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Exit Strategy 

by P.G. Holyfield

   

"Every plan of attack requires a good exit strategy." 

- Douglas MacArthur, May 15, 1947

 

Le Petite Restaurant, June 19th, 2002 

  

 “So what’s the job?" 

Johannes Cordner ignored the man's question, surveying the restaurant beyond 

his small table. He never spoke until he was ready, and he wasn’t ready to 

share just yet. If Johannes possessed one talent he simply could not explain, it 

would have to be his ability to split his focus, clearly seeing areas that most 

would refer to as their 'peripheral vision.' While his eyes appeared to be 

focused on the man that had just spoken, Johannes watched every waiter, 

customer, busboy, and hostess that stood or sat or walked or worked around 

them, as if he lived life in IMAX while most languished in 35mm.  
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He had spent years researching the professionals sitting at the table with him. 

He knew them intimately, although they, for the most part, did not know him. 

Johannes pulled on the end of his left sleeve with his right hand. The cuff of his 

Eton dress shirt extended a perfect one quarter inch beyond the end of his 

jacket sleeve. This simple act provided him comfort. The contentment 

imparted by the perfect line of a well-tailored suit had allowed Johannes 

Cordner to survive and endure many intense encounters. And while there was 

no threat to Johannes's person at this particular moment, he fully realized that 

failure to enlist the people sitting at the table with him would all but condemn 

him to a continued sentence of uncompromising limbo. 

It had been less than two seconds, but Rudy Faust, the man that had asked the 

question, was already shifting in his seat directly across from Johannes. It 

seemed incongruous to Johannes that one of the best safecrackers in the world 

would be as nervous as Rudy appeared to be. His nervousness was accentuated 

by a thinning head of hair and weasel-like face. That trait would seem more 

fitting for Bryan Velna, the security expert sitting to his left. Bryan had 

purposely taken the only other chair at the table that backed against a wall of 

the restaurant, which had impressed Johannes. That seat did not as easily offer 

Bryan access to the emergency exit directly to the right and behind Johannes's 

chair, but Cordner had taken that chair a full hour before Bryan's arrival. 

The last to arrive had been the woman to Cordner’s right, one Einin Reaney. At 

only 23, the diminutive Einin had the apt nickname of "Ghost", as in "the ghost 

of the Emerald Isle." She was the most important piece in his puzzle of a plan, 

but the most volatile as well. But in this game, if you wanted a good hand, 

you'd better have a wild card or two.  

  Johannes Cordner waited three more seconds, ensuring the waiter walking 

between the two tables to his left did not approach their table. Rudy opened 

his mouth to ask his question a second time, but Johannes raised a finger. "Mr. 

Faust, Mr. Velna, Ms. Reaney." The two men perked up when they heard Einin's 
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name. They obviously knew her name, but not her face. "I cannot speak to the 

particulars at this place and time, but here is what you need to know. There is 

a building here in L.A. that has something I want." Johannes focused on Rudy 

Faust. "You will be compensated well. Twice what you made in Budapest last 

year." The safecracker's eyes widened; Johannes didn't care if it was because of 

the numbers flashing through the man's mind, or because he had named Rudy 

as one of the crew that had pulled off the largest artifact heist in the last ten 

years... a heist that had never been reported to any authority or news agency.  

"Mr. Velna, does the Trombli Algorithm mean anything to you?" Bryan Velna 

turned his head to face Johannes so fast that his neck cracked with an audible 

pop pop. Johannes answered his own question. "Of course it does. I have heard 

tell of your brain's capacity for multi-threaded trains of thought, but I need you 

to focus. How long have you been working on that particular permutation 

cipher? Three years now?" Bryan pursed his lips but did not respond. Johannes 

waved a hand dismissively, creating the impression that the only professional 

failure in Bryan Velna’s career meant little to him. "You will have access to the 

Archives at Pylea for as long as you need to break the cipher. Plus your usual 

fee." Bryan blinked. His mouth moved up and down but no sound was produced. 

Johannes was about to address the remaining person at the table, but she beat 

him to it. "What about me, gramps?" 

  Johannes turned to Einin Reaney. "You get your freedom. I have spoken to 

Eoghan--" 

 "Stop right there, old man! My father?!" Johannes smiled to himself--old man. 

There were streaks of gray throughout his brown hair, but he knew he didn't 

look a day over forty-five. The other two men at the table didn’t seem fazed 

by her characterization of him; they were still young enough to remember 

when everyone looked “old.”
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Bryan finished Einin's thought. "Who are you, anyways? I don't work for anyone 

that I don't know... everything about." 

Johannes ignored Bryan's question and comment. "Eoghan and I have made an 

arrangement. He agrees that you will have earned your master status if you... 

succeed in this endeavor." 

He paused, both to allow this information to sink in, and to address the waiter 

that had just reached the table. Fifty-five seconds later the waiter left with 

$400.00 in his left hand and orders for no one to come to their table until after 

they left. He then turned to the hacker, as if Bryan had just finished speaking. 

"My name is Johannes Cordner. If you agree to this job, you will have twenty-

four hours to prepare. In this time you will discover there are twelve Johannes 

Cordners living in the world. I am not one of them. You will find no information 

on me, because this Johannes Cordner does not exist." 

The safe expert didn't seem to care about his lack of a bio; Johannes had 

counted on that. For Rudy Faust, the safe was the thing. "We need more 

information than this... Johannes. I know Bryan Velna. He can get you around 

security, make you blind to cameras. With a 24 hour lead time, I can get you 

into most vaults on the west coast... assuming this job is on the west coast?" 

Johannes didn't confirm or deny this point. Rudy tried to wait out the silence, 

force the man to continue his sell. Johannes sat as if he had all the time in the 

world. Again, Johannes was impressed by the demeanor of Bryan Velna, who 

simply watched the exchange between the two men. 

The large man, with fingers so thick it made Johannes wonder how he 

successfully navigated a keyboard, decided he had waited long enough. He 

made his throat rumble, and then said, "But what about her? Why do we need a 

ghost?" 
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At that question, Johannes smiled for the first time. “Very good, Mr. Velna. 

How could you tell?” Johannes purposefully focused on Bryan Velna, ignoring 

the open mouth of Rudy Faust and the pursed lips of Einin Reaney. 

“Eoghan Tiernay. I worked with him Antwerp two years ago. If he’s her 

father…”

Johannes shook his head slowly, still smiling, as if the people at the table had 

passed some sort of test. Johannes raised his left hand. Both Rudy Faust and 

Bryan Velna focused on his empty hand. Einin, however, focused on his right 

hand, still resting on the tablecloth. Johannes curled the fingers of his left 

hand and then raised his right. His right hand held a previously unseen piece of 

paper. Upon further inspection, the three would have seen that the paper was 

actually vellum, in this particular case the dried skin of calf that had lived 

outside of Paris some 200 years ago. But they had no chance to study the 

parchment. They only had time to see an address written in black ink, and 

before the implications of this began to sink in, the business-card sized vellum 

started burning. A small hole appeared in the center of the vellum, between 

the two sixes in the street address. In little more than a second the smoldering 

parchment disintegrated into nothing. 

Bryan was the first to find his voice. "You're kidding, right?" Rudy shook his head 

in agreement. 

The smile never left Johannes’s face. "I never kid." 

 "Wolf--" Einin slapped the table with her right hand, silencing Rudy before he 

could say the law firm's name. 

"Don't be stupid. Mr. ... Cordner here went to a lot of trouble to share the 

location in a way that ... the sniffers won't pick up. Don't ruin it by saying it out 

loud. And do me a favor, cracker ... concentrate on the equipment you'll need, 

not where you'll be taking it. Focus your thoughts on your ... technique. The 
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steps you take to do your job. The sniffers won't be able to filter past the noise 

and figure out we're coming." 

 "We're coming?" Bryan asked. 

 "Damned right. You heard the man. He's going to reward us handsomely for this 

job, and if he knows my father, he's more than legit. That's all I need." 

Johannes focused on Einin’s face for the first time, noting the familial jaw line 

she shared with her father. Having saved him the trouble of warning the group 

to shield their thoughts over the next 36 hours, Johannes thought to himself, 

And that is more than enough reason for the ghost to be here.

Five minutes later Rudy Faust and Bryan Velna had agreed to the terms as well. 

Bryan successfully negotiated an additional $250,000 fee up front, which would 

allow him to prepare what he needed for the next evening. This was after Rudy 

Faust had agreed to Johannes Cordner's original offer, which left the 

increasingly twitchy thief very unhappy. Johannes saw this and offered to wire 

$150,000 up front to the account of Rudy’s choice. With his team in place, 

Johannes excused himself from the table, leaving the three to stare at each 

other, nervous smiles filling the silence. Rudy held the small card Johannes 

Cordner had handed to each of them before he left. He said, "That guy's a 

demon, isn't he?" 

Einin shook her head, reading the address on the vellum-backed cardstock in 

her own hand. "I don't get that sort of vibe. He is something, though." 

Bryan sighed. "Considering where we're going, I wouldn't mind if he was." 

Rudy squeaked as the three cards disintegrated, just as the original card had. 

They had just enough time to memorize the address where they were all to 

meet the next afternoon. By the time the three members of Johannes Cordner's 
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team left the restaurant, only Einin realized no one seemed to care that they 

had no idea what they were going to steal. 

  

*****

 Cordner's Hideout, Los Angeles, CA, 7:00 PM June 20th, 2002 

    

"I’m sorry, Mr. Cordner, but I was only able to obtain schematics for the upper 

floors. Even with the money you apparently have, I'll need a month to secure 

tighter intel on the... basement levels." As Bryan finished speaking, Johannes 

saw the expression on the Rudy's face change, become almost hopeful. It said, 

Cordner would surely need to delay his plan. 

Johannes, dressed in a darker charcoal version of the suit he had worn the 

afternoon before, simply smiled. He moved several of Bryan's blueprints out of 

the way until he found one of his own schematics. He turned it over, revealing 

black lines drawn on a tan parchment. "That's fine. We're going here." 

Bryan leaned forward. "The 66th floor?" 

Rudy hadn't studied that particular floor himself. "That's a corporate office 

level.” He noted the floor’s configuration Paralegals? This is a floor of cubicles!" 

Einin moved her hand over the drawing. It was vellum, more of the same calf-

skin they had seen the day before. "Don't mess with us, old man." She 

emphasized the word old even more than the day before. 
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Johannes's smile widened a bit, displaying a perfect line of teeth. "Very well." 

He moved his own hand over the vellum. Considering Einin's unique talents, she 

may have felt some residual supernatural energy on the vellum. Her comment, 

however, referenced the rune magic that could only be triggered by his hand. 

"Craw log Oyl Vall Rispat." Bryan and Rudy only saw some lights flicker over the 

tan vellum, followed by the lines of light that seemed to emerge through the 

vellum from underneath. Einin, however, saw something more. Several small 

runes appeared on the back of Johannes Cordner's right hand. The runes 

seemed to push Cordner's skin out, and as the skin stretched the runes moved 

across his hand. As the light extinguished over the vellum, leaving only the 

lines of light on the vellum itself, the runes settled back into the man's flesh. 

"There." Johannes pointed to a small rectangle surrounded by thin lines of 

light. Other lines criss-crosed the floor's schematic at different angles. 

Rudy didn't see anything special about these lines, but Bryan looked at the 

schematic with a different eye. "That's an elevator?" Johannes nodded once. 

"THE elevator?" Rudy's voice broke a bit as he said 'the.' The Law Firm of 

Wolfram and Hart was housed in the building which Cordner's team would be 

infiltrating in just a few hours. The building had a well-earned reputation as a 

place that might not be evil in and of itself, but where the interests of evil, 

specifically the interests of the three demons that controlled it, were palpable. 

But at least one element of the building, or at least the myth to that element, 

might be considered evil. Wolfram and Hart was rumored to have an elevator 

that was a gateway to other dimensions... possibly even into Hell.  

Johannes raised his chin and focused on nothing in particular, a look of 

contemplation briefly flashing across his face. "No, not that elevator." He 

pointed to the various lines surrounding what had been identified as an 

elevator. "What are those, Mr. Velna?" 
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Bryan studied the lines for a moment, reaching down and touching the vellum 

in different places, staying clear of the lines themselves. "They hide the 

elevator somehow." 

"Mystical energy?" Rudy didn't sound as scared, now that he realized the 

elevator wasn't THAT elevator. 

Johannes nodded. "Yes." 

Bryan pushed the schematic towards Johannes. "Why am I here, then? I can't 

get around that." 

Johannes didn't shake his head no; he only tipped his head slightly to the side, 

as a parent might to a child that had just asked an overly simplistic question. 

"Obviously. But that does not mean your talents are not needed before or after 

this point. I will be handling the elevator." 

Rudy let out a long breath. "Is there a vault anywhere in this?" He only saw the 

supernatural elements now, and had been provided no information that allowed 

him to prepare for his work. “I’ve got a truck full of equipment outside 

because I don’t know what kind of vault we’re looking at here.”

"In a sense, yes." Johannes folded up the schematic of the 66th floor and 

deposited it in a black bag next to the table. He then opened a laptop that 

rested on the edge of the table. Johannes tapped a few keys and then spun the 

laptop around so the rest of the team could see the screen.  

"Are you kidding me?" Rudy asked. 

"As I told Mr. Velna yesterday, I never kid." 

Rudy scrunched his eyes and his nose. “A box-job?” He spoke to no one in 

particular. Johannes surmised his safecracker was deep in thought, but it 

looked much more like he had come upon an increasingly unpleasant odor. Rudy 
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pulled out a pair of glasses and stared at the refrigerator sized cast-iron safe 

on the laptop display. "A Lambert—1902 or 1903? I don’t recognize the model 

though.”

Rudy had finally impressed Johannes with his knowledge. Johannes filled in the 

details. “A 1902 Lambert Model 103B.”  

Rudy stared at Johannes for a moment. “That can’t be right. In 1902, Lambert 

had the 102A and B, the 103A, and the 104. There was no 103B.” 

“You are mistaken. Lambert built over two thousand 103Bs.”

Rudy Faust pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Impossible.” 

Johannes pointed to a bag in the corner of the room. "Please look in there and 

tell me if that will do." 

Rudy moved over to the bag, leaving Einin studying a map of the roof; Bryan 

Velna leaned against the table with his right hip, his right leg crossed over his 

left, toe touching the ground, and with his arms crossed. "You want to let me in 

on any special tools I might need?" 

From the corner, Rudy whistled and held up a stick of dynamite. “You need the 

contents of the safe to remain intact?” 

Johannes nodded. “That would be the goal.” 

“Oh well.” Rudy Faust returned the explosive to the bag. “Weak point drilling 

would be the quickest way to handle this. I’m assuming this is a smash and 

grab.”

Johannes shook his head. “No, drilling might also damage what is inside the 

safe, and I cannot chance that.” He touched the end of his sleeve, confirming 
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its position against his wrist. “There is a small container within that bag. You 

should find what you need there.”

The balding man felt around the bag and soon pulled out a small felt-covered 

case around the size of a flower box. Rudy opened the case and grunted out a 

short laugh. “You’re serious?” He lifted what appeared to be a very old 

instrument from the case.

Johannes began to speak, but Einin pre-empted him, imitating his fluid, 

aristocratic voice. “Cracker, Mr. Cordner never kids.”

Rudy stared at the device in his hand. “I’d say this was a trumpet of some sort, 

but what is this… wood?” 

“It’s actually the hollowed out horn of a ram.” The irony of this caused a quick 

chuckle to escape from Johannes. 

Rudy didn’t notice, continuing to stare at the horn. It appeared to have a 

circular piece of rubber covering its smaller end. “And what do you expect me 

to do with… this?”

Johannes rolled his eyes, oblivious to the stares of confusion around him. “I 

expect you to listen.” 

Rudy put the small end of the horn to his right ear. Two seconds later he began 

to pull it away, but then stopped, eyes wide. He turned his head to the side, 

pointing the other end of the horn toward Einin. “I can—” he began.  Rudy 

yanked the device from his ear, his own voice having nearly popped his ear 

drum. 

He looked at Einin as he rubbed his ear. “I could hear your heart beating.”

Johannes ignored the statement. “Are we good, Mr. Faust?”
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Unable to put his thoughts into words, Rudy Faust just nodded. 

Johannes finally answered Bryan's question from a minute earlier. "I believe you 

have all the tools you need." 

Bryan found the question that had been just out of his mind's reach for over a 

day now. "What exactly are we stealing?" 

Rudy chimed in from the corner. "Yeah, what's the prize?"   

Cordner moved his eyes from one man to the other. "That isn't important." He 

paused, carefully measuring his words. "That's not exactly true. There is an 

artifact hidden in that office building, in a particular room, in a particular safe. 

The room where it is hidden can only be accessed using this particular elevator. 

This artifact... it has... been a part of my family for almost six hundred years. 

Other than its age, there is nothing else that would make it valuable to anyone 

not in my family." 

Einin spoke up. "Are you just saying that so one of us doesn't try to steal it for 

ourselves?" 

"That is for you to decide, young Ms. Reaney." The diminutive woman pursed 

her lips, holding back the retort surely on the tip of her tongue. 

Rudy Faust called from the corner of the room. "Well, I'm ready. Let's go!" 

Bryan's demeanor softened at the confident tone of Rudy's voice. 

"Mr. Velna?" 

Bryan nodded. "I'm still in. You said you have our insertion and extraction 

covered?" 

Johannes Cordner returned the nod. "With Ms. Reaney's help.” He turned to 

Einin. “Are you ready?" 
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“As ready as I'll ever be." 

 "Good. Let us go, then." 

   

*****

Above the Wolfram and Hart Building, Los Angeles, CA, 1:43 AM June 21st, 

2002 

"Are we close enough?" Johannes attempted to keep his voice level, even 

speaking over the noise in the helicopter. 

Bryan seemed to agree. Without looking up from his laptop screen, he said, 

"Any closer and we'll chance triggering a shield sensor." 

"What about the roof itself?" Einin had no trouble being heard. 

Bryan answered. "According to everything I can find, there are no proximity 

alarms at all on the roof, and the only camera is by the door on the northwest 

corner. They figure that no one will be able to bypass the shields from above." 

He leaned in. "By the way, how exactly are we bypassing the shields? Because if 

we can't, this thing will be over before it ever gets started." 

Johannes pulled off his headphones. He patted the pilot on the shoulder and 

turned back  to Einin. "Ms. Reaney, if you would be so kind." Einin rolled her 

eyes, but then it was as if she flipped a switch; she furrowed her brow and 

pursed her lips, focusing on the roof below her. She extended her arms behind 

her, as if she were about to dive headfirst into a pool. Johannes reached out 

and took her hands into his.   
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Einin leaned forward until she was even with the open helicopter door. Even 

though Johannes held her from behind, Rudy still stretched out in an attempt 

to reach her. Bryan grabbed Rudy by the shoulder and mouthed the word 

"Watch." 

Einin leaned further out the door, her connection to Johannes the only thing 

preventing her from falling. She wasn't preparing to jump as Rudy had feared; 

stretching herself out of the helicopter provided her the unimpeded view of the 

roof she required.  Finally, after a tingling sensation ran up her spine to the 

base of her skull, Einin spied a short, dark haired beauty step through a hole in 

the air that hadn’t been there a moment before. Einin said to no one in 

particular, “Ugh… talk about a bad hair day.”

The woman turned to face the hole, and Einin saw that she was holding onto 

someone on the other side of the hole. The woman pulled, and the man she 

had been holding onto stepped through the hole and onto the roof. Moments 

later the short woman looked up at the helicopter and waved. 

Einin giggled and almost released one of Cordner's hands in order to wave back 

to herself, but instead turned to Johannes and said "It's time." She closed her 

eyes and breathed in deeply. A small circle appeared just beyond the door of 

the helicopter. The quarter-sized shape became translucent, and then 

expanded quickly. This stretching eventually caused the circle to pop, not 

unlike a bubble reaching its breaking point. Through the hole Einin could see 

the roof of the building, From this perspective she could imagine a wall only a 

few feet behind her, but of course the only thing behind her was the cargo area 

of the helicopter.  In less than two seconds the hole had expanded until it was 

large enough for her to walk through. She did so. 

*****
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Rudy Faust knew in theory what a ghost could do, but he had never seen one in 

action. He had not seen the time/space shifted Einin on the roof just before 

she opened the portal outside the helicopter door. What he did see was Einin 

Reaney walk through the portal, pull Cordner through, and then turn and wave 

to the helicopter. He smiled and waved back.  

*****

  

Roof of the W&H Building, Los Angeles, CA, 1:45 AM June 21th, 2002 

  

  

"Your turn, Mr. Velna..." Einin had used her ability to bring all three men onto 

the roof of Wolfram and Hart’s corporate offices. They now stood behind a wall 

some thirty feet from the only door providing access to the roof. 

Bryan Velna gave a mock salute to Johannes Cordner. "Aye aye sir." In moments 

his laptop was open and he was typing away. It only took him fourteen seconds 

to hack into the building's security computers. It took Bryan another twelve 

seconds to confirm his suspicions: there were no supernatural traps hidden in 

or around the security cameras. In truth, there appeared to be no supernatural 

elements within the security framework of the building at all. Not to say there 

weren't plenty of supernatural traps within the building. They just weren't 

hardwired into the computer network. 

 “Time is a factor here, Mr. Velna." Bryan didn't allow Johannes's impatience to 

distract him from what he did better than most everyone in the world. He 

knew he had the cameras accounted for. This W&H office building used the 

same network protocols and safeguards that the W&H offices in Antwerp 
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employed, and he had bested them just as easily two years before. Bryan just 

wanted to make sure they hadn't added something (or several somethings) to 

the system. He was glad he checked. There it was. Hidden deep within the 

protocols was a trigger just waiting for someone less competent than Bryan 

Velna. 

Bryan glanced up to see Johannes Cordner standing over him. "Thirty seconds. 

Looks like you made the correct choice seeking me out, Mr. Cordner. I found a 

backdoor protocol, a redundant loop that checks for the exact type of system 

changes I’m implementing to bypass door security and event logging. Someone 

with a less subtle approach would have set off several alarms by now." 

  

Thirty-two seconds later Bryan stopped typing. "Let's go." 

  *****

  

The 66th Floor, The W&H Building, Los Angeles, CA, 1:52 AM June 21th, 

2002 

  

The stairwell door opened and Einin Reaney moved onto the floor first. They 

had walked down 13 flights of stairs from the roof, stopping twice to give Bryan 

time to address cameras along the way. A simple video loop was all that was 

required to fool the security system cameras. Bryan had estimated it would 

take an hour for someone directly viewing the feeds to figure out something 

was amiss, and had told them as much. And the chance that someone was 

watching these cameras directly was a stretch as it was. 
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Einin felt Cordner's hand touch her shoulder as she approached the first area 

where the schematic had displayed what she thought of as lines of light. She 

flinched at the touch, even though she knew this next test wasn't hers to take. 

Johannes raised a hand and Einin once again saw a series of runes underneath 

his pale skin. They reminded her of what branded skin might look like, if brands 

could slither and morph as they moved across one's skin. Several areas of the 

floor began to glow. Cordner began moving his hand like a conductor, straight 

motions that flowed to some unseen orchestral score. Bryan Velna and Rudy 

Faust had moved up to join them, and Einin put a hand to her mouth as Rudy 

began to speak. Bryan simply watched. While he could not see the runes as 

Einin could, Einin knew the man could see the light, both the lines on the floor 

and the glow within Johannes's eyes. 

"Rall bach tall, Mir tach nall." As Cordner began including the vocal component 

of his spell, the light on the floor of the room began to move.  It was not unlike 

watching revolving doors rotate on a central axis. The light exploded from the 

floor, extending itself from floor to ceiling; it moved through physical objects it 

as it became a wall of light. Desks, chairs, and cubicle walls did not appear to 

be damaged or inconvenienced by these walls. When the turns reached 90 

degrees, however, the walls of light stopped with an audible click, like the 

sound a heavy door would make as it reached its door frame. This noise, along 

with the eruption of office furniture displaced and thrown aside by the 

suddenly substantial walls of light, caused some distress for the two other men 

in Cordner’s crew

Bryan leaned in. "Shit. Cordner, you want the whole building to know we're 

here?"   

Einin hissed, "Not yet, Bryan. He's not done. Plus, I'm sure he's using some sort 

of dampener. No one on another floor should hear a thing."   
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Johannes continued his work, ignoring or oblivious to the conversation going on 

behind him. The walls of light gradually morphed, light becoming thick panes 

of some sort of glass-like substance. By the time Johannes stopped speaking, 

he and his crew were nearly surrounded by crystalline mirrors.

The resulting set of mirrors bent the light inside the room in such a way that 

the four people now saw something new. In the center of the room, exactly as 

had been shown on the blueprint, was a set of walls creating a 20' x 20' 

elevator room. 

The elevator hadn’t appeared within an existing area It was as if the entire 

floor had moved away from the center of the room. 

Johannes Cordner lowered his hand, and the light extinguished in his eyes. 

Bryan broke this new round of silence. "You’re a sorcerer." It wasn't a question. 

Einin rolled her eyes and moved to the elevator. Johannes moved to the back of 

the group, walking slower than usual. He held a fist to his right pectoral 

muscle, rubbing in a small circle.   

"You okay, old man?" 

"I'm fine, Ms. Reaney. Please push the down button by the elevator door." 

  *****

    

Place and Time Unknown-- 

    

"This is what we're here for?" Bryan's voice rattled in anger. 

“Certainly not. What I seek rests within this safe." 
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It hadn't been difficult to find the safe Johannes coveted, even in a room with 

what appeared to be well over a thousand such safes. The room was more like 

a giant warehouse, with white walls and shelving that reached at least 100 feet 

in the air. But you have to give it up to them, Einin thought, they are some 

organized bastards. 

Johannes Cordner had walked to left, moving past the A's and B's, safes stacked 

ten high and four to five deep, quickly reaching the safes starting with the 

letter C. Soon thereafter they found the safe they were looking for; and as luck 

would have it the safe had been at the front of a row on the ground floor.

Whatever energy had been drained from Cordner due to his spell had been 

replenished as soon as he stepped out of the elevator and saw the contents of 

the room. And as they stood before the safe Johannes smiled, but looked at the 

box tentatively, as if he thought it might disappear at any moment.

"That's weird." 

"What is it, Mr. Faust? Find something you did not expect?" 

 "Not too often you find safes with names etched into them." 

"Well, when contents are placed in a safe like this one, they are not going to be 

used for anything or anyone else. It's a one time deposit." 

“Uh huh. I see. Well, if you hadn’t said anything, I would have said this is a 

1902 Mosler 103A, standard bank variety, seen mostly in small banks in the 

Midwestern half of the U.S. But your claim about this not being the 103A is 

true. I see some small cosmetic differences.”

Johannes was getting impatient with the man. “What’s your point” 

“That name was etched—I’d say around that time." 
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"Yes, that is very possible. Now, if you please, we do not have much time." 

"Yes sir." 

As Rudy pulled out ram’s horn from his bag, Einin and Bryan continued staring 

at the name etched onto the 1902 Mosler 103B.   

Johannes Cordner 

*****

“Oh my...” Rudy Faust moved air through his mouth without making the 

accompanying whistle. He turned his head to Johannes, keeping his ear against 

the rubber earpiece attached to the smaller end of the horn, and whispered, 

“There’s a… spell on this safe.” 

Johannes gave the man a curt nod. “You can circumvent it?”

Rudy moved his gaze from Johannes to Bryan and then to Einin, confused. But 

then he raised his eyebrows, turned back to the safe, placing the horn’s larger 

end against its door. After a few moments, he began moving the single dial on 

the front of the safe, first to the right, then to the left, and then back to the 

right. He stopped and pulled his head away from the horn. He placed the horn 

on top of his bag and then grabbed two of the four iron spokes that served as 

the hatch mechanism for the safe. Turning his head away from the safe, eyes 

closed tight, as if this might protect him from some trap that would be set off 

by rotating the handles, Rudy wrenched the handles counter-clockwise. The 

entire crew heard a metallic scrape as the two steel bars within the safe’s door 

slid against their restraints. The noise ended with a metallic click and with 

Rudy moving quickly to his feet.

He retrieved the horn and handed it back to Johannes. “Best listening device 

I’ve ever used, Mr. Cordner. It somehow… told me there was a spell. Then it… 

21



told me when to stop moving the dial. One click further and who knows what 

would have happened to me… to us…” 

Bryan asked, “Told you?” 

“When I had that… thing in my ear, once I focused on the safe… I could hear 

things before they happened. I didn’t know was happening at first, until I heard 

Mr. Cordner say “You can circumvent it?” a second before his mouth moved.  

Johannes smiled and held out his hand. “Good work, Mr. Faust.” 

* * * * *

Johannes Cordner held a small scroll tube in his hand. He had held this same 

container once before--150 years before, to be exact. 1852 had been the 

closest he had come to achieving his goal since this all began. Instincts 

screamed at Johannes to tear open the tube, to tear the vellum within into a 

thousand pieces, but he knew that in this place, it wouldn't mean a thing. 

"My bag, Ms. Reaney?" 

Einin handed Johannes a soft black bag around the size of an overnight bag. He 

unzipped the bag and inserted the ornate scroll tube. Golden roses surrounded 

the tube's surface, and a quick gleam of reflected light caught Einin's eye as 

the tube disappeared into the bag. Because of the way he held the bag, 

Johannes had to zip the zipper toward his back; and because he had reached 

across his body to do this, Johannes left the bag partially open at his back.

"Onward and upward, my friends." 

* * * * *
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The 66th Floor, The W&H Building, Los Angeles, CA, 2:12 AM June 21th, 

2002 

  

"What's in the tube, Cordner?" Bryan Velna asked as they walked towards the 

corner stairwell that would lead them back to the roof. 

"That is none of your concern, Mr. Velna. You have been compensated 

commensurately for your work today. Let's leave it at that." 

"No, Mr. Cordner, I think you should share your story with your team." 

All four stopped in their tracks as a man entered their field of vision around 20 

feet ahead of them. The man was dressed like a corporate lawyer—an $800 

suit,  but so wrinkled the man looked as if he lived in the suit. Graying brown 

hair and wrinkles under sad eyes made the man look around 50 years of age. 

The man had been hidden by one of the mirrored walls. Two armed guards 

appeared as well and flanked the man in the suit. They held submachine guns 

trained on Johannes Cordner. 

"Not this time, Holland Manners." Johannes threw a pellet on the ground before 

them. A hazy puff of smoke rose in the air, spreading quickly. Shots rang out; 

Rudy Faust went to the ground to Johannes's right. 

"Cordner!" shouted Bryan, but Einin had grabbed Bryan and pulled him to the 

ground. While the smoke somehow deflected the rounds fired in their 

direction, Johannes reached into his jacket and pulled out what appeared to be 

a can of spray paint and began spraying it on the ground. A thin blue line 

appeared on the floor, and Cordner moved quickly, creating a blue circle 

around him and his team. 
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The smoky haze dissipated as Cordner finished the circle. "Mr. Faust, you can 

get up now." 

Rudy Faust slowly reached his feet, having thrown himself to the ground when 

shots started firing. 

Holland Manners had a quizzical look on his face. "Well, this is certainly 

different. A circle of protection? What does this gain you?" Three more guards 

entered the fray, one to the team's right and two more from behind. The one 

on the right ran towards Bryan Velna, who had pulled out a .38 caliber pistol. 

When the guard reached the circle, two things happened. First, he struck a 

force field that threw him backwards to the floor. Second, three rounds were 

fired from his gun, his finger pulling the trigger as his body struck the field. 

Two of the rounds struck the guard standing to Holland's left, dropping him to 

the ground, right shoulder shredded. 

"Hold your fire, for heaven's sake. Again, what does this afford you, Johannes?” 

Holland moved a few steps to his right, studying the circle on the floor. Holland 

repeated, “You might as well share your story with your team. I am sure they 

will be interested to hear it.” 

"I'm sure they would." But Johannes Cordner did not continue. 

Holland extended his arms out to both sides. “No? Did you not tell them about 

your long life? Gosh, you must be one of the ten oldest mortals in the world, 

aren’t you? Born in… 1282?”

“Possibly. The year wasn’t relevant to the village where I was born. And no, I 

did not share my resume with my crew. It was not relevant to the job.”

Holland reached out and used his hand to lift the barrel of the weapon held by 

the guard to his right. He did this as he moved forward, so the gun would not 

be directed at his head. “Oh come now, how could it be more relevant, 
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Johannes? You have been a thief, a lord, an assassin, a prisoner condemned to 

death, and most importantly, an employee of Wolfram and Hart for nearly 700 

years. I thought that might be something you would want to share with your 

crew—”

Bryan Velna glared up at Johannes from the ground. “You work for Wolfram and 

Hart?”

Johannes turned his head sharply to face Bryan and Einin, who were both 

straining to reach their feet without touching nearby blue circle. “I am owned 

by Wolfram and Hart… or more aptly, by Woolsey, Rahm and Hart.” 

Holland made a ‘tsk tsk’ noise, shaking a finger. “You say that as if you were a 

saint before you met Tobias Crutch… who if memory serves, saved your life? 

And if I am not mistaken, you murdered the King of England. Wolf… Ram… and 

Hart… the name doesn’t matter in the end, now does it?”

Johannes spoke in a quiet voice, not focusing on anyone in particular. “Roger 

Mortimer was the regent of England, and was my benefactor. He was my 

teacher, my surrogate father… I did not know what he truly was, and what he 

would ask me to do on his behalf.”

Holland chuckled. “Ah, ignorance is bliss, is it not? Did ignorance free you from 

guilt after you plunged a hot iron through the king’s—” he paused, looking for a 

less descriptive phrase—“backside, burning and skewering his internal organs at 

the same time?” 

Johannes did not raise his voice, but his tone was stern. “He was not the king 

at that time, and that story is a fabrication.”

Holland raised his hands and shook them, as if to say sorry. “Ah, how do these 

legends become part of human history?” He took a moment to contemplate 

that question, but seemed to file that away for future introspection. “Even so, 
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you did suffocate the man, and after Mortimer’s own fall as regent of England, 

you were set for hanging as well.”

“Yes, and I should have accepted my fate.” Johannes stood with his hands 

clenched at his sides. All three of Cordner’s crew now stood, transfixed by the 

unbelievable story they were hearing, with Bryan to Cordner’s left, Rudy to 

Cordner’s right, and Einin to the right of Bryan Velna but more to the rear of 

Johannes.

“But you didn’t… accept your fate.”

“No, I did not. Tobias Crutch somehow gained access to the Tower of London, 

posing as my lawyer—”

Holland interrupted. “Oh, he was a wonderful lawyer, a beacon for many of us 

here.”

“I’m sure he is. Tobias offered me an alternative.” Johannes turned to look at 

each person on his team as he spoke. “I signed a contract to work for Woolsey, 

Rahm, and Hart. I knew their reputation, but I had no idea what in perpetuity 

truly meant. I assumed it meant I would eventually die and lose my soul.” 

Holland laughed. “Oh I’m sure that will happen, eventually.” Holland looked at 

the rest of Cordner’s team for the first time. “Even so,  Johannes was a shrewd 

man, especially by 13th century standards. He negotiated an escape clause 

within his contract.” 

Johannes snorted. “A lot of good it did me.” 

Bryan Velna spoke up. “What sort of escape clause?” 

“Johannes Cordner carries out various tasks on Wolfram and Hart’s behalf, 

mostly dealing with acquisitions of one sort or another.” 
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Johannes and Holland traded statements back and forth at a more rapid pace 

now. “But every seventy-five years—”

“Coincidentally the same year that one of our Senior Partners performs the 

firm’s Employee Review—”

“I am given the opportunity to steal my contract.”

“We even order our telepaths to blind themselves to Johannes for a two week 

period—”

“If I can escape Wolfram and Hart with my contract, and then destroy it, I earn 

my freedom.”

“The telepaths hate it when we do that.” Holland raised his head, not realizing 

Johannes had stopped talking. “Oh, yes. But of course we have the luxury of 

knowing exactly when and where Johannes will appear, so there is little chance 

of success.”

It was Johannes Cordner’s turn to smile. “Like I said, Holland: this time is 

different.” 

Bryan Velna had heard enough. “What exactly is your plan?”.   

Johannes Cordner smiled. "Don't worry, Mr. Velna." 

Holland Manners, the Wolfram and Hart executive that coordinated most of 

Cordner's current assignments, laughed. "No, really, Johannes. What are you 

going to do now? You appear like clockwork. We knew you were coming. And 

now you are surrounded. I expect you will be asked to visit the White Room for 

this… little excursion. " 
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Holland’s face, previously awash with confidence, went slack as he noticed 

Johannes was still smiling. Cordner said, "The thing about master criminals, 

Holland, is that they always have an exit strategy." 

* * * * *

Rudy Faust watched everything unfold around him through a different lens. 

While he had taken on jobs of a supernatural nature in the past, he had 

managed to avoid entanglements such as this. Even using the magic horn to 

gain entry into the magically trapped safe had not prepared Rudy for what was 

going on around him. 

And if he had just had a little more supernatural experience, he might have 

been able to take advantage of what happened next.

Rudy Faust noticed some movement beyond Holland Manners near the stairwell 

door—a shimmering of sorts. With the crystal walls glimmering around him it 

took him a moment to focus on that movement. By the time he looked back 

toward the stairwell door, the glimmer was gone, leaving only Einin Reaney, 

down on one knee, staring back at him. She waved. Instinctively responding to 

a wave from a pretty girl, Rudy waved back. 

"Oh, the hell with this." Einin bumped into Cordner, knocking his bag from his 

shoulder. 

Cordner whirled to face her. “What are you doing, young Einin?” 

Rudy attempted to multi-task, something he, a man with intense, singular 

focus, did not often do. The result was Rudy stammering “G-G-Grab her” to 

Bryan Velna as he pointed toward the stairwell. Bryan noticed the finger before 

comprehending Rudy’s words, and as Bryan saw Einin open the stairwell door 

across the room, Rudy reached out for Einin, just as he had on the helicopter 

an hour before. 
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While this happened, Einin Reaney said two words to Johannes Cordner. “Sorry, 

pops.” She turned her head to wink at the leaning Rudy Faust as she threw 

herself gracefully in the opposite direction. But instead of crossing the 

boundary of the protection circle, she passed through a translucent hole just 

large enough for her lithe and now contorted body. 

Rudy Faust was only a foot from the now contracting portal when Johannes 

Cordner stopped his momentum with a single hand now clutching the back of 

Rudy’s dark sweatshirt. “Sorry, Mr. Faust. I wouldn’t want you to lose your 

head.”

As Johannes spoke, the portal continued closing. Just before it sealed, Rudy 

saw Einin’s face through the portal. Timing-wise, it had to be moments before 

she turned to wave to him from across the floor. As the hole disappeared with a 

snap, Rudy noticed something he hadn’t seen earlier (or now, depending on 

what side of the hole you were on): Einin Reaney eyes were wet with tears.     

* * * * *

  

Holland Manners motioned two guards to follow Einin Reaney. “A ghost. That 

explains how you got into the building. But otherwise, I see your plan has failed 

you.”  

No, Holland, it's working just fine, Johannes said to himself. He let go of the 

still leaning Rudy Faust, allowing him to fall forward and through the edge of 

the protection spell.   

"Cordner!" Bryan shouted as two guards moved in, guns trained on Rudy Faust’s 

chest. 

29



Johannes ignored the larger man, taking two steps back towards Holland 

Manners. "How about a deal?" 

Holland laughed once again. "And why would I do that? You’ve just lost what 

little bargaining power you had." 

"These two for me, and you give me two years... no contact from Wolfram and 

Heart. I'll return for work at the end of the term." 

"But why would we accept this offer? You have nothing." 

Bryan Velna took a step towards Johannes Cordner, fear and anger pushing him 

to attack the only man that he could reach. Johannes, having seen this in his 

peripheral vision, leaned on his right leg, bent his knee, and spun, sweeping his 

left leg across his body. His leg struck Bryan and dropped the larger man to the 

ground. 

Perfectly balanced on his right foot and right hand, Johannes bounced to his 

feet. He inclined his head to Bryan. "Bryan Velna, member of the crew that 

pulled off the at your Antwerp offices in 1999.” His eyes moved to the 

safecracker. "Rudy Faust, Budapest, last year." 

Johannes held up a hand and indicated he wanted to reach into his bag. 

Holland nodded, realizing Cordner’s play. Johannes removed a leather folio 

from the bag. He opened it, not worrying about Bryan, who now sat on the 

ground with gun barrels in his face. 

Johannes opened the folio and pulled out two vellum parchments. “Pursuant to 

contracts 84PKL1A from 2000 and 910RM2B from 2001, capture and deliver by 

any means necessary—” 
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Holland pursed his lips and finished the clause. “—preferably alive.” Holland 

moved his gaze from Bryan to Rudy, and then settled back on Johannes. "Well 

then. It seems we have a deal. We'll see you in two years, Mr. Cordner." 

Rudy Faust began to scream. Bryan Velna simply dropped his head to his chest. 

Johannes ignored them and moved to Holland. “Two years. This will be nice.”

He stepped toward the main elevator for the floor. Holland cleared his throat 

behind him. "Forgetting something, Johannes?" 

"Ah, yes." Johannes opened his bag and pulled out a white scroll tube covered 

with gilded roses; he handed it to Holland. "So close." 

"You get to try again in seventy-five years; and I won’t be here to stop you." 

Johannes didn't respond to Holland's barb and moved to the floor's more earthly 

elevator lobby. His eyes flinched only once, when he heard Rudy Faust cry out 

after being struck by the butt of an SMG. Thankfully, just after this the elevator 

doors opened with a polite musical note. "Ding." 

* * * * *

  

Los Angeles, CA, 3:34 AM, June 21st, 2002 

Johannes Cordner stood on the south side of Hollywood Boulevard, back against 

the window of the boutique he frequented when he needed to purchase a pair 

of shoes or a handbag for a lover. Focusing on nothing in particular, Johannes 

was able to see everything within a three block radius. There were six cars, 

two stopped at the light at Hollywood Blvd. and N. Las Palmas; there was one 

pedestrian, walking away from him on the other side of the street, crossing 

Schrader. Johannes felt the air move beside him, and the air temperature to 
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his left dropped at least ten degrees in less than a second. Einin Reaney tapped 

him on the shoulder. 

Johannes did not look over. "You should not do that in public." 

"Ah, no one is around. Here you go, Grandfather." 

Johannes looked over at his granddaughter and smiled. She handed him the 

true scroll-tube. He opened the container and confirmed its contents. After 

nearly 650 years, Johannes Cordner held his contract with Woolsley, Rahm and 

Hart. 

Holding the vellum lightly, Johannes sighed. 

Einin stared at the old blood on the parchment, realizing in the same instant 

that the blood was over 600 years old... and that it surely was her grandfather's 

blood. "What happens when you tear up your contract?" 

He scratched at his temple. "I don't know. I could die instantly, or maybe I just 

become mortal and live out the rest of my life in peace." 

Johannes Cordner replaced the contract within the scroll tube and inserted it 

into a jacket pocket. "I know. You’ve always mentioned your love of Aruba. I'll 

tear up the contract there, just in case."
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