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      About Rise of Heroes

      With his secrets exposed and his partner-in-crime gone, renowned thief Shatter Cage has only one target in mind: Silverclaw, the fallen Hero responsible for destroying Cage’s life. He’s teamed up with his sometimes-enemy-current-fiancee Brigid Byrne to destroy Silverclaw’s organization piece by piece, no matter how long it takes.

      The Oracle who canonized Silverclaw wants a more absolute type of revenge. Like, Silverclaw’s head on the end of a legendary sword. She’s willing to pay for the job done right. And if Cage will kill Silverclaw, she’ll make Cage into a Hero.

      Becoming Hero is all Cage ever wanted, but he’s never murdered before. He can have his dreams at the price of blood on his hands. And hey, why not? There’s no reason an old were-squirrel can’t learn new tricks…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The thief you must fear the most is not the one who steals mere things.

        Ann-Marie MacDonald
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            Dear Readers…

          

        

      

    

    
      We left Shatter Cage in dire circumstances. His childhood hero turned on him, the angels’ space station fell to the bad guy, and his best friend, Anton Vex, had a really terrible day. We’re rejoining him a few months later after a lot of changes—including working with his new partner, Brigid Byrne. As I’m sure you can imagine, it doesn’t go well, in the best possible way.

      For those of you new to the Descentverse, welcome! Please read Race of Thieves first. If you decide you’d like to spend more time in this universe, you can find reading lists on my website.

      I’ll stop talking so you can get to the shenanigans. If you want more blather, you can always find me on Twitter or Instagram. For a much lower shenanigans-to-news ratio, I also offer new release email alerts.

      Happy reading!

      ~ Sara (SM Reine), March 2020

      http://smreine.com/
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      Considering the number of clouds in the sky (zero) and the temperature (a balmy twenty-three degrees), Officer Arthur might have thought it a beautiful day outside Iowa City. Unfortunately, it was also a launch day for Edison Aerospace, which was the worst time to be a security guard in charge of supervising the reception checkpoint. It was a big doorway built out of stone with witch runes carved along the frame. Anyone who passed through it was scanned for magic. Anyone who tested positive had to be searched by a guard.

      And there were a lot of guests on launch days.

      The lobby had been designed to accommodate normal traffic, so the modernist architecture left nowhere for the waiting suits to take a seat until security processed them. They were queued into a line wrapping around the edge of the wall, where photographs of Edison Aerospace’s first space vessel hung. Murmuring voices echoed against polished concrete walls and the towering tinted windows. It was all so mundane that people took pictures of boring details, like actual security cameras hanging where most used scrying foci.

      “Looks like we’ve got another three hundred reporters outside,” said Officer Krueger, his coworker with short black hair and a round chin. “We better hurry.”

      “Really? You think?” asked Officer Arthur.

      The CEO of Edison expected security to keep the pass-through time under thirty seconds per visitor without missing a single illicit wisp of magic which might endanger their delicate electronic equipment. “One bad charm could blow all the sensors and put us back a month,” Arthur’s manager had explained once, standing over Arthur with folded arms and a glare that could curdle milk in the breast. “Do you want to explain to the CEO why he has to wait until autumn for a launch window?”

      Officer Arthur did not, but nor could he get the average pass-through time below thirty-five seconds.

      Especially not when they had high-security guests like Jack Fester. 

      A visitor who cut through the line to the front matched the photo Arthur had been given: A sallow-faced white guy with a bushy mustache, carrying a briefcase stamped with the logo of Silverclaw Cult. Fester also wore a crown that cut into his forehead like barbed wire. Something black oozed from underneath the jagged metal—blood, Arthur assumed—and it stained the collar of his salmon-hued polo shirt.

      “Step to the other side of the yellow line,” Arthur said.

      Fester walked to the designated area like a puppet. Arthur had been warned that a demon would arrive wearing energy dampeners, so the ping of magic on his sensors was fine. Better dampeners than infernal power. Demons didn’t shut down electrical equipment like angels, but they could easily blow a sensitive operation like a rocket launch.

      “Hello Officer Arthur,” Fester said robotically.

      “Afternoon. I, uh, need to get you checked in, with your…” Don’t say scary demon crown, Arthur thought furiously to himself. Don’t say it. “Your briefcase, and your suppressors, and your scary—uh, your crown.” Dammit.

      Fester set the briefcase on the waiting table. “Scan. I am late.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Arthur trembled when he swept a handheld scanner over the demon and his accessories. The timer on his desk hadn’t stopped ticking while he worked. He had already wasted almost a whole minute staring in horror at Fester’s bloody face. “Looks good, move on.”

      “Be careful today, Officer Arthur,” said Fester, sliding the briefcase off the table again. “Edison’s launch isn’t the only thing at stake.”

      Arthur just waved at him again. Go. Please go. Don’t tell me how to do my job and get the hell away from me.

      Fester marched on and Arthur returned to his desk to hurry a couple more visitors through.

      “Gonna dock your pay, Officer Arthur,” he muttered under his breath, swiping through the control console as another visitor entered. It flashed three green lights and one red. An error. He hadn’t been sitting for sixty seconds before he hoisted himself off his chair again with a groan. “Ten percent of your paycheck for every second over the threshold, Officer Arthur.” Louder, he said, “Please step aside, ma’am. I have to scan you separately.”

      “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      “You got a red light, that’s the problem,” he said. “Step to the other side of the yellow line.”

      Arthur left the console under the supervision of Officer Krueger, who was so stoned that her average pass-through time was forty seconds. There were no consequences for the lady fucking the manager. How was Arthur supposed to compete statistically with some twenty-something bimbo with a butt the size of their passenger capsules?

      By cutting corners, he decided with resentful pleasure.

      The alarms had made him pull aside a woman who waited on the other side of the yellow line, underneath the glass catwalk leading to the research center. She was a lean and leggy blonde whose hair hung to her waist. She had an employee badge hanging below her cleavage.

      “Arms up, feet on the dots,” Arthur said. She obeyed. He took a long look at her badge, and the nearby cleavage, while he swept the handheld charm detector over her body. “You, uh, work in the command center, huh? Don’t think I’ve seen you before.” He would have remembered that cleavage.

      “I’m Doctor Brinley. A transfer from the Arctic facility.” Her voice was silky and level. “They told me that my authorizations should have gotten here before me.”

      Arthur glanced at the records on his tablet. They were due a Doctor Brinley, but not until the late afternoon. “You got ahead of yourself. Better slow down to give our paper pushers time to work, you know?” He winked at her. He’d already gotten the clear on her second scan, but he was tempted to pretend the light was red just to keep her around longer.

      “My flight left early to avoid an Arctic storm.”

      “You shoulda enjoyed a few free hours,” Arthur said. “Enjoy Iowa City a little. Catch some sunshine. Though by the looks of it, you got a good tan for the Arctic.” The doctor giggled behind her hand, girly and cute. She was gonna be fun to scan every day for the next few years. “Have a good afternoon. Looking forward to seeing you around here more.”

      “Thank you, Officer.”

      Arthur was smirking when he returned to his desk.

      “That was the transfer from the Arctic facility?” asked Officer Krueger.

      “Pay attention to your own work,” Arthur snapped.

      The next person to step through the arch came up with all green lights, so he waved her through.

      “It’s just, the transfer from the Arctic,” Krueger tried to say.

      “Watch the timer,” he said.

      “I heard that Doctor Brinley is a man,” she said. “He might be a pretty man, but…did you check the employee badge?”

      Arthur had been too busy eyeballing the breasts behind the badge. “Of course I checked, Linda. I do my job around here.” He waved the next person through. His average for the day was approaching thirty-two seconds.

      Krueger’s daily average was already past fifty seconds, yet she hadn’t let anyone else through the gate yet. The crowd grew restless. Echoing voices approached a roar. But Krueger swiped through the employee records anyway, gnawing on the inside of her cheek as she searched.

      “So is this the guy who was behind those big sunglasses?” she asked, turning her monitor toward Arthur.

      Doctor Brinley was a portly man with a heavy beard and dark-brown skin. The only way he could have been the woman Arthur permitted to enter was if he was wearing a whole lot of glamour charms, which would have showed up as more than a single red light.

      “Shit,” Arthur said.

      “Oh my gods,” Krueger said.

      Which was when the facility alarms went off. The ones that said there was a big fire somewhere, which would make blast doors close, windows shutter, and the CEO very angry.

      Klaxons shrilled. Shutters slid over the windows. The long but orderly queue broke as people started rushing for the exit. They were smart to escape while they could. Once locked down, the building would be swarmed with security drones, and anyone who looked threatening would get tased.

      “You know the drone deployment is coming out of your paycheck, right?” Officer Kreuger asked.

      Arthur threw his security badge to the floor and bolted after the reporters.
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      Brigid Byrne watched the drone deployment from inside the ventilation system. She was wedged inside a junction with the jacket and wig she'd stripped off, which looked rather like a dead tribble. Belly-down atop the grate, she could see the threatening little militaristic quad-choppers buzzing the foyer in search of…her. The person who had entered Edison Aerospace and promptly set off a firebomb inside the women’s bathroom sanitary hygiene bin.

      “Perfect,” Brigid murmured, stifling a yawn against the back of her hand. She’d barely started the mission and she was exhausted. It was going to be a long heist.

      She leveraged her bared toes against the metal to squeeze herself deeper into the ventilation system. When the drones’ searchlights swept over the grate, she was already at the next juncture, wiggling her way toward the halon-dispensing system.

      It was strange to be pulling a heist on a tech-heavy zone. The North American Union was central to the world’s preternatural community, and as the population grew, fewer electronics worked reliably. Critical infrastructure—like the NAU Telco-ISP Network—consumed massive chunks of the national security budget based on the wards it took to keep magic from mussing with it. Most businesses couldn’t afford one small warded location, much less an entire compound dedicated to spaceflight. So they just worked with a mix of magic and unstable computers.

      Edison Aerospace was a different beast. Its CEO, Vanda Burton-Elbay, was vocally opposed to relinquishing “mundane heritage” to the preternatural community. He was bent on beating the ethereal coalition at interplanetary commerce, and believed the only way to do it was to use human technology. He’d made leaps in quantum computing, neural networks, artificial intelligence, and every other fancy multisyllabic technology that the internet loved to chatter about.

      Naturally, this ideology was the exact reason Brigid could break into his facility to steal from Jack Fester.

      A fire like Brigid’s could have been extinguished by magic in moments. Technological responses took more time. Halon had flooded the bathroom shortly after the bomb detonated, smothering any fires. To ventilate, emergency parts of the system opened, and others shut off.

      Brigid’s path to crawl through the vents to the CEO’s office was clear for a full three minutes.

      There were no wards to block her way, and no magical traps to capture or kill her.

      She did, however, start hearing ticks echoing from elsewhere in the ventilation system while she was hurrying.

      “Cage is always right,” she muttered ruefully. 

      Brigid’s partner in this heist had said there would be robotic defense systems. Actually, what he’d said was, “The guy has tiny spider-robots! They murder people! It’s amazing!” Then he added they were capable of moving at three miles per hour with a full ammo load, so Brigid needed to be faster wiggling through a space roughly the same width as her shoulders.

      Problem was, she had reached her destination and couldn’t keep moving. She was looking down on Vanda’s office while he spoke with Fester.

      “Don’t worry about the alarms,” Vanda was saying. From that perspective, Brigid could see he was healing a fresh patch of hair plugs. Another disadvantage to refusing magic. The guy could have had Gandalf-quality hair if he’d made friends with one witch.

      “I do not worry,” Fester said. His hair was all-natural in that demon kind of way, where it looked like it was somehow subtly slithering on his scalp. “I need the money.”

      “Here.” Vanda gave him a small device. Fester inserted it into something under his jacket. Brigid didn’t get a good look at what they were passing between them, but it hadn’t been a northcoin wallet—Vanda wasn’t paying him after all. “Now give me the football.”

      “I must check the hash first.”

      “Look, demon, I’ve got an upcoming launch and I’m not missing the window for this. Hand it over. I swear to God, if you’re not out of here before final checks…”

      “Parsing,” said Fester. Brigid understood that Fester hadn’t been a good conversationalist before the demon-crown allowed Silverclaw to jack into his brain, but now he talked like a computer. Fester clearly wasn’t running on AI software made by Vanda.

      Before the trade could go further, the alarms changed—louder, shriller—and a security team burst through the door.

      Brigid was too busy measuring the rising volume of robot-spider legs to hear everything they said. There was something about “another bomb”—Cage’s work—and “a coordinated attack,” and then both Fester and Vanda were getting hustled out per security regulations. Everything was left behind during such coordinated attacks, and that included whatever Vanda had bought from Silverclaw.

      The instant they were out of the room, the spider-robots found Brigid. They weren’t as cute as Cage had insisted they would be. They were fist-sized masses of laser-armed death. Their legs looked fluid rather than jointed, dangling under them like supportive spaghetti noodles.

      She punched her feet through the grate and dropped into the office.

      Brigid snagged the briefcase off the desk and swung underneath it before the robots could scan her.

      Vanda’s office was nice. It was easy to shelter under such a sprawling oak desk, especially with plush carpet that tickled Brigid’s toes. She got to work on the briefcase’s lock while spiders click-clacked through the ventilation system overhead. She heard a few scanner beeps when they skittered past, but they didn’t explore further. She’d remained undetected. As long as she remained undetected for another thirty seconds, she could planeswalk out without getting shot by a single tiny spider.

      Brigid broke the briefcase’s lock, held her breath, and opened the briefcase.

      When she saw what was inside, all the air gusted out of her at once. “Holy shit,” she said. She slapped the Link on the back of her neck to open an emergency channel. “Cage? I think we’ve got a problem.”
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      Shatter Cage was having a great day. What wasn’t great about sitting on a gantry within arm’s reach of a rocket soon to launch into orbit? It was like sitting next to a museum piece: a towering solid fuel booster, topped by a smaller ion engine, which was then topped by a cozy crew capsule that looked like a chubby bullet.

      When the angels wanted to get into orbit, they had built a freaking ethereally powered space elevator. Vanda elected to instead put massive bombs underneath a crew capsule and explode them into space. Awesome. Mundanes who refused to coexist nicely with preternaturals sucked as people, but they had the most amazing, ridiculous machines to make up for it.

      Cage never would have gotten to sit so close to the rocket if he hadn’t currently been shapeshifted into a large squirrel. It delighted him to know how much Vanda would hate having an Alpha shifter of any kind near his toy rocket.

      Brigid’s voice came over the Link creatively strapped to the back of Cage’s fluffy head. “I think we have a problem.”

      In order to reply, he had to stop being a giant squirrel and instead turn into a naked human. “Everything looks fine from here,” he said, wiggling his mouth around to work off the squirrel lips faster. “I blew up the garage like we planned. You should see it. You wouldn’t think a squirrel could carry enough C4 to make such a—”

      “It’s not that. It’s the briefcase. What’s inside the briefcase.”

      “Did you get it?” Cage asked, readjusting the Link to get a clearer signal. It was hard to distinguish Brigid’s voice over the roar of wind.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Are you safe?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine, obviously. I wouldn’t be talking to you if I weren’t safe.”

      “Are you sure? Do you need me to come save you from the spider-robots?” he asked. Movement caught his eye on the road below. The armored Jeep that had brought Jack Fester to Edison Aerospace was on the move, angling to pick Fester up from the rear of the building.

      “No! Listen to me, for fuck’s sake,” Brigid said.

      “Can’t right now. Fester’s on the move.” Cage made a kissing sound. “Love you!” He popped into his squirrel form again, the Link’s strap popped off, and he scrambled down the gantry.

      His focus was on the Jeep.

      Compared to the great thieves operating in the North American Union, Cage was an exceptionally mediocre thief. He could have been great before he lost his best friend and support team. The world had seemed limitless. He’d made one great grab after another, hunting down artifacts to fence them to rich bad guys. With Vex running the technical side of things, they had been well on their way to becoming billionaires, aside from the many diversions into depthless poverty.

      But Vex wasn’t around anymore.

      Cage would never be great now. He wouldn’t have even been middling without Brigid, the far superior thief. But Cage was always exceptional in one way; he prepared for every job like everything would go wrong seventeen times. He’d gone to Edison Aerospace with so much intel, he knew which coffee Vanda preferred—a dry cappuccino.

      They hadn’t needed a single Plan B yet. Everything had happened as expected, from Brigid’s entry to Cage’s bomb.

      But the Jeep. He hadn’t expected that.

      As Cage drew nearer, scampering across a couple kilometers of warm tarmac at shifter high-speed, he identified the armored vehicle based on its gear. The President had Airforce One, and Silverclaw had The Monster, a vehicle bristling with armor, hexes, and the coolest silver decals.

      Intel had said Fester would arrive in a sedan.

      If The Monster was there, then maybe Silverclaw was inside.

      Even with the Link hanging from his neck, Cage could faintly make out Brigid’s voice. “I’m coming to the rendezvous point. Don’t follow Fester.”

      He pretended he couldn’t hear her and zeroed in on his former coworker. The demon strode serenely across the parking lot to The Monster, empty-handed, and with empty eyes. He slid into the waiting back door. It shut beside him. Cage launched himself at the tailgate and hooked in with furious little squirrel claws.

      The alarms hadn’t stopped since Brigid’s first explosion, so Cage didn’t hear the drones coming. Their shadows simply appeared over him like a big swarm of bees.

      “They saw Cage on the cameras.” That was Ameria’s voice over the Link. “Vanda is deploying the big guns.”

      So what? It’s not like they’re going to shoot at me while I’m attached to Silverclaw’s Jeep, Cage thought, right before the drones proved him wrong and the nearest unleashed a flamethrower on him. Argh!

      Pain sent him thumping to the asphalt. The Jeep accelerated toward the gates while Cage’s whiskers singed. Of course The Monster was fine—it was designed to survive everything short of balefire. And Cage would be fine, too, once he had a few minutes away from the flame-throwing drone to heal, but at the moment he mostly just felt terrible.

      And angry.

      Cage unleashed maximum squirrel fury upon the nearby drone, biting the searing-hot muzzle of its flamethrower and tossing his head. The attacker cartwheeled into another drone.

      He’d have loved to watch the resulting explosion, but he had to haul melted squirrel tail to get to the Jeep before it left. He only got hit by the shock wave. A big blast of wind. It was strong enough to send him cartwheeling across the pavement, but not strong enough to stop him.

      Cage raced ahead of bullets whip-cracking into the pavement behind him. Another jump, and he smashed into the back window of the Jeep.

      The remaining cluster of drones gave chase. Cage needed to get inside now. The drones wouldn’t follow them off Edison property, but once The Monster got outside the fence, its wards would activate. Cage wouldn’t be able to tear open the roof to get at Fester inside—and, hopefully, Silverclaw.

      He scratched desperately at the metal, and his claws burned. It was laced with silver.

      Those bastards!

      The drones swooped near. They had red stripes on the bodies—armed with missiles, not flamethrowers or guns. Vanda was apparently not concerned about making sure his infernal guest survived leaving Edison Aerospace.

      Cage ripped a chunk of roof off the car and shoved his head in, his healing skin starting to scorch again from the contact of silver.

      Fester was alone in the car. No Silverclaw. Just one demon that Cage didn’t want revenge against.

      Damn.

      Then the drones fired, and the car exploded.

      Cage didn’t feel it when he flipped through the air. He only felt the impact when he hit the ground, taking a long stretch of fence with him. He tumbled across a field, trailing smoke.

      Woozy, he tried to get up and flopped over again. Even shifters with super-fast healing could get a slight concussion.

      On the bright side, The Monster was dead, and the size of its explosion had taken out the nearest drones. Now that the car was outside the fence, the remaining drones whirred back toward the facility.

      The world warped before Cage. A pair of legs appeared between his
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