concrete walls pressed closer. His eyes remained locked on mine and never wavered. If he’d been smart, he would have yelled for some of the soldiers already.

I could use that.

The masked man shouted, and then his assault resumed. His fists hammered me, and each blow was delivered with an increasing urgency. My arms moved on reflex to block the first strike, and although the pain radiated up my shoulder from the impact, I made my own counterattack. It was a sharp, cutting jab into the vulnerable flesh beneath his shoulder. He grunted and twisted away from the next blow, but behind those eye slits, I thought I could catch a fleeting glimpse of something that looked like pain flickering.

That small crack in his armor was all I needed. Fueled by that small sign of pain, I pressed the attack harder and threw punch after punch with a measured ferocity. This wasn’t a fight of flashy technique or reckless speed, but a game of endurance. Every punch I landed was another opportunity to break his rhythm and will, and I knew that I didn’t have to throw the strongest punches as long as I was able to outlast him.

He shifted suddenly and launched a low sweeping kick meant to topple me. I stumbled back, and my boot scraped harshly against the ground, but I regained my balance quickly and launched an uppercut that slammed into his jaw. He staggered back, but his iron will remained unbroken, and his retaliatory punch clipped the side of my face to reopen the wound on my lip and send a fresh, burning sting radiating through my skull. Blood dripped into my mouth once again, thick and coppery, but I swallowed hard and masked any hint of pain.

The fight had escalated into a brutal, grueling struggle as we looked for any opportunities or weaknesses. His body pressed solidly against mine, relentless and unforgiving, and every punch I threw was met with an immediate counterstrike. The corridor reverberated with the thuds of fists on flesh and grunts of exertion. Sweat poured down my forehead, but I blinked it away and kept moving as I waited for my moment.

I could tell that he was starting to get tired. The force behind his punches was still strong, but the jabs were nowhere near as painful as they had been at the very start, and his defenses were getting sloppy as well. I threw a hook and caught the side of his face, and he stumbled back from the force of it. He was moving so slowly now that he was barely able to get his hands up before I threw another jab.

He was losing momentum, so it was time for me to ramp things up.

I planted my feet firmly and grabbed his arm in a vise-like grip. Then, with a strong wrench, I yanked him forward into a headbutt. The impact rattled through both of us violently, and for a split second, his mask jerked back to reveal his face. He was clearly in pain, but he was also surprised, probably that I hadn’t been killed yet. He staggered back and managed to catch himself before falling. Sensing I had another opening, I drove a fist into his stomach. He gasped and doubled over, and out of desperation, he threw a punch toward my ribs.

Pain exploded from the spot, but I clenched my teeth and hit back with a knee to his side. He grunted, and this time, he nearly fell over. Despite his fading strength, though, he refused to slow down, and it was clear this man had been trained to endure and keep fighting no matter how much agony racked his body. He wouldn’t give up until he was dead, which was fine with me. That kind of determination made men like him deadly, but it also made them stupid, because they were unable to pace themselves when matched with someone who knew what they were doing.

With a hard shove, I slammed him back against the concrete wall, and locked his arm in my grip again. His breath hitched in a harsh rasp, but his eyes remained locked onto mine without a flicker of doubt or fear. My fist rose and drove straight into his ribs again as I targeted the vulnerable flesh hidden beneath the thin robe. The impact landed solidly, and his body folded slightly under the force, though his expression betrayed nothing but grim determination. He responded with an attempt at a sloppy uppercut that I quickly moved back to dodge.

Despite his waning strength, his strikes still had the precision of a seasoned combatant, and each punch he threw echoed his resolve. But I refused to let him even think he was getting the best of me. While he threw punch after punch, I parried each blow and followed it with a hit of my own as I paced myself and my strength. This guy wasn’t mindless with his fighting, but even discipline couldn’t account for his poor planning at the beginning. Maybe he had expected me to crumple after one hit, or maybe he expected it to be easy to overpower me with speed, but I’d been trained better than that.

The masked man launched himself at me again, his fists a flurry of desperation, but I parried and deflected hit after hit. One of his blows managed to slip past my defenses and hammered into my ribs with a force that knocked the air clean out of my lungs. I sucked back in as much breath as I could manage, then straightened up and struck back hard. I connected with his temple, and the hallway filled with the sickening sound of bone against bone. He stumbled, and this time didn’t immediately recover.

This was what I’d been waiting for. His exhaustion and weakness had finally tripped him up.

I drove my shoulder into his chest and pinned him back against the wall. He yelped in surprise, and I seized the edge of his robe and pulled it back with a fierce yank. Like every Nazi officer, he most likely carried a sidearm with him, even when dressed in creepy occult gear. Fortunately, he hadn’t thought to use it on me because he’d been so convinced of his own physical superiority.

Just as I suspected, I caught sight of cold steel strapped low against his hip. My fingers closed around the weapon’s handle, and although my hands were slick with sweat, the weight of the gun was comfortingly heavy in my hand.

He tried to grab my hand, but I jerked it free and then swung the gun’s butt hard into the side of his head. The sickening crunch of the impact was unmistakable, and his body slumped instantly as he collapsed into a lifeless heap on the floor. Silence fell over the corridor, broken only by my ragged breathing and the distant drone of machinery winding down.

Even then, the man refused to give up. A low, guttural groan rumbled from beneath the mask, and his fingers twitched weakly against the ground. Instinct took over, and I lurched forward and pinned him down with a knee pressed hard into his chest, so my weight anchored him in place. I pressed the gun against his exposed throat, and behind the mask, his eyes widened for a moment as if pleading for mercy. Instead of shooting, I leaned close, my voice barely above a whisper as I spoke.

“This ends here,” I snarled. “It’s over for you, fucking scum.”

The masked man twitched as if reaching for some hidden reserve of defiance, but his body was spent and unable to respond. I could see the sweat matted into the hair at his temples and the shallow rise and fall of his chest beneath the robe. The reality of defeat was sinking in, despite his best efforts to resist. My pulse pounded in my ears, and although adrenaline was still flooding through my veins, a cold clarity had settled over me.

I couldn’t shoot him, not in this closed hallway where sound would surely reach both ends. That didn’t mean I would show him mercy, though, and it definitely didn’t mean I couldn’t beat him down a little to gain some information.

I pried the mask away from his face to reveal a pale, battered face streaked with bruises, sweat, blood, and grime. His eyes were wide, but the curl of his lips suggested disgust, though whether in himself or me was unclear.

“Talk,” I snarled as I tossed the mask to the side. “Tell me everything you know.”

His chest heaved beneath my knee, and ragged breaths escaped in quick bursts as he stared up at me. His face was pale, his eyes were wild, and the dim light flickered off the bruises that swelled across his cheeks. He had a split lip much like my own, and a dark streak dribbled down his chin. For a moment, he said nothing, but then with a dry rasp, he spat blood onto the floor.

“They will end you and your filthy, traitorous existence,” he muttered. “You do not know what the hell you are dealing with.”

“Try me,” I said and smacked the side of his head where a sizable bruise was starting to appear.

His eyes flashed with fury as he struggled against the weight of my knee pressing down on his chest. He coughed, hacked up more blood, and then forced out a bitter laugh.

“You think you’re clever, don’t you? You think you can single-handedly bring down the Führer? You’re a stupid, traitorous fool.” His voice was low, and laced with venom and twisted pride. “The magic the Reich is about to gain is beyond anything you can understand. The machines we have built will be taken all over the world, and we, the rightful rulers, will take our place in history. You and all who oppose us will face the truth of the power that God himself has bestowed on us! Everything you do will be useless against--”

His words died in a gurgle as I tightened my grip on the gun’s barrel and pressed the cold metal harder against his throat. The bravado and menace in his voice turned to desperate rasping, but I’d heard enough. I quickly raised and then slammed the gun’s butt down against his temple again, harder than before. The sickening crunch echoed sharply, and his body convulsed once beneath the blow before going still. The light finally left his eyes, and the ragged breathing ceased beneath my knee. I stayed there a moment longer as my chest heaved, and I watched the blood seep out of him in a slow, dark river. Finally, I checked for a pulse and found no heartbeat.

The fury that had built inside me simmered down into a cold, grim resolve. This man, this broken, venomous piece of their twisted machine, was gone. There would be no salvation for monsters like him, and no room for mercy in this war. I rose, and my muscles tensed as I stepped back to survey the silent, lifeless figure sprawled across the bloody floor.

The hall seemed even narrower now, and the shadows swallowed the bulk of his body. My hands shook from the adrenaline that still coursed through my veins, but I knew this moment called for clarity, not weakness. The last thing I needed was to leave this corridor in chaos or let the body betray me. I looked around quickly and checked the corridor ends for any sign of approaching footsteps or alarms. I wouldn’t have much time before this ritual started, and if I was going to make any use of his death, I would have to move fast.

I knelt down, grabbed the body by the armpits, and started to drag him away from the middle of the hallway. The concrete scraped harshly beneath his body, but inch by inch, I maneuvered him closer to one of the crates that was large enough to store his body. It took a couple of tries, but I finally managed to get the body inside the crate. Someone would probably find him at some point, but I doubted they’d be able to find him very soon unless they were looking for him.

And they wouldn’t be looking for him, because ‘he’ would be right there beside them.

I crouched beside the body, and my fingers curled into the heavy folds of the black robe. The fabric was thicker than it had looked, though it was now stiff with sweat and the faint trace of rapidly drying blood along the hem. I pried it from his shoulders and worked each sleeve free from his limp arms. The smell of musty cloth and sour sweat mixed with the hint of something metallic hit me as soon as I had it free. For a moment, I wondered if he even owned the robe or if these were all carefully stored away in some vault in Germany until they were needed.

Not that it mattered now. I slipped it on, though I couldn’t help shuddering as the fabric wrapped against me. I tried to remind myself that even if this was disgusting, this man and his peers had done far worse.

It smelled even worse from the inside, and the robe felt close and suffocating. The only saving grace was that it gave me cover. I arranged the folds so they draped the same way as when he’d worn the robe, though it was hard to be sure without a mirror. At least we were relatively close in height, so the hem didn’t look too long, but he was a fair bit bulkier than me. The shoulders sat a little low, but I didn’t think anyone would notice.

That just left the mask, which was the only thing that made this ridiculous plan possible. I spotted it on the floor and quickly scooped it up, and I shivered as I felt the cold, smooth ceramic brush against my fingertips. It was a blank, hollow-eyed visage, both anonymous and inhuman. The sound of my breathing was magnified as I placed it against my face, but I looped the straps behind my head and pulled them tightly until they dug into my scalp. My view narrowed to the eye slits, so all I had was tunnel vision with a peripheral view covered by shadows.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have any identification on him, so I had no idea who I was supposed to be. I would have to go by the context of how people spoke to me, but I was a spy and this was what I was trained for. Another mission that could go horribly wrong really quickly.

I flexed my fingers and adjusted my grip on the pistol before I tucked it deep into the robe’s inner fold. My posture had to change now, too. I couldn’t walk like myself, and instead, I needed to match his gait. I thought back to the moments before I killed him, when I’d followed him from behind, how he’d carried himself with a deliberate and almost arrogant roll to his shoulders. I let my own spine loosen, and my shoulders settled forward as I lifted my chin slightly.

Before I stepped away, I crouched down once more and looked at the body. I stared down at his pale face and one arm bent at an unnatural angle against his chest. He looked so much smaller and weaker now. Without the robe and mask, he was just another pathetic cog in their rotting machine. My lip curled in disgust.

I leaned over the crate and spat, and the fleck of saliva landed on his cheek then trailed into the grime and blood already smeared there.

“Rot in hell, you worthless bastard,” I muttered in a voice laced with venom.

The lid was heavy, and the metal hinges groaned faintly as I pulled the crate shut. I pressed down hard until the latch clicked into place to seal him inside. No one would see him, not for a while at least, and by then, ‘Theodore Moore’ would be so far removed from the incident that they’d have no reason to ever suspect him. ‘Teddy’ was the one that sent this piece of crap back to hell.

I straightened and tugged the robe tighter around me, and then I focused on the corridor ahead through the mask’s eyeholes. My boots made muted thuds on the concrete as I moved, and the hem of the robe whispered over the floor. Every step was measured and thought out, his step and not mine, while my shoulders remained squared, and my chin was lifted just enough to project that false air of superiority these Nazi dogs seemed to bathe in.

The hallway stretched ahead, lit in sickly yellow intervals, but I started to hear the faint sound of voices on the other side. The voices sharpened as I closed the distance, and each syllable bounced faintly along the walls. There was a low hum of conversation and the occasional burst of polite laughter. It was nothing like the guttural barks of orders I had grown used to hearing in this environment. It felt almost civilized.

The corridor’s end framed a narrow archway, where a hint of golden light spilled past its edges. I slowed my stride and let the borrowed gait settle into more of a second nature before I stepped into the light.

It was jarring how ordinary it all looked.

The air here didn’t reek of oil and gunmetal, or even blood and ash like I had expected out of some mask and robe ritual. It smelled faintly of shoe wax and perfume. Round tables, each draped in crisp white linens, were set with polished crystal and silver, and a string quartet played gently in one corner. It was the perfect backdrop to the gentle chatter that filled the space, as men in tailored black uniforms and women in shimmering dresses mingled as if this was nothing more than a high society gala. A couple of people in similar masks and robes lingered on the edges of the room, and offered me a small nod of recognition as I passed.

I kept moving, the mask still hiding my face, though its narrow eyeholes forced me to scan the room much more slowly than I liked. Hotel staff dressed in white wove between guests with trays of champagne, though they kept their eyes downcast and movements precise. I caught snippets of conversation as the honored guests discussed business, art, and politics.

And then, my eyes drifted to the side, and caught the gaze of a woman standing near the far wall.

She balanced a champagne flute loosely in one hand, and her posture was effortless yet poised. The light caught her hair, which was propaganda-pale gold save for a shadow of brown at the very top, and it framed a face so beautiful it was striking. There were the high cheekbones, a mouth that seemed perpetually quirked in its own private amusement, and bright blue eyes that locked onto me the instant I noticed her. She didn’t look away, and my chest tightened, but I tore my stare away and continued walking.

I adjusted my pace and kept my head high as I stepped through the crowd. People offered small nods as I walked by, and I returned them with curt nods of my own, taking care to look as natural as possible. It was slow going, not just because of the mask’s narrow vision, but also because of how dense the crowd was. Elbows brushed my coat, and the faint rustle of silk and the quiet clink of crystal filled the air between the plucked music. I was half-afraid they would be able to smell the blood and sweat on me, but nobody I walked by batted an eye.

My boots sank into the lush carpet, its pattern a swirl of red and gold that seemed to move if I looked for too long. I passed a pair of officers with medals gleaming on their chests, and near them, an elderly man sat at a table alone and stared into his untouched champagne.

I let my eyes sweep the space in small increments, until I spotted an archway on the opposite side of the hall. It stood behind another knot of guests, framed by gilded trim and a pair of tall ferns that hid most of it from view. The path to it was narrow and wound between tables and clusters of conversation, but it was open enough that I could reach it without drawing too much attention.

Halfway there, I caught sight of the blonde woman again, this time standing closer to the center of the room. Her gaze slid past me as she took a sip from her glass, and I couldn’t shake the sensation that she was almost certainly tailing me now. I wasn’t sure who she was, but she seemed much too interested in me to be an ordinary lackey.

I passed within arm’s reach of a table where a trio of women in emerald and silver dresses spoke in hushed tones, and one of them glanced up mid-sentence. Her words faltered when she saw my mask, but then she turned back to her companions with a frozen smile and kept talking. I swept by and resisted the urge to look back.

The archway was almost within reach now, just a few more steps. I adjusted the mask slightly as if it might give me a wider view, and kept my pace steady. The quartet shifted into a slower piece as the violins played long, arching notes that stretched the seconds thin.

“Keller!” someone called. The name rang out over the music, sharp enough to cut through the room’s warm murmur.

My stomach went cold.
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Chapter 3

I froze for a fraction of a second and felt my spine stiffen under the robe as the sound of the name hung in the air. The name had been directed in my direction, and I suspected I knew exactly who it was referring to.

The dead man in the crate. The man whose robes and mask I now wore. The violins swelled again, and for a heartbeat I considered pretending like I hadn’t heard, but the crowd here was different from walking down a street or a dark alley. Even though it was hidden between fancy dress and pleasant conversation, these people were watching everyone. Ignoring someone would be the wrong move, so I turned my head in the direction of the voice.

A man about my height stood near one of the tables with a raised glass. He was very round, with a flushed face and a chest that strained against his neatly-pressed uniform. His hair was slicked back by so much product it shone under the chandelier lights.

“Keller!” he called again and used the whiskey glass to motion me over.

The sound of the name made my teeth clench behind the mask, but I forced my shoulders to relax in a manner that might have passed for casual familiarity. There was no hiding from this interaction now.

I let my steps slow just enough to seem polite, then altered my course toward him, all the while running through possible voices in my head. I’d only heard Keller speak a couple of times, once at the very start of our fight and then right before I killed him, but I clung onto the small pronunciations and tone of his voice. If I got this wrong, there would probably be questions, but if I didn’t speak at all there’d be even more. The man’s eyes lingered on the robe, and his smile widened as I stopped by him.

“We were beginning to wonder if you would make it,” he said and sloshed the drink in his glass as he waved it in the air. “This is not the night to be late, my friend. Not tonight.”

His breath smelled faintly of tobacco and rich meat, and up close, I could see beads of sweat gathering at his hairline. I inclined my head slightly and let a low edge work its way into my voice.

“I wasn’t feeling myself,” I said, choosing the words carefully. “Had to take a moment before…”

I let the rest hang in the air and let whatever grim ritual they all expected to take place to fill in the blanks. My voice came out more gruff than I’d intended, but at least it sounded like I was actually sick and not just faking it.

“Sick, tonight?” The man laughed. “You must have nerves of steel most days, then. Go on, you’ll want to get in before they start. Everyone’s been… eager to see the results.”

He took a drink from his glass and motioned vaguely toward the archway.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said without any irony.

I started to move past him, but he shifted as though he intended to say more. His gaze flitted from the mask on my face to something behind me, and my heart rate ticked up another notch.

“Still…” he began and then paused.

I held my breath.

“Looks like you have admirers,” he muttered and nodded toward the blonde across the room with a small smirk. “Don’t let them distract you.”

His gaze flicked back to me, perhaps to gauge my reaction. I gave him nothing but a curt nod and marched away. My palms felt slick, and the fabric of the robe clung uncomfortably to my skin. The mask’s narrow vision seemed to tunnel more than ever and turned the space ahead into a small slice of the room. My cover hadn’t been blown just yet, and each step I took brought me closer to the archway.

The air beyond looked the same, with that golden light and muted colors of refinement, but there was something taut in the way people near the threshold carried themselves. Conversations there were quieter, and their eyes were sharper. A pair of guards were posted just beyond the ferns, and despite their immaculate uniforms and their gleaming boots, they were clearly a threat. They weren’t openly armed, but the squared set of their shoulders and the way their eyes followed everyone in the room told me they didn’t need to make their weapons visible to intimidate. One of them caught my gaze through the mask’s slit and gave a short nod.

I returned it, grateful for the anonymity the mask afforded. My throat was still dry from the brief exchange with the man at the table, but I forced myself to breathe slowly and evenly. Behind me, the music swelled again, while somewhere in the crowd a cork was popped, followed by a ripple of polite laughter. It all felt far away now as the sounds were muffled by the weight of the moment in front of me.

As I reached the archway, I risked a glance over my shoulder. The man with the whiskey had returned to his companions, his attention no longer on me. The blonde woman, however, was in the same spot, and her gaze was fixed on me with the same unsettling patience.

The path was open, though, and the guards let me pass with barely a glance. I gently pushed open the doors and stepped through.

The first thing that struck me was the air. It was cooler here, sharper somehow, and the faint scent of polish and wine was replaced by something sterile and almost metallic. The sound changed, too. Although the quartet’s music was still audible from the other room, it was more like a distant hum that was nearly drowned out by the low murmur of voices from up ahead. These conversations were short, clipped, and quiet, though, the way people spoke when they talked about shared secrets.

The room was larger than the ballroom I had just left, with a ceiling that rose high enough for the upper arches to disappear into shadows. The walls were lined with heavy drapery in shades of deep red, and each was pinned back by silver clasps in the shape of some stylized emblem I didn’t recognize. The lighting was brighter, too, cast above from polished brass fixtures that caught on the glossy finish of the marble floors. It should have felt luxurious, but the arrangement of the space killed that. There was no wide expanse for mingling, and instead, everything seemed to funnel attention toward the center.

The center, where the machine stood.

It was massive, easily the height of two men, and took up the better part of the room’s core. My first thought was that it looked too clean for what it was clearly meant to do. Its frame was composed of gleaming steel bars and thick rods that seemed more like supports for a bridge than scientific equipment, and a ring of articulated arms extended from the central column to end in a blade polished to a cold shine. At the very top was a cluster of cables that descended from a pulley and vanished into the machine’s innards.

Below that was a basin shaped like a shallow dish. It was recessed into the floor, and I could tell from the shine that this was a new addition to the room. I wondered how the owners felt about that, or if they even knew about it. I noticed the edges were marked by a subtle lip that guided anything spilled into it toward a grated section at the very bottom. The whole thing seemed to be fed by a funnel that looped up, around, and above another part of the machine, where I could make out the edges of a small stone platform. I couldn’t begin to understand what it was meant to be used for, but the ominous gleam of the metal gave me a few hints.

I desperately wanted my suspicions to be false, but knowing the monstrous nature of the Nazis, I couldn’t rule out a sacrificial altar.

The people gathered in this room looked far different from those in the first room. Almost everyone wore masks and robes, and the fabrics were heavier and darker than the tailored suits and sequined gowns I had just passed. The masks varied in shape and style, and while some were simple and featureless like the porcelain mask I wore, others had been molded into grotesque faces. Each mask was unique and covered the wearer’s face entirely.

As I moved to join the loose circle the group had made around the machine, my boots clicked softly against the marble. The sound seemed to carry here, though no one turned to look. I noticed that a narrow ring of empty floor surrounded the machine, kept clear as though by unspoken agreement, and beyond it, more masked figures held small booklets or folded sheets of paper.

When I was close enough, I could see that the articulated arms weren’t fixed in place. Thin hydraulic pistons ran along their lengths, and each was mounted on a track that allowed for a range of motion in multiple directions. Small, engraved markings along the steel looked almost like calibration notches. The precision of it all was unnerving. This wasn’t a torture rack or even an execution station. This was something designed with care, likely tested and refined, and perfected by practice.

A low hum came from the machine’s base, so faint I thought at first it was my own pulse in my ears. It hadn’t started running yet, but there seemed to be a current flowing through it, like some parts were alive and waiting. The cables swayed slightly in a breeze that wasn’t there, and I found myself watching their slow movements for a moment before I forced my gaze down again. I’d suddenly realized the hum that the machine made was the same sound that I’d heard through the walls of the hotel.

I let my eyes wander slowly around the room, and that’s when I focused on the platform. It was jutting out from the wall, and as I studied it, I decided that at least part of it was original to the room. A narrow set of stairs led up to it, and a single, high-backed chair with intricate carvings faced the contraption. Someone had added a small table as well, which currently held a glass decanter and two cups, and a moment later, I realized there was a tall man in a dark robe hidden in the shadows behind the arrangement.

I quickly looked away and moved further along the perimeter. I moved slowly to blend in with the drift of others who were just arriving from the ballroom. No one approached the basin or even stepped inside the empty ring of marble, which meant it was probably somehow important to the ceremony.

My path took me past a pair of masked figures in identical robes who spoke in hushed tones. I couldn’t catch their words, but the occasional glance toward the machine made the subject obvious enough. One of them gestured toward a blade on the machine and mimed a short motion before the other nodded slowly. The conversation ended there, as though whatever point had been made didn’t require elaboration.

The sterile tang in the air was stronger here and mixed with the faint smell of oil from the machine’s joints. I realized that the lighting had been angled deliberately so that the strongest illumination fell directly on the machine itself. It turned the polished steel into a stark, clinical display, while everything else, from the walls to the people, were designed to disappear into the background.

I forced myself not to linger too long in one place. The robe helped hide my movement, and the mask concealed the fact that my eyes kept shifting from detail to detail as I mentally mapped the space. From the angle I was at now, I could see the base of the central column more clearly. Small panels were fitted flush against the steel, each secured by latches that looked like they could be opened for maintenance. A series of wires and tubes ran neatly along the structure before vanishing below.

I shifted my pace and let it match the slow meander of others along the room’s edge. The curve of the wall led me past a section where the drapery was drawn tighter, though I could see narrow panels of wood set into the stone and marble. These were carved with shallow reliefs and geometric patterns that didn’t seem particularly like any language I knew, though the precision of the line placement suggested they weren’t just ornamental. Between the panels, thin seams in the floor marked where sections of marble had been cut and fitted to form a pattern that spiraled toward the center in multiple directions. Up close, the veins in the marble seemed to darken where they crossed certain points, almost like they had absorbed something over time. Nobody else paid it any mind, but then, they’d probably all seen this before.

My slow circle finally brought me to a cluster of robed figures. Their shoulders were angled toward one another like they were deep in conversation, but it left very little room for me to pass. I adjusted my path and skirted just close enough to hear the faint rustle of their robes as they shifted their weight from foot to foot. One of them raised a gloved hand and pointed toward the far end of the room to an unmarked door. The gesture was brief, and the others nodded in a way that suggested they understood exactly what lay beyond.

The hum from the machine had a way of blending into the background until I changed position. As I rounded the final curve of the room’s perimeter, the machine was in full view again but from the opposite side. From this new angle, I could pick out a secondary sound made up of faint ticks that were irregular at first but then settled into a slow rhythm. They seemed to originate from somewhere within the column’s lower half, where the steel met a section of darker metal. The rhythm it gave off was steady and almost hypnotic, until a voice cut across my awareness.

“Hard to believe, isn’t it?” someone said from behind me in a bored voice. “These stupid Americans never even noticed the power they built their houses on. Imagine. Centuries of magic here, sleeping just beneath their feet.”

I turned and gave a small tilt of my head, a noncommittal acknowledgement that could be read however he wished.

“Well, you know Americans,” I said gruffly. “Foolishness is practically bred into them.”

The figure wore a dark robe just like I did, but his mask was a steel gray and had carved, downturned eyes. He chuckled loudly, even though the sound was muffled by the mask, and leaned in slightly closer.

“You spent a lot of time here?” he asked.

“In a sense,” I replied, careful to not give an answer that might tip my hand. “Different fronts. Mostly internal security toward the end. You know how it is.”

“Ah,” he nodded slowly as though turning that thought over in his mind. “Then you’ll appreciate this demonstration.”

His gaze slid past me to the machine, and let his eyes rest on the cold gleam of the blades. Instead of looking upon the machine with terror, the man looked upon it with a strange glee, almost like bloodlust.

“We used to use much cruder methods,” he remarked. “But we’ve come so far since then. You’ll see.”

I gave the faintest grunt of acknowledgement and kept my voice low enough to mask its tightness.

“Progress,” I said and nodded in agreement. “It is always good.”

“Exactly,” he chuckled again.

Somewhere behind us, the ambient murmur of the crowd shifted into something more tense, like wind changing direction before a storm. Heads began to turn toward the same unmarked door at the back of the hall that I had noticed earlier, and a moment later, it opened just enough for two figures to step through. They were robed like the rest of us, but their masks were stark white and absolutely featureless, without any identifying features or engraved patterns. Between them they dragged a third figure, who was much smaller, slower, and wearing no robe at all.

The girl stumbled as they hauled her into the light. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen, with narrow shoulders and knees that knocked into each other with every uneven step. Her clothes were thin and threadbare, and looked like the standard ill-fitting government design that spoke of a long journey in chains and likely time spent in one of the Nazi camps. Her bare feet left faint prints of grime on the polished stone floor, a sharp contrast from the quiet clicking of heels or boots from the people around her.

Her skin was a warm bronze, and her hair was tied in a thick, black braid that had come loose in places, so that wisps clung to her damp forehead. Fear had sharpened her features, and her wide eyes were rimmed red. Her lips trembled, but no sound emerged. Her gaze darted in short, desperate bursts, like a cornered animal searching for an exit that wasn’t there. She made eye contact with each of the attendees as if pleading with them to do something, to intervene, but nobody moved. If anything, the dull chatter of the room seemed to grow into an excited buzz.

The white-masked attendants had such a tight grip on her arms that the cloth of their gloves bunched the fabric at her shoulders. She writhed, not with any hope of breaking free, but in an instinctive resistance to walk willingly toward the machine in the center of the room. Maybe it was just my imagination, but the thing seemed to loom taller as she got closer.

Its blades gleamed under the torchlight, and beneath the whirring gears, a faint hum started to build. It was like the breath of some vast predator in front of something so utterly helpless.

She made one last effort to escape when they reached the base of the platform, and her knees buckled as she let out a thin, broken sound that barely carried over the low thrum of machinery. One of the attendants hooked a hand under her arm and wrenched her back upright so hard her braid swung forward and struck her cheek.

“See?” the masked man behind me murmured. “Purity has its uses.”

It took all of the willpower in my body to stop myself from breaking free from the crowd, grabbing the girl, and making a run for it. She was so young, and she looked so horribly afraid. Her chest rose and fell in quick, shallow bursts, and the rhythm was frantic as though she could breathe herself out of this reality if only she pulled in enough air. Her eyes swept the crowd again and locked briefly with mine, and for a moment, the room seemed to close in around us. The silent plea in her eyes lodged like a blade beneath my ribs.

My hands stayed buried in the folds of my robe. I kept my head tilted just slightly toward the machine in a stance that read as idle interest to anyone watching, but inside, every muscle in my body screamed for movement. I could even see the steps in my mind. I would shove past the man beside me, break the ring of onlookers, and reach the girl before the attendants tightened their grip. But right after, I could picture a dozen blades, real and metaphorical, finding my back before I cleared the platform. Not only would the girl still die, I would die along with her, along with all the information I had gained today. Information that could save other people, even if I couldn’t save her.

She must have felt the machine before she reached it. Her steps faltered again, and her toes curled up against the polished floors as if she were trying to dig into them. The attendants didn’t slow their pace. They dragged her up the platform’s steps, and the sound of wood against bare skin was sharp in the hush that had fallen over the crowd.

One of the robed men bent and unlocked a low, semicircular frame bolted into the base of the machine. Its curved arms swung outward with a faint hiss from the hidden hinges. The girl’s head whipped toward it, and whatever she saw made her fight harder, with the wild and instinctive panic of someone who knew not only death but pain was imminent. Her braid lashed across her shoulders as she twisted, and her nails raked against the glove of the man on her left. He didn’t even flinch.

They forced her down into the frame, though she managed to get in a couple more kicks before one attendant’s knee pressed against her calf and folded her into place. The other pulled a strap from behind the frame, wound it around her wrists, and then cinched until her hands were locked above her head. Another strap followed across her ankles, and the leather cut tightly into her skin. The machine’s hum deepened again.

A mechanism within the column rotated, and the topmost blade angled slightly downward. It caught the light in a way that made its edge seem almost white-hot. The masked man beside me shifted his weight as he leaned forward for a better view. I forced myself not to whirl around and punch the mask off his face.

“Not long now,” he murmured, as though commenting on the end of a play.

“I imagine not,” I replied, my voice steady and detached.

Inside, my mind was cataloging exits, counting guards, and memorizing the precise placements of every armed figure in the room. But the math was unflinching. There was no scenario where I could save her without failing the mission that had brought me here. So I stood still and watched as the straps tightened and the machine drew its breath, while the girl’s own quick, terrified breaths vanished beneath the hum of the steel.

The hum pitched upward into a hungry vibration that seemed to settle into the bones of the platform. The girl’s muscles strained so hard against the straps the tendons stood out along her wrists, and her bare feet flexed hard against the frame’s smooth base. Her mouth worked soundlessly for a moment before it turned into a high, thin wail.

Then, the blade descended.

It wasn’t a clean guillotine drop that would have quickly ended her suffering, but a controlled and almost surgical motion, as the gears cranked with a series of deliberate clicks. The edge came down in a slow arc, and her screams jumped an octave as the steel met her flesh. The sound when the steel bit into her was unlike anything I had ever heard, and I thought I had already heard every possible note of pain a human throat could make. The edge was keen, but the slowness of the descent turned what could have been a clean slice into a series of tearing movements.

The straps dug deeper into her wrists as her body convulsed, and the leather groaned faintly against the tension. Her feet spasmed, and her toes curled and uncurled in rapid, desperate bursts. I saw the tendons in her neck stretch to stark ridges as her jaw locked tightly. Blood welled in a thin, trembling line beneath the blade, and bead after bead was caught in the machine’s light before gravity took them. Each drop landed on the metal grate beneath.

The blade kept moving, and the rest of the blades followed it as gears within the column clicked into rhythm. Her cries began to splinter, as the syllables broke apart mid-scream. A mist of red hung in the air where the spray caught the hum’s vibration, and the blood trembled in the air for a moment before it settled on the floor in a widening fan.

Her body began to weaken against the restraints, and her initial thrashing was replaced by smaller, more desperate jerks. The blades were halfway through her body now, and I could see the tremor in her legs begin to slow. Her screams had dropped to a hoarse, uneven rasp, and her voice caught on the ragged edges of breath she couldn’t quite pull in. Blood was running in small streams beneath her now, and the smell had also changed to a sharp metallic tang laced with something heavier and almost sweet. It coated my tongue when I breathed in, and I swallowed against it reflexively.

The girl’s head rolled weakly to one side, and her hair stuck to her cheek where sweat and blood had mingled. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused as she stared past the ceiling into something none of us could see. The straps still held her, but her muscles no longer strained against them as the blade neared the end of its arc. The hum of the machine came again, though it was so low I could almost feel it in my teeth. The other masked observers around me leaned slightly forward, and their attention sharpened in this last stretch as they watched for the moment that magic took full hold.

When the final bite came, it was abrupt despite the slow build. The edge of the last blade slid through her skin with almost casual ease, and all sound was cut off. Her voice, her breath, and the tiny creak of the straps were all gone in an instant. What replaced it was the heavy patter of blood that filled the gutter beneath her feet. The machine drank it up greedily, and the glass vessel below lit in brilliant spirals as the energy was pulled from the liquid. The glow was strong enough now to paint the undersides of the platform in shifting reds and golds.

The girl’s body sagged completely forward against the straps. The hum settled into a steady, satisfied drone, like a predator content after securing a kill. I stared at the blood pool and watched the way it churned like it was being stirred with an invisible spoon. The light inside felt… sentient.

I knew the smell would cling to me for hours, maybe days, no matter how many baths I took. My mind told me to look away and stop staring, but I couldn’t. I had to see it all and remember exactly how this worked. I had to memorize every moment and sound and reaction, not only for the sake of my mission, but also so I could clarify just what kind of evil we were dealing with.

No one was disturbed but me. Even with the masks, I could feel their detachment from the depraved act that had just happened in the set of their shoulders and the casual turns of their heads. To them, this wasn’t cruelty, just a procedure.

But the look that girl had given everyone before the blades came down would remain with me until I died. Another innocent person lost to the Nazis’ greed for power and control, and they looked upon it with only vague interest. This was just another day to them.

The blood dripped down in slow, steady lines from the platform, and each stream struck the grated steel below like a bloody rain. The gutter’s thin channel carried the red flow toward the machine’s vessel, where the glass walls pulsed faintly in response.

I kept my face blank, though the stench of the blood and murder was already sinking into me. It was a mix of metallic tang and the thick, cloying scent of spilled life. I forced each breath to be measured and quiet, as though watching this act was just as simple for me as the others. My gaze traveled over the masked spectators and caught the subtle twitches of satisfaction in their posture and the slight shifts as they stepped back now that the show was over. One of them made a low remark about the vessel’s output, while another chuckled softly at some private joke. My hands remained still at my sides, but my mind was burning every detail into memory.

The attendants stepped forward in practiced silence and loosened the straps from the limp body. The sound of the buckles snapping free was sharp in the quiet that followed the kill. Her head lolled to one side, and her hair swung to brush against her shoulder before it stuck to the wet fabric of her dress. The men lifted her easily and carried her toward the far recess of the chamber where the shadows were dark enough to swallow her whole. I didn’t let my eyes follow her all the way.

There was nothing I could do for her, and dwelling on her death would not only be bad for me, but could also draw the wrong kind of interest. These monsters weren’t interested in treating a corpse with any sort of reverence or dignity.

The machine’s glow began to fade as it settled into a steady ember-like burn. The light shifted lazily as the last drops of blood slid down through the grate, and I watched as a single bead of blood clung stubbornly to the lip of the platform above before letting go and falling with an exaggerated slowness. The moment it hit, the glow inside the vessel flared once more before dying back down. Whatever this magic was, it took every drop it could get.

I felt my stomach knot, but outwardly I simply shifted my stance to mirror the other officers’ as they began to speak in hushed tones. Two masked men broke from the crowd and began to walk up to the small platform with the chair and glass decanter, and I watched as the blood flowed through the funnel and stopped just short of pouring down.

The chamber’s heavy doors banged open.

A young officer stumbled in, his cap askew and his breath ragged from the run. His eyes darted over the gathered masks, and his voice broke with urgency as he spoke.

“Leutnant Keller--” he blurted, and I turned my attention to him as I assumed he was calling for my attention. I couldn’t have been more wrong. “He’s dead! They just found his body in the east corridor!”

Silence fell over the room, and then every head turned toward me.

Oh, fuck.
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Chapter 4

The silence didn’t last for long. A murmur rippled through the masked figures, low and sharp, like the rustle of dry leaves in a sudden breeze. Then came the scrape of boots and the shift of coats as men turned their bodies toward me with a slow inevitability.

I kept myself still and let my breathing anchor itself in my chest before my hands curled into loose fists at my sides. My heart was pounding, not out of fear but because every inch of me now understood that there would be no walking out of this room without some bloodshed, whether that turned out to be mine or theirs. I really wanted it to be theirs, but in a room full of Nazis, I knew I’d take a few blows. The only advantage I had was that the mages wouldn’t want to light the whole room on fire with so many of their own gathered here.

I could use that.

A step from the nearest soldier caught my attention, and beyond that, I caught the sharper trace of smoke and burned flesh. Someone was already drawing magic to their hands.

The first blow came without any warning as a whip of air passed so close to my cheek I felt the sting of it like an open-handed slap. I managed to drop my head low and twist away from the masked man who had tried to land the blow, and I saw the shadows of his fingers still curling with light. Before I could counter, another figure lunged in from my left, and the flash of a blade glinted against the chamber’s low light.

I pivoted hard and let the knife pass in front of me, then drove my shoulder into the man’s ribs. The impact was solid, but it wasn’t enough to slow him more than a step, and I didn’t stick around to try for a second hit. My boots carried me toward the wider space near the center of the room, and I weaved through the shifting mass of robes as hands reached for me from every angle.

The air thickened with the smell of magic as someone behind me grunted, and I just barely ducked out of the way of a ball of fire. I rolled to the side and let the momentum carry me out of the way. My vision caught the edge of another white-hot ball of fire, but my legs kept moving before my head could fully decide where to take me. The errant fireballs did, however, manage to hit some of the goons around me, and I did my best to ignore their pitiful death-cries and focus on the actual threat.

The floor’s slick stone seemed to tilt underfoot, and I fought for balance as I cut through the press of robed bodies. The lights above warped and shifted in unnatural pulses as they swelled brighter and then dimmed again with each surge of magic thrown across the room. Something hot grazed the side of my robe, and the smell of singed fabric reached me an instant later. I ducked under the sweep of another arm, felt the whisper of fabric across my hair, and came up on the other side with just enough space to breathe.

I was now facing the tallest figure in the room. His hands shifted as he gestured for a couple of the soldiers to come forward. He stepped forward with the same measured pace I’d seen from officers who knew they had numbers on their side, and his boots clicked against the stone before the sound was swallowed up by the noise of the room. I dropped my weight a little lower, and my stance shifted automatically as I kept my eyes past them and looked for any gap I could take if things went badly.

One of the robed soldiers raised his arm, and the temperature in the air was suddenly sharp and biting, like a sudden winter draft. White mist curled out from his palm and coiled downward in slow spirals before it began to spread across the floor. My boots squealed faintly on the dampening stone, and I realized quickly that he was trying to lay down ice to trap my footing. He wasn’t spreading the ice as fast as I’d seen most Eisbegabters work, and I suspected he was probably one of the lower ranks, maybe a soldier that had recently gained the ability. If he was only just getting used to fighting with ice, it meant he would have far more weaknesses to exploit, and I could work around him easier.

Another soldier’s hands burst to life with rolling orange flames that clung to his skin like molten steel. Heat pulsed out from him in steady waves and dried the air around him, but just like the Eisbegabter, the fire didn’t exude enough heat to be notably hot. They were trying to box me in so there would be nowhere left to run, which might have worked if they had guns or knives, instead of vaguely amateur magic.

I didn’t wait for them to finish. My left foot slid back, and then I pushed toward the Eisbegabter before his magic could coat more than a few feet of stone. The ice gleamed faintly under the room’s light, slick as glass, and I could already feel the treacherous pull of it beneath my soles. He swung his arm up to hurl the growing frost toward me, but I cut low so the edge of my boot struck the inside of his knee. That managed to break his stance for a moment, and I followed it up by grabbing the wrist of his casting hand and wrenching it aside. A burst of cold shot across the room and smeared the wall with jagged white crystals, but at least it wasn’t my chest.

The Feuerbegabter pounced on me next, and fire hissed from his palm in a stronger arc than I expected, like I had just stepped into range of a furnace. The heat scalded my skin even under the mask and the robes, and the air itself seemed to want to push me back toward the waiting frost. I forced my boots sideways, and the ice underfoot threatened to steal my balance with every shift of my weight.

The fire lashed again, this time lower, and I jumped over the first sweep just as the second came in high. My shoulder caught the outer edge of the heat, and the sting bloomed instantly, but I didn’t let it stop me. My free hand snatched the edge of my robe and whipped it forward so that the cloth could take the brunt of the flame’s next strike. The fabric flickered and curled, but it gave me the half-second I needed to close in on the Feuerbegabter.

I drove my fist into his stomach, hard and low, and felt him fold forward with a grunt. The heat dropped for just a second, and I used that time to twist away from the frost creeping in on me.

The taller figure still hadn’t moved much, seemingly content to watch and evaluate. Something about his demeanor suggested that he was probably higher ranked than the other two, and was either using me as an on-field training experience, or simply didn’t want to risk breaking the machine with more powerful blasts. The others were recovering quickly, the Eisbegabter sliding his feet into a better stance, and I could see the shimmer of cold gathering in his palm again. My lungs burned, and every inhale dragged hot and cold in uneven turns.

I knew I couldn’t keep dodging them both for long. My eyes tracked the chamber’s layout, the robed bodies still forming loose walls of movement, the pillars that broke the room’s expanse, and the flickering lights that seemed to swell with every cast. My best bet wasn’t to beat them in a head-on exchange, but to break their rhythm. I lunged toward the Eisbegabter again, but this time, I didn’t commit fully. I let him think I was closing in, and I saw him start to pull his arm back for another freezing strike, then I cut hard toward the Feuerbegabter instead.

I doubted that trick could have worked on a veteran, but his surprise showed in the fraction of a second it took for his flames to flare up again, and by then, I was already inside his reach. I shoved my shoulder up under his chin to force him back, and his boots scraped across the floor as one heel caught on a ridge in the corner. He stumbled into the path of the Eisbegabter’s half-formed ball of ice, and the cold hit him full in the side. The hiss of steam filled the air as ice met fire in a violent, crackling burst.

The sudden plume of mist and scalding droplets brought me more than just space, but also confusion. Both men flinched and coughed, and their vision was blocked for a moment as their magic collided. I made sure not to waste the time that move had afforded me.

My boots pounded across the chamber toward the wider gap between two pillars, and I threaded past the edge of the mist before it could thin enough for them to see me. The taller figure’s voice rang out behind me, sharp and commanding, though the words seemed to blur in the chaos. The other robed figures shifted instantly at his call.

My path was narrowing fast. A pair of masked men stepped in from the right, and I noticed that their hands were empty but their stances were low and ready. I feinted left, and drew their weight that way, then cut hard right and slid past the one who was slower to turn.

A grasping hand caught the outer edge of my robe and pulled hard enough to twist me halfway around, but I tore free and kept moving. My legs burned, and my breath came in fast, shallow bursts. The lights above seemed to pulse harder now, like the room itself was reacting to the fight.

A flare of heat struck the stone just behind me and scattered shards of molten rock that skittered across the floor. I ducked instinctively, then rolled forward as another blast of cold swept in from the opposite side. My teeth ached from the sudden chill, and I could feel the sting of frost against the dampened parts of my robe. They were closing the gap again, and that forced me toward the center where I would have no cover and no way to break their sightlines.

They were herding me back toward the machine, but that was fine. I could use their own machine against them.

The platform loomed like some obscene altar, though the hum of its inner workings was unchanged. My boots hit the slick stone, and my weight shifted to keep from skidding on the frost that had already claimed most of the center. A blast of fire roared past my shoulder, the heat making my skin crawl. I wasn’t able to dodge the next one entirely, and it grazed my left sleeve and left smoldering fabric in its wake and a faint stream of smoke. The Eisbegabter’s gaze tracked the movement, and his focus tightened on the visible hole in my defense. They wanted me pinned here, helpless against the base of the machine for some reason, though after the murder I’d witnessed, it wasn’t hard to guess why.

They hadn’t blasted me into oblivion yet, so I still had a chance to escape this.

I noticed that the tallest figure was moving now, his steps slow but deliberate, and behind him, the two mages fanned to either side and hemmed me in with a tightening vise of frost and heat. My breath steamed from both the bite of the cold and the furnace breath of the fire. My eyes flicked across the machine’s lower frame as I scanned for something I could break off to use as a weapon.

There was a bolted metal brace that ran along the clamp’s hinge. It was thick enough to hold some weight, but not secure enough to resist a solid kick. I just needed a moment…

The Eisbegabter raised his arm again, and the icy mist swirled from his palm. I let my body lean just slightly toward the side of the machine, and forced my stance into one where I looked more cornered and ready to give up.

The Feuerbegabter struck first this time as a burst of fire arced low and hot across the floor. I leaped sideways, and my boots clanged against the machine’s platform. I had my moment, and I threw my weight into the brace with my shoulder. The clang of impact echoed sharply in my ears as pain shot up my arm, but the bolt shuddered. Another blast of cold swept toward me and coated the platform’s edge in a sheen of ice. I shifted my position, planted one foot directly against the brace, and then drove my heel down with every ounce of force I could muster. The bolt cracked and then finally snapped free, but the sound was drowned out by a roar of rage from one of the men behind me.

The brace clattered to the floor before I could grab it, and the sound rippled through the chamber. The tall figure froze for the briefest instant, just long enough for me to see the calculations in his posture. I grabbed it off the ground quickly as his voice cut the air again, this time more like a whip crack than a command.

“Eregreife ihn!” he yelled. “Protect the machine!”

The robed bodies around us reacted instantly, and their movements were suddenly sharp and purposeful as they formed a tighter ring that no longer focused solely on me but on the machine itself. The two mages stiffened in unison, and their eyes flicked not to each other but to the hinge at my side. The platform groaned faintly, and I could see from their stares that they would kill me for that if they could. Preferably slowly, but not at the cost of breaking whatever it was that they worshipped so devoutly.

The Eisbegabter moved first and circled wide to my left as his boots scraped over the frost he’d laid down earlier. He kept his arm raised, but the cold mist that swirled from his palm didn’t shoot forward. He was holding his attack while he searched for an angle where the ice wouldn’t shatter any vital components of the machine.

The Feuerbegabter mirrored him on the right as he nursed a flame that seemed more geared to sear flesh without flaring wildly out of control. The tall figure kept walking straight toward me as he wove between the others with a calmness that felt far more dangerous than the fire and frost combined. My grip tightened on the broken brace. It wasn’t a weapon, not really, but its weight would probably be enough to do some good damage if I swung it right. I could see now that they weren’t coming with the frenzied chaos of before.

This was a different, more controlled attack.

The space I had to move in was shrinking fast. Each step the robed figures took tightened the noose a little more, and the gaps quickly disappeared. My boots shifted, and I kept my stance wide to account for the ice underfoot.

Every time I thought about making a break toward another corner of the room, I caught the faintest twitch of a hand from one of the mages, just enough to remind me that the second I broke away from the machine, they wouldn’t hesitate to encase me in a block of ice or turn me into ash. The tall figure’s gaze dropped once to the snapped hinge I held, and for just a moment, the air between us thickened with a personal rage. I let my own eyes lock with his, and I kept them there even as the frost at my left began creeping up the edge of the platform.

The first attack came from the Feuerbegabter, but it wasn’t a burst of flame. Instead, he darted forward, and his hand flared at the last second, not enough to torch the machine but enough to force me to shift. I swung the brace hard, and the metal caught his forearm with a dull crack. His flames sputtered for a second before he pulled back, and then the Eisbegabter quickly sent a sheet of ice blooming across the ground to slick my footing and lock part of my leg in place. I hopped back instinctively but found my foot stuck.

I twisted hard and tried to wrench my trapped foot free before the Eisbegabter could close the distance, but the ice held firm. The ice mage stepped in and angled his palm low, and I watched as the mist around his fingers sharpened into jagged spurs. I swung the brace in a low arc, which forced him to pull his strike higher than intended, and the ice spike hissed past my shoulder instead of through it. It shattered against the machine’s frame and sent pale shards skittering across the platform. He flinched, not from my swing, but from the damage he’d nearly caused. The moment of hesitation felt like a birthday present.

I dropped my weight and twisted my knee until the ice cracked with a brittle snap. My boot tore free, and the movement sent a spray of frost fragments across the platform. I used that momentum to slam the end of the brace toward his ribs.

The blow connected with a hollow thunk, enough to make him grunt and stagger back a step, but not enough to take him out. His robe flared as his boots skated on his own frozen terrain.

The Feuerbegabter was already moving in from my right, and his palm flared just enough to make the air sting and curl. I pivoted to keep the machine behind me, but the narrowing space made it harder to stay out of their angles. The tall figure was still moving toward me at a slow, steady pace, with his hands loose at his sides. But his focus was razor-sharp and locked entirely on me, like every motion I took was a part of an equation he was picking apart.

The Feuerbegabter lunged again, and this time he angled his flames along the platform’s edge in a low, controlled sweep. It clearly wasn’t meant to hit me outright, just a shepherd’s move to drive me toward the Eisbegabter’s range. I ducked low and felt the heat graze across my shoulder, then slammed the brace against the floor to break another patch of frost before it could spread beneath me. My palm burned from the cold bite of the metal, but I didn’t have the luxury of stopping to lick my wounds. I caught movement in the corner of my eye and saw robes shifting and hands lifting from the watchers as if they were ready to finish the job if the other two didn’t.

The Eisbegabter sent a thin line of frost snaking toward my boots, almost invisible until it was inches away. I stamped on it before it could thicken, and the crunch echoed loudly through the chamber. The Feuerbegabter used that distraction to throw a quick burst at my side that was bright enough to blind if I looked straight at it. I turned my head away at the last second and felt the edges of my vision go white.

Instincts made me lash out with the brace, but the swing caught only empty air. When I opened my eyes again, the tall man had closed another few feet. He didn’t even seem to mind the ice and fire being thrown around him. His steps were smooth and relaxed, like he’d already decided exactly what he was going to do.

A feint from the Eisbegabter drew me left, and I nearly stepped directly into the Feuerbegabter’s reach again. His flames flared in a tight burst and licked dangerously close to my sleeve before he pulled it back. The heat was enough to singe the hairs on my arm and sting the skin.

I hissed and swung the brace upward in a defensive arc, which forced him to retreat before he could follow through. That was when the tall figure finally arrived in the space between them. It felt more like a readjustment than an attack, like a chess player recentering the board. His presence cut my avenues of escape down to just one.

Directly toward the cold.

I backed up a step and raised the brace one last time. The Eisbegabter smirked faintly as mist curled from his lips in the cold air. He probably thought he had me just where he wanted me, just like the Feuerbegabter on my right, who rolled his shoulders and flexed his fingers.

The Eisbegabter rolled his weight forward on the balls of his feet as he extended his palm toward me. The mist thickened around his arm and coiled into icy tendrils that sharpened to points, and even with the mask, I could see his eyes gleam with a smugness that made every inch of my skin crawl.

He stepped in with a sweeping motion, and ice fanned out along the ground in a glittering sheet. My boots slid, and I had to plant the brace hard against the stone just to keep from falling. The metal scraped loudly and threw up a few sparks.

From the other side, the Feuerbegabter mirrored his ally’s advance and moved in low this time, not with a burst of flame but with a sudden sprint that ate up all the distance between us. His shoulder clipped mine in a strong shove, but I let the force carry me halfway, then twisted with it and ducked under the Feuerbegabter’s arm before I swung the brace hard at his chest. It connected with a satisfying thunk, but before I could follow it with another blow, a blur of black robes appeared in my periphery.

The tall man was about to make his move.

His hand shot out, and he grabbed the Feuerbegabter by the collar to yank him back a step. The man hissed but didn’t resist, and the tall man’s gaze flicked past him and locked on me with the same unwavering focus. The watchers around us shifted again like spectators anticipating the next big play, and their robes brushed the floor in unison as they tightened the circle again.

The Eisbegabter slashed his palm through the air and sent a jagged wave of frost up along the side of the platform. It didn’t come directly for me, though, and instead coated the area behind me to cut off any hope of escape. The edges curled like creeping vines to limit my movement. My back was pressed against the machine’s frame by then, and the hum in its depths vibrated against my spine.

The taller man’s head tilted slightly, so the light caught the edge of his mask. I had barely a second to register that his hands were moving before the heat rolled off him, denser and far heavier than the Feuerbegabter’s bursts. It wasn’t just a flare but a sheet of fire, compressed and channeled so tightly that the air warped between us.

My instincts screamed at me to turn away, but the force came faster than I could fully react. His palm caught my shoulder in the same motion, and the heat bit into my robe. The next instant, I was airborne, and my boots had left the stone as he threw me back with immense strength. I hit the floor hard and skidded across the frost that the Eisbegabter had left behind, while the brace clanged sharply against the stone. My ribs rattled from the impact, but the separation he’d created gave me something just as valuable as breath.

Distance.

My head snapped toward the platform and the machine that loomed behind its narrow rail. There was only one gap left in the circle of watchers, probably because they didn’t think I would be reckless enough to run straight into the heart of the ritual they had set up. Or maybe they didn’t care. What was a little more blood in the mix, anyway?

But I was always happy to defy expectations.

I forced my legs under me and pushed off in a sprint. The ache in my shoulders flared as I drove each step into the slick stone, and the taller man didn’t lunge after me immediately. He was content to let me make the moves for now, or he simply didn’t think he needed to run, certain that he could catch me after his fellow mages had worn me down.

The Eisbegabter reacted first, and snapped his arm out to draw another lashing seam of ice across my path. I dropped low and slid on one knee, with the brace angled like a plow to shatter the forming crust before it could lock onto my leg. Shards burst upwards and stung my cheek, but I ignored it as my boots hammered against the floor.

The Feuerbegabter’s fire skimmed overhead in a horizontal streak that scorched the edge of my vision, and the sudden heat sent sweat crawling down the back of my neck. The tall man’s gaze cut toward me at last, and I felt a shudder roll over my body, as if the air between us had been pulled taut.

I reached the base of my platform, leaped for the low railing, and planted the brace against the edge to give me some extra leverage. My boots caught on the lip, so I hauled myself over and rolled to my feet just as another burst of fire hit the metal supports beneath me. The machine groaned under the hit, and a hollow shudder ran through its frame, but it held.

The watchers at the perimeter didn’t follow me up. They held the line, though their heads were angled slightly toward the tall man as though waiting for his orders.

From this height, the chamber’s layout shifted in my favor. The elevated edge gave me a narrow vantage over the mages below, and the machine’s bulk offered cover from direct strikes. It was a bonus that nobody seemed ready to attack me now that I was so close to their precious machine. Their heat and frost attacks stayed leashed at the edges of their hands instead of cutting loose.

I saw the tall man’s head lift slightly, like he was evaluating my move. I tried not to grin, but as long as they weren’t willing to risk the machine, I had the advantage.

That thought had barely settled before a movement behind me made every nerve tighten. It was the soft scrape of boots on metal.

Someone else was up here.

My grip on the brace tightened until the metal bit into my palm, and I quickly pivoted on my heel and swung low. The brace rang against a shin wrapped in fabric, and the man it belonged to hissed and staggered back.

The masked man recovered quicker than I’d hoped, and he planted his foot against the platform to drive forward. He came in low, shoulder first, and tried to tackle me back toward the machine.

I twisted sideways and felt the rush of his weight skim past me, and then I snapped the brace down across the back of his knee. The joint bent hard, and he grunted in pain, but his momentum carried us both toward the railing.

My shoulder slammed against the metal bar and rattled the entire structure. I could feel the nervous tension from the robed figures below us, and for the first time, there were even a few muttered words.

There wasn’t time to figure out what they were saying though, because the man I was fighting tried to wrap his hands around my throat. I caught his wrists before he could close that gap and shoved him back hard enough to drive him back half a step.

He was stronger than I’d given him credit for, and his forearms felt solid under the fabric. His grip was like a vise as he tried to twist the brace from my hand.

I managed to wrench away and dove the heel of my palm into the center of his mask. The impact echoed dully, but I felt the head behind it jolt. Instead of going down, he ducked low and hooked his arm around my waist. I knew his next move was to throw me over the side, so I locked my elbow into the side of his neck and forced his head down, then brought my knee up to his ribs. Something below him must have given way, because I heard a cracking sound muffled by cloth.

He kept driving forward, so I let my weight go slack and dropped low so his push sent him stumbling forward instead. As his chest passed above me, I drove the brace up into the side of his head. The edge of the steel met the rim of his mask with a satisfying clank, and he reeled sideways before he caught himself on the railing. I lunged in and grabbed the front of his robe, then slammed him into the metal again, this time with my forearm pressed across his throat.

His hands clawed at my arm and tried to pry it away, but I leaned into the choke to cut off his air. The masked face tilted up toward me, and I could hear his breath coming in short, desperate hisses. As his boots thumped against the platform in jerky kicks, I could see movement in the shimmer of heat and a haze of frost curling at the edges of the circle below.

The masked man below me tried one last surge and rammed the side of his head against my ribs to break the hold. Pain flashed through my side, but I didn’t let up, just shifted my stance and braced my legs. The added torque turned the choke into a twist that wrenched his neck tightly, and he kicked frantically as he hit both me and the machine.

With a final kick aimed right at the side of the machine, his body bucked twice and then went slack. I let him crumple to the platform.

Something within the machine started to churn then. The churning then deepened into a grinding roar. It was a wet, mechanical gurgle that made my stomach knot. Somewhere inside the frame, gears clashed and spun faster as they pulled on something I couldn’t see but could still feel through the platform.

Then, with a sharp clack, the funnel above me slammed open. Hot, dark blood gushed out and spilled over my head.
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Chapter 5

A wave of blood struck me with such force that my body lurched under the impact. It drenched my shoulders, and the weight of it drove my head forward and strained my neck. My scalp burned as hot blood slid through my hair and flattened each strand into thick ropes that clung to my skin, and then it coated my eyes so that everything was a dark, shifting crimson.

My mouth opened reflexively for a breath, but the air never reached my lungs. There was just a metallic flood that rushed in to coat my tongue and fill my throat with the taste of copper. Warm rivulets ran down past my jawline, dripped into the folds of my robe, and soaked the fabric until every thread stuck to me with a damp, suffocating grip. The smell of raw iron was so thick I could taste it through my teeth, and the sharp tang burned at the back of my sinuses. Beneath it all was a faint, sour rot that crawled into the deepest parts of my throat.

“No!” the tall man howled from somewhere very far away.

Every second brought another crushing layer of blood that slammed into the crown of my head and rolled over my back in wide, unbroken sheets. The constant weight bent my knees and forced my shoulders into a hunch, and my muscles had to lock simply to keep from collapsing under the volume. The platform beneath me trembled faintly from the impact, and that sent thin ripples through the shallow pool that was already beginning to collect around my feet. My boots were quickly submerged, and the heat of the liquid wrapped up around my boots in a way that felt terrifyingly claustrophobic, like a hand was grasping me from below. Every move I made only sent more of the hot sticky mass pouring over me.

And then there was a sudden shift in the flow, and something heavier than liquid suddenly dropped on me.

A thick, dark clot slapped against my shoulder with a meaty splat before it slid down the length of my arm and left a sluggish trail behind it. The extra weight clung for a moment before the stream peeled it away and sent it spinning into the pool at my feet. I didn’t look down at it, since my focus had to stay locked on my breathing and forcing my body not to seize under the pressure of the heat and stench. Every inch of me was coated in blood, and my fingers were slick and unable to grip the brace without slipping. The warm density filled the lines of my palms and clung between my knuckles like glue, making every movement far clumsier than intended. My teeth ached from the constant grit against the congealed blood, and every swallow pulled a strand of fluid down my throat, and pooled in my stomach with a weighted heat.

The pool on the platform soon covered my boots and pushed up along my shins. Blood swirled in slow, steady motions that created a subtle but unrelenting current that moved in gentle spirals. My toes pressed harder against the inside of my boots as I tried to ground myself against the pull, but the pressure at the center of the platform was becoming more noticeable with each passing moment, like the machine below was calling the flow toward itself and dragging me with it. The air was getting hotter, and each breath turned into a struggle against the damp weight that pushed against my chest.

Being coated in blood was bad enough, but I wasn’t expecting the pain that came with it.

The first sting was just a small needle point of heat that prickled along my forearm where the liquid formed a thick stream. The sensation quickly multiplied into dozens of pinpricks that danced over the exposed skin of my wrists, my throat, and the edges of my jaw.

My heart surged against my ribs as a thousand sharp points started to dig into my skin. Each fresh point of contact burrowed down inside me until every muscle felt like it was one fire. The scrapes I had taken in the fight burned brighter than the rest, and the liquid rushed into each wound as though drawn there by purpose.

The Nazis didn’t move, though their heads were tilted upwards in eerie unison, and every mask was fixed on me in what seemed like a combination of shock and vague interest. As they watched, the sting shifted into a more controlled burn that spread evenly through my veins with every heartbeat. It was too deliberate to feel truly random, and some part of me realized something was making a map of my body.

My vision began to pulse, and the outlines of the chamber bent and throbbed with each rapid thud. The pull of the machine deepened as it dragged more blood across the ground, and I had to fight to keep my stance.

My fingers started to twitch with an unfamiliar energy. It wasn’t the rush of raw adrenaline, but something stranger and more unnatural. Each pulse was synced with the mechanical thrum from the machine, and the burning in my wounds began to vibrate in time as well.

“He’s taking it all!” someone finally protested.

A few of the masked figures stepped closer, and their rigid postures felt like an accusation as their gloved hands curled into fists.

“That is not his to consume!” A short man barked as he pointed at me.

My teeth clenched, but I kept my mouth shut. It wasn’t like I wanted to steal any of this, but if I tried to point that out, I’d swallow another mouthful of blood. The burning in my veins had intensified so much that I felt like I’d been scorched from the inside, and I didn’t want to find out how much worse it would be if I drank even more of whatever this was. There was blood for sure, but I had a feeling there was more than that involved.

The machine throbbed again, though it was heavier this time, and I was nearly knocked off my feet as it pulled even harder. Beneath the ringing in my ears and the sharp pains that ran up and down my body, I could hear the slosh of the blood moving inside its mechanisms and the way it surged inward and then out again with a faint sucking sound. If I hadn’t been working so hard to stay upright, I probably would’ve vomited at how much blood the thing was using.

For a second, I saw the Eisbegabter flex his hands and frost curl upward from his knuckles before they melted into the damp air. The patience of the Nazis was waning, and now that I had bathed in most of the blood they needed for their ritual, I wasn’t sure they’d see the need to hold off their attacks any longer.

If the machine wasn’t useful to them anymore, then I was cooked. Or frozen.

The burning inside me suddenly surged without warning, and the pressure was so great it felt like my veins were about to burst from my body. Every heartbeat felt like a hammer strike against my chest that drove the heat deeper into marrow and muscle. I had to clench my jaw until it ached just to stop from screaming.

My knees bent under the assault, and the tendons in the backs of my legs pulled tight as I fought to stay upright. The air caught in my throat and refused to move up or down, and every attempt to breathe just met another wall of searing pain that spread from my chest outward to my limbs. My hands convulsed, and my fingers curled into my palms hard enough for my nails to cut skin.

It wasn’t just the heat that moved inside me, either. It felt like something alive had taken root beneath my skin, now it was forcing its way through every nook and cranny as it took over. I felt it bite at my joints, dig into my shoulders, and then creep up the back of my neck until the base of my skull swelled with the pressure.

My vision doubled and then quadrupled as shapes slid across each other in uneven waves and the chamber seemed to tilt around me. I could feel the weight of the blood in my stomach now, and with it came the sharp churn of nausea, though vomiting felt impossible now with the liquid still spilling through every pore in my body.

Every second stretched into an hour, and the pain was relentless. There was no ebb or reprieve, only a steady climb toward something unbearable.

Somewhere beneath me, the machine’s draw intensified again, and the sensation of being pulled downward became sharper and more focused, like it had finally latched onto me. The heat inside my veins surged toward that pull, and the sudden internal shift almost knocked me off my feet.

I gritted my teeth and locked my knees, but the movement inside me wasn’t mine to control. The pain sharpened until it was no longer just heat, but also cutting, clean, and cold in brief flashes like knives pressed into overheated flesh. My fingertips tingled with an erratic static, and the sensation spread up my forearms and pooled briefly in my elbows before it shot upward into my shoulders and neck.

The masked watchers moved closer as they sensed something, and I caught the glint of a drawn blade in the corner of my vision, though the wielder didn’t raise it.

“He is draining it dry!” the short man cried. “Stop him!”

The crowd shifted in unison, and their hoods dipped forward like they’d silently agreed that the moment had arrived. That didn’t bode well for me, but I couldn’t move.

My ribs heaved against the tightness inside my chest, and the strain made my back arch involuntarily. The blood was still forcing itself deeper into me, and now it fought me as I tried to escape.

I was vaguely aware that a minute at most had passed, but it felt like an eternity. The pressure in my head swelled until I thought my eyes would pop right out of my skull, and I could feel them straining as something expanded past the point it should.

My jaw trembled against the effort of keeping my teeth shut, but blood still forced itself in at the corners of my lips and ran in sluggish lines down my chin. My tongue felt thick and numb in my mouth, and every swallow scraped like something sharp was being dragged down my throat.

The barbed heat completely covered my chest, and it wrapped around my lungs and squeezed until my breaths were shallow and scraped against my windpipe like a wool blanket. Somewhere under my sternum, the sensation doubled back on itself until my ribs felt like they were being pulled inward by invisible hands. My shoulders twitched violently as the muscles in my upper back seized and then pulled tight enough to cause a sharp spike of pain near my spine.

I wanted to move, to wrench myself away from the funnel and stumble free, but my legs didn’t feel like they belonged to me anymore. They were just extensions of the red river, and inevitably, I would follow.

A wet, dragging sound echoed around the room, followed by a low groan from the machinery, as if it were straining under the sheer volume of all the blood. The current around my feet sped up, and the blood ran so fast that the fabric of my trousers felt like it would carry me away.

I felt the strain in my hips next as a sharp, stabbing pull made my entire body shudder. My fingernails finally broke the skin on my palms, but the pain barely registered. My ears began to ring, and the ringing built and built, until it pressed against the inside of my skull and made every muscle in my face tighten involuntarily. I felt a thin rivulet of blood dribble down my nose to join the rest.

The burn in my wounds had grown so intense that I could feel the flesh around each one pulsing. The smaller scrapes felt as if they had been ripped open, while the deeper cuts became concentrated points of agony that spread pain outward in ragged bursts. My breath hitched sharply, and my chest jerked forward with the effort of forcing air into lungs that seemed unwilling to expand. The smell of the blood was different now, heavier and more chemical, like something metallic had been ground into it until the stench scraped down the inside of my throat. My stomach clenched hard enough to make my spine bow forward, and for a split second I thought I might finally vomit, but the heat outside me forced it back down.

My eyes watered as my body tried to work out what to do, and the hot trails cut through the tacky layer that clung to my cheeks. The sensation in my fingertips slowly returned, only now it was sharper, as if something inside the blood was now trying to claw its way back out.

When the machine pulsed again, it slammed through my body so hard my vision went white at the edges. My spine arched violently, and my head jerked back despite the weight that pressed it forward. My knees buckled in unison, and the current in the pool surged, and struck against my shins in waves that matched the pounding in my veins.

I felt something jolt deep in my side, not on the surface of my skin but far deeper, and the pain from it was bright and nauseating. My lips parted before I could stop myself, and a choked gasp forced its way free before it was swallowed by the liquid rushing in. My throat seized, but the burn spread there anyway as it crawled into the muscles and refused to leave. I could hear shouting now, closer than before, though the exact words were lost under the ringing in my ears and the roar of blood.

I felt my heartbeat falter. For a moment, it skipped, and then my whole body seized as I waited for it to start again. When it finally came, it was wrong, too hard and too sharp, almost as if it were someone else’s heartbeat forcing itself into mine. In a way, I realized it was, as the memory of the dead girl flickered back into my memory.

The heat that followed wasn’t just burning anymore, but tearing as it pried apart skin that wasn’t meant to hold it and forced itself into every corner all at once. The thought occurred to me, not clearly and not even entirely consciously, that I might not be able to stop this machine even if I wanted to. Every breath I took was a gamble, and every swallow was an effort that left me closer to choking.

I was also vaguely aware that the crowd’s outrage had grown louder and sharper, and I could feel their anger solidify as my back spasmed violently again. My ribs were locked, though, so I couldn’t just run away, and my mouth opened involuntarily in another gargled scream just as another river of blood forced its way in.

The pain was so bad, that when I saw a sparkle of lightning in my palm, I was sure I was hallucinating.

But there had been a hard jolt in my forearm before it appeared, and when both arms jerked again, a large, blinding arc appeared. The lightning tore outward in jagged forks, struck the rail to my left, and ripped a chunk of blackened metal away in an instant.

The sound wasn’t a crack or a pop either, but a tearing roar that rattled my jaw and made my teeth vibrate against each other. The current wrenched heat from deep in my chest and forced it through my arms so violently that the muscles twitched uncontrollably. My vision stuttered with each discharge, and the flashes turned the masked faces below into frozen, overexposed snapshots of surprise. The blood that coated my hands and arms hissed where lightning burned through it and sent up faint curls of steam that were instantly swallowed by the thick, damp heat. I tried to pull my arms inward to keep the next strike contained, but the effort only made the next pulse lash out wide.

A forked bolt slammed straight into the side of the machine. The reaction was instant and violent, and the machine’s hum didn’t just falter but warped, like it was suddenly moving in reverse. Sparks spat out from the seams between plates to mix with the raw lighting that still leaped from my fingertips. I stumbled backward, and my boots dragged through the blood, but the connection between my hands and the machine didn’t break. Each pulse of electricity sent a shudder up my arms and into my shoulders until I thought my arms would tear off.

Many of the watchers below broke their eerie stillness for the first time, and while some recoiled, others moved forward with sudden urgency. One shouted something in clipped German, but the ringing in my ears chewed the words into nothing.

I wasn’t even sure if my hands were still part of me anymore. They felt like open ends of a wire that carried magic straight out of my body without my consent.

A fresh crack split the air, louder than the first two, and the lightning from my right hand curved back on itself and hit the railing before it arced toward the top funnel of the machine. At the same time, the blood that swirled at my feet erupted in violent ripples, like something massive was about to emerge from the depths.

The machine’s internal churning shifted to a frantic, grinding clatter, and every part of it moved in uneven lurches. My knees buckled again from the force behind each discharge, and the force shook me to my bones. My heart pounded so hard that I wasn’t sure how much was simply from the tension in my body and how much was the electricity I couldn’t shut off.

Blood splashed upward as the central funnel’s lip bent inward under the combined heat and force of the arcs, and the rim blackened before it flaked away in warped shards. One of those shards landed against my calf and seared through the fabric before I could even flinch, but the sudden sting barely registered over the rest of the pain that tore through me.

I twisted my arms in another desperate attempt to cut the flow, but lightning followed the motion and carved long burns into the platform’s surface as I swept it. The crowd had started to shout now, and multiple voices started to issue orders. Their boots slapped the wet floor around the platform’s base, and the Eisbegabter raised both hands as a pale haze curled around his fingers. He didn’t release it, though, and whether he was waiting for an opening or simply waiting for the okay to destroy the machine along with me, I couldn’t tell.

Another arc of electricity jumped from my hand and hit both the machine and the far railing at once. The sound that followed was deafening as the machine roared. The vibration rattled my teeth, and then the entire central column buckled inward. Steam exploded outward from the breach, hot enough that I felt the skin on my cheek tighten and sting, and the scent shifted from metallic to a sharper, acrid bite. My knees nearly gave out completely under the combined heat and the snapback force of the lightning, but my hands still wouldn’t stop.

The sound of the machine’s grinding became fractured as the entire platform tilted. Blood rushed toward the edge in a fresh wave and pulled at my ankles with enough force to send me stumbling sideways. Just to make things even harder, the next bolt that tore itself out of my hands made my arms contract so violently that my shoulders nearly popped.

But the lightning hit the heart of the machine dead on, and the machine split open with a sound like tearing metal and compressed air venting at once. Blood erupted from the hole in a solid column, and it drenched me again before it slammed into the railing hard enough to make it bow outward. The watchers nearest the base were hit by the spray as well, and they staggered back as it washed over them.

Another burst of lightning shot from my hands, apparently sealing the deal as the machine shuddered and buckled inward from the strike. Its internal supports gave way as lightning leaped between the railing, the ruined funnel, and the nearest masked figure, which happened to be the short man who had been yelling about my theft. The force of the discharge threw him backward into the crowd, and his body jerked midair before he hit the blood-slicked floor. The moment the arc broke, the machine let out one final metallic howl.

The central column gave way entirely and folded into itself with a bone-deep crunch. The outer casing split along three separate seams, and each one vomited steam and blood in spouts that hissed as they hit the hot plates. The grinding sound was replaced by a chorus of snapping metal, hissing pressure, and the wet slap of thick liquid spilling across the platform. The upper funnel tore loose from where it was mounted, and as it tilted, it spilled a final sheet of blood that cascaded over the railing and down into the pit below. The core of the machine, a cluster of spinning rings and glass conduits, now lay exposed and twitching as small bits of lightning skipped between the broken components.

The machine’s death was total. Its columns had crumpled inward, while bent plates and twisted rods jutted upward like snapped ribs. The flow of blood had already slowed to thick dribbles, and steam hung in a cloud that burned my throat with every breath. I staggered a step to the side and stared at the broken mess, now that all of the endless grinding and shriek of stressed metal had all been cut away.

In the silence, though, I could hear the sound of wet boots squelching against the flooded floor. Someone was moving toward me.

I turned and tried to force my arms to rise into some kind of guard, but they felt almost entirely useless now. The lightning that had shot through them a moment ago now came out as faint tremors, and when I tried to summon the power again, nothing came out. The sparks across my skin fizzled into silence and left only the sticky wetness of blood and sweat. My legs wobbled under me, and the floor’s pull made every step a fight.

The tall figure emerged from the steam, and I was vaguely aware that his mask was gleaming. He moved slowly, with purpose, and he still had his hands loose at his sides. A faint shimmer of heat curled off his fingers, just little distortions that thickened the air between us.

His gaze was locked on me, though, even as he picked his way through the destruction. The figure didn’t stop until he was a few steps away, and for a moment, all I saw was the gleam of the mask’s eye slits as they caught the light of the ruined machine. Then he slowly raised his hand and gripped the side of the mask. With a sharp motion, he tore it free and tossed it to the side.

The mask clattered against the flooded floor and vanished beneath a swirl of blood and steam, but I didn’t see where. I was too focused on the face that had been revealed. I knew that blond hair streaked with gray and combed in a perfect part. And I definitely recognized the deep, cutting lines of his features and that tight scowl stretched over his mouth.

Reinhard Voss.

He dropped his weight forward, and his fists curled tight as flames flared up his forearms. With a snap of his arm, fire burst from his hands in a controlled detonation and blasted him forward with a brutal speed. His boots skimmed the ground as water evaporated into clouds behind him, and in two breaths, he managed to close the distance between us.

I twisted back and stumbled into the spray of steam, so I was barely able to catch the glint of his strike before it landed. His flaming fist carved through the space I had just occupied, and the heat scraped across my mask and singed the edge of my sleeve. My heart slammed in my chest, and by instinct, I lifted my hand.

I was really hoping the lightning would respond to the motion, but there was nothing. Not even a spark, or the crackle of static. I didn’t know where the lightning had gone, and I couldn’t decide whether I was glad to be rid of it or terrified about my chances without it.

I retreated to put more space between us, but my boots slipped in the blood. Voss’ hands were still alive with flame, his scowl deepened, and his lips parted in a toothy snarl. He still didn’t know who I was beneath the mask, but it didn’t look like he cared at the moment.

He surged again, palms down, and blasted fire into the blood to drive himself forward in another lunge. I threw my arm up and felt the ghost of a tremor beneath my skin, like a series of pinpricks that must have been the lightning coming back to the surface, but nothing ever emerged. A shimmer flickered at my forearms and hands, wavered, and then collapsed into nothing. My chest went cold even as the air burned, and I backpedaled as I raised my arms as a shield, but every step brought me closer to the wall.

Voss’ first strike was a low hook with knuckles sheathed in fire, and even though I twisted aside at the last second, the air burned so hot it felt like someone had pressed a branding iron against my ribs. The blow carved a glowing trail across the air, a strike so sharp and quick I realized it could have torn a man in half if it landed clean. My robe smoked from the near miss, and my heart leaped straight into my throat.

I swung my arm out in a half-desperate strike, and a weak arc sputtered across my palm, barely enough to sting, and Voss swatted it away with a contemptuous backhand. The blow caught me across the mask and rattled my head so hard that stars burst behind my eyes. It felt more like I’d been struck by an artillery shell than by a man.

My footing slipped in the slick pool, and I dropped to one knee before he pressed the attack again. His foot came toward my chest in a fiery kick, a sheet of fire that hissed out in every direction like shrapnel from a grenade. I rolled desperately aside and felt the heat blister the skin on my arm as the floor where I had been crouched melted into a bubbling mess. He straightened up with a snarl as fire crawled the length of his body now, his scowl carved deeper into his features. The air bent around him, oxygen fleeing from his body’s pull as though he had become a living furnace.

Every inch I tried to retreat, he ate up with impossible speed. Flames vented from his heels as he drove himself forward like a human rocket, covering ground in bursts that no normal fighter could react to. I ducked under a spray of fire and shoved lightning from my hands with every ounce of will I had, begging the current to obey.

The air crackled for a moment, and a pale strand finally lashed out and struck his shoulder. Voss only grunted and twisted the current off himself in a spray of sparks.

His other hand shot out, fingers curled like a talon, and a narrow column of flames lanced through the space between us with the speed of a bullet. It slammed into my chest and threw me back into the wall so hard the steel bent around me. My robe blackened and split in seconds, and the skin underneath screamed in pain.

He didn’t give me any time or room to recover as he propelled himself forward again, a jet of fire propelling him across the slick floor. This time, his knee smashed into my ribs with an impact that sent fire rippling through the length of my body. It wasn’t just blunt force, but the heat fused instantly with flesh, nerve endings going white-hot in a storm of pain. My scream broke before it left my throat. I collapsed, my chest rattling as I tried to suck down some air, but the moment my shoulder hit the ground, his boot crashed down after it. The fire around his heel flared so hot it turned the blood beneath it to boiling foam, pinning me down.

Desperation tore a snarl out of me, and sparks crawled up my arms long enough to lick up his leg. He jerked back on instinct, seemingly more irritated than hurt, and retaliated by sweeping fire in a broad arc across the floor. The wave of heat hit so hard that chunks of broken machinery warped and popped, and I rolled clear, feeling the blast lick my heels as I shoved my arms outward again. Sparks raced over me, and the air hummed with a charge.

I tried to form them into a single, clean strike, the lightning illuminating his face, but it stuttered out with a pitiful whine, and his expression hardened into fury, as if annoyed that he wasn’t getting a stronger fight.

The fight quickly became a retreat as I staggered back. My body had been battered, and my throat was raw from smoke and blood. Voss pressed me back every inch, relentless as blasts of fire hammered the floor at my feet and sent me stumbling into the wall. Flames spiraled lazily from his palms as he advanced, measured and unhurried, and my arms trembled as I tried to keep them raised. I met his gaze through the mask despite how much my arms were trembling, and I refused to give him even the smallest flinch. He shifted his weight, lifted one hand, and the flames brightened at the center of his palm while his other fist curled with a sound like cracking coal.

I couldn’t move. My body was either too wrung out from the fight or too battered from his strikes, but I felt almost entirely limp as Voss stepped closer. His eyes blazed, and fire wreathed his arm. He cocked his hand back for the final strike, and I’m sure the glow from his fist painted my mask with a last orange glare.

I tried to summon the lightning one last time. Sparks crawled along my fingers like tiny insects for just a moment, but Voss only laughed.

“Pathetic,” he growled as his accent cut through the steam.

The fire grew brighter, and my back dug into the wall, with nowhere left to go.

Then, the wall behind me erupted with a sound like a canon, and steel and plaster shrieked as it buckled outward. The explosion tore through the chamber and ripped through the steam, and sent shards of metal across the room in a deadly rain. The blast hurled me forward, directly into a startled Voss, and both of us tumbled across the blood-slicked floor. Fire scattered wildly with his broken concentration, and my ears rang so violently that I couldn’t hear my own breath or make sense of the shapes moving in through the new hole in the wall.

Past the swirling haze of fire and the ringing in my ears, someone else had joined the battle.
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Chapter 6

The breach grew wider as dust rolled in waves across the chamber, and then boots hammered through the rubble with a fury that shook the air. Smoke curled around the jagged rim of twisted metal as a figure stepped through with the confidence of someone who belonged in this kind of violent carnage. Blonde hair caught the firelight like a signal flare, though it was streaked with the soot from the explosion and falling loose around a pale, snarling face. Her boots crunched over debris, and her blue eyes scanned the rubble with sharp, merciless intent. She wasted no time or breath as her first shot cracked like thunder and shattered one of the masks as it pierced the Nazi’s forehead. His body dropped in a heap before anyone else drew breath.

I recognized those sharp, careful eyes that followed everyone’s movements, the full lips set in a sharp scowl, and the high arched eyebrows. It was the same girl who had shadowed me in the ballroom.

The fire in her glare made it clear she wasn’t here to take prisoners. Instead of the dress she had been wearing in the ballroom, she now wore a stressed leather jacket and trousers, with sidearms strapped to her lower chest and thighs.

She was part of the resistance.

Or, at least, some local resistance group. There was no united front for all American resistance fighters, so I knew that most factions and branches operated in their own areas. Still, I was surprised someone was daring enough to blow a hole into a Nazi building while an active ritual was happening.

I ducked low behind a shattered pillar as the first few fighters surged in because I knew that the pressure of bodies and gunfire would probably trample me flat if I didn’t move fast enough.

The other rebels stormed in after her, and one carried a shotgun patched with metal wire, while another lugged a sack heavy with something that clinked like metal. I figured they were probably pipe bombs, by the shape of the lumps.

Others dragged axes, pistols, and other shotguns, and their screams hit the walls in a chorus that shook me to my core. A masked man spun toward the blonde girl, but she shot him once in the side before he could respond. Her second shot tore his jaw away, and he fell to the ground as the rebels surged past his soon-to-be corpse. I stumbled sideways and nearly slipped on his blood as it sprayed across the stone floor, and I shoved myself behind his falling body as cover before the next burst of fire hit.

They clashed with the masked men in a storm of blood and metal. A rebel wielding an old shotgun fired once, and the blast ripped through ceramic masks and flung sharp shards of mask and chunks of brain into the air. A rebel with a hatchet vaulted over rubble and hacked at a Nazi’s shoulder. He split the joint and sprayed blood across his own face in the process. I forced myself to move, and crawled toward a section of the wall that wasn’t already collapsing. My ribs screamed every time I breathed, and a stray round pinged the stone above my head and showered grit into my eyes as I bit down hard to keep from cursing aloud.

The man with the sack dropped to his knees and yanked out a German hand grenade wrapped in tape and nails, then hurled it into the fray. The explosion tore apart two Nazis mid-stride, and chunks of their bodies splattered wetly against the wall. Screams filled the chamber, raw and hoarse, until they merged into one cacophonous roar. The blonde woman cut through the chaos with ruthless precision, and her pistol snapped left and right as each shot took a leg or a life down with it. I threw myself flat as the blast wave rolled through, and my teeth rattled as chunks of debris clattered around me. Then, I crawled back onto my knees and forced myself up.

Spurred into action by the arrival of the resistance, the masked Nazis pushed back now, with a force they hadn’t used when they’d been more worried about saving the machine. But now that the machine was broken, they could unleash their own arsenal. So after the initial shock wore off, they started to pull out their own weapons.

Bullets shredded two rebels in seconds, and their bodies jerked back like broken puppets before they collapsed onto the floor. Another rebel tried to slam his axe into a guard’s arm, only to be shot in the side of the head by another. I rolled past their falling bodies, my hands pressed to stone slick with blood as I tried to gauge where I could move without being torn apart in the crossfire.

Meanwhile, the Eisbegabter swept his arm wide, and jagged spines of ice ripped upward through three rebels mid-run. Their bodies froze where they stood, their mouths locked in a scream.

The Feuerbegabter smiled at his fellow mage’s success and then lifted his palm to set one woman aflame in an instant. Her shrieks were cut short as she crumpled into ash. Voss roared and hurled even more fire in broad arcs that scattered the rebels with every move. The ritual chamber had become a furnace of smoke, screams, and eardrum-shattering gunfire, and I was caught in the middle.

I crawled against the rubble as my chest heaved, and blood seeped through the tears in my stolen robe. My lungs burned, and every breath I drew in felt as sharp as broken glass. Sparks flickered weakly across my palm, too faint to be useful at this point, but just bright enough to illuminate a pipe bomb rolling past. I rolled as far away from the bomb as possible, and its sharp blast shook the walls and showered me in dust and loose stone.

Around me, the rebels and nazi guards continued to butcher each other savagely. I clenched my teeth, furious at my own weakness and furious at myself for crouching uselessly while others bled. My body screamed for rest, but I knew if I stayed here much longer, I would probably die faceless and forgotten in the rubble.

But if I moved, I would be making myself a target.

As impassioned as these fighters were, they didn’t seem organized like the Sacramento Resistance, and I couldn’t tell what in the world their plan or course of action could be. Right now, it seemed like they just wanted to spill as much Nazi blood as possible, which was admirable in a suicidal way.

The blonde woman tore across the chamber, kicked one guard off balance, and drove her knife through his neck. She then fired once at the Feuerbegabter, but the round sparked off stone as he ducked and returned a narrow line of fire. She dropped behind a corpse and let the flames wash over it until it charred, then popped back up and sent another shot into his side. It staggered him, but he didn’t fall.

Around her, the remaining rebels swung their weapons wildly. One hacked at a Nazi with an axe until blood gushed in fans across the floor, while another emptied his pistol into a Nazi’s chest, then bashed his skull in with the empty grip for good measure. They all bled and fought without hesitation, powered by rage.

Voss was just as angry, though, and he bellowed as he hurled fire across the room that engulfed three rebels at once. They collapsed as black husks, and their bodies burst into piles of ash and burnt flesh. Then, Voss shot a gout of fire at a man wielding a shotgun mid-stride and reduced him to ash instantly.

When the man with the explosives noticed, he threw two at once, and they collided midair in a deafening blast that shredded fighters on both sides and tore chunks of flesh from Voss’ right arm, but the Begabtenkorps Hauptmann refused to go down. Other gun-wielding Nazis rallied behind his fire and poured bullets into the charging mob. The fighters howled, but they also refused to surrender.

Shit was about to really hit the fan, and I knew that it was time for me to go or I’d be killed.

I gritted my teeth as I forced myself up, then I grabbed a Luger that had been dropped at my feet by a dead officer. My knees shook as I stood, but I fired anyway, while each round jerked my hand hard upward. The first bullet punched through a Nazi’s mask and snapped his head back. The second tore into a Nazi’s ribs and spun him down into a heap.

One of these resistance fighters charged at me with a large military knife, I raised my free hand and pushed sparks forward as a weak but steady charge crawled from my palm. The lightning crackled across a Resistance fighter, and his body only twitched once before it collapsed onto the ground. It didn’t feel good to kill an ally, but I was wearing a nazi uniform, so he didn’t know any better. Another dead, brave American that I would make these fascists pay for.

Strength, or maybe righteous fury, seeped back into my chest with every kill. I couldn’t just watch or collect information anymore. I had made my choice, and it was to fight with all the energy left in me. I wasn’t eager to throw my life away, but damn it all to hell, I could take down a few Nazis before I made my getaway in the chaos.

As if he had sensed my renewed energy, the Eisbegabter swung toward me as fury twisted across his exposed face. He thrust an arm forward, and a jagged shard of ice cut through the air toward me. I threw myself sideways and watched the shard rip apart rubble where my skull had been.

The Eisbegabter steadied himself after the first miss and ripped another spike of ice from the floor with a furious motion. The jagged shard shot toward me, but I ducked low and felt the air whip above my head as it cracked against the far wall. I tried to summon more lightning, but only small sparks leaped off my palm before they faded into the smoke.

The ice mage sneered as he stalked closer, and every step left frost etched into the ground. His arm lifted for another strike, but before he could summon his magic again, a bullet tore through his shoulder. He staggered back and snarled, and his eyes snapped toward the new threat.

The blonde girl fired again, and the second round bit deep into his stomach. He clutched at his wound, and we both watched as he let out a loud gurgle, and collapsed to the ground. As blood oozed out beneath him, her gaze swept toward me.

“You’re dressed like them,” she spat the words between clenched teeth as I raised my hand.

“Not with them,” I rasped quietly. “I’m with the Sacramento resistance.”

“Highlands Collective,” she replied curtly.

She didn’t lower her weapon, though I didn’t know what I expected. The Highlands Collective, from what I knew of them, was an anarchist resistance group, more focused on bombing based on ego than actually doing lasting damage. They acted on urges of violence just as a child might throw a tantrum, and although we had the same goal, only one group was actually making strides toward change.

That also explained all the violence and impulsiveness I had seen thus far from them. For a moment, I thought she might put a bullet in me anyway, but a long howl from the Eisbegabter who we had thought was dead cut the moment short. He stumbled back up, his face pale and blood slathered over his face, hands, and clothes, and then drew both arms wide. Ice shattered across the floor in jagged shards, and the blonde cursed and dove for cover. I followed her lead as rubble exploded where the spikes struck.

We crouched behind a broken beam. The air here was much warmer, but was quickly growing cold as the Eisbegabter stalked toward us. The blonde’s breath hissed between her teeth as she slammed a fresh magazine into the pistol, and her eyes flicked toward me again.

“Sacramento resistance, huh?” she muttered as though chewing through the words. “So you were the one in the ballroom sticking out like a sore thumb. You’re a long way from home, comrade.”

I kept my pistol raised, though my arm shook with the effort.

“Doesn’t matter where I came from,” I grumbled. “It only matters what I’m doing now. And my name’s Teddy.”

Her gaze flicked down to the sparks that crawled over my fingers, and her jaw visibly tightened. I didn’t blame her, especially when magic was exclusive to highly-ranked Nazis. She hadn’t arrived in time to see me fight through the crowd to get a faceful of an innocent girl’s blood. My face was still coated with a sticky, dried layer of crimson, but she seemed to attribute that to the fight.

“Looks like Nazi tricks to me,” she shot back, then jerked her chin toward the advancing Eisbegabter. “Prove you’re not one of them. Kill him, or I’ll shoot you.”

I clenched my teeth but gave no argument, because the Eisbegabter had already advanced far enough to raise both arms in an attack. Frost spiderwebbed across the ground, and I knew it would soon cut through my boots if I stayed still. I darted to the right and fired three shots. Each one tore into the shifting ice shield that sprang from his side.

“Traitor,” he hissed, “you will freeze.”

I raised my pistol and shot once more at him, and this time I caught him in the shoulder. His body jerked as it was struck, but he kept coming, and I was out of ammo.

The blonde woman cursed loudly and vaulted onto a chunk of rubble for a better angle. Her next shots punched into his shoulders and forced him to stagger back a step. I took the chance and sprinted forward, even though the pistol was empty now, but my other hand was growing brighter as sparks of electricity built. The air reeked of the standard rusty, ozone smell that magic gave off, but it was tinged with something distinctly cold and metallic.

He lifted his hand with the intent to spear me on ice, but I shouted as I threw a charge of lighting hard across the chamber. It slammed into his chest and sent him reeling, and he shrieked as his frost collapsed around him in shards. His knees buckled, and the blonde woman shot him again in the stomach. His roar shook the walls, but frost quickly collected over the wound that the bullet had made.

We both darted back and panted as he tossed ice spears in erratic bursts. Our only consolation was that even if he had managed to stop the bleeding, the pain and internal damage remained.

“He’s not going down easy,” I growled as sparks crawled across my fingers.

The blonde gave me a sharp look, clearly not sold on my credentials. While the blast of lightning I’d created had been effective, it hadn’t actually killed the man, and neither had our bullets.

“I’ve never seen a Nazi use lightning,” she said with a frown. “What the hell is that about?”

“To be honest--” I hesitated for a moment. “I’m not sure, either. But let’s figure that out after we get out of here.”

“We?” the woman shot back.

The Eisbegabter lurched forward again, and his wound spilled crystals of frozen blood across the ground. The chamber filled with screams from other skirmishes, fire from Voss, and a thick smoke that choked the air. Nobody was backing down yet, but the casualties were racking up quickly on both sides.

I raised my chin and looked the blonde woman in the eyes.

“Whether we go our separate ways or die trying,” I rasped through the smoke, “as long as we kill all of these bastards, I’ll be happy. Just don’t point that gun at me.”

The sparks lit her cheekbones in sharp relief and highlighted the soot streaked across her face. She gave me a quick once-over, and her finger twitched on the trigger of her pistol.

“Don’t tempt me,” she muttered, but she swung her rifle back toward the Eisbegabter.

His snarl rattled through the chamber as he dragged his frost-coated body forward, and every step crunched with the sound of frozen rubble. His eyes glowed with fury, but the stagger in his stance betrayed the damage that we had already dealt.

I shifted my grip on the empty pistol, now that it was more of a weight than a weapon, and raised my other hand when lightning began to flicker faintly again. The blonde shifted her feet and squared her shoulders, now that we were fighting on the same side.

The Eisbegabter’s arm swung high as he tried to spear us both with a jagged spear of ice. The blonde woman rolled left, and her rifle snapped out three precise bursts that hammered into his torso. Each shot sent chips of ice and frozen blood flying into the smoke.

I raised my hand and hurled every spark I had built up straight into his chest. Lightning crashed against him like a whip across stone, and echoed so loudly it shook loose rubble from the floor. The Eisbegabter screamed as the strike ripped through him, and his frost shattered in cascading shards. His body staggered back as his chest caved in.

He fell to one knee, stubborn even in defeat, and dragged his arm toward me with ice clawing desperately from his fingertips. But the blonde was faster, and she leaped forward with a snarl and slammed the butt of her pistol across his jaw.

His head snapped sideways as blood and frost scattered like shattered glass, and using her momentum, she fired one more shot directly at his head. The shot was low and ripped through his throat, and then he gurgled a choking cry as his body convulsed. Finally, he toppled backward with a resounding crash and twitched once before stillness claimed him. His glowing eyes dulled as frost bled away into vapor.

“Worst of it down,” she muttered as I leaned on my knees.

“Unfortunately, I don’t think so.” I nodded toward the far side of the chamber, where a towering silhouette loomed through the shifting smoke.

Flames twisted unnaturally and bent with Voss’ will as he stepped through the haze. His face was split by a snarl, and one arm had been burned and mangled, but he was still deadly. Fire curled around his remaining hand, and his eyes were filled with murderous intent.

“Shit,” the blonde cursed under her breath. “I was hoping he’d burned himself out.”

“He’s more powerful than the others,” I muttered. “A lot more.”

“Vermin,” Voss bellowed as the fire in his palm swelled until it was nearly blinding. “You think you can defy the Reich? The will of the Führer?”

His flames surged outward into a wall of burning destruction that roared through the chamber. We dove apart as the searing heat ripped at our skin, and the ground cracked as fire licked through the rubble. My lungs burned just trying to breathe in the suffocating smoke.

I scrambled for cover as sparks crawled frantically across my palms. My chest heaved as I tried to build more charge, but every muscle in my body screamed with exhaustion. Still, I knew if I faltered now, he’d incinerate us both. The blonde ducked low behind a shattered column and fired rapid bursts to no avail as her bullets turned to molten metal before they even reached him. She cursed again, and her voice was raw with desperation.

“Your turn, Sacramento!” she yelled. “Hit him before he cooks us alive!”

Voss stepped forward and dragged the firestorm with him. I pressed my back against the beam, my knuckles white as electricity stuttered across my fingers. I bolted from the cover, and the sparks across my arms blazed as I thrust my arm forward.

Lightning arced wildly across the chamber and snapped through the smoke in jagged, uncontrolled forks. One bolt cracked toward Voss just as he hurled his fire forward, like his rage was exploding into a torrent of flame. The two forces met midair with a blinding flash, and for one suspended heartbeat, fire and lightning clawed against each other.

Then, the collision detonated.

The explosion ripped the chamber apart in a tidal wave of heat and thunder. Stone shattered, glass burst, and the floor beneath us quaked. Screaming sounded around us as the force of the explosion hit both anarchists and Nazis.

I hit the ground hard as the breath was torn from my lungs. My ears rang with a high-pitched whine, and my arms trembled as I tried to push myself up while sparks crawled across my skin without any control. Even with that burst of lightning, it felt like there was still more itching to escape from my fingertips. My muscles seized painfully, but somewhere through the haze, I heard the blonde coughing and swearing as she stumbled upright.

The chamber had become unrecognizable after that blast. Stone pillars lay cracked in heaps, and walls groaned under the strain as fire rolled lazily across the floor in glowing sheets. The air stank of scorched flesh and sharp metal, and screams had turned into groans as anarchists and Nazis alike lay scattered in charred heaps. Some were smoldering husks, while others had been torn apart by shrapnel. Dust and smoke blurred the room as I staggered upright, even though my legs were still weak and sparks still crawled violently over my skin.

Yet Voss was still alive. He stood amid the carnage like a beast born of fire and hate. His coat had burned away, and his chest was a blackened mass of cracked flesh, but his eyes were still bright with fury. The mangled ruin of his arm hung at his side, yet the other pulsed with fire that roared brighter with every passing second. The fire around him licked higher as he surveyed the surrounding devastation.

I was sure his injuries would’ve been a death sentence for an ordinary human. But he was far from finished.

The blonde staggered to my side, one sleeve burned away and her skin blistered raw. She wiped soot from her eyes with the back of her hand as she coughed, and her gun hung uselessly at her side now that the barrel glowed faintly red from the heat. She looked on with an expression that was a mix of anger and disbelief.

“He’s still standing,” she rasped hoarsely. “Christ almighty, how the fuck is he doing that?”

I could only nod, though sparks continued to hiss off me uncontrollably. My control was gone, but the lightning wanted blood, and it wanted to burn him down just as much as I did. Voss threw his head back and laughed.

“Fools!” he bellowed. “The only thing you accomplish by destroying everything is creating a man who can lose nothing!”

His hand snapped forward and flames surged again, brighter and deadlier, like the heart of a volcano had just spilled into the chamber. The air warped with the heat as the walls glowed faintly orange, and while my instincts screamed at me to run, there was nowhere left to go.

I raised my arm, and lightning burst out before I could will it to. The bolt shot across the chamber, jagged and violent, and met his fire in midair. The collision was instant and violent, an explosion of light and sound that rattled my teeth and nearly blinded me, but unlike before, neither force collapsed right away. Fire and lightning pushed against one another as the air between us sizzled and crackled with heat and static. My arm shook violently, and every muscle strained to keep the lightning steady.

The blonde ducked low and shielded her eyes from the unbearable glow, then shouted something that I couldn’t make out over the thunder of the clash. My skin burned from the effort as lightning poured out of me in ragged bursts, but Voss just leaned forward and bared his teeth as the fire screamed louder and hotter. The chamber had become so hot that sweat evaporated off my skin the moment it formed, replaced by the sharp sting of smoky burns.

We held like that, two forces locked in perfect hatred and unwilling to give up. My legs buckled, and my chest heaved as sparks leaped wildly from my torso like the lightning was tearing me apart. My vision tunneled, but I could still see Voss’ savage grin through the fire.

The blonde kept shouting encouragement, curses, and anything else she could think of to keep me from collapsing. My heart pounded so hard it felt like it might explode.

But then my balance broke, and my lightning flared out of control. There was a massive surge that knocked my arm out of control, and his fire managed to overtake it in a blinding crescendo. The explosion was a catastrophic, white-hot sphere of destruction that erupted in the center of the chamber and swallowed everything in light and sound. The shockwave hurled me backward like a rag doll, and my body smashed against stone as the air was ripped from my lungs. The floor cracked and split wide as it swallowed both beams and bodies.

Everything burned. I couldn’t tell if it was the fire that had worked its way across my skin or lightning tearing through my veins, but the pain was absolute and all-consuming. Rubble rained down and smashed into the floor to crush both dead and living alike as a deafening roar consumed every sense.

Silence followed as smoke and dust blanketed everything.

When I opened my eyes, what was left of the chamber had been almost entirely gutted, with the only remaining intact walls being those attached to the rest of the building. Bodies were everywhere, many reduced to unrecognizable heaps. Masked Nazis lay melted into their robes, and anarchists were sprawled in broken heaps, some with weapons melted into their hands. The fire that had once danced with such rage now burned weakly as small flames licked at the ruin. The smell was unbearable.

I coughed, and blood spilled from my lips as I forced myself onto my hands. Sparks still flickered weakly across my arm, but the lightning inside me had burned itself out and left only a shell of exhaustion. My ears rang with a piercing, high-pitched whine, while the rest of the world felt muffled and distant. I blinked through the smoke, and for a moment, it seemed like nothing had survived.

Then, I heard a sharp cough followed by a hoarse voice. The blonde staggered out from behind a collapsed slab of stone, and though her body was battered, she was still alive. Her hair was singed, and her rifle was gone, but she was still standing, and my chest loosened in a relief I hadn’t expected to feel. She limped toward me as she clutched her side, and blue eyes locked on me.

“You…” she rasped. “You nearly killed us all.”

I swallowed hard, tasted the iron on my tongue, and tried to sit up.

“But we’re alive,” I managed weakly.

The words felt hollow, given the sea of corpses scattered around us. The chamber was silent now, save for the crackle of dying flames and the groans of collapsing stone.

Voss was nowhere to be seen, though his fire at least had been snuffed out in the storm of my uncontrolled lightning. That, and the piles of dead Nazis might have been cause for celebration, if not for the piles of dead resistance fighters right alongside them. Everyone was gone. The blonde’s gaze swept across the devastation, and her expression hardened as she turned back to me.

“If you want me to believe you’re not one of them,” she said as she pointed a trembling finger at me, “you better start proving it. Because after this… I’m not sure what the hell you are, but I know it’s nothing normal.”

“I didn’t ask for this,” I muttered hoarsely. “I couldn’t even hold it back. If I could’ve stopped it, I would have. God knows I didn’t want all of this.”

“Apparently, it doesn’t matter what you want,” she said flatly. “Seems to me like you’re a walking time bomb.”

The proof of her words was all around us in melted steel and broken bodies. I wished that these circumstances had been better, that the Nazis would have lost more than they damaged, but there was no way for me to justify what had happened. Even so, the blonde didn’t seem nearly as bothered as I was. I decided that being direct was the best way to go.

“Why aren’t you more shaken by this? You saw what happened. Your people are…” I gestured weakly at the scene around me. “All of them are dead. You should be--”

“Crying? Screaming?” She cut me off. “We all knew the risks the moment we came here. Nobody walked into this thinking they’d walk out, because that’s what fighting looks like when you’re outnumbered, outgunned, and fighting monsters who can literally bend the elements to their will. The alternative is always worse.”

“The people on your side just met horrible, grisly fates,” I protested, half-unsure why I was arguing about this in the first place. “And you’re not even the slightest bit upset about it?”

“Whatever it takes to get the job done,” she snapped. “Me crying about it isn’t gonna do shit. My energy is much better spent on getting revenge for their deaths, and on that note, you should probably give me a reason not to bash your skull in where you stand.”

“I told you.” I groaned as I forced myself up straighter. “My name’s Teddy Moore. Sacramento resistance. I was fighting them myself before their weird machine shot me with magic blood, and gave me, well…”

I curled my fingers, and sparks danced across them. She looked at it with a frown, then back at me.

“Fuck-ass wizardry,” she offered.

“I was going to say magic,” I replied. “You don’t have to trust me, but I’m not one of them. Never was.”

To emphasize the point, I fumbled with the leather straps of the already chipped and broken mask, and pulled it off my face. How it managed to stay affixed through everything was a mystery, but I was happy to finally have it off. I was less happy about the reaction from the blonde, who squinted at me, studied my face, and then rolled her eyes.

“Alright, Sacramento pretty boy, you’ve got a lot to prove to me,” she said at last. “But we’re not out of the woods yet, so we should probably get out of here before something else comes by to blow us up to high heaven.”

“My name is Teddy,” I repeated.

“And my name’s Carina,” she replied. “Now that show-and-tell’s over with, let’s move.”

She was oddly collected for someone who had been a part of all the death and devastation today, but then again, she carried herself like someone who faced death regularly. Since she didn’t linger on the casualties, I nodded once, then pushed myself up to my feet. My body screamed in protest, but we couldn’t stay here. She was right about that much.

Then, from the far end of the chamber, came a sound neither of us wanted to hear. A metallic clink, followed by the low groan of iron under strain. My head snapped toward the set of scorched double doors that had once led into the ballroom. They were shaking, not from the quake of the explosion, but from hands on the other side.

Carina stiffened and then looked around for a weapon. I felt sparks twitch across my fingers again, though my body had nothing left to give. The doors shuddered harder, and dust shook loose from the ceiling at the force.

“They’re coming,” she whispered.
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Chapter 7

The doors jolted again and rattled on their broken hinges with a groan that vibrated through the chamber. A fresh crack zigzagged upward across the scorched frame as if the building itself was warning us to flee.

My chest ached as I staggered upright, and every breath pulled knives through my ribs as sparks twitched uncontrollably across my hand in uneven arcs. The strength I had poured into the fight earlier was gone, drained from my bones until all I had left was pain and exhaustion, but the door’s shuddering meant there was no time to recover.

Carina’s wiry frame was silhouetted in the wavering firelight as she scanned the wreckage for anything remotely usable as a weapon. She snatched up a jagged length of blackened rebar from the ground and hefted it like it was a polished spear. Her knuckles turned white around the grip, even though blood slicked her fingers and dripped into the ash at her boots.

“Good,” she hissed, the word half a growl and half a challenge as she set her stance facing toward the door. “Let them come through. Every second we’re breathing is a chance to cut more of these bastards down. Let’s see how many we can take out before they drop us.”

Her eyes gleamed with a kind of feral excitement, and I knew she’d already decided that she was going to die today. But I had too much information to pass along, and I couldn’t let that happen.

So I forced my body to move closer to her, though I stumbled from the effort, and grabbed her shoulder with what little strength I had left. My hand burned with the faint static that crawled across it, but I ignored the sting, because she needed to listen.

“Are you insane?” My voice came out ragged and hoarse from all the smoke and blood. “Look at yourself. You’re bleeding, limping, and you don’t even have a gun anymore. That hunk of metal isn’t going to hold back trained soldiers armed to the teeth.

“I--” she started, but hesitated.

“And you saw what happened when I tried to fight Voss,” I said. “I can’t control this yet. The lightning’s just as likely to blow this whole place apart as it is to hit a single target. If we stay here, Carina, we’re finished. Both of us. Dead. Buried under another pile of corpses before we even know what hit us, and no one in the Resistance will ever learn what we know.”

My words came fast and desperate, but the door behind us groaned again, and the sound of boots against the other side was all the proof we needed that I wasn’t exaggerating. Carina jerked her shoulder free of my grip and snarled sharply enough to slice the air between us.

“Better to die swinging than crawling away like cowards,” she shot back and brandished the rebar against the door. “Every corpse we leave behind on that floor is one less soldier dragging someone’s father out of their house, or one less boot stomping a kid’s face into the mud. You don’t understand what this fight is, Sacramento. You don’t get that living through it isn’t the point. It’s about making the Reich bleed until there’s nothing left to take from us.”

Her blue eyes locked onto mine, hard as steel, and I could see how far gone she was in her cause. There was no hesitation, no thought of survival in her, only the rage of someone who had already made peace with death long before she breached this place. I wasn’t sure what had brought her up to this point, but whatever it was, she had slapped a bloody Band-Aid over it and kept marching.

“If dying here means another hundred people get to live tomorrow, then so be it,” she said. “That’s what it means to fight.”

Her words dripped venom, and yet beneath the fury, I caught the faintest tremor in her jaw, a sign of something rawer. Maybe grief, buried so deep she refused to let herself feel it. I shook my head, and although my throat was raw from smoke, I forced my voice through anyway.

I couldn’t let her march into a hopeless slaughter.

“No,” I insisted in a harsh voice. “You’re wrong. It’s not about dying, it’s about surviving long enough to win. You think your death is going to mean anything to them? They’ll just step over you and keep going. Meanwhile, the people you want to help… who fights for them if you’re gone? What about the other people who died here? Who makes sure their sacrifice isn’t just a nameless pile of ash?”

I gestured weakly at the ruins around us and the bodies burned into the rubble, and I felt my own breath hitch as I spoke.

“I…” she muttered and quickly looked away from a twisted corpse.

“If you burn out here for nothing, then all you’ve done is make their deaths pointless.” I let go of her shoulder. “I won’t do that. Not to Sacramento, not to anyone. I fight so there’s a chance at something after all this is done, not just a few extra corpses on the floor.”

Her jaw tightened so hard I thought it might snap, and her lips curled as her grip on the rebar tightened. Her posture screamed that she was probably about to drive it straight through my chest rather than the Nazis on the other side of the door. The tension between us buzzed as two different philosophies about this war clashed against each other.

Then her gaze flicked around the room again and landed on the broken heaps of her comrades, the melted faces of the masked soldiers, and then back to me. I saw grief claw its way up into her throat, but she forced it back down and pressed it into fury instead.

“At least the dead don’t have to live with this anymore,” she hissed, and her voice cracked for just a moment. “At least they died fighting instead of dragging out another day in this hell.”

She clenched her teeth until her jaw trembled, and I realized she wasn’t arguing against me. She was arguing against a pain that ate her alive from the inside. The doors groaned again, this time louder, and there was a screech of tortured metal followed by a plume of smoke that seeped through the widening cracks. Boots pounded harder against the door, and voices shouted orders in German.

I stepped closer to Carina, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her toward me until our faces were inches apart and she could see every drop of blood and sweat on my face.

“Listen to me,” I said, my voice so low it was nearly drowned out by the pounding at the door. “Dying’s the easy part. Living after all of this is the fight that matters. If you burn out here, you won’t make all those deaths count. You want revenge? Fine. But you can’t have revenge if you’re buried in this rubble. Don’t waste their deaths by adding yours to the pile.”

My words trembled with desperation, but they were the truth, and I held her eyes until I saw the flicker of hesitation I was waiting for. She said she hadn’t been affected by the deaths of the other anarchists, but her reaction now betrayed that pride. Carina’s nostrils flared, and her chest heaved, but then her shoulders slumped a fraction as she looked back over the wreckage again. Slowly, she turned back to me, her lips pressed so tight together that they turned pale.

“You still have something worth crawling back to,” she said finally, her voice raw and ragged. “I don’t. There’s nothing left but this. Fighting’s all I’ve got left, Sacramento.”

I let go of her wrist. Her admission cut deeper than any threat she had spat out.

“Then make the fight mean something,” I said. “You want revenge, so don’t waste it here on a handful of replaceable grunts that’ll just keep coming. Live long enough to make your fight matter, so you can hit them where it actually hurts. You can outlast them.”

Sparks flickered weakly across my palm again, wild and uneven, and I winced at the way it seared up my arm, but I refused to look away.

“If you die here, these bastards win twice. They take your life, and they erase your chance to fight them tomorrow.” I leaned in so she’d hear every damn word. “I promise you, I am not going to die for their convenience. Neither are you. Not tonight.”

For a long moment, she just stared at me. Her jaw twitched, and then her knuckles loosened slightly on the rebar as her arm dipped just enough to show she wasn’t about to throw herself headlong into the slaughter. The pounding at the door grew louder, and the frame buckled outward as dust rained from the cracks above. The voices on the other side barked louder, maybe more commands or a countdown, and Carina finally spat a curse before she tossed the rebar to the ground with a clang that echoed across the ruined chamber.

“Fine,” she snapped, though her voice dripped with venom. “But if we’re running, you better make damn sure it’s not just to hide. If I’m dragging my ass away from this fight, then it better be to hit back harder later.”

She jabbed a finger against my chest, where the sparks flickered weakly beneath my skin.

“Of course,” I agreed.

“And you,” she said, “control that lightning of yours before it kills us both. Because if you get me killed before I’ve had the chance to kill a few more of these bastards, I’ll haunt you until the day you choke on your last breath.”

Relief washed over me, though it didn’t last long. Convincing her to run was only the first step, since we still had to escape and survive long enough to make my efforts count.

“Deal,” I said and forced myself to sound steadier than I felt.

I scanned the wreckage for a way out that wouldn’t walk us straight into the enemy’s waiting guns. The walls were blown wide in places, and I could see great gashes of rubble and twisted steel where the explosion had torn the chamber apart. Smoke still billowed through the openings and curled into the night air beyond, but those gaps meant freedom if we could reach them. The doors behind us thundered one final time, and the hinges screamed in protest.

I grabbed Carina’s arm and pulled her with me as we stumbled across the fractured floor. Every footstep was a gamble between solid stone and shifting debris that could collapse beneath our weight. Carina leaned heavily on her side, and blood soaked through her torn jacket, but at least she moved with the same stubborn determination she’d shown a few moments ago.

The smoke grew thicker as we reached the destroyed wall, but there was no time for another plan. There was a deafening crack behind us as the ballroom doors finally gave way, and the shriek of splintering metal and wood echoed over the roar of German voices flooding into the chamber. I kept my eyes forward, and my focus funneled on the jagged opening ahead, where cold night air mixed with smoke and the faint shimmer of stars.

We stumbled through the breach, and the sharp edges of twisted steel scraped at our clothes as we squeezed through the gap. Outside, the desert night sprawled before us, vast and indifferent, a wasteland of cracked asphalt and broken stone littered with debris from the explosion. Nazi reinforcements would soon be converging from every direction, and Carina staggered and almost collapsed onto her knees, but I hauled her back up, my arm hooked under hers.

“Not yet,” I muttered, half to her and half to myself. “Not yet. We’re not done.”

She spat blood into the dirt and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then she gave me a glare that was equal parts fury and grim approval. Every few seconds, we heard the sharp pop of rifles from inside the hotel, followed by shouts in German and the occasional scream, proof that there was still plenty of chaos behind those cracked walls.

“They’ll fan out soon,” I murmured as my eyes darted across the barren stretch of sand and broken stone. “We don’t have any cover out here.”

“So, what’s your genius plan?” Carina gritted her teeth and spat more blood. “We play dead until they get bored?”

“No,” I shook my head. “We shouldn’t run from the hotel. We should go back in.”

“What?” her head snapped toward me. “Are you insane?”

I scanned the skeletal remains of scaffolding that leaned crookedly against the outer wall of the hotel. At first it looked useless, just another casualty of the blast, but then I noticed a cluster of half-buried bodies still in their uniforms. They were ordinary soldiers who had been caught in the initial shockwave and thrown like rag dolls against the wall. Their corpses were sprawled in the dirt, and though their rifles had been snapped and their helmets cracked, their clothes were mostly intact. I nodded toward the pile, and Carina caught my eye with a knowing glimmer.

She grimaced, but nodded once, and then dragged herself toward the nearest corpse with a stubborn limp. We didn’t need to look convincing for long, just enough to walk back in through the chaos without a single rifle pointed our way. It felt fitting that I had gotten into the ritual wearing a dead man’s clothes, and now I was going to get out of it the same way.

I quickly stripped a jacket from one of the dead, and my hands shook as I tugged the stiff gray fabric over my shoulders. The armband stretched tight across my arm, and its crimson symbol glared in the moonlight.

Carina said nothing as she yanked a cap from another body and tucked her long hair underneath it. Her face was streaked with soot, but her posture was sharp as steel. With the addition of a few more garments, we looked the part of proper Nazi grunts who’d been caught in the crossfire.

“Keep your chin up, and eyes forward,” I murmured. “We move with the rest, not against them. We should be able to get to my hotel room without anyone noticing, assuming that most of the people on the floor are locked down in their rooms.”

We adjusted our collars, smoothed ash off what we could, and then slipped into step as we made our way into the hotel. Nobody gave us a second glance, because everyone, from the desk clerk to the proudest officer, was too focused on the chaos in the ritual chamber to pay much attention to a few limping soldiers.

Inside, the hotel was a storm of smoke and shouting as soldiers poured toward the blasted chamber. We kept our strides clipped and steady, our faces cold, and slipped through the chaos without breaking pace. The deeper we moved into the corridors, the thinner the crowds became, until the shouts dulled into echoes and the smoke thinned to a haze. We reached my hotel room without a single challenge, and I quickly ushered Carina in and closed the door behind us.

The disguises had worked, and more importantly, there was no one left alive who could connect me to the chaos of the ritual. Every witness had been burned, buried, and entirely decimated in the chaos. As far as the Reich knew, I had been in the hotel room the entire time.

Carina collapsed into the lone chair near the bed, and her chest heaved as she pressed a hand to her side where blood had seeped through her jacket. I slumped against the door and let my head thud softly against the wood as the adrenaline finally began to drain from my body. For a long while, neither of us spoke, and I found myself staring at her and the way she clenched her jaw as though refusing to show weakness even when she had every right to fall apart. She must have felt my eyes on her, because she cut me a look that was sharp enough to draw blood.

“What?” she asked in a voice that was dry and rough, but not hostile.

“Just…” I shrugged faintly. “Making sure you’re still alive.”

Her lips twitched almost into a smile, but it passed quickly.

“Alive, pissed off, and still ready to kick your ass if you pull any more stunts with the lightning. So yeah,” she sighed. “I’m good.”

I chuckled weakly, and sank onto the floor. I didn’t want to sit on the bed yet, not with all the blood and ash that was caked on me. After a beat, she glanced toward the small adjoining bathroom and its cracked door that hung slightly ajar.

“Mind if I…?” she gestured and pushed herself up to her feet.

“Go ahead,” I said and leaned back on my elbows. “You need it more than I do.”

“Wow,” she snorted. “What a nice thing to say to a lady.”

She gave a dry laugh, tossed her head, and grabbed a folded towel from the dresser, before she staggered into the bathroom. A few minutes later, the sound of running water soon filled the quiet room.

I let out a soft exhale and found myself wanting to be rid of all of this grime. The stench of smoke and blood had seeped into my skin, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever get rid of it.

With a sigh, I peeled off the jacket and tossed it into the corner, then I rubbed my face with trembling hands. From the bathroom came the faint hiss of steam and the muted clink of pipes, along with the muffled sound of her moving around.

I tried not to imagine her silhouette behind the frosted glass of the shower, but my mind betrayed me anyway. I clenched my fists and stared at the ceiling as I tried to remind myself that this was not the time.

And yet, survival had a way of stripping people down to their most honest selves. I couldn’t shake the thought that she was the only person in the world right now who could potentially understand the weight of what I, what we, had just been through.

When she emerged, her damp hair clung to her face, and steam trailed her like a ghost. She had swapped her torn jacket for a plain undershirt she’d probably found folded in the dresser. Its fabric was loose but had turned translucent from the damp tendrils of hair, and the sight of it made my throat go dry. She caught me looking, because of course she did, and she rolled her eyes.

“Don’t get any ideas, pretty boy,” she muttered, but there wasn’t much bite in her tone as she tossed the towel over the back of the chair and sank down again, then stretched her legs out with a weary sigh. “Your turn.”

She jerked her chin toward the bathroom, and I nodded at the excuse to get away from her. I nodded and slipped past her into a room thick with leftover steam. It clung to my skin, and although the water was only lukewarm by the time I stepped under it, the feeling of it cascading down my body was almost enough to make me groan out loud. The soot, the sweat, and the blood swirled down the drain, and I braced my hands against the wall and leaned my forehead against the cool tile. For the first time since I had snuck into that ballroom, I relaxed.

By the time I finished, my body felt marginally lighter, though exhaustion still tugged at every muscle. I dried off quickly, pulled on a spare undershirt I’d grabbed from the dresser, and returned to the room. The first thing I saw was Carina sprawled across the bed, one arm draped over her eyes. She moved it just enough to crack one eye open as I closed the door behind me.

“You clean up nice,” she said, her voice teasing but lazy.

“Better than smelling like smoke and death,” I chuckled faintly as I ran a hand through my damp hair.

I sat on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a little space between us. For a moment, we just sat in silence again, but it was much easier than before, with something unspoken beneath it.

“You really meant it back there, huh?” she asked. “That whole thing about us being better off alive than dead martyrs?”

“I did.” I glanced at her and met her sharp blue eyes. “I still do. If nothing else, I can tell the Resistance what I saw in that chamber. That’s worth staying alive for.”

Her gaze lingered on me, sharp as ever but just slightly softer around the edges, as though she was weighing whether I actually believed my own words or just said them to keep her moving. Finally, she scoffed faintly and shook her head, but there wasn’t much venom in it.

“You’re either the most naïve bastard I’ve ever met, or the bravest,” she said and raised an eyebrow at me. “Haven’t decided which yet.”

“Maybe both,” I suggested and smiled faintly.

She snorted and rolled onto her side so she could face me more directly. Her elbow was propped against the mattress, and her damp hair spread against the pillow.

“Don’t flatter yourself, pretty boy,” she said and poked me in the arm. “The only reason I didn’t put a bullet through you is because you’re useful.”

“Right,” I said, and leaned back on my hands. “It has nothing to do with you trusting me enough to let me drag you through a collapsing building.”

That comment earned me a grin that was sly and dangerous.

“Careful,” she replied. “You sound like you’re fishing for gratitude.”

“Maybe I am,” I murmured, and the air between us thickened instantly, charged with something far more dangerous than lightning.

Her lips twitched, like she was fighting the urge to laugh, and instead she leaned just a little closer as her eyes narrowed in mock-suspicion.

“You’re too smooth for your own good,” she said and looked over at me through her lashes. “You probably think you can talk your way out of anything, huh?”

“Maybe into anything,” I tilted my head to the side with a sly smile.

“You’re ridiculous,” she snorted.

“And you haven’t told me to shut up yet,” I countered, my voice lower now and threading between us like smoke.

Her gaze flicked down just briefly to my mouth, and the sight sent a surge of heat through me. She must have noticed the way I leaned closer, but instead of pulling back, she let the silence stretch on.

“Maybe I’m just curious how far you’ll go before you screw something up,” she whispered.

I should have pulled back, reminded myself of the danger outside, and the blood that had coated both of our skins. But something about the way she looked at me, half-challenge and half-invitation, made it impossible. My hand drifted closer and brushed lightly against her arm, just testing the waters. She didn’t flinch. If anything, her smirk widened.

“Bold,” she murmured in a tone that was taunting but soft, and threaded with a warmth that hadn’t been there before.

I let my fingers linger, just enough to feel the heat of her skin through the thin undershirt.

“You’d tell me if I was crossing a line,” I said and gave her a questioning look.

She tilted her head, and her damp hair spilled across the pillow as her eyes locked on mine, vivid blue and all-consuming.

“Would I?” she replied, and then the distance vanished as she leaned forward. Her lips brushed mine in the lightest, most dangerous touch imaginable.

The kiss was brief at first, and hesitant, as though we were both giving each other the option to retreat. But then she pressed in harder, fierce and unyielding, and her hand grabbed the front of my shirt as she pulled me in. I groaned softly against her mouth, but the sound was swallowed by the sudden, intoxicating heat.

Every thought of danger, every moment of smoke and screams, blurred into static until there was only her, sharp, defiant, and alive beneath my hands. I slid an arm around her and pulled her closer, and I felt the tremor in her body that mirrored the pounding of my own pulse. When she broke away, it was only to catch her breath, and she pressed her forehead against mine as her lips curved into a thin smile.

“Careful, pretty boy,” she whispered. “Keep this up, and I might not be able to put a bullet through you after all.”

“Huh,” I laughed, breathless, and my thumb brushed against her jaw as I leaned in again. “Guess I’ll just have to take my chances.”

Her warning barely had time to hang in the air before I kissed her again, rougher this time, unable to pretend I had the will to hold back. She responded instantly, and tugged me closer with a grip that felt almost desperate, as her nails scraped lightly against my chest through the thin cotton of my shirt. The world outside, the Nazis, the smoke, and the explosions, fell away until there was only this moment. Only her.

Our mouths moved together fiercely, and our breaths mingled as every touch sparked with the same reckless energy that had carried us through the fight. She bit my lip just hard enough to draw a groan out of me, and the sound seemed to spur her on as she pressed closer until the heat between us drowned out everything else.

I slid my hand to her waist, my palm firm against the curve of her hip, and she didn’t push me away. Instead, she shifted closer, and her knee brushed against mine as her body wound around mine as though she’d been waiting for this, too. When we finally tore apart for breath, her lips were swollen, and her eyes blazed.

“You don’t play fair,” she muttered, but her smile betrayed her.

“Neither do you,” I whispered, and I kissed her again before she could fire back with some sharp retort.

This time, her laugh caught against my mouth, and it sent another jolt through me. My hand slid up her side and skimmed over her ribs before it rested just beneath her arm, the undershirt soft beneath my fingertips and the heat of my skin searing straight through it. She shifted suddenly and rolled half on top of me to straddle me with a deliberate weight that sent a wave of heat blooming through my head and down my body, and then all the way through…

My pulse stumbled, and I let out a soft moan as I became increasingly dizzy. Her damp hair fell like a curtain around us, and the scent of steam and faint soap that clung to her skin felt impossibly intoxicating. For a moment, she just hovered there, her breath hot against my cheek and her lips hovering above mine as if she were savoring the power of holding me there. Then she kissed me hard, and all I could do was grip her tighter, as my fingers pressed into her back, slid lower, and pulled her as close as I could. The sharp edge of her smirk returned between kisses, and she seemed to almost savor my struggle to keep control.

“Still think you’re in charge?” she breathed against my lips.

I answered by rolling her beneath me in one smooth motion, which earned a surprised gasp that broke into a laugh before my mouth caught hers again. She hooked her legs around my hips in response and didn’t yield an inch as she pulled me down against her with the same fierce determination that had carried her through every bullet and flame. The undershirt she wore clung to her skin now, and I traced the lines of her body through it as my hands explored with a hunger that grew harder to restrain. Her fingers tangled in my hair, and they tugged hard enough to draw another groan out of me, before they scraped down the back of my neck.

Every sound she made, every sharp inhale and muffled groan, stoked the fire between us until I thought it might burn straight through me. I kissed down her jaw and to her neck and savored the salt of sweat and the heat of her skin. She tilted her head back and gave me room to travel down her neck and collarbone, but her breathing grew ragged as I traveled over the top curve of her breast. The weight in my chest had grown tense, not from anxiety, but from something far more reckless.

Want.

Her back arched when my lips trailed lower, and the sound that escaped her throat was enough to almost undo me completely. My hands tightened at her waist, and my fingers pressed into her warm skin through the fabric as I heard her legs shift against me with deliberate insistence. She pulled me down harder, and her nails raked across my shoulders.

The world beyond this bed felt like it no longer existed. Her breathing was fast and ragged, and when my teeth grazed her jaw, I felt my own pulse spike so violently it made my vision blur. My hand slid down her side, over the curve of her hip and then lower still, mostly to test the boundaries I wasn’t sure either of us wanted to set. She didn’t push me away, and she only clung tighter as her lips crashed into mine with hunger that bordered on desperation, as though she too wanted to devour every second before the world outside came crashing back in.

Someone pounded at the door, and we both froze for a moment, and then we turned to look at the door. There was another loud knock, and I realized I could hear people pounding on the other doors as well.

“They’re here to ask questions,” I muttered. “Just stay in bed. I’ll try to get rid of them.”

I stumbled to the door and fumbled it open just as the Gestapo officer I knew would be on the other side raised his fist again.

“Herr Moore?” The question came from a short, balding man in the black uniform of the SS.

“Yes,” I agreed with my most exhausted-sounding voice. “Can you tell me what’s going on? We thought we heard an explosion and gunfire--”

“We?” the man muttered and peered around me. “Ah, you have company.”

“I do,” I admitted. “I met her at the bar when we arrived… We’ve been… busy.”

“There has been a terrorist attack,” he said as he peered at me again. “We are questioning everyone.”

“An attack on the hotel?” I said in what I hoped was convincing disbelief. “I need to find my superior--”

“You needn’t worry about Oberst Albrecht Müller tonight,” the man replied.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“You were not at the gala,” the SS man noted as he ignored my question.

“I wasn’t invited,” I said calmly. “I’m merely the Oberst’s assistant.”

“Still…” he said and stared at me.

“Mmmm,” Carina moaned from the bed. “Come back to bed, darling. Surely whatever is wrong can wait until the morning?”

I glanced over my shoulder, and I could feel the SS guard peer past me again. When I turned back to the hallway, I could see other guests were answering their doors as well, and several were being dragged away without any chance to answer the questions. Those would be the guests who weren’t part of the Nazi party apparatus and thus not given the modicum of respect that I was being shown.

“You’ll be busy tonight,” I said as I watched the guards lead people away.

“So we will,” the man agreed. “Perhaps we could wait until tomorrow to interview you… and your guest.”

“That would be… appreciated,” I said.

He gave me a sly smile, leered at Carina again, and then marched down the hall behind a couple of his comrades. I waited until he was out of sight before I closed the door and slumped against it.

“Well, we’ve got until the morning to come up with our story,” I sighed.

“Then we’d better get to work,” she replied.
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Chapter 8

We worked on our stories until the adrenaline wore off and we both fell asleep. I slept fitfully, though, because I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was creeping along my skin. I’d jerk awake, but there was never anything there, though one time I caught the faint trace of electricity along my arm.

Another pounding at the door woke me up however many hours later, and I groaned at the sunlight that slanted across my face. Carina was still half-curled into my side, and I smiled at her mussed hair and slightly parted lips. The sight felt so strangely soft that I had to run my hand over her hair. But the pounding at the door came again, sharper this time, and I groaned as I untangled myself from Carina and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

“Coming, coming,” I called.

The wood rattled under another set of blows, this time followed by a clipped voice that wasn’t the same as the one from last night.

“Die Tür aufmachen,” the man ordered loudly. “It is your turn to answer for your whereabouts last night.”

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and forced my legs to move. I saw Carina stir faintly at the sound of the man’s voice, and her brows knitted even before her eyes blinked open. The sight of her waking up in this bed, after everything we’d been through, made my chest tighten all over again, but the reality outside the door struck like a hammer.

“Get dressed,” I whispered quickly as I dragged myself to the dresser.

I pulled my uniform jacket free from where it hung, but my hands were clumsy with lingering exhaustion. The fabric felt stiff as I shoved my arms through the sleeves and buttoned it shut, but at least I looked like my old self. I was once again Hauptmann Moore.

“Do you have, uh…” I asked when I turned around again. “Er… other clothes?”

Carina’s gaze cut briefly toward me, sharp and unflinching, and raised an eyebrow.

“You think I packed a gown, and a leather jacket and trousers, and I didn’t think to stow away something more casual?” she asked with a small smile. “I’ll be fine. You go on ahead.”

She bent forward and dragged on the trousers she had scavenged the night before, and then she reached for her boots. The pounding on the door came again, this time it rattled the frame with impatience. The urgency pressed hard in my chest, and I ran a quick hand through my hair and tried to force it back into some order. Then, I crossed over to the door and pulled it open. A soldier waited on the other side, his uniform immaculate and his jaw locked, and he’d raised the barrel of his rifle as he prepared to knock again.

“Downstairs,” he ordered.

I stepped into the hallway and let the door shut behind me before the guard realized I had a companion in the room. My boots felt heavy as I followed the soldier down the narrow hallway and then into the stairwell.

I could feel the heavy silence of a gathered crowd as we walked down the steps. There weren’t any voices, just the muted scrape of shoes and the restless shift of people forced into order. Each landing pressed the walls closer until the final turn opened into the wide lobby.

The guests were arranged in two rigid rows against the far wall, though they kept their shoulders square under the watchful eyes of the soldiers stationed evenly across the floors.

Rifles hung at their sides, and their fingers hovered near the triggers. The soldier who’d woken me steered me toward the waiting line, and I stepped into position to match the rigid posture of the others.

The clerk at the far end of the room shifted his weight, and his polished shoes clicked faintly against the wooden floor as he balanced his clipboard in one hand and scanned the names with meticulous care. He called a name, and a man stepped out of the line without protest. A soldier guided him to one of the large wooden doors, and he stepped inside before the door closed again.

Minutes passed like hours, until the same door opened once more and the man reappeared. Now though, his steps seemed drained of purpose and his shoulders were hunched over. His skin was pale as well, and his lips were pressed into a thin line. His eyes darted once toward the officer in the middle of the lobby before it dropped instantly to the floor.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Carina appear from the stairwell. She had found a pencil skirt that fell neatly to her knees and a pale blouse that looked freshly ironed. Her hair, golden as sunlight even in the dim lighting of this room, had been pulled back into a low twist at the nape of her neck, not even a strand out of place.

The transformation carried none of the energy I had seen the night before, and none of the warmth of her half-asleep face against mine. She looked like she belonged here, part of the machinery, and yet when her eyes cut across mine and found me, something warm passed between us. The officer’s gaze shifted when she entered, and I forced myself to look away quickly.

Another name fell from the clerk’s lips, and another man peeled away to go through one of the doors. This repeated over and over, until the man called Carina’s name. She nodded curtly and stepped through one of the doors.

“Theodore Moore,” the clerk called a few minutes later.

The syllables struck against my chest with the weight of inevitability, and I moved forward from the line before I could think to hesitate. My boots carried me toward the door, and each step felt just a little too loud as the soldier at the chamber door lifted his rifle with a casual tilt. I offered him a small nod of acknowledgment, and the soldier at the door tapped his rifle against the frame with a dull thud. The sound jarred me back to the inevitability of my path, and I stepped toward him and through the door.

The room had been stripped of anything unnecessary, so there was only a heavy table at the center and two chairs placed on opposite sides. An officer was already seated across the table, and the first thing I noticed was his immaculate posture.

His uniform was pressed into geometric perfection, and his blond hair was swept into a low cut. His hands rested loosely on the tabletop, fingers interlaced, and his sharp, blue eyes found me the moment I entered. The guards in the corners remained motionless, their presence a silent reminder that there would be no escape or reprieve.

The officer wasted no time on pleasantries as his voice broke the stillness like a scalpel cutting into flesh, sharp and unyielding.

“Herr Moore,” he said, and his eyes never left mine, “your identity is not in question here. Your record is… complete, well-documented, unimpeachable. What is in question, however, are your movements last night.”

I forced my shoulders to remain squared, and every muscle was taut beneath the stiff fabric of my jacket. I nodded once as if this were no more than a routine inquiry. But my thoughts raced ahead as I searched for a line that would strike the right mixture of detail and vagueness, enough to satisfy him without tying me to any thread that might later unravel.

“I was at the officers’ bar,” I said casually as I took a seat.

The admission carried no risk, since the officers’ bar at any location was always absurdly crowded. With the amount of drunkards stumbling around the place at any point, nobody could confirm or deny my presence.

His eyes narrowed only slightly, but I caught it, the flicker of interest and the way he filed the claim away as though already considering how it might be tested. Then, he leaned back a fraction, and his chair creaked quietly under the uncontrollable shift of his weight as his hands remained folded with unnatural stillness.

“Until what hour?” he asked.

The question sounded simple, but the precision of it was lethal, as though he expected my answer to stumble over some invisible wire. I drew a slow breath, not too heavy, not too light, and forced a regretful smile onto my lips, the kind that men might use when confessing to excess.

“Too late,” I said and let a short huff of breath escape as though at my own expense. “I don’t remember exactly when I left, but it was well past midnight. I was in no state to check the time even if I’d thought about it, I assure you.”

For the first time, his expression shifted slightly, and the faintest suggestion of a smirk curled at the corner of his mouth. It didn’t soften his features in the slightest.

“A common affliction,” he murmured, his tone dry. “Though, perhaps, less so among men of your rank.”

“Well, even the best of us need to loosen up sometimes.” I held his gaze, steady but not defiant, yet I felt the tension coil tighter all the same.

“I was told you were in the company of a woman last night,” his eyes flickered with interest. “A pretty thing, apparently.”

My throat felt dry, but I forced myself to lean back slightly and mimicked a relaxed posture. The man who had come by last night had only gotten a glimpse of Carina from behind me, and I assumed he would have let it go. I hadn’t realized it was interesting enough to be reported.

“A secretary,” I said casually and dismissively as if women like her were a dime a dozen. “I can’t recall her name. She sat near me at the bar, and we talked and drank. One thing led to another…”

The officer’s gaze sharpened instantly, though his expression remained a mask of polite neutrality, and I could almost hear the gears grinding behind his eyes as he added that admission to his mind.

“And you went upstairs with her,” he stated, as if to confirm a record he already possessed, his eyes fixed on me.

I hesitated only long enough to make the pause seem natural and then nodded once, with the faintest trace of embarrassment on my face. Shame was believable, and believability was survival.

“Yes,” I said, the word steady and controlled. “I did. It was a, erm, mutual understanding. Nothing more to it than that.”

“Interesting,” he tilted his head slightly, like a falcon adjusting its gaze.

The silence that followed was suffocating, a silence that demanded I begin to sweat and unravel. I clenched my jaw tightly and tried to match his own calmness, but his eyes didn’t move even once. Silence was the true interrogation right now, and endurance would be the measure of how I’d be judged. When his voice returned it was quiet and almost conversational, and yet its weight crushed all ease from the air.

“That is not,” he began and then paused deliberately, “what she told us.”

My chest tightened instantly, but I forced my body to remain perfectly still, the mask unbroken even if my thoughts tumbled in frantic circles. I tried to think this over logically.

It didn’t make sense for her to give me up given her own role in this mess. And if she had decided to use me as a scapegoat, or even contradicted my story, he would not still be circling the point. He would have seized me already and dragged me into some dark basement chamber where masks of civility no longer mattered.

So he was lying. This was a test to see if I would take the lure and stumble into a mistake. I let my brows draw together in carefully measured confusion, not too much, not too little, but the face of a man who had been blindsided by an absurd claim.

“With respect, sir,” I said, my tone steady and professional with just the faintest sting of wounded pride, “if she told you otherwise, she was either mistaken or misleading you. Perhaps she wanted to avoid scandal.”

His eyes searched my face for any flicker of panic or twitch of guilt, but I gave him nothing except the stubborn steadiness he would expect from an innocent man. He studied me for a long time then, and his blue eyes didn’t blink the entire time.

“You seem certain,” he said at last. “You understand that lying to me is not only foolish, but fatal.”

“I’m not a fool, and I don’t want to die,” I responded with a soft laugh. “I’ve served the Reich for nearly ten years, and I’ve been loyal to it my entire life. I didn’t think a short night of fun would put my devotion into question.”

The silence that followed was heavy and suffocating, but I held my line. I knew with absolute certainty that he was fishing for information at this point, because if Carina had sold me out, I would not be speaking here but bleeding elsewhere. After what had happened, I refused to doubt her.

“Very well,” he said, his voice cold and flat. “Your account is sufficient for now. But I warn you, Herr Moore, if I find even the smallest inconsistency in your story, you will wish you had been far more forthcoming. You may wait outside for now.”

His chair scraped against the wooden floor as he rose with a mechanical grace. I kept my face steady and my posture disciplined, even as my pulse thundered in my veins, because to betray relief would be as damning as to betray fear.

His eyes lingered on mine one last moment, sharp and probing, before he turned away and left me to the silence and other guards. I rose to my feet and let them escort me out of the room.

Only when another man walked past me and let the door click shut behind him did I let out the smallest breath, though even then, I kept my hands perfectly rigid at my sides. The worst of it was done now, and at this point, we just had to make it back to Sacramento without any hitches.

I paused.

We?

It hadn’t occurred to me to ask Carina where she planned to go after this all happened, and now that I thought about it, I wasn’t sure if staying here would be the best choice for her. Her entire resistance cell had died last night, and I had just barely been able to talk her out of diving back into the fire. Taking her back to Sacramento would be the best choice right now, but I wasn’t even sure if she wanted to leave. I tried to ignore the part of me that stung at the thought of her staying here.

The thought of a ‘we’ still rang in my head, and although I wanted to tell myself it was just a slip of thought, I couldn’t shake the truth beneath it. My boots struck the wooden floor in measured rhythms as I returned to the hall, but when I glanced along the line of people still waiting to be interrogated. I wasn’t expecting to see her, but my chest grew tight again as I realized she was still talking to one of the officers.

I forced my breath to steady and leaned against the wall as if I didn’t have a worry in the world. I waited quietly, with a carefully bored expression on my face, though each tick of silence stretched taut until it felt like my bones might rattle apart under the weight of patience.

Then, at last, another door opened, and Carina stepped out with a careful mask of neutrality on her face. Her blouse was still wrinkle free, her expression was inscrutable. And yet, when her eyes passed over the room and found mine, I felt something wordless pass between us.

The clerk dismissed us soon afterward with a curt wave of the hand, and when Carina fell into step just ahead of me, I walked close enough that our shoulders brushed by each other. Neither of us spoke until we had cleared the main lobby, and even then, the silence remained heavy as we made our way to the stairwell. Only when we had reached the narrow hall that led back to my hotel room did I allow myself a murmur.

“You’re okay,” I said, more of a statement than a question.

“Of course,” she replied. “And so are you.”

We reached the hotel room and let the door shut slowly behind us as we stepped inside. For a long moment, neither of us spoke or moved, and then I watched her cross the room. Her skirt brushed against her knees, and her blouse fitted so neatly it looked painted onto her.

I thought again of the woman who had woken beside me that morning, with her hair loose and face soft with sleep, and of how violently different this version was. Both versions pulled at me with an equal, frightening force.

“I told him we drank, talked, and went upstairs,” I said as my eyes locked on hers. “And… well, whatever else might reasonably follow.”

Carina had paused by the dresser, and she gently rested one hand on its edge. Her posture was so perfectly straight it could have been carved from marble.

“That’s exactly what I told him, too,” she replied and then pushed away from the dresser and took a step toward me.

She took another step, then another, and each quiet footfall dragged my pulse higher in my chest. When she stopped only a breath away, I felt the air between us thicken.

“It’s a good story,” she said softly as her eyes searched mine.

I let out a breath that was half a laugh, half a surrender, and leaned slightly closer. The faint curve of her mouth was frustratingly alluring, the smile of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing.

“Then maybe,” I murmured, “we should make sure it’s true.”

We closed the last sliver of space between us in an instant as every part of her body pressed against mine tightly. Heat surged through every nerve, and for one dizzying heartbeat, I wondered if the officer’s interrogation had been easier than this.

At least in that room, I knew the rules of the game. Here, everything felt like fire and freefall. My hand lifted almost of its own accord and found the narrow line of her waist and the fabric of her blouse. When she didn’t pull away and instead pressed closer, I realized we had both stepped past pretending.

Her fingers brushed against the buttons of my jacket and started to undo them, though her lips never left mine.

“It was a very convincing story,” she laughed. “I almost believed it myself.”

I pulled away for a moment to shrug my jacket off and then quickly pulled my undershirt off. She fumbled with the buttons of her own blouse, and when I growled impatiently, she laughed and finally pulled the top over her head. The heat of her breasts pressed into my chest a second later, and even with the thin fabric of her bra in the way, it drove a surge of heat to my crotch.

“Almost?” I muttered.

“Well,” she laughed and pressed closer. “I wouldn’t have let you leave this morning if it had been true.”

Her words hung between us with a weight that was almost unbearable. My fingers trailed down her side and lingered on the sharp curve of her hip, where the pencil skirt did nothing to soften the line of her body beneath my hand. When she arched toward me as if daring me to keep going, I felt my self-control shred apart. My hand slipped from her waist down to the outline of the zipper hidden in the fabric, and her nails dug lightly into my shoulders.

I pulled the zipper loose, and the fabric fell slowly into a loose heap that looked almost obscene against the rigid order of the room. I couldn’t help but marvel at her, beautiful and dangerous, yet unraveling in my hands. I slipped my thumb beneath the band of her bra, and it gave way with a little twist of my fingers. The clasp snapped almost too easily, and the sight of her bare breasts made my mouth dry with hunger.

“They’re perfect,” I said with a grin.

“Why, thank you,” she said and moved in for another lingering kiss.

When we broke apart, she drew in a sharp breath. She let the straps slip down her arms, and the fabric fell aside to leave her skin exposed to the air. Her nipples were already hard in the coolness of the room and the heat of my gaze. My mouth hovered over her chest, lips parted, while every nerve in my body strained toward her. When I finally closed around her nipple, I sucked slowly at first, and her body arched upward with a low moan that vibrated into my mouth. Her hand tangled in my hair, and I reveled in the feel of her nails dragging lightly across my scalp.

I slid lower, and as I kissed across her breasts, I let my teeth scrape lightly against her skin while she shivered beneath me. I continued downward and trailed kisses along her stomach. There was only a thin scrap of thin black fabric between my tongue and what I wanted most.

“Theeeooooo,” she moaned. “Give me more.”

“Oh, I will,” I growled.

I pressed my lips against the dampness that had already begun to soak through the fabric, and the sharp sound she made as her hips jerked upward nearly undid me. I hooked my thumbs under the thin band and dragged it down, all while I savored every second of revelation as more of her skin came into view. By the time the fabric had slid past her knees and onto the floor, she was already trembling with anticipation, her thighs tense and chest heaving.

The first stroke of my tongue across her clit sent her back arching from the mattress. Her breath broke into a sharp gasp that filled the air like music, and I gripped her thighs firmly to hold her steady against my mouth. She tasted sharp and intoxicating, like salt and sweetness that mingled in my mouth and made my pulse hammer violently. I pressed my tongue deeper, and I swirled and flicked until her nails clawed at the sheets.

She tried to stifle a cry and bit down hard on her lip, but I looked up just in time to see her lose the battle. Her mouth fell open as a raw, unrestrained moan tore free. I wanted more, though, so I pressed harder and faster, and curled my tongue just the way I sensed her body demanded. I chased each shudder, each moan, and each frantic clutch of her hands against me as she vibrated against me.

Her thighs closed around my head, and I devoured her all the harder, and buried my face against her clit to drink in every ounce of her. The heat of her body pulsed against my tongue, sharp and insistent, and the more she squirmed, the more I held her. I refused to let her go, and I was determined to drive her into pieces against my mouth.

When her first orgasm tore through her, it came fast and violent as her entire body convulsed. A strangled cry caught in her throat, and she clutched at me as she rode wave after wave until she collapsed against the mattress. I teased her gently with softer strokes as I coaxed her through the aftershocks.

“Theeeoooo,” she moaned as her thighs quivered. “That was so good.”

“Who said we were done?” I teased.

I pulled myself over her slowly and kissed up her stomach, her breasts, and then her throat, until I reached her mouth again. When she tasted herself on my lips, she moaned with a ferocity that sent a fresh bolt of desire surging through my veins. Her hands dragged down my body urgently and fumbled at my belt, pulled it open with a sharp clink of metal, and then shoved my trousers down until they hit the floor. My cock sprang free, thick and aching, and the tip was already slick.

When it pressed against her thigh, she gasped sharply, and then her nails raked down my back. She spread her legs for me without hesitation, and I could feel how wet she was as I slid along her folds. I teased and tested as I let the anticipation drag us both closer to madness.

“I need you inside me,” she begged. “Now, now, now…”

The plea cracked something in me, and I thrusted forward hard and fast until I buried myself in her with one long, unbroken stroke that made both of us cry out. She threw her head back against the pillows while I gritted my teeth against the violent pleasure.

She was already tight, but somehow she clenched around me with a heat that made it almost impossible to move. For a long, torturous moment, I stayed buried inside her as I drank in the look on her face. Then, I began to move, slowly at first, as I let each stroke grind deeper into her, all while little moans broke from her throat that only made me harder.

Her legs wrapped around my waist, and her ankles locked together to pull me in deeper with every thrust. Soon, I couldn’t do anything except pound into her with a force that shook the bed. Our mouths collided again and again as our kisses became messy and breathless and finally dissolved into gasps and groans that filled the room.

Sweat slicked our bodies, and the sheets clung to our damp skin, while the sound of my hips slamming against hers filled the space between moans with a rhythmic counterpoint. Every thrust made her claw at me harder, and her walls tightened more fiercely around me.

Her cries rose louder the harder I drove into her, until the sound was ragged, feral, and stripped of any pretense of control. Her lips found my jaw, my throat, and my shoulder, and then bit down hard enough to sting. The pain only spurred me deeper and harder into her as the bed groaned under us. Each time I pulled almost all the way out, her muscles clenched as though trying to drag me back, and when I thrust in again, she cried out loudly, while her nails clawed deeper into my back.

I shifted suddenly, grabbed her thighs, and pushed them wider apart until her knees nearly brushed the sheets on either side of her. She was now spread wide open for me in a way that made her curse loudly and clutch for the headboard.

When I drove my cock into her from that angle, she cried out even louder. Her breasts bounced with every stroke, and her body arched helplessly as I pounded deeper and deeper. Sweat dripped from my forehead onto her skin, and when I leaned forward to take her nipple back into my mouth, she nearly sobbed. Her entire body trembled as she bucked around me, and her voice cracked as she cried out.

“Fuuuuuck,” she gasped. “Don’t stop.”

The way she said it, half-order and half-plea, snapped away whatever thin bit of control I still had left. My thrusts turned brutal and reckless, and my cock slammed into her again and again until the headboard hammered against the wall and every inch of her body seemed to shake beneath the force. Her screams filled the room now, no longer restrained or hidden behind bitten lips. My fingers found her clit again, and I rubbed circles in frantic tandem with my hips, and with that, she shattered again.

Another orgasm ripped through her, and her back bowed off the mattress as her nails tore across my chest in raw streaks. Her cry was loud enough that I half-expected the entire damn hotel to hear it, while she desperately clenched around me and every spasm dragged me closer to my own breaking point.

I flipped her suddenly onto her stomach and yanked her hips up so that she was on her knees and her face was pressed to the sheets, ass high in the air. She gasped in shock, but the moment I slid back into her from behind, she groaned low and deep, and pushed back against me with a need that sent fire racing down my spine. My hands gripped her waist so tight I had a feeling she’d bruise, and my thrusts turned savage as I slammed into her harder than before. The wet sound of her body taking me echoed with obscene clarity. She clawed at the sheets, and her cries were muffled against the mattress, but her hips never stopped pushing back and matching me stroke for stroke.

“Can I…?” I gasped.

“It’s… fine…” she managed through moans. “Inside… do it inside.”

I couldn’t hold on another second, not with the way she clenched around me. My release came violently, and a groan was torn from my throat as I buried myself as deep as I could go. I spilled into her in hot, pulsing waves, and her body seized again around me as another smaller orgasm rolled through her and dragged me along for the aftershocks.

When I was finally dry, I collapsed against her back, still buried inside her. Both of us were soaked with sweat, and my breath was ragged against her shoulder as my heart hammered so hard it felt like it might burst. I couldn’t bring myself to pull away and lose the heat of her body against mine, and for a long, messy moment, we just stayed there, tangled and utterly undone.

When I finally slid out of her and rolled onto my back, the silence felt strange and almost too heavy, filled only by the sound of our breathing. Carina collapsed beside me, hair plastered to her forehead and skin flushed as she stared up at the ceiling with an expression I couldn’t quite read. I reached out without thinking and brushed my knuckles down her arm to trace her skin lightly, and though she didn’t say anything, she didn’t pull away, either. For someone who had carried herself like hardened steel, who had stood in front of officers with an unbelievably fiery anger, the way she laid here now, soft and trembling, felt like a secret she’d let me glimpse.

“I really like you,” I admitted quietly, and I surprised myself with how easily the words slipped free.

Her head turned toward me at that, and her lips parted in something halfway between disbelief and a faint smile.

“You shouldn’t,” she whispered. “I don’t even know what to do anymore. Who I am. My whole cell… they’re gone. Every single one of them. Everything we were fighting for went up in smoke last night. I wanted to go down fighting with them. At least then, I wouldn’t have to figure out what to do without them.”

I propped myself up on an elbow and studied her face, from the tense set of her jaw to the faint sadness in her eyes. Right now, she wasn’t Carina, resistance fighter, the woman who had stared down soldiers without flinching. She was broken, reeling, and doing her best to piece herself together in the aftermath of survival. My hand drifted to hers and brushed against her fingers, and after a moment, she let them tangle together, though she didn’t look at me.

“You don’t have to know what to do right now,” I murmured.

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh.

“I don’t know if I can keep going,” she confessed as her voice broke slightly. “I don’t know who I am without the fight, without my people. I thought I’d die with them, and now I’m here… with you.”

Her eyes finally found mine again, and I could read the questions there. I wanted to tell her I needed her around, that the thought of her walking away carved at me like a blade, but the words caught in my throat. Instead, I just leaned closer, pressed my forehead to hers, and breathed in sync until the storm inside both of us eased, if only a little.

For a long time, we laid there like that, wrapped in sweat and silence. Eventually, I pulled back just enough to look at her again.

“Then come back with me,” I said softly. “Back to Sacramento.”
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Chapter 9

Her face tightened at first, lips pressed thin as though she wanted to resist the very suggestion. But her hand didn’t pull away, even while the silence stretched between us until it nearly felt unbearable. I could see the war in her eyes, the part of her that still wanted to cling to the ashes of her cause, and the other part that had already burned itself hollow and was reaching for anything that could keep her upright. When she finally spoke, her voice was a whisper, cracked and raw.

“Running away feels like surrendering,” she said.

“Or,” I replied, as my thumb brushed lightly over her knuckles, “it’s a chance to live long enough to figure out what comes next.”

Her jaw flexed, and the muscle twitched as she tried and failed to form words. After a moment, she closed her eyes and exhaled through her nose.

“Maybe I don’t want to die just yet,” she murmured

That was the closest thing to agreement I’d expected, and although it wasn’t a resounding endorsement, it settled into me like relief all the same. She turned her face into the pillow, and as her golden hair spilled over her shoulder, I thought for a moment she might shut down entirely again.

“If I go with you, it can’t be as someone who gets hidden away while you go back to living like nothing happened,” she whispered. “I need to be… something more than that, or else I might as well stay behind.”

“You won’t be hidden,” I told her firmly. “You’ll be with me, and we’ll fight together. Whatever the hell comes next, we’ll face it together.”

She searched my expression, and when she didn’t find any hesitation, something inside her seemed to loosen. Her hand squeezed mine once again, and a faint smile brushed her lips.

“Then I’ll go,” she replied.

Relief broke over me so hard I sat up, ran a hand through my hair, and breathed like I’d been underwater. Part of me hadn’t expected her to agree, but I was happy she had.

She sat up beside me and gathered the sheet loosely around her, and I could tell she was already planning the next phase. It was the practical side of someone who’d spent too long in the fight to let herself relax completely.

“You’ll need to get me past the checkpoints,” she said bluntly. “Do you have an explanation in mind for why a Nazi officer is bringing a secretary from Arizona back home?”

She was right, of course. Operating within the Reich required paperwork, a uniform, signatures, and explanations that had to be neat and tidy enough to fold into a report. I leaned back on the bed and rubbed my thumb against the bridge of my nose while I tried to think of something that would get past the Nazi machine.

“A secretary from Arizona,” I repeated. “That’s easy enough. Paperwork is a goddamn flood these days, and I imagine there will be even more after last night. Nobody’s going to be counting how many secretaries get pulled into the Zeppelin. I can pull some strings, call in a favor or two, tell them I’ve fallen madly in love with this woman and want her to come back with me. You’ll be on the manifest as an aide.”

She laughed quietly, probably at the madly in love part, but she didn’t argue against the plan.

“Are you sure you have enough pull to do that?” she asked.

“Of course,” I replied as a slow smile crept onto my mouth. “I’ve been keeping my head above water this long. Trust me to swim a little further.”

“Alright,” she agreed. “Then I guess I’m a secretary heading to Sacramento.”

After that, there was a flurry of phone calls and quick meetings as I secured her spot. By the time we were ready to leave Arizona, Carina was my aide, at least semi-officially. It was good enough to get her on the flight, and that was all that mattered.

The Zeppelin station buzzed with morning traffic when we arrived, and the massive airship loomed overhead like a steel leviathan. Carina now had new papers, and when I showed the uniformed clerk at the gate, his eyes barely skimmed the ink before he stamped them with a thud. She stayed a step behind me as we walked, and her neat bun and crisp posture were the perfect picture of an ordinary secretary with no history worth remembering. I caught the faint flicker of nervousness in her eyes as we passed under the shadow of the Zeppelin’s frame, but she didn’t break character once.

It occurred to me how little I knew about Carina, even with how much we’d shared already. Her life beyond the resistance was a mystery to me, but I suppose I now had plenty of time to learn more. A guard demanded her name, and she responded with a raised eyebrow and a smooth roll of German syllables.

“Fraulein Weber,” she said.

By the time we stepped into the cool, humming interior of the Zeppelin, it felt as though the first hurdle had been cleared.

Travel by Zeppelin always carried a strange dissonance, as the engine’s low hum masked the fact we were suspended thousands of feet in the air, weightless and slow at the same time. The cabin windows were large enough to reveal vast sweeps of desert that fell away into jagged mountain ridges, while the sun cast everything in a sharp relief that made the world look almost unreal. Carina sat by the glass, her eyes fixed on the view as though she couldn’t quite believe she was still alive to see it.

“I used to think I’d never make it out of my home state,” she murmured. “Let alone fly on a Zeppelin.”

“Most people don’t,” I replied as I leaned closer.

Her lips pressed into a tight line at that, and I knew she was thinking of the people she had lost and the remains of her cell, which would be scattered across the desert floor. I didn’t reach for her hand, but I let my knee press lightly against hers under the narrow table. She didn’t pull away, which told me she hadn’t drifted too far into melancholy yet.

Hours passed in a slow rhythm as meals were served by stiff-backed stewards and announcements droned over the loudspeakers, all while the constant undertone of the engine carried us steadily back to California. Carina grew restless and tapped her fingers against the table as she shifted in her seat. Confinement seemed to gnaw at her more than danger did.

“I hate this feeling, like I’m trapped,” she whispered as she leaned close enough that her breath brushed my ear. “Like we’re just sitting here, waiting for someone to notice.”

I tilted my head just enough to meet her gaze and offered her a crooked smile.

“That’s the beauty of it,” I said. “No one notices when you’re just hiding in plain sight.”

She gave me a look that was equal parts exasperation and reluctant amusement before she settled back in her chair. Still, I caught her stealing glances at me now and then as her eyes flicked over my uniform, my forged identity, and the ease with which I wore this mask. Each time, I wondered if she was able to see the cracks in it.

By the time the Zeppelin drifted over the city limits of Sacramento, the sun was near the horizon and stained the sky in shades of crimson and gold that made the rooftops glow like embers. We disembarked from the Zeppelin in a blur of uniforms, clipped instructions, and the shuffle of passengers eager to be on the ground again.

I handed over our stamped paperwork, and once more the guards gave us only a perfunctory glance before they waved us through. Their indifference was the greatest blessing I could have asked for. Carina walked beside me with her shoulders back and the faintest trace of defiance in her strides as if daring anyone to question her right to be there. No one did.

Within an hour, we had stepped into the quieter district where I kept a small apartment. The walls were bare and the furniture was sparse, but it was the kind of place that could be abandoned in minutes if needed. Carina wandered the room silently, and her eyes lingered on a single bookshelf, the stack of ration forms, and the unmade bed, before they finally settled in front of the window.

“Not much of a home,” she joked.

“Home’s where the heart is,” I replied with a sly smile.

“Your heart’s got bad taste in decor,” she remarked as she looked around, then paused. “So, what’s next?”

I walked over to one of my half-empty closets, peered inside, then pulled out a long, thin wool coat.

“Soccer game this evening,” I said. “We’ll need to be there. It’s about the only place where the crowds are too riled up to notice something happening, and the security is lax.”

Evening had pressed over the city by the time we left the apartment again. Neon light spilled across the streets in fractured puddles of light, with the kind of glow that made everything look alive. The stadium stood like a beacon in the distance as noise pulsed from its heart and spilled outward in waves of chants and laughter, and every street we walked past was clogged with people on their way to join the excitement. We were just another couple in the crowd, and no one even looked at us.

Carina stuck close by my side, her expression caught between suspicion and disbelief, as though she couldn’t quite reconcile the idea of clandestine resistance business happening under the cover of a soccer match.

“This feels ridiculous,” she muttered under her breath.

“That’s why it works,” I replied as we moved past the floodlights. “Ridiculous is the last place they would look.”

She gave me a sidelong glance, but she didn’t argue further. We let the crowd carry us through the gates and into the belly of the stadium. Inside, the noise hit harder as chants echoed off the concrete, vendors shouted at passing soccer fans, and the smell of fried dough and spilled beer filled the air. I steered us toward the concession stand, not because I was particularly hungry, but because that was where the signal had to be given. The password was hidden in plain sight.

“Interesting spycraft,” she whispered as she eyed the line of people with a faint scowl. “Pretzels and soda.”

“Mmhmmm,” I hummed as I ignored her sarcasm.

Good spywork needed banal camouflage, but for someone who wasn’t used to it, it must have looked flimsy at best. I joined the line and waited my turn, and when a teenager behind the counter asked what I wanted, I gave the order with a casual rhythm and a few pauses thrown in to make it look more natural.

“One pretzel, two lemon sodas, and three packets of chili sauce.” I smiled over at the employee, who stuffed the items into a paper bag and slid it across the counter. Carina watched me with one arched brow, clearly itching to ask a question, but she swallowed it down and clutched her drink while I carried the bag as though it held nothing more than food. To the casual observer, that was all I had in my hand. To the right people, though, it might as well have been a flare gun fired into the night sky.

We peeled away from the stand and moved through the current of bodies toward our seats, and as we walked, I began to feel the eyes. Not all at once and not obvious, but they were scattered across the concourse like tripwires. A man lingered too long at the railing, near a woman in a scarf who didn’t seem at all interested in the soccer field. There was also a boy no older than sixteen, whose gaze snagged on me for a hair too long. The resistance was here, exactly as promised, and their presence was both a comfort and a threat. Carina caught the eyes too, and her shoulders stiffened as her grip on the paper cup tightened until the plastic lid bowed inward.

“They’re watching us,” she murmured.

“Good,” I answered in a flat voice. “That means it’s all going according to plan. They’ll be listening.”

She didn’t seem reassured as her eyes flicked from face to face as she tried to map the invisible net that had started to pull tight around us. I could feel the unspoken question radiate off her in waves.

What would happen if they didn’t like what they heard?

When we reached our seats, the stadium opened before us in a wall of sound as floodlights painted the grass in unnatural green. Players jogged forward in neat lines, and after a brief moment of formalities, the match began to unfold. I set the concession bag carefully at my feet, its weight suddenly symbolic, and leaned back in the rigid plastic seat like I was just here to enjoy the game. Carina was a little more stiff in her seat, and her gaze swept over the stands instead of the field.

“Feels like sitting in the middle of a trap,” she whispered.

“It sort of is,” I said and offered her a sheepish smile as she glared at me. “It’s usually a nonmalicious trap, if that helps at all.”

The resistance required these kinds of traps and measures, not only for the enemy but for themselves. Each parlay and rendezvous was another test to see who would hold up and who would crack, and if they were watching me now, it wasn’t just to see if I was alive. It was to measure whether I was still worth the risk. That was how they always worked.

Carina finally turned her face toward the field, more to mask her look of disapproval than any interest in the game. She watched for a moment and then shifted slightly so she could keep an eye on me.

“Are they worth it?” she asked doubtfully.

There was no neat truth to give her. The resistance was brutal, efficient, and merciless when they thought a sacrifice might serve a larger cause. People disappeared when they stopped being useful, and entire families could be marked as expendable if it meant creating another crack in the Reich’s armor. They weren’t noble freedom fighters in the way I liked to imagine when I was younger. Instead they were closer to sharks, always moving forward as they tore through flesh and blood with the single-minded instinct of survival.

My parents had worked with the same resistance when they were still alive, and after the Reich saw to their deaths, I had made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t let their deaths be in vain. I trusted the Sacramento Resistance implicitly, especially Stinger, the veteran who had taught me more about being a spy than I ever could have learned on my own.

“They’re the best of what we’ve got,” I said finally. “They do what needs to be done. I’m sure you’re familiar with that.”

Carina studied me for a moment and then sighed.

“No, actually,” she replied. “We did what needed to be done when it came to punching the fuck out of a Nazi. When it came to our people, we defended them like our own lives depended on it. Loyalty within the cause is just as important as loyalty to it.”

Carina’s frown didn’t ease, though her silence afterward told me she had little left to say. I sighed, and began to say something, only to be interrupted as the crowd roared again. A goal had thundered into the net, and the stadium pulsed with sound so loud it rattled the concrete flooring beneath our seats.

For a moment, the cheering masked the presence closing around us and the deliberate way that certain people shifted through the mass of soccer fans. I spotted the first person when the sea of clapping hands failed to move one man at all. He was at the top of the aisle, in a plain coat, though his posture was not that of a drunk soccer fan. A moment later, another person appeared two rows down, and even though he was drinking from a paper cup, he kept his eyes fixed on me. I nudged my knee against Carina’s under the narrow stadium bench.

“Easy,” I murmured. “They’re here.”

The first agent to actually approach us was a woman with hair tied back so tightly it pulled her face into a frown. She slipped into the row beside us without asking and kept her hands tucked into her coat pockets.

“You’ve brought company,” she said, and her eyes flicked once toward Carina as she did a quick evaluation in the space of a breath.

“She’s vetted,” I replied in a bored voice.

The woman’s lips twitched into something that might have been amusement, though there was nothing warm in it.

“If you say so,” she murmured back, and then turned her gaze toward the field as though she were any other regular fan.

Two more figures joined soon after, and slid into seats on the opposite side of us. Suddenly, the two of us were bracketed in like cattle in a pen.

“This doesn’t feel like a meeting,” Carina whispered as she leaned over me. “It feels like an execution.”

“That’s just how they do it,” I told her as I reached for my drink. “It keeps everyone sharp.”

One of the men gave a faint cough that was no cough at all but a signal, and I knew the conversation was about to begin in earnest.

“Your little stunt in Arizona made waves,” the woman beside me noted. “Some good, some bad. Command isn’t sure whether to commend you or throw you to the wolves, but for now, you’ve done well.”

She took a sip from her paper cup as though she’d just said something about the weather, rather than the explosion at a Nazi ritual. Another man leaned forward like he’d dropped something and leaned closer.

“What was with all the, uh, extra damage?” he asked in a raspy voice. “We were under the impression that you were supposed to fly under the radar. And who’s she? Part of what went wrong?”

“She’s with me,” I cut in before Carina could speak. “She survived what happened in Arizona, she’s loyal to our cause, and she’s already proven more useful than half the green recruits we’ve ever thrown at the Reich. We’ll want to keep her alive and use her. As for the extra damage, there were unforeseen circumstances that required larger, more permanent solutions. You should know, though, that we’ve taken care of quite a few problems at once.”

Carina bristled, and her mouth opened as though she wanted to add a witty retort on instinct. The man’s lip curled into something between disdain and indifference, but he didn’t push it further. In the silence that followed, Carina’s hand drifted away from her cup and into a tight fist that rested on top of her knee.

The woman beside me didn’t bother hiding her smirk when she saw Carina’s clenched fist, as though it confirmed her expectations that anyone not within the Sacramento resistance lacked discipline and cracked too easily when faced with pressure. She let the silence sit, clearly to see if Carina would snap, before she finally shook her head almost imperceptibly and leaned closer, her voice pitched just enough to slip beneath the roar of the crowd.

“We don’t keep strays,” the agent said. “Unless they prove more valuable alive than dead. You vouch for her, fine, but that’s your blood on the line if she slows you down.”

My jaw tightened as Carina’s shoulders stiffened beside me, and I could feel the heat of her glare without even having to turn my head to look at her.

“She won’t slow us down,” I insisted. “If anything, we’ll probably be struggling to catch up.”

“Results are all that matter,” the man across from us said. “You can dress it up with ideals and noble words, but at the end of the day, we measure worth in bodies burned, rail lines cut, and Reich resources stolen out from under their boots. Loyalty is fine, but loyalty does not win wars. Damage does.”

Carina shifted in her seat, and her mouth twisted as if she couldn’t decide whether to laugh bitterly or spit. Finally, she leaned forward enough to meet his stare directly.

“Without loyalty, you’re nothing but wolves tearing each other apart for scraps,” she said. “You’ll win the fight, maybe, but what’s left when there’s no one left to believe in the cause but yourself?”

Her voice was quiet and taut with anger, like a string pulled until it was one breath from snapping. Although the man didn’t flinch, I saw the faint flicker of amusement in his eyes as if he’d heard this argument a dozen times before and knew exactly how it ended.

“Personal values won’t stop bullets,” he said and leaned back again as though the conversation had been won.

I felt Carina’s gaze burn into me then, sharp with a silent demand for my opinion. I understood her perspective, but at the same time, I didn’t disagree with the resistance. Everything we did was meant to be for the greater good, after all.

“Command doesn’t care about philosophical debates, they care about results,” the female agent sighed. “Arizona was chaotic, but it did enough damage to be worth the risk. You’ve bought yourself another move on this board, Teddy, but if you want to stay here, you’ll need to do better than explosions and improvisation. Remember, your job is gathering information so we can act, you are not to act unilaterally. You could jeopardize our plans with your hasty decisions.”

The match on the field roared on, like a tide of noise that hid the razor-edged conversation happening in the middle of it. For a fleeting moment, I wished I could vanish into that crowd and just be another fan with a beer in one hand and a paper flag in the other. When I thought about it more, though, I doubted I would have been happy with that life.

“We’ll have more information for you soon,” the woman continued. “Keep an eye out, and stay safe, Teddy. You as well, Carina.”

That seemed to be about as civil as the resistance members would get, and both Carina and I offered her a short nod of acknowledgement. Soon afterward, the woman departed first, followed in increments by the other resistance members.

The crowd’s chanting swelled again as another goal thundered into the net, but for all the roars that shook the stands around us, the silence left behind by the resistance felt unbearably heavy. Carina sat with her arms folded tight across her chest and her gaze pinned to the field, and I could see the tension in her jaw just as clearly as the restless way her boot tapped against the concrete beneath our row. Finally, she exhaled sharply and turned her head just enough to meet my eyes.

“They don’t trust me, Teddy,” she said plainly, “I don’t trust them, and honestly, I don’t think you trust them, either.”

“What?” I frowned at her, caught off guard. “What makes you say that?”

“You didn’t give them the whole truth about Arizona,” she pointed out, her voice cool but cutting. “Especially about your new party tricks.”

I clenched my jaw. She wasn’t wrong in that I had intentionally kept that information from them, but I thought I was just being careful. The truth was that I had chosen to tell them enough to satisfy their curiosity, without giving them ammunition to bury me later, because I didn’t know what they would do with that knowledge if I laid it bare. There was a chance they’d welcome this power as a new weapon to use against the Reich, but an equally large chance that they’d decide I was too dangerous to keep around. Most of the futures I imagined ended poorly for me.

“You’re right,” I sighed. “And I don’t blame you for finding them a little off-putting. Ultimately, they’re playing the long game, and so am I. If that means keeping a few things from them so they stay on our side, I’m willing to do it. We can’t topple the Reich on our own.”

Her shoulders slumped slightly, but she nodded in quiet agreement. We left the soccer game just as it ended to avoid the rush of fans, and as we walked down the streets, my mind was already two steps ahead as I planned out what I’d need to do the next day to keep both of our covers.

By morning, I was back in the downtown offices of the Reich’s Sacramento headquarters. It was the usual steel and concrete monstrosity that cast shadows over the streets like a knife pressed to the city’s throat. The interior wasn’t much better. It was filled with the smell of ink and cigarette smoke, while the rhythm of typewriter keys snapped in endless patterns across every hallway. Portraits of both Hitler and Himmler in their middle ages stared down from heavy, gilded frames, while crimson banners filled the space between them, draped in perfect symmetry.

My desk sat in a long row of identical desks, each occupied by men in pressed uniforms bent over stacks of paper, where they scratched away with pens with the same mechanical indifference as the typewriters around them. The only sound that ever broke the monotony was the occasional bark of an officer’s orders, or the muffled cough of someone choking down too much smoke. I slipped into my chair and set my cap down neatly in the corner, then began to sort through the paperwork that had built up during my absence. Reports from Arizona were already circulating, each written with careful vagueness to downplay just how much damage had been done.

I barely glanced at the reports though, and instead focused on filling out the forms that would quietly establish Carina as my assigned secretary.

Official Reich procedure demanded every scrap of information for any government employee. A full name, place of birth, work history, and even medical certifications. I filled out the form with the details she had given me that morning, careful not to exaggerate or stray from the details. When I finished, I filed her paperwork into the correct stack and let the clerk across the room stamp it before he tucked it away in the drawer marked with my unit’s designation. I returned to my desk and let out a soft sigh of relief.

From the outside, I was just another cog in the oppressive machine, and just one more officer dutifully filling out forms while the Reich’s war machine churned around him. But inside, I felt a small amount of satisfaction at any rebellious middle finger I could offer to the Reich, whether they knew about it or not.

The clatter of typewriters and the drone of officers faded for me only when a shadow fell over my desk. I glanced up, and the face staring back at me was one I knew well. He was a captain with lines carved deep into his face from years of service, and his uniform always looked so immaculate, like it had been stitched onto him that very morning. He didn’t bother to smile as he spoke.

“Hauptmann Theodore Moore,” he said in a cold voice. “Oberst Müller wants a word with you. Now.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 10

The hall to Oberst Müller’s office always felt like a slowly narrowing tunnel, not just because of the stone walls or the flickering fluorescent lamps overhead, but because every step toward that polished oak door meant stepping closer to scrutiny. The Oberst’s secretary, a thin man with spectacles that gave his eyes a permanently bug-eyed look, barely gave me a glance as he opened the door and motioned me inside with his usual expression of cold indifference.

I snapped up even straighter as soon as I crossed the threshold, with my spine stiff, cap under my arm, and my eyes fixed forward with the blank obedience expected of an officer of my station.

Müller stood near the window with his hands clasped behind his back, his uniform impeccable and his blonde hair slicked back to within an inch of its life. Although the weariness of his expression carried the fatigue of someone who had just returned from the same hellscape as me, his posture betrayed none of it. He turned slowly, and the sharp lines of his face softened only slightly when his eyes landed on mine.

“Moore,” he said quietly. “Come in.”

I obeyed, though every muscle was tense until he gestured for me to sit in the chair across from his heavy desk. Müller studied me for a long moment, his expression unreadable, and then he leaned forward with his elbows braced on the desk and his fingers tented.

“You’ve done well,” he said simply. “You held your post in Arizona under less than ideal circumstances, and you kept your head on tight when others lost theirs. That alone distinguishes you from most of the men under my command.”

My heart thudded in my chest. I had barely done anything, so it seemed strange to be handed praise like that. This didn’t seem like it was just coming for free.

“Sir,” I said carefully. “I only did my duty.”

Müller’s mouth tugged into something between a grimace and a smile, as though the phrase itself amused him, though he quickly waved it off with a flick of his hand.

“Duty, yes. But you have ability beyond that, too, as proven through years of loyal service. We lost a number of capable men in Arizona, Moore, and Sacramento has need of stronger leadership in the wake of these unfortunate events.” He actually smiled this time, and I tried my best to return the expression as he continued. “So, effective immediately, you are to assume the role of Untergouverneur, reporting directly to me. You’ll handle not only the administrative burden but also any civilian matters that have been… complicated, by the events in Arizona.”

The words almost knocked the wind out of me. Untergouverneur. Sub-Governor. It was a promotion that carried real power and authority, but also the kind of visibility I’d been trying to avoid. Relief and terror collided in my chest in equal measure, because while the promotion meant security, since no one promoted men that they wanted dead, it also thrust me deeper into the Reich’s machinery than I had ever been before. My hands dug into the armrests.

“I am honored, Oberst Müller,” I said. “I will not fail the Reich.”

Müller nodded once, satisfied, and then slid a folder across the desk toward me. The leather binding was smooth and polished, but I had a feeling that the contents inside would carry the stench of ash and blood. On top of the folder was a pin that signified my new rank.

“Good,” he said. “Then you will begin immediately. Your first task is to prepare the official public narrative of Arizona. Berlin demands an explanation that will not disrupt civilian faith or military morale, so you are to ensure that every report, every newspaper, and every broadcast says exactly what we want them to say. Arizona was a triumph over those who tried to hurt the Reich, and our experimental testing went exactly according to plan. Nothing more, nothing less.”

My fingers brushed the folder as though it might burn me, and I opened it slowly. A moment later, my eyes traced the preliminary drafts that had already been written. Of course, the truth was nowhere to be found inside.

There were lists of ‘enemy saboteurs’ supposedly responsible for the attack, inflated reports of heroic Nazi actions, and carefully curated statistics that bore no resemblance to what had actually happened. It was propaganda in its purest form, all smoke and mirrors, and now it was mine to refine. Müller leaned back, and his gaze never left me as he watched me with the same intensity he seemed to bring to everything.

“You will make this clean,” he said. “No loose ends, no contradictions. If a man on the street asks tomorrow what happened in Arizona, I want his answer to sound identical to the Reich’s.”

“Of course,” I agreed and nodded once, despite the lump in my throat.

The enormity of the task hit me all at once. This wasn’t just about writing reports. It was about shaping the narrative of an entire region, as if I could erase the truth from the soil itself and replace it with something glossy and hollow that civilians could swallow whole without thinking about it twice.

My mind raced through the possibilities. I would need to pull this off perfectly, not only because this was my first assignment as the undergoverner, but also because covering up this incident would also work out in my favor. I had some moral qualms with lying to civilians, but there wasn’t much else I could do in this situation. Maybe I could pin this on foreign agents or paint it as a failed uprising that was quickly crushed. Or, perhaps, rebrand this all as an industrial accident, a tragedy turned to triumph by the swift hand of the Reich. Each option carried risks, and each demanded precision.

“You’ll have three days,” Müller’s voice broke through my thoughts. “After that, Berlin expects a complete draft, ready for distribution.”

A half-week to rewrite history. I could figure that out. I attached the pin to my lapel and let out a small, shaky breath.

I gathered the folder, tucked it under my arm, and then rose as Müller dismissed me with nothing more than an absent flick of his wrist. As I stepped back into the hall, the weight of the promotion pressed against me heavier than any uniform jacket. Men saluted me as I passed because of the new insignia on my lapel, and every stiff-armed gesture made bile rise in my throat. I moved through the corridors like a machine and nodded when it was required, but all I could think about was Carina.

She had fled from one fire only to be carried into another, and now my new position would likely drag her deeper into danger whether she realized it or not. By the time I returned to my desk, the thought of beginning the drafts felt like trying to move a mountain with my bare hands, but still, the typewriter keys clacked beneath my fingers as I began to assemble the first draft.

Saboteurs, I wrote, guided and funded by communist radicals. Heroic sacrifices were made by Reich soldiers who fought against impossible odds to swiftly and decisively return order.

Every sentence brought the taste of ash into my mouth, but I continued to force myself to type. Hesitation would be a crack in the façade, and cracks drew attention. My cover had survived this long because I played the part of Sub-Governor Theodore Moore perfectly, because I lied better than anyone else in the room expected from me. But now, I wouldn’t just be lying for survival. The lies would become official policy.

Hours bled away without my notice as the draft grew thicker, and each page was another step away from the truth until Arizona was nothing more but a clean scar in the Reich’s grand narrative. I leaned back finally, eyes dry and knuckles white from typing, and for a moment I wondered if this was how history itself was erased. Not by fire and explosions, but by quiet men in gray offices who typed up the official reports in the aftermath.

Carina would hate every word of it if she heard it, but if the propaganda served its purpose, it meant fewer eyes on us and fewer suspicions about any survivors that slipped out unnoticed. Survival tended to be ugly in that way.

Still, the bile didn’t leave my throat, even when I set the pages neatly into a file. The Reich devoured the truth whole, and I was the one feeding it.

The sound of boots on linoleum drew me from my thoughts, and when I looked up, a clerk stood in front of me. She was holding an envelope sealed with wax, and she didn’t say a word as she set it on my desk, gave a curt nod, and then left as quickly as she’d arrived.

My name was scrawled across the front in a haphazard manner, but that wasn’t unusual. The wax seal cracked with a faint snap beneath my thumb, and when I looked inside, I saw three folded pages.

I pulled them out casually, like this was just another communique on an average day. And at first glance, it looked like the usual family letter, written in a tone syrupy enough to pass through even the Reich’s paranoid sensors. There was mention of an aunt’s birthday and a cousin’s ailing health, and more of the usual domestic fluff that nobody gave a damn about. But the longer my eyes traced the sentences, the more the familiar code began to emerge.

Each family member was a cipher, each date was a coordinate, and every line break was a careful alignment. By the second paragraph, my pulse was racing in my throat.

‘The old hotel is still under renovation’ meant that it held something important and valuable. ‘Uncle Frederick always liked his drinks at midnight, you know, old officer habits’ translated to time-sensitive security rotations that changed after curfew. They wanted me to infiltrate a location here in Sacramento. My eyes drifted lower, and then stopped dead when I reached the name.

Das Westland Hotel. I knew it. Everyone in Sacramento knew it, because the building was a relic, one of the grand old prewar hotels the Reich had gutted and half-converted into administrative storage. That name wasn’t just a cipher, it was a landmark, and if it was in this letter, it was intentional.

I leaned back, folded the paper in half, and then slid it into the inner pocket of my uniform jacket while I tried to breathe normally, even if the rush of realization had already sharpened every nerve in my body to a knife’s edge. Das Westland Hotel. Even the syllables conjured an unease I couldn’t quite name, because it wasn’t just a hotel, but also a storage hub, and occasionally a prison for ‘undesirable’ civilians waiting to be processed.

What could possibly be hidden there, and why would the Reich risk keeping whatever it was in such a conspicuous building? My hands itched to tear back through the letter a second time, to make sure I hadn’t misread the name.

A slow breath steadied me, though not entirely, because every heartbeat forced the weight of the choice down deeper. To touch this assignment meant to pull both Carina and myself into something apparently valuable and dangerous enough to risk my cover.

I had seen that hotel before, not on a street corner, but in passing official reports. The faint glimpses I saw in documents mentioned restricted wings and secured deliveries, and often, it was only referred to in shorthand. WL Facility, they’d called it, which felt oddly familiar. That, more than the name itself, made my blood run cold. I couldn’t shake the sense that I had walked past a door without knowing what was on the other side, and now the letter was forcing me to step through it blindfolded.

The thought almost made me laugh. I had signed up to live inside the wolves’ den, and every week, the Nazis invited me further in. But now I was being asked to press further still at the behest of the people who’d placed me here. Despite the gnawing fear, I knew I would still carry this out. Nobody in this world had the luxury of refusing things based on fear.

Once the letter was securely tucked away in the pocket of my coat, I leaned over my desk and rifled through the files Müller had handed me earlier, desperate to see whether that recognition was real or a trick of my exhausted mind. The propaganda drafts smelled faintly of fresh ink, and the Reich seal stamped in black bled across the top of every page like a warning. I skimmed past the opening pages until I found a section labeled Supply and Containment. There it was again, in a neat typewriter font.

WL Facility. Not only that, but a line that made my stomach twist even tighter followed it. It had been designated for special storage of confiscated records and materials, supervised by civilian clerks with Gestapo oversight. Special storage. That was the Reich’s way of saying it was too dangerous for public eyes, and if the resistance letter had pointed me here, it meant something in those archives could threaten the Reich’s hold on North America, and possibly the entire world.

My fingers traced the words as though they might explain themselves if I just pressed hard enough. Cross-referencing the drafts confirmed that the Reich wasn’t just using the hotel as some bureaucratic waystation or even a simple storage facility, but they were also hiding the bones of something ugly in those locked rooms.

One report mentioned Arizona and cited the relocation of materials westward. Another included lists of trucks that had made their final stop at WL. What had happened in Arizona was apparently not only important for America, but also for Germany, and now information about it was probably sitting under guard in that old hotel. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.

My pen moved across a scrap sheet of paper as I began to make my plan, though I kept my handwriting loose and faint enough to be read only by someone trained to see the shorthand.

There were security rotations at curfew. Storage was maintained by civilian clerks, overseen by Gestapo, which meant only a few guards, but the ones present would be fanatical. That meant subtlety would be better than brute force.

Maybe Carina could pose as an errand runner, or maybe I could flash my new rank and insist on an inspection. Every plan felt like threading a needle while blind, but it was better than stepping into the lion’s mouth unarmed. Yet my mind kept circling back to the key phrase from the letter.

Uncle Frederick liked his drinks at midnight. Midnight, aside from the actual time, probably meant a window, a changeover, or a momentary gap when something or someone could slip in or out unnoticed.

I had three days to file propaganda for Müller, and sometime between now and then, I would have to carve out hours for a chance at those files.

By the time I returned to the apartment that evening, the mask of my new rank felt worn into my skin, heavy and suffocating. Carina was perched on the small couch, her boots tossed lazily to the side, and she looked up from a dog-eared book as soon as I closed the door behind me. Her hair caught the last streaks of dying sunlight in the window, and for a moment I just stood there and savored how the sight of her had cut through all the static in my head.

“Rough day?” she asked as her lips tugged into a small smirk.

“Promotion,” I muttered, as I slipped off my jacket and then hung it over the back of a chair. “I’m Sacramento’s new Untergouverneur, apparently.”

Carina’s brows shot up, and then she laughed once, short and sharp.

“Congratulations, Herr Governor,” she teased. “Shall I start curtsying now, or is it alright for me to stay as is?”

I dropped down beside her, close enough that our shoulders brushed, and let out a long breath that almost sounded like a laugh.

“God, don’t,” I said as I shook my head. “I can barely stomach the salutes I’ve gotten today. If you start bowing, I’ll probably vomit.”

“So, what did they have you do today, oh, mighty governor?” she asked, and though there was warmth in her voice, there was also something sharper beneath.

I didn’t answer right away. My hand drifted over hers, squeezed once, and then I pulled back just enough to meet her gaze. The truth pressed hard against my throat.

“There was a letter,” I muttered. “From the resistance.”

The humor drained from her face immediately, replaced with an alert stillness that seemed to coil her entire body like a spring.

“Go on,” she urged when I didn’t expand on that.

I laid the coded letter out on the coffee table between us and smoothed the creases with my palm as Carina leaned forward. Quiet filled the room for a while, broken only by the faint hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen, until she let out a soft exhale through her nose.

“Das Westland Hotel,” she muttered and shook her head. “Explain this code. Now.”

I explained the cipher, and she took to it quickly. Then, I went over what I found in Müller’s propaganda drafts, the cross-references to WL Facility, the records that had been redirected there, and the whispers of Arizona buried in innocuous lists and transport manifests. By the time I finished, my throat felt raw as though the words themselves had scraped me on the way out. Carina sat back, and folded her arms across her chest. For a long time, she didn’t say anything at all, and her lips pressed together in a way that made me think she was biting back a sharp retort.

“So, what’s the play?” she asked when she leaned forward. “You’re undergovernor now. You could just walk in with a clipboard and pretend it’s an inspection.”

“Clipboard or not, Gestapo means even my new rank won’t clear me without a few questions, and questions mean paperwork. Paperwork means attention.” I shook my head and tapped a finger against the letter. “I think the course of action here is just to follow the plan the Resistance laid out. Use the shift at midnight, slip in through a blind corner, and use just enough rank to get past a clerk if needed. Nothing more. In and out.”

“And if it isn’t as clean and easy as that?” she asked.

“Then,” I said, and let a thin ribbon of electricity crackle across my knuckles before it faded just as quickly, “we improvise.”

I had gotten a bit better at controlling and conducting the flow of the lightning now, so I could call it to my fingers at will. I still couldn’t get a grasp on how to make it as large or powerful as it had been in Arizona, but it was enough to reassure me that I might be able to draw that kind of power again someday. Carina studied me for a moment longer, and then her smirk softened and she nodded once.

“Alright,” she said. “Then I guess we’ll improvise together.”

The three days that led up to the night stretched for what felt like forever, filled with hours I spent at the typewriter forging narratives, while Carina busied herself with finding some more information through her new role as secretary. My drafts had taken shape now, and the attack in Arizona was reduced to saboteurs with foreign funding, Reich soldiers painted as truly selfless martyrs that not only preserved the Nazi forces but helpless civilians caught in the crossfire, and the Reich itself presented as unshakeable even in the face of chaos. Müller stopped by once to glance at my progress, and his approving nod did nothing to ease the bile in my stomach. By the time the third night fell, Sacramento was wrapped in the heavy quiet of curfew, and the streets were dark except for the occasional gleam of headlights as patrol cars rolled past in lazy arcs.

That was when Carina and I slipped into the shadows, her in trousers and a jacket that let her blend into the shadows like smoke, me in half of my uniform that could, if needed, be paraded as a cover.

The Westland Hotel loomed at the end of the street as a hulking silhouette of prewar grandeur that had been gutted and then rebuilt with steel and barbed wire on a far larger scale than the one in Arizona. Its once grand windows were shuttered, and its revolving doors had long been replaced with a single iron gate that hummed faintly with electrification.

Carina crouched beside me in the alley across the street from the target, and her breath ghosted in the cold night air as we watched two clerks shuffle through the main doors. They clutched folders tightly to their chests as they hurried, like men who feared their own shadows.

“Midnight drinks,” she murmured as her eyes locked on a second floor balcony where a guard leaned on his rifle and yawned.

I checked the cheap watch strapped to my wrist, saw the hands creeping toward twelve, and nodded.

“That’s our opening,” I said.

We crossed under the cover of the next passing truck. Its wheels clattered over the cobblestones just loudly enough to mask our steps as we pressed ourselves against the outer wall just beneath the balcony. A faint hum ran through the concrete under my palm, likely the current from the electrified gate that fed into a lock system embedded just inside. Carina’s hand brushed mine, and I nodded once before I closed my eyes and concentrated on gathering up the lightning inside me.

Sparks prickled at my fingertips and then arced invisibly into the circuits beneath the wall. I could feel them shudder at the sudden disruption, and a few seconds later the hum died, the lock stuttered, and the iron gate clicked just once. We slipped inside before the power had fully cut out.

The air inside was cooler than I expected, marked by a lingering draft that smelled faintly of machine oil. Carina and I slipped through a narrow service corridor just beyond the gate, where our footsteps were muffled by the cracked tiles beneath. A single fluorescent bulb flickered erratically overhead, and a low murmur of voices drifted from the lobby further down.

I could pick out clipped German phrases spoken with the bored rhythm of clerks about to finish their nightly duties and the occasional rasp of a page being turned. We ducked behind a stack of wooden crates stamped with the Reich insignia and crouched down as a clerk shuffled past with a bundle of folders so tall he could barely see over them. His shoes squeaked with each step, and we heard plain as day when he had made it far enough down the hall that he wouldn’t notice us.

“I see stairs to the right,” Carina whispered. “I doubt the file room would be on the ground floor. That’s too exposed.”

I glanced around the crates before I eased forward. Shadows played across the wall in long strips from the overhead lamps, and I moved only when the light shifted away, with Carina following behind me in short bursts. When we finally reached a stairwell door, I pressed my palm against it and felt the faint tick of electricity again.

It was wired, just like the gate. My throat tightened as I glanced at Carina, who only raised a brow. I flexed my fingers, and this time a current came more willingly. A thin spark leaped into the frame and raced down the wiring. The lock clicked instantly, and I eased the door open on its rusted hinges.

Our footsteps echoed faintly through the stairwell despite our attempts to tread lightly, and each step bounced back in a hollow rhythm that nearly made me flinch. Both Carina and I looked over every landing as we moved, and I was suddenly far more grateful for her presence. I was used to flying solo, but something about this mission made me happy for the companionship.

At the second floor, faint laughter drifted through the door, and I could tell just from the voice it was a guard speaking in lazy German, his tone casual. We pressed against the wall until the sound faded, and then we continued upward as the clock in my mind ticked louder with every step. Midnight meant the window was open, but I didn’t know for how long, and time was as much a threat as the Gestapo themselves.

The door at the fourth floor bore a small plaque, and I sighed in relief when I saw it said Records Storage.

Carina touched the handle lightly and then shook her head. Unsurprisingly, the door was locked, and I could see a faint glow of wiring that hinted the lock wasn’t mechanical. I wasn’t sure if Carina could also see the glow, but if she did, she didn’t point it out. I drew in a slow breath and lifted my hand again, but this time the surge I called up came less like a soft trickle and more like a sudden lurch of storm clouds that had just passed through my veins. The metal beneath my palm hissed faintly, popped once, and then the lock shuddered open with a low click. Carina pushed the door open and slipped inside, and I followed, careful to close it behind us.

Rows upon rows of shelves loomed like skeletal ribs in the dim light, each stacked with files bound in string, metal boxes stenciled with serial numbers, and piles of documents that looked ready to collapse under their own weight. The room was larger than I’d imagined, and its far corners were lost in the shadows. Only a handful of desk lamps cast pools of yellow light across scattered workstations, but otherwise, the place was dark.

The soft scratch of a pen echoed from somewhere in the depths. At first, I assumed it was a clerk who hadn’t left yet, though it could’ve been someone who was stationed here after hours. Carina’s hand brushed my arm, and she pointed left toward a narrow aisle that would provide us with plenty of cover. We slipped between the shelves and moved one cautious step at a time, until the sound of the pen scratching grew louder and then steadied into silence.

I peered around the edge of the shelf and saw a middle-aged man hunched at a desk, with his spectacles perched low on his nose. He muttered as he sorted through a stack of pages by lamplight. A guard’s rifle leaned lazily against the desk beside him, and his uniform looked rumpled. Both of those were signs he probably wasn’t as zealous about the rules as most of his colleagues.

I would have to make a decision here. We could simply knock him out, but when he woke up, he would sound the alarm. That was fine if we’d left by then, but we couldn’t be sure. The other option was to hope he was too exhausted to notice two shadows gliding past his station. But what if he came looking for something near the files we needed?

I leaned back into the shadows, and when Carina looked at me, I knocked my fist against the top of my head.

“Leave it to me,” she whispered in my ear.

She slipped from the aisle and vanished into the shadows at the far edge of the room. My heart hammered as I lost sight of her, and I strained to keep my focus on the clerk who still hadn’t looked up from whatever he was writing. There was a sudden commotion that sounded like papers falling to the concrete floor, and the clerk snapped his head sharply toward the sound.

And then I saw a hand flash out as the butt of a small pistol struck the back of his neck, and he slumped forward onto the desk before he could make a sound. I hurried forward and checked the man’s pulse to find him still alive, just unconscious, and then I dragged his slumped body to the floor while Carina collected the papers she had scattered.

“We’ve got two hours at the most before he wakes up,” she whispered. “We’d better hope we’re long gone by then.”

“Got it,” I said and turned my attention to the shelves that towered above us.

Each section was labeled with a neatly stenciled number on a thin plaque that meant nothing without a key, but then I saw it. There was a map of Sacramento tacked to the wall, and while it was mundane enough on the surface, the notations that had been added were so neat that it must have been important. Each small section of Sacramento was labeled by a letter, and the area that the WL Facility was in was labeled as H.

But there wasn’t an H on any of the aisles, and for a long moment, I stared at the stenciled numbers on the shelves as though they might rearrange themselves into meaning if I only willed them hard enough. Carina crouched beside the unconscious clerk and rifled through his desk drawers, while she muttered under her breath about too many codes. My eyes trailed back to the wall chart and searched for anything that wasn’t obvious, until I spotted a detail so small it almost escaped my notice.

In the lower corner, beneath the grid of letters, was a column of scribbled numbers. Each corresponded to a section of the map, but H included seventeen, nineteen, and twenty-one. My pulse quickened as I scanned the nearest shelves, and sure enough, I spotted metal plaques that bore those exact numbers.

“There,” I whispered as I pointed at the numbers.

Carina abandoned the drawer without a word to join me in the rows. We moved down aisle seventeen first, careful to step only in the shadowed gaps between overhead lamps. Boxes lined the shelves in unbroken ranks, stamped with dates and acronyms that meant little to me, but halfway down the row I noticed a different marking. It was a single diagonal slash, painted in red and nearly faded, but clearly deliberate. My fingers brushed against the box, and I tugged it part way off the shelf so I could see the label.

Arizona Field Transports had been typed across the label in a clean script. But when I opened it, the pages inside were only manifests of trucks, crates, and weight tallies. Useful, sure, but not the prize we were looking for.

Carina scanned the red mark with a sharp eye and then pointed further down, where another box bore a similar mark, but a double slash instead of just one. We worked our way through it quickly and sorted stacks of bland memoranda and envelopes marked as requisition forms until we reached a smaller bundle bound with twine that had been tucked between the others like someone wanted to keep it hidden, yet still accessible. My hands itched to open it, but discipline forced me to pause and remember that the real trail wasn’t complete just yet.

Row nineteen proved trickier. Every box here was stacked in uneven towers, some so precarious I hesitated to breathe near them, and the smell of dust and mildew made my throat sting. Carina took the left side while I checked the right, and both of us scanned each label for a connection to Arizona or WL. Most were stamped with mundane identifiers, like Census Reallocations, Fuel Quotas, and Supply Chains, but one box near the bottom bore a single strange abbreviation. AZR. The box was wedged so tightly beneath the weight of three others that I nearly cursed aloud trying to free it. Carina crouched beside me to help, and together we slid it loose just far enough to pry the lid open.

The papers we found inside were far older than anything we’d seen so far, with yellowed edges and bent corners. There were dozens of pages labeled Arcane Relocation, Phase II. That alone made bile creep up my throat, and I shoved the list closed before I read any more.

“This is it,” I muttered, and Carina nodded grimly.

Shelf twenty-one was across the aisle, and it looked unassuming at first, with rows of thin file folders all labeled with years and nothing more. Something about the order made me pause, though. Every folder was arranged by date except for a small cluster in the center where the sequence skipped. 1946, 1947, and then suddenly 1950, with no sign of 48 or 49. My gut told me it couldn’t have just been carelessness.

Someone had tucked those years away where no one untrained would look for them, and the gap itself was the clue. I traced the edges of the folders until my fingers pressed against the shelf’s underside and felt a faint notch. With a sharp tug, the wooden plank lifted and revealed a hidden drawer no larger than a shoebox, and inside that was a single black binder sealed with a thin chain.

Carina’s eyes widened slightly, then flicked toward the unconscious clerk when he groaned. I glanced over as well and then coaxed a spark into the lock until it gave a reluctant snap and the chain slipped free. When I opened the binder, it wasn’t filled with papers, but a list of reference codes. It took me a moment, but I realized the numbers matched the earlier boxes, with each one cross referenced by shelf number.

“It’s a catalogue,” I whispered. “They hid the index.”

Carina exhaled sharply, and together, we scanned the list until one entry froze us both. WL Facility / Arizona Arcane Research / Secured, Classified Tier III. Its number matched the box that had been marked with the faded double slashes. Although we had retrieved a small bundle from that box, something about the amount of information here suggested that the entire box could have been valuable. At the very least, it would be worth checking over again, to make sure we hadn’t missed anything.

The box was heavier than I expected when we retrieved it again, and the cardboard bowed slightly in my hands as though it was crammed with much more than it should hold. For a moment, my nerves screamed that we’d trigger some hidden alarm just by moving it, but the facility remained quiet.

Carina shrugged off her jacket and laid it across the floor so we could lower the box without making any noise, and then she knelt opposite me, her face taut with an anticipation that bordered on fear. I pried the lid open inch by inch and then took out every envelope one by one. As I opened them, I expected another mountain of dull requisition logs, but instead, they revealed bundles of sealed envelopes, each marked with a different Reich eagle stamp in bold red ink. In one of the envelopes was a folder tied shut with string so tight it had dug into the paper itself. Carina reached for the envelopes, but I shook my head and pulled the entire bundle free, then replaced the box to keep appearances tidy. We couldn’t read and sort through everything here, so that would have to wait.

“We’ve got what we came for,” I whispered and tucked the stack under my arm.

Carina’s expression darkened, but she nodded, and we moved back toward the unconscious clerk, careful to leave the room as undisturbed as we had found it. The weight of the papers felt absurdly heavy, especially when we stepped past the clerk on the ground. I was half-convinced he might wake up and grab at one of our legs.

We slipped back into the stairwell, and despite the tension in my shoulders, no alarms rang as we descended. I led us through the service hallways until we found ourselves once more at the iron gate. Its faint hum had returned, though the circuit was weaker now, maybe because of the earlier surge I had forced through it. We waited for a patrol to pass, and then we slid into the shadows of the street where the night swallowed us whole.

My lungs burned with the urge to breathe freely again, but it wasn’t until we reached the dim light of our apartment that I allowed myself a shaky breath. Carina closed the curtains, tossed her jacket onto the couch, and turned to me with eyes that shone not only with triumph but also something sharper, edged with unease.

“You’re not going to just drop them off, are you?” she asked quietly.

My throat tightened, because that had been the plan. Deliver them, and then forget about it until I was given orders to continue. But Carina stepped closer, and her hand brushed mine as she stared into my eyes.

“They don’t tell you everything,” she said. “You know they don’t. If we just had to risk your cover and both of our lives out there, we deserve to know why.”

The envelopes sat between us like a living thing, and I could swear they radiated heat I could almost feel. After a long silence, I nodded.

I wanted to trust the resistance wholeheartedly, but I didn’t like being kept in the dark about everything that was happening around me. Carina was right that they had me risk my cover, which I had spent years building, and both of our lives. We should be allowed a peek at the information that we’d risked everything to get. Otherwise, I was just another pawn.

My fingers tugged at the string, and the seal split with a soft hiss. Carina leaned closer, and together, we stared at the envelope as I pulled the first page into the light.
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Chapter 11

San Diego’s harbor spread out before me in a jagged expanse of steel and salty air. The water was slick with moonlight and restless from the slow churn of arriving ships. Cranes loomed against the skyline, and their cables swayed gently as dockworkers barked clipped orders in German and English to blend into a rhythm that was both hurried and cautious. Carina stood at my side, with the collar of her jacket turned high against the chill breeze that rolled off the Pacific. Her eyes were locked on the freighter that had just broken through the fog.

Its bow carved the water in silence, but the sight of the Reich insignia painted along its hull still made bile burn at the back of my throat, stark proof that more Nazi cargo had just arrived unchallenged on American soil. I shifted my weight to keep my muscles loose and forced my gaze to stay fixed on the ship rather than the familiar city behind us.

I never thought I’d be back here, after everything that had happened. I tried to keep my mind clear, knowing that if I thought about how close all of this was to the city my parents and I used to call home, I might collapse.

Dockside lanterns flickered in fractured arcs of light that turned the harbor into a patchwork of shadows. From our vantage point near a stack of weather-stained shipping containers, I could see everything happening below us. There were the patrols that paced the piers, the unloading crews clustered like ants, and the gangways already sliding into place. Carina had one hand on her side where she kept a pistol strapped and hidden, though her body language betrayed no tension, just a cold, composed stillness.

“Right on time,” she murmured, though I caught the undertone in her voice, a note of distaste she couldn’t quite mask.

My jaw clenched as I followed the movement of armed soldiers stationed at the pierhead, their rifles slung too casually for men who weren’t expecting trouble. Everything about the scene screamed security, yet at the same time, it all felt too easy, too carefully arranged, like a stage that had been set for us rather than them.

The thought wouldn’t leave me, not after what we’d uncovered in those files. I had nearly burned holes through them with how many times I had read and reread them, and it turned out that buried beneath those requisition forms and relocation manifests had been a trove of correspondence.

Engineers, occult researchers, and bureaucrats had all quietly come to the same conclusion that the ley lines that cut beneath Arizona had potential unlike anything they had tapped into in Germany. Fire and ice had been their first successes, crude elements bent to human command through ritual, but Arizona promised something else entirely, a new power that the documents described in maddeningly vague terms. Words like ‘amplification’ and ‘unified output’ had appeared again and again, but never once did they define plainly what Arizona might hold. Their own scientists probably hadn’t understood what they would be pulling from the earth.

I had spent three nights dissecting every line of those files as I hunted for patterns, but it wasn’t just paranoia. There was a rhythm to the omissions, a kind of strange choreography in the redactions that screamed intent rather than accident. The occult jargon was dense enough to pass as filler to anyone less obsessive, but the gaps between phrases were too exact, and the repetitions of the same key words were always vague, always just shy of a definition.

That felt too deliberate. Whoever had planted that file wanted it to be found, but they also wanted to leave the finder in only a state of half-understanding, curious enough to act but uncertain enough to second-guess themselves. When I dropped the documents off to the resistance, I made it clear that this was poison dressed as insight. We couldn’t move on it or let anyone get suckered into the bait.

To my surprise, they had barely argued. There were a few younger operatives there who had bristled, eager for blood, but the older ones understood the stench of something too convenient when they smelled it. They had all seen men dragged out of hiding by lesser tricks, and they knew that letting a juicy target sit untouched was sometimes the only way to preserve the long game.

The decision then had been unanimous, or as close to it as I ever got with the resistance. The files would be locked away, their contents noted but unacted upon, their lure neutralized. There would be no raids on San Diego or Arizona, no sudden sabotage of any facility that the Reich clearly wanted us to notice. And above it all, there would be no attempt to intercept this specific shipment, no matter how much every instinct screamed that letting it through would be a betrayal of everything we stood for.

The quiet agreement that we would do nothing was what kept me awake. I knew why it had to be that way. If we played into their hands, the Reich would trace the espionage straight back to me, and the fragile scaffolding of my cover would crumble in an instant, but that didn’t make inaction any easier to stomach. Every page of those files hinted at atrocities yet to come, about experiments poised to escalate from crude elements into something sharper, strange, and more absolute, and I was supposed to just stand by while the materials that would fuel it arrived unchallenged on the American coast. Carina had seen the guilt tear me apart, and one night, she had put a hand on my shoulder to comfort me.

“A very smart man once told me that survival is what lets you keep fighting,” she said. “I think you should take his advice.”

It had helped in the moment, but it didn’t stop the realization from clawing at me that the Reich was playing a longer game than anyone had guessed, and their reach into America was becoming more and more solidified. The ley lines in Arizona weren’t just another experiment, but instead a precedent for future moves across the states, one that would lead to a world where the Nazis held untold power far beyond the two elements they had used to take over.

And now, as I watched that freighter drift closer to shore, I felt in my bones that every crate lowered onto this dock was another piece of the puzzle slotting neatly into place. I wanted to torch it all, to let the flames lick up into the sky and announce to the world that America wouldn’t just lie down flat and let the Nazis stomp all over us, but if I did, the Reich would know who had struck, and my usefulness to the resistance would be cut short in a single night. My own damn advice, to survive so I could keep fighting another day, turned out to be a lot easier to give than to take.

The role I had to play here was shepherd rather than saboteur, to make sure no stray bullet or bold resistance cell got the idea to intervene and derail the show. Although the resistance had told me to just stay as far away from the scene as possible to avoid detection, a part of me had felt it necessary to be here and make sure nothing went wrong.

On the surface, I was just performing my Untergouverneur duties in coming here to San Diego to oversee this new shipment. It felt obscene doing this, like my entire purpose had inverted into its opposite, but my cover demanded it. If this shipment disappeared or exploded, if even a single crate ended up at the bottom of the Pacific, then I could easily be the one hung out to dry as the newly-promoted insider who had let the information slip.

So, Carina and I stationed ourselves where we could see the whole operation, hidden enough not to draw eyes but close enough to intervene if things went sideways. I hated the logic of this, but in war, there was no clear right or wrong course of action to take. I could derail this shipment at the cost of my cover and life, but ultimately, I doubted that one single shipment would hurt the Nazi empire for very long. On the other hand, if I were to die here, I would no longer be able to help bring them down.

Carina probably thought the same. Although she didn’t speak her disgust aloud, I could see it simmering in the way she scanned the docks with cold detachment as she counted every crate.

But each lantern lit another slice of the harbor and created another shadow in which I could imagine someone else waiting, ready to make a move.

My job this time wasn’t to stop the Nazis, but to stop anyone else who tried.

Carina shifted slightly, and her boots crunched faintly against the grit scattered across the steel container we leaned against. For the first time since the freighter had slid into view, she turned her eyes toward me rather than the dock below, her face unreadable except for the faint tightness around her mouth that betrayed just how much she hated being here

“This is awful,” she said softly, her voice kept low so that the wind carried it nowhere but my ear. “If anything goes wrong tonight, they’ll blame the recently-promoted Untergouverneur, no matter what you do. You’ve climbed too high, you’re too visible, and all it takes is one misstep for the Reich to write you off as a scapegoat.”

“Then we make sure nothing goes wrong,” I muttered, though my stomach twisted.

I almost laughed at the absurdity of it. After everything, all the lies and masks and careful maneuvering, here I was in San Diego harbor not to fight Nazis but to keep them safe from interference and to keep the illusion of security alive.

We both knew that we couldn’t guarantee another resistance group would make a play, but at the very least, we could be here to stop it.

“I don’t like this,” she said as she watched the gangways slide into place. “I have a bad feeling about tonight.”

“So do I,” I admitted. “Let’s just hope it’s just our usual mistrust and not because we’ve read the same warning signs.”

Movement at the far end of the dock cut through our grim exchange, and we both tensed as we spotted the flicker of shadows that didn’t belong to dockhands or patrolling soldiers. A shape darted between crates, too cautious to be one of the workers just hauling rope.

My stomach dropped, and Carina tensed next to me as a long figure in a dark jacket bent low against the wind. He was hugging the line of the pier like he was trying to stitch himself into the scenery, but I had lived on the edge of both worlds long enough to recognize the stance of a man trying not to be seen.

“Did you see that?” she whispered.

“He’s heading behind that stack at the end,” I said.

The figure reached the containers, and after a few seconds, darted closer to the freighter’s stern. Whoever he was, all of his movements were deliberate, precise, and practiced.

A moment later, more movement caught my eye, this time on the opposite side of the dock near the shadows cast by the crane towers. A second figure appeared, dressed in the same dark clothes and moving with the same sharp economy of motion, and instantly my mind began to run through the possibilities. It was possible these were Sacramento resistance operatives who didn’t get the memo about the files and the obvious traps, or worse, another faction entirely, opportunists who had sniffed out the Reich’s interest in this place and wanted a piece for themselves.

Either way, it meant trouble. Carina muttered something under her breath, too low for me to catch, and then she pressed closer to the edge of the container so that she could peer down at the dockside more clearly.

“Two of them,” she said. “Maybe more. You know as well as I do that people like this don’t work alone.”

My mind was already painting more shadows into shapes and more shifting figures into threats we hadn’t yet noticed. The guards stationed at the pierhead also hadn’t noticed, at least not yet, but it was only a matter of time before someone glanced the wrong way and saw those figures slip too close to the wrong crates. My skin prickled with the certainty that if anyone got caught sneaking around the shipment tonight, the Reich would turn it into an excuse to purge every weak link in the chain of command, and I would be standing right at the top of the list.

The problem wasn’t just the intruders, though, but the timing. There was something too perfect about the arrival of a shipment that had clearly been set up as bait. How long had the bait sat there, and how could they know for sure someone would take it?

What if this was another half of a trap, a part we hadn’t accounted for? What if the files had been meant to drive us here, so that we would be standing in the shadows just as someone else made their move? Carina’s hand brushed my arm, and when I looked at her, she gave me a sharp nod. We both knew what had to happen next.

I cursed under my breath and pulled away from the container as I pulled the cap low over my forehead and used the bandana to cover my face. If anyone down there recognized me, everything I had built up over the years would be ruined, but if we didn’t intervene, we risked letting a wild card ruin the delicate balance of the night.

Carina fell in beside me instantly, her movements fluid and silent, her presence a steady anchor in the chaos of my mind. We made our way down the metal stairway that clung to the side of the stack of containers, and despite the noise we made on the metal rungs, our boots were muffled by the thrum of the harbor below.

Every step brought us closer to the ring of lantern lights that circled the freighter like a halo. My heartbeat thundered in my ears, louder than the hiss of the ocean, louder even than the shouts of the dockhands. Every instinct screamed to turn back, to let the Reich’s soldiers deal with their intruders, but survival wasn’t just about my life tonight, it was about the resistance’s future, about making sure we didn’t get implicated.

The dockside smelled of oil, brine, and cigarette smoke, and the air was dense with the kind of fatigue that came from men working long hours under floodlights, yet woven through it was a tension that was clearly not theirs. I could feel a nervous energy that ran beneath the surface, crackling and waiting for a spark.

Carina and I slipped between two crates and crouched low as we made our way toward the stern of the ship where the first figure had vanished. Up close, the sound of the freighter’s engines groaning in idle made the air vibrate in my chest. The crates towered over us now, but at least they provided good cover.

Carina tapped two fingers against her thigh, a subtle signal, and pointed toward a sliver of movement just beyond the edge of a lantern’s glow. I followed her gaze, and sure enough, there was the figure again, now crouched low beside a stack of coiled rope and fumbling with something metallic that glinted in the fractured light.

He wasn’t just scouting. He was preparing something.

My stomach lurched as I caught the shape of wires, the silhouette of a boxy device no dockhand would ever have a reason to carry. Carina must have seen it at the same time, because her hand was suddenly on my arm. She squeezed hard, and her eyes were sharp with an unspoken message.

A bomb.

I wanted to believe it was something else, some tool or gadget, but the deliberate way he hunched over it and shielded it from view betrayed the truth. I forced myself to breathe slowly and to think past the surge of panic, because if we rushed him right now, we risked setting it off early, either by accident or intent. And yet, if we hesitated, the entire shipment and maybe half the dock would vanish in the explosion.

We crept closer, and every nerve in my body was braced for the moment he might notice us. As Carina drew her pistol, the metal gleamed dully in the lantern light, but I kept my hands empty. My role tonight wasn’t to shoot first but to try and keep the illusion alive as long as possible.

The intruder shifted and tilted his head as if listening, and for a heartbeat I thought he had caught our approach, but then his focus snapped back to the device in his hands. A second figure appeared at the edge of the light and glanced over his shoulders like a lookout. Most likely, it wasn’t just the two of them here. I counted our exits, and the number of guards close enough to intervene if we drew attention.

“We have to stop them before they set it off,” Carina whispered as she leaned closer.

I nodded, and signaled Carina to close the distance between us and the aspiring saboteurs. She moved first, her pistol raised but angled low, a silent signal that we weren’t here to spill blood but would do so if forced. I followed her lead and stepped out of the shadows with my palms open, as every muscle in my body screamed against the gamble I was about to make.

“Stop what you’re doing,” I called out in a voice that was just loud enough to cut through the noise of the harbor.

The bomber’s head snapped toward us, and his eyes narrowed above a strip of cloth that covered half of his face. For a second, his hands froze on the wires. His partner tensed like a coiled spring, one hand already reaching toward his coat to likely retrieve a sidearm, and I could feel the tension of the moment balancing on a knife’s edge. Carina didn’t flinch, and her tone was sharp as she spoke.

“We’re not your enemy,” she said. “You need to listen. If you set that thing off, you won’t just be destroying a Reich shipment, you’ll be falling right into the trap they’ve set. This whole shipment is bait to lure out resistance. You’ll barely be doing any real damage before they come down to capture you, or worse.”

“That’s exactly what a Nazi collaborator would say,” the lookout spat.

I felt the words hit like a slap, but I tried not to let that show. Instead, I forced myself a step closer, while keeping my voice steady even as my heart slammed against my ribs.

“I’ve bled for this fight longer than you’ll ever know,” I said slowly. “I know what’s inside those crates. Nothing. You won’t win anything here except your own deaths.”

The lookout shifted uneasily, and his eyes darted to the patrols that were still oblivious to the tension that was starting to unravel only yards away.

“We’re resistance,” Carina said quietly but firmly as she lowered her pistol. “We’re not here to protect the Reich, but to make sure this fight doesn’t happen. They want blood here, and we’re trying to make sure they don’t get it.”

Although the bomber’s eyes flicked between us, caught somewhere between disbelief and hesitation, his hands never left the wires. I caught the faint tremor in his fingers, a tiny tremble that betrayed nerves under his mask, and I knew that he was probably much less experienced than we were. Maybe this was even one of his first missions.

“You talk too much,” he said finally, though his tone lacked the venom it had held earlier.

“You think I don’t want to burn every crate they brought here?” I took another slow step forward and willed myself to seem calm even though my lungs burned. “I would love to, frankly. I’d love to burn down everything the Nazis have ever touched. But this isn’t the place, and tonight isn’t the night. If you light that fuse, you’ll be handing them the victory.”

For a moment, silence stretched thin as glass, and every sound of the harbor seemed amplified around us. I could hear the gulls crying, the creak of the cranes, and the shuffle of boots on wood as if they were all just a few inches away. It seemed for a moment that we had managed to crack their resolve, but then the lookout snorted with mockery and shook his head.

“Every collaborator thinks he’s so clever, warning us away from the very thing that would hurt the Reich the most,” he sneered. “Funny, isn’t it? That you know so much about what’s inside those crates, about what the Nazis want us to do. Maybe it’s because you belong to them.”

My throat tightened, but Carina’s sharp breath kept me anchored. She bristled but held her ground.

“If he belonged to them, you wouldn’t still be alive to argue,” she said, her voice like ice. “And yet here we are, trying to stop you from making a mistake that will bury us all.”

The bomber’s hand twitched again, and his eyes flicked to me, to her, and then back to the device. He wasn’t entirely convinced, but he wasn’t pulling the trigger either, and that thin line of hesitation seemed to be the only leverage we had.

I forced myself to step closer until I could see the outline of his jaw clenched tight beneath the fabric. I dropped my voice low, until it was urgent and almost pleading.

“You don’t know me,” I said. “You don’t have to. But understand that the Reich is already counting on tonight ending in flames. If you want to defy them, you do the opposite of what they expect.”

I let the words hang there, heavy and bare, and prayed he could hear the truth in them. For a breathless moment, I thought he might actually listen. His shoulders hunched as his eyes flicked toward the freighter and then toward the oblivious guards who paced in lazy circles. There was a shadow of doubt etched into the lines of his face.

“You want to fight? Then fight smart,” Carina urged in a voice that was warmer now. “Not here. Not tonight. We can help you get names, places, ways to strike where it matters. But if you blow up this dock, all of that won’t matter. Nobody will be there to hit them.”

The lookout’s mouth twisted like he wanted to spit on the ground, but the bomber’s hands hovered, caught between conviction and caution. My chest tightened as I tried one final gambit.

“I’ve seen too many good men and women thrown away for a desperate chance to take their own shot at the Reich,” I said. “Don’t add your names to the pile of dead. You want to hurt them? Live. Wait. And strike when it breaks their bones, not just their pride.”

I thought we had reached them, that the words Carina and I had strung together had carved their way through the fog of zeal that gripped them, because the bomber’s hands wavered above the device and the lookout’s gaze darted nervously toward the shadows like he was weighing the sense in what we had said. In that fragile pause, I allowed myself to believe reason might have triumphed over rage.

“Maybe…” the bomber muttered and rolled his shoulders.

The word was stretched thin with uncertainty, and Carina shifted just slightly to lower her pistol as if to seal the fragile trust. I let my breath seep out slowly, careful not to shatter the brittle stillness.

But then, the bomber’s eyes flicked sideways, and I caught the sliver of a smirk curling against the edge of his eyes, a cruel spark that didn’t match the tremor in his hands.

“Maybe you’re right,” he said, and his voice dripped with false concession.

The lookout gave a sharp laugh that no longer rang with unease but with the cutting edge of triumph.

In that same instant, I felt the ground fall out beneath me, as a sudden icy certainty clawed up my spine that this had never been about doubt or hesitation, that the entire back and forth had been for show, a cruel dance to keep us close and invested. Carina stiffened beside me and realized this at the same time I did, but her finger twitched near the trigger too late, because the bomber’s shoulders squared with the confidence of a man who had already chosen his endgame.

“You really do talk too much, Teddy,” the bomber sneered, and my heart skipped a beat.

“How do you--” I began, but the bomber’s hand jerked and snapped the wire into place with a decisive flick that sent sparks crawling across the crude box like veins of lightning. The world collapsed into motion before I could even shout a warning.

Carina lunged forward, her pistol rising in a blur, but the lookout barreled between us like he had been waiting for that exact moment. His shoulder slammed her into a crate so hard it cracked under the force. I surged forward with a strangled curse that was too little, too late. The device hummed as a low vibration rattled my bones, and the bomber’s eyes shone wild with the conviction of the mad.

I screamed for him to stop, but the words dissolved into the roar of action around me, and for the barest sliver of time I saw his gaze lock with mine. Betrayal twisted in me at the knowledge that these men knew exactly what their move would cost me but went ahead with it anyway.

But there was no time left as the device screamed alive with a flare of light, and then the world fractured apart.

Sound obliterated my thoughts as the explosion ripped through the dock in a deafening, gutting blast that shattered wood and iron. Heat slapped against my face and hurled me backward into the unforgiving steel of a container. My skull rang with the impact even as flames formed a great snarling column that devoured the night sky. The stench of burning oil and splintered timber tangled into a single choking cloud, while dockhands screamed, soldiers shouted, and alarms shrieked to life.

I dimly registered Carina’s desperate voice calling my name as I dragged myself through the smoke. I could barely hear her over the ringing in my ears and the roar of the inferno around us, but even as I staggered forward, the last image burned into my mind was the bomber’s grin, and the sick certainty in his face that this was exactly what he had been planning.

“We have to get out of here,” I said as I reached Carina. “Now.”
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Chapter 12

Smoke still clung to my lungs as I staggered along, and every breath tasted like ash or oil. Carina grabbed my arm to steady me, but she kept me moving, because she knew as well as I did that any hesitation now would mean certain death. The harbor had dissolved into madness as Reich soldiers shouted orders, dockhands scrambled for hoses, and floodlights snapped alive to paint the water in garish streaks of white, all while somewhere in the wreckage the bomber’s device continued to crackle faintly.

Carina’s eyes were wide, her face was streaked with soot, and in the harsh glow from the searchlights, I saw the sharp glint of realization dawn across her features. Not just that we had survived, but that our survival had been deliberate. We’d been set up by the people who were supposed to be on the same side.

“It was them,” I rasped. “My own group set us up.”

Though my voice barely carried above the clamor, she heard it, and her lips pressed into a thin, furious line that told me she had come to the same conclusion.

Sacramento’s resistance hadn’t miscalculated or stumbled into a trap. They had laid one, carefully and cruelly, and the explosion had been nothing but theater, a firework to cover their true strike. They had wanted me exposed, dragged into the open with a Reich uniform at my back, so that any shred of doubt about where my loyalties were would turn into certainty in the eyes of those desperate to pin betrayal somewhere.

My knees threatened to give out at the weight of the realization, and I could see it all now in sharp relief. The roundabout way they spoke to me, and even ordering me to risk my cover and retrieve the files from the hotel even though they couldn’t know if the information was worth risking my life for. They had treated me like a pawn all this time, although I couldn’t fully understand why.

Maybe they had suspected something and let the suspicion fester quietly. Then, rather than confront me, they had decided to cut the cord entirely, to paint me as a collaborator and liability in a single stroke. I staggered as a rush of soldiers tore past, and Carina yanked me into the shelter of an overturned crate.

“Fuck,” she hissed, “this was always about you, wasn’t it?”

That betrayal should have broken me, but instead, a savage clarity had sliced through the smoke and steadied me. Betrayal was at least kind of an answer, a grim logic where before there had only been paranoia. My own resistance cell, men and women I had bled beside, had decided my usefulness had run dry and that my survival was more dangerous than my death, so they had turned their knives inward.

Carina’s eyes searched mine, not for confirmation but for resolve, because she had already seen the truth in the bomber’s gaze and the lookout’s words that were too pointed to be mere speculation or chance.

“Let’s get out of this shithole,” she snarled as another pair of boots ran by.

Every step we took away from the inferno was shadowed by the knowledge that the Reich wasn’t my only enemy. The wolves I once called comrades were almost certainly circling close even now, and I couldn’t unsee their faces or stop replaying the memory of their voices, the way recognition had prickled in my chest before the blast, and the certainty that I had known them and they had known me. The harbor twisted around us in a chaos of fleeing workers and angry soldiers, and through it I felt the sick pulse of realization that this was no longer about protecting a shipment or covering tracks.

This was a hunt, and I was the target.

I gestured for Carina to follow me down a narrow gangway between stacks of containers, and when we ducked beneath a hanging net of coiled chains I swore I heard footsteps following, not the heavy stomps of Reich soldiers but softer, quicker steps, trained for silence. Betrayal had a sound, I realized. It wasn’t loud, but a whisper, the sound of people who once would have bled for me that now angled to finish the job.

Smoke rolled low across the dock, thick with the stink of fuel and burnt timber. The only sound I could hear was the hiss of cooling metal from the wrecked containers, and my pulse hammered in my ears as Carina steadied her pistol at her side, her eyes cutting through the haze like a blade. Somewhere beneath the surface noise of collapsing steel and popping flames, I could hear boots before I saw them.

“You run fast for a collaborator,” a voice carried, steady and sharp.

Jonas, one of the resistance’s field commanders, and one of the people that had met up with Carina and I at the football stadium. He stepped out of the haze, and around him, shadows resolved into men and women in black coats, weapons raised and barrels glinting dull orange in the flames. Submachine guns, pistols, and rifles.

This was an execution.

Carina tensed beside me, her breath steady but her body taut as a wire. Her finger rested against her trigger guard, not on it just yet, but the calculation in her eyes was clear. I lifted my chin and spoke steadily.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

Jonas’ eyes flicked over me, cold and asserting, as he took in every inch of me like a man measuring the weight of trash before throwing it overboard. Then, he spoke.

“You’re a risk,” he murmured. “Now, every eye is on you. You think the Nazis won’t notice? You think they won’t deliver swift judgement the second they find out what really happened in Arizona? You don’t think they will find out? What will you tell them under torture?”

“I never turned on the cause,” I said through gritted teeth. “You know that.”

“I do,” he nodded once, and almost seemed sympathetic. “But that doesn’t matter anymore. You’ve become a liability, and liabilities are what gets people killed. You’ve been with us a while and you know the score: no wildcards and no loose ends. You’re both.”

The ring of fighters shifted, their boots scraping as their guns rose in unison. The steel of their weapons caught the firelight like a dozen tiny suns, and the sounds of bolts racking and magazines slamming home cut through the crackle of flames.

“So you’re going to line him up and execute him because it’s convenient?” Carina hissed through her teeth as she stepped forward. “That’s the resistance now?”

Jonas didn’t so much as glance at her, and kept his eyes fixed on me instead. He chambered a round into his gun with a sharp, mechanical snap, and his people mirrored him.

“Something’s coming in New York,” he said. “Something bigger than anything you’ve seen. We can’t afford mistakes, and we can’t afford you.”

New York. Jonas’ tone was heavy, but I had no time to question him or demand answers. We were seconds away from them opening fire, and I could see it in their fingers curling tighter around triggers, in the slight widening of stances and the set of Jonas’ jaw.

For a short moment, I thought about holding back, to make sure the lightning buried in my bones wouldn’t confirm their fears and damn me further. But hesitation right now would mean death, not just for me but for Carina, too.

So I chose.

A gasoline tank laid half-hidden beside a stack of crates, its painted warning symbols faint beneath soot and shadow. I raised my hand as my fingers trembled, and let the storm inside me loose.

Lightning ripped through the air, and arced from my palm to the tank in a jagged line that seared the night open. For an instant, the world froze in brilliance, every face lit stark and terrified, and every weapon outlined in burning clarity. Then, the dock exploded into thunder.

Flame swallowed Jonas and his fighters in a bloom of orange and white. The shockwave hammered through my chest like a fist of steel as shrapnel shredded the air, and bodies were hurled into the water in burning arcs. The air turned solid with heat as the dock tore itself apart under the force.

“Move!” Carina slammed into me and shoved me toward the edge just as a wall of fire swept across the planks. My skin blistered from the heat before I even hit the water, and the river swallowed us whole.

The water bit cold as teeth, a brutal contrast to the inferno that roared behind us. My lungs seized as I kicked down into the water, and Carina’s hand found mine, her grip iron-tight. We pulled each other up and broke the surface together, gasping, the dock above a silhouette of fire and collapsing steel. Screams echoed, some cut short and some fading, but no one on that dock was walking away. Jonas and his squad were gone.

We didn’t wait to watch them burn. The current pulled us, and we let it, kicking hard while trying to not choke on smoke that poured out over the river. Spotlights slashed across the night from the far bank, sharp cones of white that swept the waves, as sirens wailed, distant but growing. Then came the unmistakable chatter of German machine guns from the shore.

The Nazi reinforcements had arrived.

“Go under!” I said, and we dove again as a burst of rounds chewed the surface where our heads had just been.

Bubbles tore from my mouth as I fought to stay low, lungs burning, and eyes stinging from the muck. We swam blindly, guided only by the pull of the current and our grips on each other. When we surfaced again, the dock had devolved into chaos. Gunfire raked the river from the bank, and a patrol boat cut through the current upstream, its spotlight sweeping and engine growling. Voices shouted orders in clipped German.

We swam harder, every stroke leaden with exhaustion. My clothes dragged me down, soaked and heavy, and the taste of oil was thick in my throat.

“Shore!” Carina pointed to a dark stretch where reeds jutted from the bank. We forced ourselves toward it, strokes turning frantic as the searchlight swept closer. Bullets slapped the water around us, and hissed past my ear close enough to burn.

Finally, we hit the bank and dragged ourselves into the reeds, hearts pounding so hard I thought the sound alone would give us away. The light from the patrol boat lingered for a moment. Then, loudly, someone yelled something in German, and the light flicked away.

I didn’t breathe again until the noise faded and was replaced by the distant growl of engines moving upriver.

“We should move,” I said. “Now.”

Carina led our way through the shadows. We cut through an alley that reeked of brine and diesel, vaulted a chain-link fence slick with rust, and landed hard on the other side with enough force to send pain shooting up my knees. Carina yanked me forward again and set a blistering pace toward the city’s edge, where the glow of neon and traffic lights blurred against the dark.

We didn’t dare head back to the room I was staying in. Everyone knew where I was staying, and if both the resistance and the Nazis wanted me gone, they’d be there already.

Instead, we angled across the city blocks toward the fallback spot Carina had insisted on arranging. Adrenaline kept us moving even though our lungs burned with every block, and by the time we slid through the unmarked side door of a run-down boarding house near the waterfront, my entire body felt like it might give out.

Carina shoved the door shut behind us and barred it with a chair. Her chest rose and fell like she’d run herself dry, but her eyes never stopped scanning for the next threat.

I dropped into a nearby chair and let the anxiety leave my body.

I tried to process everything that had just happened while I waited for my heartbeat to slow down. My body shook from the adrenaline crash, but it was nothing compared to what was twisting through my head, and the confirmation that the resistance had only ever seen me as a disposable pawn.

Carina’s face was pale but set, and her pistol was still in her grip as though she half-expected the door to blow inward at any second. Her eyes flicked to me with concern, and I was thankful that at least I could be here, close to someone I trusted in a way that hadn’t fractured yet.

“Are you…” Carina hesitated. “Are you doing okay?”

There was no way I could answer that question without sounding a little pathetic. A small part of me still clung to the vain hope that the resistance saw me as more than just a piece on a game board. I sighed and shook my head gently, and then decided to shift the topic to something else that weighed on my mind.

“Jonas mentioned something about New York,” I said as I ran a hand over my face. “What the hell is happening there?”
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Chapter 13

Carina rummaged through a small canvas satchel that was hanging from a hook on the wall. She was trying to act like this was just another ordinary day, but her hands shook just enough that I could tell she was riding the same adrenaline crash as me. She found a roll of bandages, some iodine, and a flask, and then dragged over another chair so she could sit across from me.

My arm still burned from the explosions. Even though I wanted to pretend it wasn’t that bad, the way her eyes lingered told me it was worse than I’d realized.

“Hold still,” she muttered as she tore the fabric wider so she could see the wound properly.

I clenched my teeth against the sting when she pressed a soaked cloth against the burn, and the sting flared sharp enough to make my eyes water. Somehow, I forced myself not to flinch, though I probably ground the upper layer of enamel off my teeth.

“If you move, it’ll just tear the skin more,” she warned.

She watched me carefully as I steadied my breathing and focused on her hands instead of the betrayal that clawed its way through my chest. The resistance had confirmed my worst fears that night, and it was obvious now there was nobody I could trust except myself, and maybe the woman that sat in front of me.

“They really weren’t bluffing out there,” I said in a poor attempt at humor and then hissed as Carina tightened the bandage around my arm. “They were ready to bury me there, like I was just another name they could cross off a ledger.”

Carina looked up once she was sure the bandage wouldn’t move, and her eyes caught the faint light of the room like steel. I was glad she didn’t take the opportunity to say she had expected the betrayal even more than I did, though I guess that meant a part of her felt sorry for me. I hated that pity, and hated that I didn’t realize sooner what had been bubbling under the surface. I shifted forward to help Carina patch her own shoulder next, and she grimaced as she unbuttoned her jacket to reveal a long graze that trailed down her arm. She hissed when I pressed a cloth to it, but I worked quickly, even as blood soaked the edge of the fabric.

“Forget them,” she said. “They’ve already made their choice. If you keep replaying that in your head, your head won’t be clear enough to see what comes next. Keep surviving, remember?”

“If they’re willing to kill me just for being a risk, then there must be something even more fucked up going on in New York.” I leaned forward as I spoke and watched as Carina’s brow furrowed like she was chewing on the same question.

“That train,” she said as a flicker of realization lit her eyes. “On the WL Facility sheets. Do you remember? It’s gotta be connected somehow.”

I felt the knot in my stomach twist tighter as I tried to pull memories past the haze of fire and smoke. I remembered the WL Facility sheets clear enough to know that we had stumbled across something more than cargo logs, but at the time, neither of us had understood the whole scope of it. All we knew was that the fragments didn’t connect.

Until now.

“Yeah,” I said slowly. “I remember that column that didn’t make sense. No fuel or weapons, but codes scrawled in the margins. They were planning something, not a fixed site, and it didn’t make sense at first, because we assumed it was a shipment of some sort that had already been fulfilled, because the date of pickup was almost five months ago. Any normal shipment would have already been dropped off, but there was no end date, was there?”

“No, there wasn’t,” Carina confirmed. “And there were names on that list too, right? Prisoners, maybe? For some sort of large-scale ritual? If they’re storing this all on a train and bringing it across the country, maybe they’ve stopped along the way to pick up political prisoners from the camps and whatever the hell else they’d need.”

“And judging by what the resistance members were saying, New York’s the end of the line,” I said grimly.

Carina leaned back against the wall as she held the cloth to her shoulder, and then she closed her eyes briefly as though picturing the route in her mind.

“California to New York,” she murmured. “Cutting straight through the middle of the country. And nobody would suspect that one train out of thousands would pose a larger threat, especially if everyone also assumed that the shipment receiving date just hadn’t been noted.”

“The resistance can’t be expecting a train,” I replied. “Otherwise, they would have gone after it in transit instead of going after me tonight. Most likely, they expect the threat to be built up in New York, or that it’ll come to New York from Berlin. And if the resistance was already writing me off as dangerous, they won’t listen to a word I say, so they’ll just let the train roll on through, until it’s too late.”

“And then the Reich will have something new and worse to unleash,” Carina whispered. “Something bigger than Arizona.”

Carina opened her eyes again, and they were sharper than they’d been a minute ago. It looked like she had shoved the exhaustion down into some corner where it wasn’t able to distract her.

“They’ll probably weaponize it differently this time,” I muttered. “That’s why they need a whole train for supplies.”

“They lost a lot more than they gained in Arizona.” Carina nodded grimly. “So they’ll probably want to build something this time that can lock this magic down and regulate it, while making sure something like last time doesn’t happen again.”

“Maybe they’re preparing it on the train,” I said slowly, “so that when they get to New York, it’ll already be ready to go.”

Carina rubbed her temples like she was trying to piece together too many pieces at the same time. For a while the room was quiet except for the faint scrape of wood as I leaned back in the chair while we pondered what would happen next.

“If they’re assembling it as they move, then it explains the time gap, too,” she eventually said. “Five months not just for transit, but for construction.”

I nodded as I thought about the scrawled codes and the way some columns seemed deliberately vague, almost designed to mislead anyone not already in on the secret.

“Arizona was too obvious,” I added. “Stationary and centralized, and impossible to hide. But a train…”

My voice trailed off as I pictured what was happening. The brilliance of it was sickening. Something that was always moving and blending in with the thousands of other freight cars that rolled across the country wouldn’t attract any notice, especially when it was masked by schedules that nobody would bother to cross-check.

“And by the time it reaches New York, it’ll be fully assembled, probably fully tested, and ready to fire,” she sighed.

“And the resistance thinks killing me is the priority,” I muttered. “How could they be so blind to all of this?”

“They’re thinking too small, because if we’re right, then this may extend beyond just New York,” she pointed out. “If they prove they can do this, that they can pull it off with one train, then the blueprints exist for ten more.”

“Stopping it isn’t just about saving New York, then,” I said. “It’s about stopping the whole project before it scales up to something we won’t be able to touch.”

“We’re only two people,” Carina pointed out, though she smiled softly. “But I guess we’re all we’ve got, huh?”

I leaned forward in the chair and pressed my palms together as my elbows dug into my knees. Carina watched me closely, though she didn’t speak, and that silence told me more than words would have.

“We’ll need to think in small moves, fast ones. Not head-on.” I glanced at the ceiling like a map of the rail lines might magically appear there. “The first thing we need is the schedule. New York can’t have that many functional railyards, right? At least, not ones where the Reich can unpack their top-secret cargo.”

“The schedule won’t be easy to get,” Carina mused as she tilted her head slightly. “Even regular freight manifests are closely guarded, and this is far from regular. The only copy that could have given us any information is with the resistance now, and I doubt they’ll be willing to share it with us.”

“I might know someone,” I said slowly.

“In the resistance?” she asked in disbelief. “The same people who just tried to murder you, or failing that, have the Nazis do it for them?”

“It’s a long shot,” I admitted. “But probably the best one we’ve got if we want the original documents back.”

My mind had gone immediately to Stinger. He had been the one to train me, and he was probably the person within the resistance that I was closest to. I didn’t know where he stood on all of this, or if he’d even had a say in the decision to kill me, but a part of me didn’t want to think that he had known about any of this and just stood aside.

I could reach out and try my luck, but if the message was intercepted by anyone else, it would mean a death sentence for both me and Stinger. Could I do that to him?

“I don’t like the idea of contacting someone in the resistance,” she said. “As far as you’re concerned, your cell is all dead.”

“Right,” I said slowly. “Although… I might have another contact. A Nazi one, though. He moves contraband and drugs, and he sells to some higher-ranked officers, so he might know about some unusual runs.”

“Not much better,” she muttered.

“He’s compromised, which makes him an asset,” I replied. “We have to use the tools available to us. Or we could try someone in the resistance.”

Carina folded her arms across her chest, and her eyes locked on some point past me as if staring hard enough at the wall would bring a better option into view. Both came with their own risks, and it was impossible to say which would be objectively worse to deal with. When she finally looked at me again, her eyes held a sharpness that meant she’d already made up her mind.

“Anyone in the resistance is too dangerous,” she said flatly. “Even if he wanted to help you, the message wouldn’t reach him without five other sets of hands digging through it first. You really think they’d just pass it along without taking the opportunity to figure out where you’re hiding? You’d be signing your own death warrant just by trying, and after tonight, they’re probably a lot more paranoid.”

“I know that,” I sighed.

“The smuggler’s not a much better option,” she continued. “But he doesn’t have an army at his bidding, protocols to follow, or chains of command. I’m sure he’s greedy as fuck, though, but if we’re smart, we can use that.”

I rubbed the side of my face and weighed the truth of her words against the pit in my stomach that told me I was just trading one type of trap for another. Even if I wanted to believe Stinger was still on my side, which seemed more unlikely with each passing minute, my partner wasn’t wrong about the resistance’s paranoia. It was what made them sacrifice me in the first place.

“Greed does cut both ways,” I noted. “He might sell us out if the price is right.”

“Then we make sure the price isn’t worth it,” she said as she leaned forward. “And we don’t go to him empty-handed, either. We shouldn’t give him time to think how valuable we’d be to someone else. Just hit him quick, get what we need, and leave.”

“Alright,” I said. “We’ll take our chances with the smuggler.”

Once it was said, it felt like it really was the best path forward. Carina’s shoulders relaxed slightly, though the tension never left her face, and she gave a faint nod. The idea of putting ourselves in the hands of someone who thrived on backroom deals and opportunism wasn’t exactly reassuring, but compared to trying to reach out to a resistance that had already written my death notice, it was the best we were going to get.

“He’ll want something,” Carina said as she stood up and started to pace the room. “Information, money, maybe even a favor. We can’t let him drive the terms, so we should go in with leverage. You know him better than I do, obviously. What does he respond to?”

I thought about it for a moment as I dredged up fragments of memory from deals half seen in smoke-choked bars and whispers traded along docksides where nobody asked too many questions.

“Security,” I said eventually. “He hates being cornered. If we make it clear we’re not there to squeeze information out of him, that we just need a small bit of what he knows, he’ll relax. Then we keep him moving, and keep him from thinking too hard about how much more we might be worth if he plays it another way.”

“Then that’s what we do,” she said as she stopped to lean against a wall. “We get in, make him comfortable, and we don’t linger. The less time he has to think, the less likely we end up in a back alley with a knife in our backs.”

I gave a low laugh at the bluntness of her phrasing, though it didn’t make me feel any better about the image.

“Sounds like a simple plan when you put it that way,” I said.

“Simple doesn’t mean easy,” she countered.

“I’m well aware,” I replied. “But it’s the best we have at the moment.”

“A smuggler,” she muttered and shook her head.

“You’d be surprised how much they know,” I said.

“Men with no loyalty,” she pointed out.

“True, but that cuts both ways,” I said.

I pulled myself out of my chair after that, and I suddenly realized just how stiff my joints were. I tried to stretch and then grimaced as various parts of me popped.

“Old man,” she teased. “So, where is this smuggler?”

“We’ll find him tomorrow,” I said. “Get the information, and then get out. We’ll figure the rest out from there.”

The room seemed to shift once I said the plan out loud. Tomorrow wasn’t just another step in the plan, but the culmination of what we’d both worked for almost our entire lives. We would be on our own, with our enemies and one-time allies stacked against us. It was us against the world, but neither of us was ready to back down.

“You realize this is it, right?” she pressed. “After tonight, there isn’t anyone who can protect us. We’ve been exiled by your resistance cell, mine is dead, our cover is blown, and the Reich is hunting us. We’re out in the open, completely.”

I sank back into my chair and let the silence stretch for a few moments. Eventually, I found the words, though they came slowly.

“I know,” I said. “It’s just us now. That’s all that’s left.”

Carina tilted her head and studied me with that same piercing gaze, and then she let out a long breath as she leaned her head back against the wall. She looked beautiful in the faint light, and I let myself grin at her for a moment.

And then I took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling again. There was probably more strategizing that could be done right now, but that wasn’t what weighed most on my mind. Instead, I thought about how isolated we were now, and it hit me harder than I wanted to admit that this might be the last night we’d ever have together. Tomorrow was going to change everything.

Carina must have felt it too, because when her eyes met mine again, they were softer than before. The edges were dulled now, and the exhaustion showed through.

I leaned closer without even realizing I was doing it, and Carina didn’t pull back. Instead, her gaze held mine, steady but searching, and her breathing slowed as if she were waiting for me to make the next move.

My hand brushed against hers, and though she flinched faintly from the touch, she didn’t move away. Something about that moment felt heavier than any words we’d spoken in the last hour, heavier even than the plan itself. It was the quiet acknowledgement of everything we hadn’t yet said, and of everything that tomorrow might not let us say at all.

She leaned toward me then, and before I could think of a reason to stop, her lips brushed against mine. It wasn’t urgent or hurried at first, just a quiet connection, like a steadying anchor in the chaos. My hand lifted to her face, and my fingers brushed her jaw as she leaned into the touch. The kiss deepened and became more certain, while the world outside the room began to fall away. It was just us, pressed together in a fragile space that very well might not exist tomorrow.

When we pulled apart, she rested her forehead against mine. Her eyes were still closed, and her breathing was quick but steady. It only took a couple of seconds of breath for our lips to meet again.

The second kiss sharpened into something hungrier, and her hand slid up against the back of my neck to keep me there, to make sure I couldn’t pull away. My fingers traced down from her jaw to her collarbone, and she shivered at the contact. Her breath caught in a way that made me lean in harder and press forward until her back met the wall. She didn’t resist, only tipped her head to catch me deeper, and her lips parted enough to pull me further in.

A low sound escaped her throat, not quite a word but close enough to one, and I felt it vibrate against my mouth. Heat rose fast between us, faster than I’d expected, and there wasn’t room for hesitation now, not with the way she was tugging me closer or with how every brush of her body against mine seemed to strip away any thoughts of tomorrow.

Her injured arm stayed guarded, but her other wrapped tight against mine and held me with a ferocity that matched the pulse hammering through my chest. My hand skimmed across her side, cautious at first, but when she arched into it, the caution burned away and left only the need to close the distance we’d both been keeping. Her lips pressed harder now, with more urgency, and her teeth grazed mine as her breathing quickened.

A strand of her hair fell loose across her face, and I brushed it back, only for her to seize my wrist and press it flat against her chest. My thoughts became tangled in the haze and finally collapsed down to nothing more than the press of her mouth, the rise of her chest against me, and the way she pulled me closer still.

Her body leaned fully into mine now, with no space left between us, and I could feel her heartbeat race almost as fast as my own. The wall at her back wasn’t enough to hold either of us steady anymore, so I guided her away from it, half-stumbling together until we collapsed back on a sofa. That would have to suffice, since I doubted we could make it back to the bed now.

My hand slid beneath the hem of her shirt, and my fingertips grazed against skin that was hot to the touch, and the faint intake of her breath sent my pulse rattling against my ribs. She shifted in my lap so she could grind her hips against mine in a rhythm that pulled a rough moan from my throat before I could choke it back. She seemed to drink that noise in like it was the very thing she’d been waiting for. Her injured arm stayed tense against her side, but the other hooked tight around the back of my neck, and her nails scraped faintly against my skin as though she were anchoring herself there.

The kiss broke long enough for her to draw a sharp breath, and her open mouth was wet against mine. Her eyes burned in the dim light, and her pupils were wide from the excitement. Her shirt bunched higher as my hand traced along her ribs and mapped the curve of her body, and when my thumb brushed just beneath the edge of her bra, her back arched sharply and pushed into the touch with a low gasp that made the air between us collapse again.

I kissed her harder as I pulled her closer until there was no space left to pretend we could stop. She wasn’t letting go, and neither was I.

The sofa dipped beneath our weight as her body shifted again, and the uneven spring of the cushions pitched us so close together that my hand slid fully under her shirt without resistance this time. The fabric gave way beneath my fingers, and I found the line of her bra strap with ease when the edge scratched faintly against my knuckles.

“Ohhhhh,” she moaned and then laughed. “That feels soooo good.”

“How about this?” I teased and cupped the weight of her breast through the thin fabric.

“Please, oh, please,” she murmured as she shivered. “Give me more.”

Her lips found my jaw, and after another laugh, she bit down. It didn’t draw blood, but it was sharp enough to make my breath stumble. A moment later, though, her tongue slowly rolled over the sting that made it both better and worse at the same time.

Heat pooled low in my gut as she moved against me, and my free hand dug into the back of her thigh and hauled her closer. She shifted until she was straddling me, and her knees pressed into the sofa on either side of my hips. That position left her in control for the moment, and she clearly had no intention of slowing down. Her lips claimed mine again, with a hunger that almost left me bruised when her teeth pinched my bottom lip.

“Someone’s ready,” I teased.

“I’m not the only one,” she replied and then rolled her hips down harder.

The pressure was almost unbearable, and it drove every rational thought out of me. Her breath came faster with every press of her body against mine, and the way her hips dragged in sharp rolls over me made it impossible to think of anything but the heat pulsing between us and the faint rasp of fabric grinding tighter with each movement until the friction itself was almost too much to bear.

I growled and then tugged her shirt up inch by inch until the fabric bunched between us, and when she lifted her arms, I peeled the shirt away in one quick motion and tossed it blindly aside. The sight of her in the dim light with only her bra made my chest tighten with hunger, and I couldn’t stop my hands from roaming over her pale skin. My fingers moved nimbly across bare skin, and her head dipped as she closed her eyes.

“Don’t tease,” she murmured.

“I would never,” I said and cupped a large breast in my palm.

Her moan was so low and feral that I almost lost control entirely. Her nails dug into the back of my neck, and I groaned into her kiss as her body ground down harder.

Every shift of her weight sent sparks through my core, and she didn’t wait for me to catch my breath before she reached back with one hand and fumbled with the clasp of her bra until the strap finally gave out and the fabric slipped loose. She guided my hand back to her bare skin, and the weight of her breast filled my palm completely. When my thumb circled over her nipple, she gasped and bucked harder against my lap.

I kissed down her neck in desperate trails as my teeth grazed lightly over her throat, and she tipped her head back with a soft moan. Her fingers threaded through my hair with a fierce tug, and I felt her shiver beneath my mouth as I trailed lower to press hot kisses along the slope of her collarbone. Her breathing had turned ragged, and her chest rose sharply against my lips with every exhale. When I drew one nipple into my mouth and teased it with my tongue, she cried out so loudly that I felt it deep in my bones.

Her hips moved faster as she ground against me with a rhythm that felt merciless, as if she knew exactly how close I was to the edge and wanted to see just how far she could push before I snapped. I let my hands slide down the line of her back to grip her hips and hold her there as I thrust upward to meet her, and the sharp press of her body against mine sparked a heat so overwhelming that it left me half-dizzy.

She bit her lip as she kept her eyes locked on me, and then she leaned down to kiss me with a ferocity that felt like she was trying to swallow me whole. I returned the hunger as my hands slipped down the curve of her ass, and I dragged her against me to pull another sharp moan from her throat that sent shivers straight through me.

“Theeeeooooo,” she pleaded. “I’m burning up.”

“So am I,” I panted as I suddenly realized how hard I was sweating.

“Because you have too many layers on,” she said with a grin.

Her hands tugged at the hem of my shirt and then shoved it upward impatiently. I kissed her hands and then stripped it off in one motion, and the cool air felt like a knife against my overheated skin.

“Better?” she asked.

“Mmmm,” I moaned.

Her palms pressed flat against my chest as she looked at me, and the hunger in her gaze nearly split the seams of my pants as my erection pressed against the fabric. She kissed me again, and her teeth scraped against my lip while her hand drifted downward. Her fingers dragged over my stomach, and I felt my muscles clench in their wake.

By the time she reached the bulge beneath my belt, I felt like a violin string that had been pulled too tight. When she traced my erection, my head fell back against the sofa with a low groan that she eagerly swallowed up, even as her palm pressed harder against my penis. I caught her wrist before she could go further just so I could catch my breath, and then I pushed her back against the cushions and leaned over her.

Her back hit the sofa cushions with a soft thud, and the sight of her sprawled there beneath me, half-undressed and panting like she’d just run for miles, was almost too much to take in all at once. My hands skimmed down her sides until my fingers found the waistband of her pants, and when I tugged, she lifted her hips so I could pull them down to reveal her underwear.

The sight of her like that made my pulse hammer so violently it felt like my chest might split open, and I leaned down to kiss her stomach while her hands threaded back through my hair in a desperate tangle. She arched beneath me and pressed up into my touch, and when my mouth dipped lower to the edge of her underwear, she gasped and pulled me closer, wordless and demanding. I hooked my fingers under the band and tugged it down slowly enough that she shivered at the anticipation, and when I finally slipped them away, her legs parted instinctively and opened to me with no hesitation left.

My fingers traced over her slick skin, and she moaned so sharply that her head tipped back hard against the cushions, while her mouth opened in a cry that broke down into panting breaths. I teased her slowly at first as I dragged my fingers in steady strokes over her clit. Her body arched and trembled, and every moan and squeak tore at my patience.

I finally pushed one finger inside her, and though she gripped tight at first, she slowly opened enough that I could slide a second one in. I moved them in and out while she clutched at my shoulders like she needed me to hold her together. Her nails dug faint crescents into my skin as I moved faster, and soon, she was writhing beneath me.

“Theo,” she panted. “Theo. Theo. Theo.”

“Is that the only word you know?” I laughed.

“Theo,” she replied.

Her thighs trembled around my wrist as I pushed her closer and closer to the edge, and when she finally came, the sound she made stripped every ounce of control from me. I kissed her through it and swallowed the cries as her body shook from the release.

She barely had time to catch her breath before she pulled me down again, and her hands clawed at my belt with frantic insistence. I didn’t bother stopping her this time, though I did have to kick free of the fabric.

By then my erection was straining against my briefs, and she groaned happily when she finally released it. It was already wet, and she smiled as she ran a finger along its length.

“Theo,” she murmured happily.

The moment I pressed my cock against her, her temperature seemed to shoot up another ten degrees. She moaned into my mouth as she wrapped her legs tightly around my hips, and I kissed her hard enough to leave a bruise.

“I need you inside me,” she said when we broke apart.

“I never want to disappoint,” I groaned.

I let the tip of my erection play along the edge, and when she started to shiver again, I finally pushed inside her. She was so wet and warm, I gasped just as she did. I felt her nails rake down my back, but it barely registered as her body wrapped around my cock.

“Carina,” I moaned.

“Do it,” she whispered.

I pulled out slowly, and once again, I let the tip hover along the rim. Her head rolled back as she moaned, and then she spread her thighs as wide as she could. It was an open invitation, and I wasn’t about to say no. I thrust inside her, harder and faster, and she groaned in delight.

We lost ourselves to the rhythm then, and the sofa cracked under our weight as I kept thrusting harder and faster, until the only sounds in the room were the harsh slap of skin, the frantic rasp of breath, and the moans that neither of us could hold back. Her hair clung damp to her temples, and her body shook beneath my hands, even as she urged me on with every desperate shift of her hips and every shiver that rolled through her when I hit a spot that made her cry out. My mouth found hers again, and our tongues tangled together as we got closer to the edge. When she gasped into me and pulled me deeper still, I felt her tighten around me in a way that stole every last shred of control.

She came hard against me as her body trembled, and I followed her a second or two later as my hips slammed down over and over. I spilled my seed inside her, accompanied by a moan that was low, ragged, and left me shaking. When it was done, both of us clung to each other in a breathless, feverish pile.

That heat lingered long after our bodies had stilled, though every pulse and shiver was a stubborn reminder that nothing outside this room had really changed. I rested my forehead against hers and tasted the faint salt and warmth of her skin, and she let out a soft, trembling laugh that made my chest tighten again.

She curled against me, half in my lap and half draped across the cushions, while I traced idle patterns around her spine to memorize the way she felt, the way she breathed, and how she grounded me when everything else around me threatened to crumble.

I pulled back just enough to look at her and brush damp strands of hair from her face, and she caught my gaze with a steady, piercing look. No words were necessary. Everything we’d said and done was carried in the tremor of her hands against mine, in the rise and fall of her chest, and the shared warmth between us. I pressed a kiss to her temple and lingered there.

The clock on the wall ticked louder than it had before, and every second sliced through the afterglow with the reminder that time was never on our side. We had stolen this piece of it in a desperate act, but we both knew it couldn’t last. Tomorrow, the mission awaited, and the danger of the world would probably demand more from us than either of us could anticipate.

I felt her shiver against me as she shifted slightly and rested her head against my shoulders. I tightened my arms around her and let her lean into me, just so she would know I would be there. In that quiet, precarious peace, I realized that even as the final hour approached and the world outside this room began to close in, we had found something neither of us would forget.

With a soft sigh, I let her go just enough to stand, then I smoothed the cushions beneath her and offered a crooked smile.

“We should move as soon as there’s light,” I murmured.

“I know,” she whispered as her eyes met mine again, and a slow, soft smile curled across her lips. “No rest for the wicked, right?”

Shadows lengthened across the sofa and stretched toward the wall like fingers, and I knew this was the calm before the storm. Every second counted now, and what waited for us outside had no mercy. I bent to press a final kiss to her forehead, and I took a moment to savor the warmth and the quiet strength she carried. Her hand found mine and gripped tightly.

“Come on,” she murmured. “We’ve got work to do.”
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Chapter 14

The streets had emptied just enough by the time we moved, and the city’s usual hum had softened into the distant clatter of boots and engines that seemed almost oblivious to us as we made our way toward our rendezvous point. My contact proved more cooperative than we’d expected, though only after Carina’s sharp insistence that failure was not an option.

He had handed over the train schedule with a shaky, ink-stained hand, all while muttering under his breath about how tight security had been, how every line of the map was watched, and every movement logged. We memorized every detail we could, from the sidetracks and service platform to the guard rotations, before we disappeared back into the shadows. Avoiding Nazi patrols had become paramount to us, but it felt much easier than pretending to be one of them. I glanced over at Carina every now and then as we walked, and I knew she felt the same prickling tension in her spine.

Traveling to New York had been tricky without the help of the resistance or my Nazi cover, but we managed to get through without drawing any unwanted attention, and hitched a ride with a shady aircraft transport. By the time we reached the rail yard, it was evening, and the yard looked endless, with lines of freight cars that stretched to the horizon.

The rail yard smelled of coal and oil, mixed with the faint tang of sweat and grease from the workers who moved the freight with methodical efficiency. As we skirted the perimeter and weaved between stacks of crates and the intermittent light of watchtowers, we could hear the clanging of metal from the yard and the distant hiss of steam. Each sound sent a shot of adrenaline hammering into my veins, but there was no turning back. This was it. This was the culmination of our careful deception.

Uniforms hadn’t been difficult to scrounge up-- the Nazis didn’t keep a secure hold on their dirty laundry. Neither of us were particularly fond of both looking and smelling like an overzealous soldier, but it did the job.

I slipped through the area quietly, though I kept a clipboard in hand as I mimicked the crisp, authoritative posture of a Nazi logistics officer. The guards glanced my way, quickly straightened, and then sig heiled automatically as I passed without explanation for myself or Carina. The Nazi command in Sacramento either hadn’t received word of the previous night’s attack yet, or hadn’t thought to extend their request beyond the West Coast. Either way, I had to use that to my advantage for as long as I could.

Every movement was a test of nerves, but nobody challenged me, and that small, quiet victory kept me moving forward. Carina gave me a curt nod before she disappeared into the shadows behind a stack of crates, where she could cover my blind spots and monitor the perimeter while I checked the trains.

The cars looked like jagged teeth in the sulphurous light, though I tried to ignore that comparison. Every so often, I barked a simple order at the laborers just so no one would ask me any questions about my own identity. I didn’t need to speak loudly, just with enough emphasis to suggest authority. I could see the faint, uneasy glances of a few workers, but they swallowed it quickly when I barked a curt order. The careful choreography of my steps and the way I held my body had to be perfect, but I’d had plenty of practice at this.

Carina gave me a final, fleeting glance and then melted completely into the shadows of the yards and disappeared like smoke through the gaps between stacked crates. For a moment, the weight of being alone pressed down on me, and every step along the platform was a reminder that any misstep could undo everything we’d planned.

The distant clank of chains and wheels echoed in the yard, and I adjusted my grip on my clipboard to keep myself steady and remind myself that authority was mostly a performance. I had to move fast, and I had to move alone now, because any hesitation would mean discovery. My eyes flicked to the dimly-lit tracks ahead, and I kept my posture crisp and movements precise with the knowledge that every second counted. I took a quiet, calculated pace that wasn’t too casual, but not too authoritative, either. I was a mid-level functionary, and my steps reflected that.

I passed a small cluster of guards and let my uniform do the work. Once I was past them, I slipped onto a side platform that gave me a slightly better vantage of the incoming freight. There was no signal from Carina yet that she had spotted anything, but that also meant she hadn’t been caught yet, or so I hoped. We still had the element of surprise and the advantage of invisibility.

I was making a mental map of everything I passed when I saw a glint of glass in the distance. I squinted, unsure if my eyes had been playing tricks on me, but as I stepped closer, I realized that this was far from an illusion.

I was staring at rows of coffins.

Glass reflected pale lantern light in jagged streaks, and each coffin had been lined up with methodical precision, five at a time, and then stacked neatly into the car. The lids were transparent and gave them a clinical, detached appearance that made my stomach twist. Workers moved around them like this was just another day at the railroad, and they were careful to keep their faces blank as they ignored the horror of what they were moving.

Chains rattled as another group of coffins slid into the car. My pulse hammered in my ears, but I maintained my posture as I glanced at my clipboard and pretended to take notes on manifest entries and freight numbers as I moved in for a better look.

At first glance, the coffins looked ceremonial, like someone had tried to dress up cruelty in the trappings of order, but the moment I let my eyes linger, the illusion collapsed and left only the grotesque truth of what was inside. Each glass box displayed its occupant in stark, unflinching detail, and they were all young women with pale faces, dressed in thin institutional slips that offered neither warmth nor dignity. Their limbs were pressed tightly to their sides, and most looked sedated. Their eyes were half-closed and drifted like they were caught somewhere between waking and dying. A few stared blankly upward with pupils so wide they seemed swallowed whole by the dim light.

The glass distorted their features and made their fragility sharper, and I couldn’t stop my stomach from twisting as I watched the men around me handle these coffins like they were nothing more than ordinary cargo. Each time a chain clanked or a latch clicked into place, the metallic sound bit into my ears, and I found myself struggling to maintain the stiff role of the officer I was pretending to be. Memories of the girl from the Arizona ritual flooded my mind, and all I could think about was how she had been brutalized before they’d killed her. All I wanted to do now was smash through the glass with my bare hands and free all of these poor girls, and the longer I stared, the more the lines of their faces blurred into a single expression of silent despair.

One girl’s lips twitched faintly as if she were murmuring words, and another one’s hands trembled against the coffin walls before she went still again. Somehow, those tiny movements felt worse than if there had been corpses lined up in neat rows.

These were living, breathing human beings, trapped inside these boxes and aware enough to understand their captivity, yet powerless to resist it. Every faint movement was magnified by the uncaring silence of the rail yard and the men who loaded them into the train. No one around me even glanced at the coffins, which was probably the most horrifying detail of all. The casual acceptance of atrocity and the normalization of inhuman suffering was a part of the Nazi rule that I could never get used to.

The smell of oil and coal was suddenly overpowered by something sour and chemical. It was a faint tang that clung to the air and suggested some kind of drugged gas. I realized it was probably the sedatives the Nazis had used to keep these women pliant for transport, and I wondered for a moment if one of the coffins had sprung a leak. But the workers didn’t react, so neither did I.

My throat tightened with the effort not to show anything on my face, because I knew if even one guard saw the revulsion in my eyes, the clipboard in my hand wouldn’t protect me for a second. I forced myself to shift my gaze and look like I was inspecting manifests, but my eyes betrayed me and dragged me back to the rows of glass until one figure in particular froze me in place.

She was different, immediately so, not only because she didn’t look as dulled or sedated as the others, but because there was something unflinching about the way she returned my gaze through the glass. Her skin was an olive tone, though it looked warmer even under the sickly lantern light. Her short, tight curls framed a face that felt carved out of marble, with high cheekbones that gave her an almost aristocratic look. Her lips were pressed into a thin, controlled line, and her eyes were a dark chocolate brown.

Those eyes met mine with startling clarity, and for the first time since I had entered the area, I felt something like recognition in the haze of this horror. The determination and defiance in her stare was the same one I’d often seen on the faces of older resistance veterans, though this woman couldn’t have been older than thirty.

She wasn’t just a blurred face or a trembling hand. She was a person that demanded to be seen, and in that gaze, I understood that she was still fighting. The contrast to the others made her stand out all the more, and though her body betrayed exhaustion and strain, her posture remained straight, and her neck arched long and unbowed. It was a quiet signal to the workers around her that, even boxed in glass, she was not broken.

I swallowed hard as the clipboard suddenly felt heavy in my hands. I moved toward her for a better look, though I was careful not to draw too much attention. The glass reflected the glare of the lanterns, but I could see her eyes track me as I walked slowly across the platform. She refused to break the thread of contact even as workers moved around her box. I didn’t know if she could see something different in me and the way I moved, but her gaze didn’t seem full of disgust like I would expect from someone who was about to become a Nazi sacrifice.

When one guard strolled by, I stopped and pretended to scrawl a note on my manifest with a frown. I even muttered something under my breath about schedules, and I didn’t look up until he was out of earshot. When I glanced back at the woman, I saw her move, though it was so subtle I thought I might’ve imagined it. Then a single finger tapped faintly against the inside of the coffin lid. I heard the faint sound, and soon, it was followed by three more.

My stomach dropped with the realization that she wasn’t just awake, she was also testing to see if I could understand that she was aware of me, and maybe that she wanted me to act. My throat dried, and for a moment, I almost looked away, but something in the quiet ferocity of her stare held me in place.

Carina probably wouldn’t approve of the extra risk, but that look of unyielding defiance made the choice for me before I could second-guess it. She tapped twice again, just the faintest little beat against the glass, and though I couldn’t hear the sound clearly over the rail yard noise, I felt it echo in my chest as if it were meant for me alone.

I shifted my clipboard and feigned another round of notes as I tried to decide what to do. I angled closer to her coffin until I could see her face more clearly. I watched as her lips parted ever so slightly and she mouthed something I couldn’t hear, but I didn’t need to.

Help.

My breath caught, though I remembered to keep the steel in my shoulders and the flatness in my expression, while my insides roared with the decision I knew I was about to make.

The guards turned their attention briefly to another car that was being loaded, and I used the gap to step closer to her coffin. My knees felt tight with the strain of looking casual while every nerve in me shouted to just break the glass. She pressed her palm flat against the inside, slow and deliberate, and the faintest smile touched her lips, so subtle it could have been mistaken for a tremor. Somehow, with this woman, it seemed more likely that it was a signal, a reassurance that she was ready. My clipboard shifted in my hand as I brought it up higher to obscure the movement of my other arm, and then I let my hand drift toward the lock mechanism at the base of the coffin.

A quick inspection told me what I needed to do. The latch wasn’t as solid as I feared, more show than substance, and a fairly lazy attempt at security. They probably expected the women inside to be too weak to fight back. I slid the tip of my pen beneath the seam and pried slowly, all the while muttering as though reading manifest details. I was hoping I had the angle right, so the other workers would just think I was taking more notes and not prying at the lid.

She caught on quickly and pressed from the inside just as I applied pressure from the outside. Together, we managed to loosen the latch a little more. My pulse leaped when there was a squeak, and I ducked my head like I had to correct an entry. No one looked our way, so I pushed harder with the pen until the latch gave way.

The coffin lid shifted a fraction, and her fingers immediately found the gap and pried carefully at the lid. I took a few steps to the left to shield her from the eyes of the workers, and I even managed to scowl as I scribbled furiously at my clipboard.

I heard a faint click, followed by a hiss as air escaped the coffin. For a moment, I thought it was loud enough to draw the guards’ gazes, but there was so much noise that one more hiss wasn’t something anyone would notice. I heard her draw a deep breath, and when I glanced at her face in the glass, I saw her eyes widen briefly before they settled back into sharp determination.

I moved again as the lid creaked open, though I wasn’t sure how well I could hide the coffin lid opening if someone looked our way. I snarled at a worker who glanced toward the noise, and he quickly retreated without comment.

When I was sure no one else was looking, I rapped lightly on the coffin. I was expecting her to toss the lid to the ground then, but the confinement had left her weak. The coffin lid moved slowly, and her hands trembled with urgency as she pushed the glass upward an inch at a time.

I shouted a couple more orders as she worked, and then I planted myself back in position as she slowly emerged. Her curls were damp with sweat, and her arms still shook, but she managed to climb over the side and crouch behind a crate.

For a heartbeat, the world seemed suspended between the clang of chains and the hiss of steam. I eased the lid back into position and then turned to look at the escapee.

Up close, she was even more strikingly beautiful than I’d realized. Her sharp features reminded me of a cat, and her eyes flashed with a defiance that seemed distilled into her veins.

“Merci,” she whispered, her voice hoarse but steady, until she briefly glanced toward the oblivious guards and her voice took on a harsher edge. “Damned fools.”

“Can you move?” I whispered. “Do you need a second?”

“No seconds needed,” she replied with a faintly French accent. “We should get out of the open. Close the latch, will you?”

I re-secured the lid, and then we moved quickly but silently into the shadows. The newly-freed woman crouched low against the metal siding for support as we moved, and her bare feet didn’t make a sound, even on the gravel. I kept my clipboard in one hand, just in case, all while I watched the team that was moving the cargo around the yard.

The train looked like a leviathan at rest in the darkness, and the intermittent hiss of steam suggested something truly alive beneath its metal hide. A gap in the guards’ patrol gave us a chance to slink toward the nearest ladder, and my hand closed over the cold iron rung seconds later.

“Climb,” I whispered.

She nodded and started up the side of the freight car to the narrow platform, her body light but taut with tension as she melted into the narrow shadows at the top. My pulse hammered loudly with every second of exposure, and the open space between the crates and the cars suddenly seemed to stretch out like a stage where one wrong movement would mean certain death.

We moved slowly, in part because she was still weak, but also to avoid making any noise. When I reached the top what felt like hours later, I pulled myself onto the narrow ledge that ran beside the cargo bay doors. The iron bit cold through the sweat on my palms, and I crouched low while I waited for the woman to catch her breath beside me. Her movements were impossibly controlled for someone who had been locked in a glass coffin moments ago, and despite the apparent lack of air, her body flowed with a grace that suggested training and discipline.

“It’s a refrigerated car, I need to see what’s inside,” I whispered.

She nodded and then pointed at a steel locking mechanism that would have kept most prying eyes at bay. There was no obvious wiring for the device, but there were faint imperfections that I could spot, so I rested my finger on one of the cracks and sent a small spark into the mechanism. There was a faint popping sound, and the woman looked at me in surprise.

“Give me a hand,” I whispered as I pushed on the door.

We managed to open it just enough so we could slip inside. It felt like we’d walked into the belly of a beast, and the smell made my lungs want to recoil. It was metallic and sour, like processed rot, as though they had somehow boiled death into a gas and trapped it within these walls.

My boot scuffed against something soft, and when I crouched down to check what I’d brushed against, I realized it was a body. It was twisted in angles the human body was never meant to be in, and the skin was pale and waxy. The veins had shriveled into thin black lines that looked like spiderwebs. The face was now gaunt to the bone, the lips were cracked, and eyes had sunken into hollows so deep it looked like they’d been scooped out. I felt bile climb my throat before I forced it down again.

The woman crouched beside me and scanned the figure with sharp eyes. Although she said nothing, the tightness of her jaw and the lack of surprise suggested that she had been expecting this.

“Jesus,” I muttered and looked away.

But that didn’t help. There were a few dim lanterns hanging from the ceiling, and they gave just enough light that I could see dozens more bodies laid out in the same way. Each corpse looked drained, like the life force had been sucked from their bodies. Their skin was stretched thin like parchment, and mouths were frozen mid-scream. My stomach recoiled at the realization that I wasn’t walking through a train car so much as through a mass grave on wheels, where bodies had been stacked carelessly on top of each other once the Nazis had finished their experiments.

We picked our way slowly through the forms, careful not to stumble or make any noise. I tried not to stare at the bodies as we passed, but every detail begged to be remembered. I could see fingernails blackened and broken, hair matted and thin, and skin that had taken on a translucent sheen like wax.

More unsettling than the bodies, though, were the structures built into the walls around them. Great pipes and veins of copper tubing ran the length of the car and weaved between corpses as if drawing something directly out of them. My hand brushed against one pipe, and I recoiled instantly. It was faintly warm, and it felt more like touching flesh than metal.

The deeper we went, the less the car looked like part of a train and more like the inside of a body. The overhead lanterns flickered occasionally, and in their unsteady glow, I could see the copper pipes that fed into panels studded with valves, gears, and what looked sickeningly like ribs made of iron jutting out from the wall. A black viscous liquid throbbed faintly in the pipes whenever the train hissed, and heat seemed to leak from every surface.

My mind kept circling back to the Arizona ritual and the way magic had been wrenched from human life and transformed into lightning. The resemblance here was impossible to ignore.

At the far end of the car was another door, though this one was sealed tight with iron rivets. The air around it shimmered faintly as well, like a heat haze over pavement, so there was magic involved in sealing it shut.

I noticed that the bodies nearest the door were not just drained but had completely collapsed inward. Their bones had been sucked hollow until they cracked under the weight of their own skin. For a sickening moment, I thought I could hear faint whispers coming from the pipes, not exactly words, but a chorus of gasping, desperate echoes that rattled the walls. I pressed a hand against the door’s handle, and the metal burned hot enough that I had to pull back.

“Any ideas?” I asked and nodded toward the closed door.

“Yes,” she said. “But you won’t like it.”

“I doubt--” I started to say.

I didn’t finish because she’d reached down and scooped up a hunk of flesh that had been tossed on the floor. She didn’t even flinch as she wrapped the handle with the flesh and then looked back at me.

“That should help,” she said and looked over at me expectantly.

I tried not to shiver as I placed my hand on the impromptu rag. I silently apologized to the victim and then tried not to gag at the texture. I closed my eyes for a moment and then pushed against the door as I turned the handle.

The next part of the car didn’t offer any relief from the horrors, though. Here, the corpses were suspended from the roof, and each body was strapped into a metal harness that fed long, needled tubes into their veins. This was clearly the place where the other victims had been drained, and I thought I could hear thin, rattling breaths from a few people, punctuated by the rhythmic suck of the machines draining them dry. Every few feet, a panel of gauges ticked steadily, and their needles bounced in time with the faint, pulsing glow of the pipes. Whatever was being harvested was also being measured.

We moved past one man whose head lolled forward against his chest, and for a moment, the woman behind me paused like she might know him, but then she straightened up and kept walking. Control radiated from her even in this nightmarish scene, and her emotions were locked away where the train could not reach them. In a way, I envied it.

The car went on and on, until the length of it felt impossible, as though we had stepped into a corridor that bent time and space just to hold more of its horror. The sound of the pipes grew louder here, not just hissing but a throbbing sound with a rhythm that reminded me of a heartbeat. It was steady, mechanical, and utterly wrong.

I stopped once, and I swore I could hear something deep inside the train, like an engine that didn’t roar with coal or steam but with screaming voices. My vision swam faintly, and I staggered back, but then I felt the woman’s grip on my elbow. When I looked over, she gave the faintest shake of her head as a warning not to lose myself here. I nodded back with a tense smile.

We pressed deeper into the car along a path between rows of upright prisoners who were neither living nor fully dead. Pipes crossed overhead and occasionally dripped with a black residue that hissed where it struck the floors, and the lanterns above swayed faintly though no wind touched them. I tried to count the bodies strapped into the harnesses but gave up when I realized they stretched further than I could see. The rows blurred into shadows until they became only suggestions of more cruelty.

I felt like an intruder in some massive cathedral of death, and I couldn’t help but wonder if this was the fate that awaited me if the Nazis caught me. Not death, but something far worse, harvested, where I would be drained dry after I was strapped into a train car somewhere.

A sound suddenly broke through the hiss and suck of the machinery. It took me a moment to realize it was footsteps, which meant someone else was in the car with us.

I froze as electricity surged in my hand. The woman turned her head, and her eyes narrowed with a soldier’s readiness. Both of us sank into the shadows as we waited for the other trespasser to emerge.

A shape emerged at the far edge of the car, framed by the faint glow of lanterns. I thought for a moment that it was a victim who had somehow broken free until the familiar tilt of shoulders and the shine of blonde hair caught my eye.

Carina moved forward with a pistol already drawn, and though relief surged through me, it was immediately tempered by the sight of the pistol she pointed at the woman at my side. Her jaw was clenched, and her blue eyes were hard as flint. She was the very picture of instincts honed by betrayal.

“Start talking,” she said sharply, as her eyes drifted over the woman. “Who, or what the fuck, are you?”

I raised my hand slowly, palms outward, my voice low and urgent as I tried to thread a needle between the tension coiled in both women.

“Carina, chill,” I urged. “I freed her from one of those glass coffins outside. She would’ve ended up here if I hadn’t.”

The words hung in the air, precarious and balanced on the edge of a trigger pull. The woman beside me didn’t flinch as she stared at the pistol, and I realized suddenly that I didn’t even know her name, only her presence, her icy calm, and her refusal to falter even when faced with potential execution. She stood taller, chin lifted in quiet defiance, and when she finally spoke, her accent was smooth and measured.

“Adeline Delacour,” she said, the French vowels sharpened by pride. “Intelligence officer for Free France. And who are you to point a gun at me?”

“Carina Weber,” Carina replied as her eyes narrowed with suspicion.

Although there was tension between the two, Carina had started to lower her pistol, which was a good sign. I let out a soft breath and then finally processed how the woman, Adeline, had introduced herself.

“You’re a French resistance intelligence officer?” I asked, my eyes wide with surprise. “How did you get to New York?”

“I was a political prisoner in Berlin for quite a while,” she said. “Then a week or so ago, I was brought here. The other women with me were brought at the same time, although I’m almost certain that we are one of the last batches.”

“Ah,” I nodded slowly. “I see. I’m Teddy Moore, with the--”

I paused for a moment. I was used to attaching my name to the Sacramento resistance, but that technically was no longer the case.

“Just Teddy Moore,” I finished.

Carina’s jaw tightened as she digested Adeline’s words, and her eyes flicked briefly to me as if to confirm the story before they hardened again, though this time with something closer to respect than suspicion. I could almost see the calculations behind her eyes as she weighed whether this woman could be trusted or not, and though she said nothing at first, her silence spoke volumes. She believed at least part of it, or at the very least, she believed that no prisoner could escape a situation like this and still be entirely ordinary.

Adeline, for her part, remained poised, her breathing steady and her chin tilted up as though daring anyone to doubt her. Yet beneath that control, I could feel the tremor of something deeper, like a cold rage carefully buried under layers of discipline.

“Okay, Adeline,” Carina said. “Then we should probably figure out a way to stop this thing together, huh? Find the heart, cut it out.”

“Simple words for a complex problem,” Adeline said softly, though her eyes gleamed with something I couldn’t quite read. “Consider me a fan.”

We began to move again, this time more carefully, as our conversation threaded between the hiss of pipes and the low hum of unseen machinery. Each of us offered fragments of thought that might work as strategy. Carina was biased toward demolition, which made sense since that was the solution her old cell relied on. Adeline, calm and deliberate, suggested finding the core of the train, not just the engine but the location where all of this harvested blood was funneled into.

The closer we came to consensus, the more I noticed the temperature shift, so subtle at first I assumed it was only nerves. Yet the heat pressed harder with every breath, until sweat dampened my shirt beneath the coat and the iron walls seemed to glow faintly, not with a lantern light but with a slow, pulsing red that radiated outward like embers beginning to awaken in a furnace.

Carina suddenly halted mid-step, and her hand snapped to her pistol once more. Adeline’s expression darkened, and her lips thinned as though she recognized the presence.

I swallowed hard as the air scorched my lungs. Electricity began to work its way up my hands and arms, but before I could speak, a voice uncoiled from somewhere hidden in the shadows.

“Theodore Moore,” it hissed. “You filthy traitor.”
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Chapter 15

The figure that stepped out from the haze of heat was one I never expected to see again, and for a second, my brain refused to process it as though denial could somehow bend reality back into place. Carina inhaled sharply and raised her pistol, while Adeline muttered a low curse in French. But my focus was on the man who emerged from the darkness.

Reinhard Voss, butcher and fire mage, stood in the doorway of the car behind us, but he didn’t look anything like the man I remembered. Half of his face was gone, probably ripped away by the explosion in Arizona. The left side was nothing but melted flesh stretched over exposed sinew and glistening bone, and his eye socket was black and cracked with an ember glowing deep inside. The other half, bizarrely, looked almost untouched, and I recognized the sharp cheekbones and blond hair that was still slicked back with an aristocratic arrogance. His body, though, seemed to bulge with unnatural muscle, as if someone had taken his broken body and pumped him full of molten steel until the skin could barely contain it.

Veins glowed faintly dark red through his arms and neck, like they carried lava instead of blood. He looked like he had been transformed and reforged by the magic that had been unleashed.

The last time I saw this man, he had been a corpse on the ground, yet apparently, someone had found a way to revive him. Voss’ ruined mouth twisted upward, into a grin that was straight out of a nightmare. His voice was a rasp now, but it was just as smug.

“You goddamn cockroach, Theodore,” Voss hissed, his German accent thick and his words slow. “Impossible to kill, always crawling back out of the dirt to hide under someone else’s shadow. And yet, here we are again. You alive, me alive. Fate has a way of offering chances to correct your mistakes, hm?”

His eyes flicked over to Carina, then to Adeline, and he chuckled. The sound wheezed and bubbled as though his lungs were scorched.

“And you even brought me gifts,” he continued. “Though I don’t think that one belongs to you.”

He gestured over at Adeline, and I stepped forward and raised my arm in front of the two women. Heat shimmered off Voss’ body with every word and filled the air with the stink of burning metal and scorched flesh. I clenched my fists as electricity crawled up my skin.

“Shut up,” I snarled.

“Now, now,” he said. “No need to be rude. Not with such pleasant company in our mix.”

“You two,” I said to the women without taking my eyes off Voss, “go. Find wherever the hell all this blood is going, and blow it to pieces. That’s the only way to stop whatever nightmare this is powering. I’ll hold him here.”

Carina stepped forward immediately and opened her mouth to argue. Her pistol was still trained on Voss, and he spread his arms like he would welcome the shot.

“No,” I said sharply. “That won’t work on him.”

“You should listen to him, Fraulein,” Voss hissed, though that smug smirk was still on his face.

“This is my fight,” I growled. “He wants me, and I’m the only one here that has a chance against him. You’ll die if you stay.”

Adeline’s stare burned into me, and after one long beat she grabbed Carina’s arm and pulled her back.

“Don’t die for nothing,” she said simply.

“Don’t die at all,” Carina warned.

Then, the two of them slipped into the shadows between the cars, until their footsteps vanished under the growing roar of the heat. Voss tilted his head, mock-sympathy radiating from the side of his face still intact.

“So noble,” he crooned. “But you’ll die all the same. At least their deaths will serve a greater purpose. Yours will simply… make me happy.”

The first blast he sent toward me was a wave of fire that tore through the train car in a hurricane of heat. It slammed into the walls and heated the copper pipes so they glowed molten red. I dove sideways as electricity burst from my palm, and I sent a bolt lancing across the narrow space. It struck his chest but only fizzled, like it had simply bounced off something.

Or, I realized as I squinted, been absorbed. A shimmering aura surrounded him, and I saw small sparks of lightning join the shimmer.

He laughed, the sound hoarse but triumphant, and then did something worse. He cupped both hands and unleashed a column of flames that blossomed forward like a geyser the size of a telephone pole. The car shuddered and metal bowed as it pushed forward.

I had no time to think, as my instincts fired faster than thought. Where I had felt only a dull panic before, something tensed inside me, and the world narrowed to a point at my sternum. The hairs along my arms stood up, and I looked forward, eyes narrowed.

A rounded wall of lightning erupted in front of me. It met the geyser in the middle and held, as the heat snapped against the shell. The column of flames thinned, then buckled, as sparks crawled along the surface of my shield but could not pass.

Voss’ eyes narrowed, and his laugh cut off. He stepped forward and spread his fingers wider.

“You’ve gotten more powerful,” he said, and almost sounded pleased. “Good.”

Instead of throwing another titanic fireball, he raised his fist. The flames around it burned brighter, and his eyes shone with a savage eagerness.

“I suppose I’ll just have to take you apart with my hands,” he hissed.

Voss swung at me with a fist wreathed in flame. The punch grazed my side and sent agony ripping through my ribs. Heat seared straight through my skin and created a line of welts that I knew would hurt for days. Still, I gritted my teeth and forced myself to stay upright as crackling arcs of lightning snapped off my body in every direction. If I fell here, there would be no one left who could stop him. Adeline was nowhere near fighting condition, and although Carina had a pistol, it wouldn’t do much good against someone who could melt a bullet before it reached him.

I ducked under another searing arc of fire, though the heat licked close enough to singe the ends of my hair. I swung a desperate blast of lightning forward from my left hand, and it split into three forks as it sparked through the air. It crashed into Voss’ chest and arm, but the effect was the same as before. The energy fizzled as it was caught in that shimmering aura, and then it folded into him like water running down a drain.

He sneered at my wasted effort and then stepped toward me. Fire dripped from his fists and scorched the deck plating with every step. My instincts screamed at me to try something bigger or stronger, so I clapped both hands together and forced a thunderclap of raw current through the air. The boom rattled the pipes and sent dust cascading from the ceiling.

For a split second, I thought maybe the force would knock him back, but he planted his massive frame and let the shimmer pull every bolt into his chest. His veins glowed brighter, like he was feeding on the power, and he laughed triumphantly as sweat evaporated down my neck. Frustration clawed at me as every move I threw only seemed to fatten the monster in front of me.

He baited me with it too, as he stood there like some obscene furnace and dared me to keep throwing power his way. He mocked me with every glance of that half-dead grin.

It was time to try a different tactic, so I fired an arc directly at some of the copper pipes. I was hoping the surge might bring the ceiling down or at least shower molten metal on his head, but the blast ripped through the tubing with a hiss as sparks sprayed down in a violent rain. As the molten drops sizzled toward him, his aura flared again, and I watched as the metal drops turned bright white for a moment and then burned away.

“Is that it?” he rasped. “All those little tricks, and yet, you still haven’t learned that you can’t kill fire with fire.”

His words slid under my skin, but I kept moving as I whipped another bolt low across the ground to spark under his boots, only to watch that vanish too. Nothing stuck, and nothing landed.

Desperation bit deep into me, and I slammed my palms outward to unleash one more surge that tore through the space between us. It was raw and unrestrained, more than I usually dared to release in one breath. It hit his chest dead center, and for a second, I thought maybe the shimmer looked strained, like a balloon about to burst from too much air.

Sparks raced across his body, and static hissed at the edges. The glow around him blazed so brightly it felt like it burned my retinas. Then, the aura exploded outward in a giant shockwave, and a wall of force wrapped in fire and lightning hammered into me like a cannon blast.

I was lifted from the ground and smashed against the far wall of the car, and I idly thought I could hear my ribs crack in sharp protest as I bounced off steel and crumpled to the floor. All the air fled my lungs in one horrible rush, and pain spread across my side in hot waves. I tried to push up, but the world spun as lights danced across my vision like mocking stars.

Through the ringing in my skull, I realized what had just happened. He hadn’t just absorbed my lightning. He had collected it and then hurled it back, amplified by whatever grotesque magic was running through his body now.

His shield wasn’t simply a defense. It was also a weaponized system designed to punish anyone for even trying to raise their magic against him. My fingers trembled, and my vision swam as I dragged myself up onto my knees, all while Voss stood in the center of the car like a king gorged on power.

His chest glowed faintly, his veins pulsed brighter than before, and he exhaled a plume of heat that warped the air around him. The bastard was feeding off my own power, and he was waiting for me to burn myself out while he got stronger. I knew his plan, though, so all I had to do was come up with a way to counter it.

“Right,” I muttered and spat blood on the floor.

He was powerful, but there had to be a limit. No system was perfect, and there was no such thing as a free lunch. My mind worked desperately, even as my body screamed for me to just stop moving and stay down.

Voss liked to watch people suffer, so he didn’t charge me right away. For now, he was content to savor the control he had over me. He stalked in a slow circle around me, while the train creaked and moaned. The pipes rattled with every shift of his weight, and the walls glowed faintly red from the constant heat. I ducked another casual burst of flames, not as brutal as his earlier attacks but enough to send a message. He was testing me, measuring how long it would take before I broke.

My legs braced shakily, and I forced myself upright even though my knees wanted to buckle. If he was using my power against me, then I either had to overload his shield or twist it back on him. I thought of the shimmer, how it swallowed everything, but also of that last flare and how it had burned brighter and hotter before it unleashed the wave. None of their magic could be infinite, and all of it had thresholds. If there were limits, then I could find them, and push past them.

I feinted left, then threw a barrage of smaller bolts, not aimed at his chest but scattered across his body. The strikes were quick and shallow, and each one snapped off my fingertips before he could brace. One ricocheted off the wall to catch his shoulder, and another skidded across the floor to singe his leg, while a third hammered down from the ceiling. I continued the rhythm, faster and faster, a storm of pricks meant to force him to react on all sides.

His aura flared each time as the sparks snapped and were swallowed, but I noticed his stance shift slightly as he strained to hold the ever-growing power. I clenched my teeth and doubled down, and I hurled strike after strike until my lungs burned with the effort and my hands felt almost raw from the current I channeled through them.

For a moment, it looked like it was working as the shimmer rippled violently under the constant peppering. But then, with a guttural growl, he planted both feet, spread his arms, and drank in the entire barrage. His veins glowed even brighter, and he straightened up with a grin that promised only pain.

I cursed under my breath as I threw myself out of the way of another attack, and the heat flared again like he was about to unleash another shockwave. My options seemed to be dwindling fast, and every plan died almost as soon as it was born. All I could do was dodge his swipes and keep moving. My mind kept racing for something, anything, that would even the field.

My electricity wasn’t just failing me. It was feeding him, and if I kept fighting this way, I was more or less handing him a ticket to my own execution. I ducked behind a half-melted pipe and caught my breath as sweat stung my eyes, when a thought hit me. If he could warp his magic to feed like this, then why couldn’t I?

Whatever grotesque ritual had twisted him into the beast he was now, he was still just as human as I was, once. I had survived worse odds before, and I possessed the same magic that he did, though with a slightly different output. If he could bend the rules, maybe I could, too.

I focused inward, and let the noise of the fight fade into the background for just a beat. Sparks danced along my arms and shoulders, and I forced myself to look past the raw chaos of the fight and to feel the flow of our power through the room. It wasn’t just energy spraying blindly, but a tide that could be guided.

Voss had taken his power and built a net around himself, so that everything bent into his core. A defense like his couldn’t be all-encompassing, especially if it needed to inhale power at some point, so there had to be a way to sense where it faltered. I battered aside his waves of fire with scattered sparks while I narrowed my eyes against the glow that coated his body.

Voss lifted both arms, and I saw the shimmer balloon outward before I had time to brace. Another shockwave ripped out of him in a brutal wall of fire wrapped in my own lightning. It smashed down the length of the train car and blasted me backward. My body slammed into a steel panel and rattled every bone in my chest, but through the pain and ringing in my ears, I noticed something I hadn’t before.

For just a breath after the shockwave tore free, the shimmer around him had flickered. It took a moment for the net to reform after stretching too far. It was there and then gone, just a tiny gap in the armor of a monster, but my heart kicked against my ribs from the first bit of hope I’d felt in this fight.

I forced myself up even as my lungs screamed for air, and I somehow sent a weak burst of lightning skittering across the floor toward his legs. It wasn’t meant to hurt him, but to probe a little. Sure enough, the shimmer sucked it in instantly. He sneered, arrogant and comfortable again, but I kept firing little flicks from my fingertips, and each one buzzed and snapped in quick succession. None did any damage, but I didn’t care. I wanted him to keep taking the hits, to keep drinking until he had no choice but to push it all back out again. His veins pulsed brighter as he absorbed more, and as his chest glowed faintly, I braced for what I knew was coming.

He laughed again, though it sounded more like a guttural growl, and then he lifted his hand and hurled another shockwave that tore through the room. I ducked and rolled to the side as I barely cleared the brunt of the blast. I smashed my shoulder into a chunk of metal, and my whole body ached, but my eyes were locked onto him as I waited. Just as before, the shield shivered as it tried to rebuild itself after unleashing all that power.

My pulse quickened as I fired another flurry of small shots, each more rapid and relentless. I didn’t give him a single chance to rest, and his lip curled with frustration as the aura wavered again. His veins flared molten red as he spread his arms wide, and then he unleashed yet another shockwave that blasted hot air and raw magic across the chamber.

This time, though, I was ready.

The instant the shockwave burst free and the shield faltered, I focused every spark I had left into one perfect, straight shot. My palms crackled with light, and a lance of lightning ripped across the narrow car with pinpoint precision. It cut through the gap before the shield could seal itself, and the lightning slammed into his chest.

The effect was immediate. The shimmer sputtered violently as the bolt tore through, and Voss let out a guttural roar that rattled the train car. His massive frame lifted off the ground and smashed through the wall behind him in an explosion of sparks and broken steel. Metal shrieked as he barreled through into the next car, and his body collided with a cluster of copper pipes that burst and showered blood across the floor.

I’d finally gotten in a good hit, and as I staggered forward, I let myself grin. I’d found the crack in his armor.

He pulled himself out of the wreckage as blood dripped down his half-ruined face, and the grin he wore was just as savage as mine. If anything, the damage seemed to enrage him, and fire licked across his hands as he stomped forward through the shredded wall. Sparks snapped across my fingers as I threw another volley of lightning. The strikes were weak but quick, and each was aimed to keep him off balance and force him to keep burning through the energy until the shield broke again. He absorbed most of it with a snarl, but his movements were looking a lot less controlled.

He lashed back hard, and jets of flame slammed into the walls and melted entire sections of steel. All I could do was keep rolling while I fired more strikes. My arms shook from the effort of throwing bolt after bolt, and sweat stung my eyes as heat pressed close on every side.

Still, I continued to push, and peppered him with attacks until his body glowed too bright again, and I knew his shield was about to send out another shockwave. I rolled one last time and then launched another concentrated shot. This time, it tore into his shoulder and sent him crashing sideways into the wall. He roared like an animal as he smashed through a stack of crates, before he stumbled into the next car with me hot on his tail.

Every strike cost me, though. My breaths were ragged, and every nerve in my body screamed with fatigue, but I couldn’t stop now. He was still too strong, and even wounded, he could tear me apart if I hesitated for even a second.

I kept up the tempo and forced him to use his shield, to drain and recharge, over and over. He stumbled and caught himself, then threw another massive punch that shattered a steel panel and sent sparks cascading down on me, but I slipped away and answered with another burst of lightning. Instead of the shield actively absorbing this hit, though, it seemed to go through the weakened shield and burn a hole straight into his side. He howled furiously in pain, and though clearly fatigued, he was still far from finished.

I stumbled after him through the wreckage. My lungs were raw, and every step sent a wave of fire through my muscles until we crashed into another car. The sight that hit me as I crossed the threshold froze my blood in an instant.

Copper pipes thicker than my waist crisscrossed the entire span of this car, and each one pulsed with the same faint red glow I’d seen everywhere on the train. Blood was being funneled out of the car in endless streams, and at the center of it all, machinery whirred and hissed as pistons slammed down like a monstrous heartbeat. I realized that this was the engine room, the ritual’s core, and there was no sign of Carina or Adeline. For half a breath, I thought maybe they hadn’t made it this far or maybe they’d been cut down along the way, but then his laugh rolled across the chamber and drowned out my fears.

Voss was at the far end of the car. Half his face was twisted in ruin, while the other half grinned widely as fire danced across his hands. It looked like even my best strikes had just been nothing more than extra fuel.

“Clever little rats,” he rasped, the sound more gravel than voice, “but you’re still trapped in the maze.”

His words rattled through the space with the confidence of someone who really saw himself as untouchable now, and his eyes gleamed as they cut across the pipes of blood to savor the horror in my expression.

“This train," he continued as he spread his arms wide, “is the machine, Moore. Not just a vessel or a transport, but the ritual itself. Every drop of blood harvested, every ounce of life drained, flows into here. We have been building this for much longer than anyone even suspected, and now, it is coming to fruition.”

The laugh that followed was guttural and equally horrifying, part triumph and part madness, and it set my entire being on edge. He took a step closer, and the floor groaned under his weight as fire slithered up his arm until it licked the ceiling.

“And those little friends of yours?” he said and then licked his lips. “They’ll make fine sacrifices when the time comes. Don’t worry, Moore. You’ll get a front-row seat to hear their screams.”

My grip tightened into fists, and lightning twitched at my fingertips despite the exhaustion that dragged down every bone. I forced myself to hold his stare even though every word he said made bile rise in my throat. Sparks snapped down my arm, weak but defiant, and I set my stance as he strolled closer. My mind scrambled for a strategy, anything that would work right now that wasn’t suicidal, but I was running out of moves, out of strength, and out of time. Voss spread his arms wide, every inch the conqueror, and his laugh rumbled out again like rolling fire.

“You fought well for what you are, I’ll give you that,” he sneered. “But this? This is our ascension, and once it’s done, rebel groups like yours will be irrelevant. You will not win here, Theodore.”

He swung his hand up, and a wall of fire erupted across the chamber. The heat hammered against me with such a force that my body slammed backward against a steel brace, and every nerve screamed as I did, my skin blistering and air searing hot in my lungs. My thoughts flickered to Carina, to Adeline, to every face I’d failed to protect already, and rage swelled sharper than pain.

Voss’ fire consumed everything it touched, yet somehow now it made my electricity flare brighter, wilder, as if refusing to be snuffed out. I staggered forward again, my teeth clenched, and refused to bow even though my knees nearly gave way. His grin sharpened as he watched me resist, and he sent another brutal blast that forced me to duck behind a cluster of pipes that screamed under the heat. Sweat burned into my eyes, and my vision blurred, but my heart hammered louder than the machinery as a reminder that I wasn’t done just yet.

I was pinned and battered, and my lungs were desperate for air. I realized I was fighting this battle the wrong way as I chased him blow for blow when I needed something bigger and far more final.

Sparks danced across my knuckles as I pressed my back against the pipes, and each pulse reminded me of the moments where I’d been afraid of this power, ashamed of how I’d gotten it, and fearful of what it would mean to be able to wield it at all. I realized that even as I used it, it had felt almost like a curse, a bloody brand that I could never scrub clean, something that set me apart and left me staring at my reflection like I didn’t recognize the man there anymore, baptized by an innocent girl’s blood. But here, at the edge of death, I had to accept what I had and use it if I didn’t want my death and the girl’s death to be in vain.

I closed my eyes and let the lightning hum through me without resistance, without guilt, and without shame. For the first time, instead of it feeling like it was using me, it felt like mine.

Power rippled up my arms and rolled in waves instead of erratic bursts, and the crackle built into something far beyond the desperate sparks I’d been throwing all night. The air thickened, heavy with the smell of ozone and rain, and the hairs on my arms and neck stood tall as raw energy gathered in my chest like a storm waiting to explode. Voss roared and hurled another wave of flame at me, but it hit my lightning as it lashed forward. The two bursts of energy collided in mid-air in a tornado of fire and lightning, and I squeezed my eyes tighter to focus on pushing more energy out. I could feel the force of the clash in the air, close to what had happened before in Arizona, but this time, the lightning flowed freely out of my hands with no barrier to keep it in place.

Countless people had died in the effort to create this kind of power. I had a girl’s blood on my hands, and I would never forget that, but I refused to let her sacrifice go to waste. The arc of lightning that lashed out now overpowered the fire, and I felt it surge past and tear the blast of fire apart.

My eyes snapped open, and light filled my vision so quickly it nearly blinded me. The sound that ripped from my throat now wasn’t a scream or a shout, but a detonation that made the walls shiver and the roof itself start to peel away under the sheer force of the power. Metal screeched, and bolts tore free, and suddenly, the roof of the car blew off. Night air flooded in as jagged streaks of lightning shot into the sky, and the train shuddered violently under the discharge, while the wheels screeched angrily.

Voss staggered under the shockwave, and his smug grin was replaced with a look of genuine shock as the blow crumpled him into the far corner of the car like a doll tossed aside by a bored child. His aura fizzled, and the shield sputtered under the onslaught as sparks clawed through his chest and shoulders, and left burns and welts across already ruined flesh. He roared and tried to push himself up, but the entire train lurched violently as steel warped from the force of the blast.

I sucked in a breath that tasted like metal and smoke, and although it burned my chest, the lightning began to flood through me as arcs snapped off my body in wild forks that shattered machinery and split pipes. The car tilted hard to one side and threw sparks and flames across the blood-slicked floor, and the engine groaned like it was being torn apart. Voss tried to lash out again with a burst of fire sputtering in his palm, but it barely reached me before it fizzled out against the storm coursing through the car. He looked shaken now, and his eyes were wide as though he couldn’t understand how I’d managed to overpower him. His lips curled back in a snarl, and teeth flashed in the flicker of firelight.

He didn’t charge me. Instead, he hesitated. I could feel the tiniest shift as the predator realized the prey he was targeting wasn’t as broken as he thought, and that hesitation was enough for me to force one step forward. Lightning slammed into the open sky with every heartbeat, and the train tilted harder as sparks ate into its core. My whole body shook, but I kept my eyes locked on him, daring him to move and test me again.

The world tilted for a moment, and suddenly arms grabbed me from behind and hooked under my shoulders. Carina’s voice snagged sharply into my ear.

“Come on, Teddy,” she said. “We don’t have time.”

I barely registered the relief that surged through me at hearing her still alive. A quick glance revealed that Adeline was there too, and she had a new pistol in her hand now. I tried to speak, but my throat was raw, and the words scraped out like gravel until Carina cut me off as she dragged me toward the far end of the car.

“Forget him,” she said. “He’s as good as dead. We wired all the main pipes. This thing’s going up in flames any second now.”

My head spun as I realized what she meant, though the sparks still twitched weakly down my arms as I blinked through the haze. While I’d been locked with Voss in the engine room, they’d been busy rigging the pipes that ran throughout the train rather than just the engine room, which meant seconds were ticking down even as the car buckled. Voss bellowed behind us as fire erupted in a wild, desperate lash, and the heat scorched my back as Carina hauled me from the car. Adeline fired three quick shots over her shoulder to buy us a few seconds, and then the three of us reached the far hatch.

The train screeched as sparks sprayed in fountains across the track as the wheels twisted against the broken steel. Voss roared again, blinded by either blood or fury, and for a moment it looked like he’d come charging after us through the wreckage, while flames boiled out of him in one last desperate gambit. Adeline tossed something that looked like an old Stielhandgranate over her shoulder into the room, and then Carina quickly slammed the hatch of the train car shut with her foot, and continued to pull me forward as she cursed under her breath.

The roar of fire against steel rattled behind us, but we didn’t wait to see if it held. We sprinted down the narrow passage toward the back of the train, and the walls shook as one explosion triggered another. The chain reaction rolled through the machine as copper pipes burst and sprayed hot blood in torrents across the car. The lights overhead shattered in a spray of sparks as another blast rattled the train.

Adeline’s hand clamped on my arm and kept me upright as my knees buckled, but I forced my legs to keep moving, one agonizing step at a time. Carina kicked open another hatch, and the cold night air blasted across us, sharp and merciful.

We looked at each other for a second and then leaped out together. The tracks were a blur beneath us as we hit the ground hard and rolled through the dirt. The train behind us erupted a second later, and the explosions tore through the night in a rolling wall of fire and sound. A series of booms hammered into my chest even as I laid face down in the dirt and gasped for air. Heat slammed into my back, and I curled tight against it as shards of steel and metal whistled past us like artillery fire. Carina’s arm shielded her face as dust and flame washed over us, while Adeline covered her head with both arms as she crouched low against the onslaught.

The train tore itself apart one car at a time as steel crumpled, blood boiled, and flames spiraled skyward until it looked like the night itself was on fire. My ears rang so hard I couldn’t hear anything, not even my own breathing. The only sound was the endless roar of destruction as it swallowed up the world behind us.

I forced myself to lift my head once the worst of it had passed, and I watched the wreckage collapse into itself as the fire climbed higher. For a brief moment, I could still see Voss, and then he was lost to the inferno. A final, massive blast split the ground, and the shockwave rattled through my bones. When the sound finally faded, there was nothing but the crackle of fire.

I let my forehead drop back into the dirt. Every muscle trembled with exhaustion, but the bitter taste of relief still managed to cut through the ash on my tongue. We had survived. Somehow, we’d survived.

When I finally managed to roll over, my lungs ached and my entire body was sore. The night sky was black and endless above me, punctuated by the furious glow of the burning train wreck. Carina was still on the ground a few feet away, her hair plastered to her face with sweat and soot. She stared at the fire, relief obvious in her expression, as Adeline crouched beside her. I pushed myself upright with a wince, and the three of us sat there for a long moment in silence. Each heavy breath was a reminder that we had defied all odds to stay alive.

“One evil ritual down,” Carina broke the silence with a sigh. “Probably a hundred more to go.”

“I can’t wait,” Adeline replied.

My hands twitched with leftover sparks, and I flexed them slowly. Even with the train destroyed and Voss buried under the wreckage, the war wouldn’t end here. God only knew how many murder trains the Nazis had planned or even built, and although we had stopped this one, the feeling of triumph was soured by the quick realization that the Nazis probably had far more up their sleeves than we knew about.

“But what do we do?” Carina asked as she turned toward me. “Your resistance doesn’t want you, Teddy. You know it. And your job, if you even still have one, sure as hell won’t take you back after this. Everyone I know is already dead, and Adeline… she doesn’t even know where she is anymore. None of us has a home to go back to.”

I dragged myself to my feet despite my shaking legs and looked between the two of them. The flames painted the horizon in a furious orange, and I let a few sparks crawl back across my hand until the fire in the distance was no longer the only glow that cut through the night.

Carina and Adeline looked at each other and then back over at me. Carina’s eyebrow quirked up, and Adeline’s shoulders squared into something close to conviction.

“Then we stop waiting for someone else to hand us a banner,” I said, voice raw but steady. “No more factions or false loyalty. We build something ourselves, right here, with what we’ve got. It doesn’t matter if it’s just three of us or thirty. We keep cutting them down until there’s nothing left to bleed.”

The fire from the explosion roared behind us as if to seal my words into a promise. Even though our world was burning down, I honestly believed we had the strength to take it back.
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