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Book description








YOU MUST REMEMBER

ALLY WESTER is about to start college, and she wants
nothing more than to do well in her studies.






But the nightmares of the winged shadows, the flying
hunters, will not stop haunting her.






KYLE ALLARD needs to turn a quick buck, right now. So
when a wealthy Senator offers him a high-paying job, he knows only
an idiot would turn it down.






He never dreamed it would mean blood on his
hands.






ARRAN BELPHON is the last Knight of the Sacred Blade.
With his homeland destroyed and no other hope, he embarks on a
desperate quest to find the one man who can defeat the
darkness.






A quest that will take him into the darkness of the
TOWER OF ENDLESS WORLDS...
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 Chapter 1 - The Battle of
the Emerald Plain








Year of the Councils 971








“Majesty, please, I beg of you,” said Arran Belphon,
jogging alongside the King’s horse. The rattle of armor and the
shouts of men rose into the air, and a distant drum thundered out a
march. “This is your only chance. Please, I beg, heed me.”

Septimus Stormrider, King of Antarese, did not deign
to look down. “Marshal!” An Antardrim in elaborate plate armor rode
to the King’s side. “Have the scouts returned?”

“Yes, majesty,” said the Marshal. He pulled off his
plumed helm and pointed. “Lord Marugon’s army advances across the
Plain.” Arran looked north across the Emerald Plain, one of the few
lush lands in arid Antarese.

He saw the distant black mass of Marugon’s soldiers.
“Four hundred men,” said the Marshal, his weathered face impassive.
“All carry the hell-forged guns of Earth.”

“Majesty!” said Arran.

King Septimus snorted. “Four hundred men, fallen
Knight?” Arran stiffened. “Am I to fear four hundred men?” He waved
his arm, his armor flashing in the sun. “Look!”

Behind him a line of horsemen stretched in all
directions. Legions of armored riders sat armed and ready, their
banners fluttering in the dry breeze, a forest of lances waiting in
their hands. Behind them stood the grim walls and iron parapets of
Antarese itself.

“Twenty-five thousand riders,” said King, “mounted on
the finest Antardrim steeds, armored in steel plate, armed with the
sharpest weapons. What have we to fear from four hundred of
Marugon’s rabble?” He turned to the Marshal. “Signal for battle
formation.”

The Marshal nodded and rode off. Trumpets blared,
brassy notes ringing over the Emerald Plain. The thunder of hooves
rumbled in Arran’s ears as the horsemen of Antarese arranged
themselves for battle.

Arran reached into his belt and pulled out a machine
pistol, a Glock 17C. “Majesty, I beg…”

King Septimus had his sword leveled at Arran’s throat
in an instant. “Put that hell-spawned thing away.”

Arran held the handle out to the King. “Take it. I
beg.”

The King slapped it aside with his sword, the pistol
clattering over the ground. “I need it not.”

“There are four hundred of them…”

“A mere four hundred…”

“All of them have Kalashnikovs!”

The King sneered. “We have the true gods on our side.
Their hell-forged machines will avail them not.”

“Majesty,” said Arran, fighting to keep his emotions
under control. “You are the king of the last of the High Kingdoms.
Carlisan is gone, Amnisos has burned, Rindl is gone, every other
High Kingdom is gone, swept away by Marugon and his gunmen.”

The Marshal rode back to King Septimus’s side. “The
men of Antarese stand ready, majesty.”

The King nodded. “Carlisan was not Antarese, fallen
Knight. Nor was Rindl, nor Amnisos, nor any of the others.
Marugon’s tide shall break on the rock of Antarese.”

The Marshal snorted. “And is not much of tide. Four
hundred low-born rabble.”

“Take the guns I have found,” said Arran. “If even
twenty of your men carry guns it will turn the tide. Marugon’s
gunmen are complacent and arrogant. They do not expect
resistance…”

“Resistance?” spat the Marshal. “Resistance? They
face the fury of Antarese and do not expect resistance? Bah!” He
slammed his helm onto his head. “Then we shall teach this scum a
lesson in humility. I await your orders, majesty.”

“Majesty, I beg of you, listen me,” said Arran.
Despair blacker than anything he known, even during the dark days
of Carlisan’s fall, settled on his heart. “This is our last chance.
Antarese is the last of the High Kingdoms. Your kingdom is the last
hope for our world.”

The King looked across the plain at Marugon’s
soldiers. “I am not a fool. I know the power of the guns. Many of
my men will fall. We are, as you say, the last hope for the world.
But we shall prevail. The gods are on our side, I know it…”

“Did the gods help Carlisan?” spat Arran. “Did they
save Narramore? Did they rescue Alastarius from Goth-Mar-Dan?”

“Blasphemy,” said the King, his voice mild.

“You don’t know their power!” said Arran. “The guns
destroyed the White Council, they destroyed all the Knights of the
Order of the Sacred Blade…”

“And they destroyed you,” said the King. “You use
their hell-spawned weapons. I see the corruption in you, how easily
and remorselessly you kill. I will not have that corruption in my
own men. I will not turn my loyal men into creatures like Marugon’s
killers. Yes, many will die. But better to die like men than to
live as someone like you.”

“Please,” said Arran.

“You may go as it pleases you, fallen Knight.” King
Septimus donned his crowned war-helm. “I know Marugon’s men fear
you, believe you are a ghost of vengeance that haunts their lines.
You have been useful to me, and for that I am grateful. But leave
my realm, once the battle is won. I see the nature of your soul,
and I will not have you among my subjects.” The King galloped off
to join his Marshal at the head of the lines.

A black wave of despair washed over Arran, and his
hands began to shake. He willed them to stop. It had been so close.
King Septimus had almost agreed to arm his men with guns. But Arran
had failed, and Marugon’s four hundred soldiers would annihilate
the bright armies of Antarese. Marugon had destroyed the wizards of
the White Council. His gunmen had slaughtered the Knights of the
Order of the Sacred Blade. Antarese was the last beacon. When it
went out, darkness would flood the world…

Arran reached over his shoulder and clenched a hand
around his fallen brother’s Sacred Blade. “No.”

He had not fought the gunmen for ten years to lose
all. He had not sacrificed everything, had not damned himself by
taking up the guns, only to succumb to despair.

He scooped up the fallen Glock and jammed it back
into its holster. Perhaps King Septimus was right. There were only
four hundred of them. Perhaps, if Arran struck now, he could turn
the tide.

Whatever happened, Arran intended to die with his
weapons in hand.








###








The sentinel stood atop a rock, Kalashnikov waiting
in his hands. He wore the black uniform and cloak of Marugon’s
soldiers. Arran crouched behind a scraggly bush and stared at the
soldier, the war drums of Antarese echoing in his ears. He didn’t
have much time. He considered using his sniper rifle or his pistols
and rejected them. He didn’t dare make noise.

Arran gritted his teeth and crawled across the rocky
ground. The sentinel’s eyes remained fixed on the glittering mass
of the Antardrim riders. Arran rolled to a crouch, yanked his Glock
out, and flipped it over.

The sentinel had just begun to turn when Arran
smashed the pistol into the back of his neck. The soldier crumpled
in an insensate heap. Arran rose to one knee and yanked off
soldier’s cloak. It went around his shoulders, masking his
equipment and weapons, making him look like any other of the
soldiers.

Arran paused long enough to cut the stunned soldier’s
throat and steal his Kalashnikov, and then set off for the ridge
where Marugon’s army waited.

A thunderous roar echoed over the Emerald Plain as
the war drums boomed. Arran turned and saw the armies of Antarese
surge forward like an ocean of steel.

He was almost out of time.

Arran dashed up the ridge, Kalashnikov ready, his
weapons thumping against his hips and shoulders. He heard the
shouted commands as Marugon’s officers ordered the soldiers into
position.

The cracks of ranging shots echoed over the
plain.

“Soldier!”

A grim-faced man in a crimson-and-gold officer’s
tunic stepped before Arran. “Move to the right wing. The Antardrim
king commands there. Lord Marugon wishes him captured alive, if
possible…”

Arran shot him twice in the face. The officer fell,
his blood staining the dusty ground. Marugon’s soldiers were the
rabble of the High Kingdoms, young noblemen banished for rape,
murderers from the prisons, thieves and assassins and worse. Their
officers held them together. Without their officers, the soldiers
could not act as an army.

If Arran could kill all the officers just as King
Septimus struck…

He reached the top of the ridge and froze. The
soldiers stood in a line, weapons raised. The ground trembled as
the horsemen of Antardrim thundered closer. They had no scouts out,
no patrols. They did not expect anyone armed with their own weapons
to challenge them.

“Fire!”

Hundreds of Kalashnikovs barked in response. The
first line of the Antardrim charge vanished in blood and fire.

It was now or never.

Arran plucked a pair of grenades from his belt and
flung them into the lines of black-uniformed soldiers. The gunmen
didn’t notice. Arran raised his stolen Kalashnikov, fired off a
burst into a clump of officers, and threw himself behind a
boulder.

The grenades exploded, and a chorus of screams rang
in Arran’s ears. He snapped up and fired again, killing two more
officers. Marugon’s soldiers erupted into chaos, shooting this way
and that, the officers running back and forth and bellowing
orders.

“Reform, you dogs, damn you!” roared a huge red-faced
officer. “They’re almost on us! Reform, or else…” Arran’s next shot
pulverized his head. The Kalashnikov clicked empty, and Arran
tossed it aside, drew his pistols from his belt, and ran at the
screaming soldiers.

He shot one, shifted aim, and killed two more, the
guns thundering in his hands. His blood burned, his heart hammering
a drumbeat in his skull. A soldier ran at him, weapon brandished
like a club. Arran pivoted and slammed the butt of his gun into the
soldier’s forehead. The man collapsed like a fallen tree. Arran
spun and shot two more down, his lips pulled back in a snarl.

Against their own weapons, Marugon’s powerful
soldiers were nothing.

He risked a glance around the battlefield. Marugon’s
gunmen had fallen into disarray. Some ran back and forth in panic,
while others had opened fire on each other. Arran grinned as he
shot down another officer. The Antardrim charge was almost here. If
he could just throw them off balance for a little longer…

“Arran Belphon!”

Arran whirled, his guns coming up, and saw two black
shapes drop from the sky.

His heart froze in his chest.

Two winged demons landed before him, their spiked
black armor clanking as their leathery wings folded behind their
back. Their eyes blazed with crimson fire in their pale faces, and
yellowed fangs jutted over their lips. Curved black swords rested
at their belts, and they held Glock pistols ready in their
iron-clawed hands.

“Fallen Knight,” said the one on the right. “You are
the feared Ghost of Carlisan? I thought you taller.”

Arran had his guns up in an instant, and so did the
winged demons.

“We have come for you.” The one on the left chuckled,
the razor spikes of its armor gleaming. “Lord Marugon has tired of
you. We shall bring you before him, and we will tear your feeble
spirit from your broken body.”

“I will kill Lord Marugon,” said Arran, “and you and
all your wretched kin.”

The winged demons laughed. “You will fear us instead!
For am I am Prince Baal-Mar-Dan, and this is my brother Prince
Khan-Mar-Dan! We are the sons of Goth-Mar-Dan, lord of the winged
ones.”

“The bastard spawn of a monster, then,” said Arran.
He knew how the winged demons reproduced. They kidnapped mortal
women and impregnated them. And when the winged demon was ready to
be born, it tore its way free from its mother’s womb, killing her
in the process. Both Khan-Mar-Dan and Baal-Mar-Dan had clawed their
way out of two of Goth-Mar-Dan’s victims.

Khan-Mar-Dan laughed. “So proud, little Knight?
Hundreds of Knights have perished beneath our guns. You shall be
the next!”

Arran’s mind raced, trying to find a strategy.
Bullets could hurt the winged demons, but mortal weapons did little
against the creatures - it took about forty or fifty direct hits to
kill a winged demon. It would only take one or two to kill
Arran.

He had to kill them quickly.

The winged demons opened fire. Arran whirled,
spinning his cloak out, presenting a wider target. The bullets tore
the cloak to shreds, and one grazed his hip, but none struck him
otherwise. He came out of his spin, lunged, and started shooting.
He had practiced with guns every day for almost ten years now, and
he knew how to shoot.

He shot the guns in the demons’ clawed hands, ruining
the weapons.

Behind the winged demons, Arran saw that the gunmen
had begun to rally.

Baal-Mar-Dan laughed and flexed his clawed fingers.
“Impressive! You are as formidable as they say.”

“Enough talk,” spat Arran. “Is this the best you can
do, damned things?”

Khan-Mar-Dan snarled. “You should fear us, human.”
Both demons drew their black scimitars. “We slew the wizards of the
White Council, and now we shall kill the last of the Knights.”

Arran flipped one of his guns into its holster, the
leather sizzling against the hot muzzle.

He drew his Sacred Blade with his free hand.

The silvery metal flashed with blue light, and then
shimmered with azure fires. The thunder of hooves echoed in his
ears, alongside screams, gunfire, and the crash of steel. “I’m
pleased we can settle this in the old way.”

Baal-Mar-Dan laughed. “As are we!”

The demons jumped into the air, wings beating. Arran
backpedaled, his Sacred Blade raised in guard. The demons circled,
swooped, and dove at him. Arran met their attack, steel ringing as
his muscles flowed through the discipline of sword work. The winged
demons flinched from the fire of his Sacred Blade, and Arran scored
a hit on Baal-Mar-Dan’s leg. The creature screamed in agony and
leaped back as Khan-Mar-Dan’s scimitar slashed a line of blood
across Arran’s shoulder. He growled in pain and drove the demon
back with a flurry of quick sword blows.

Arran rammed his remaining gun into its holster and
took his sword in both hands. His shoulder shook with pain and
exertion, and sweat dripped down his face. He could not match the
strength and speed of the winged demons. Sir Liam Mastere could
have taken them. But Liam Two Swords had been the only Knight ever
to wield two Sacred Blades.

And no doubt he had been dead for years, his bones
lying alongside those of Lithon Scepteris in the Tower of Endless
Worlds.

Arran blinked sweat from his eyes. He felt the weight
of his dead brother’s sword over his shoulder. He had a second
Sacred Blade, but the magic of the swords meant he would only wield
one at a time.

Baal-Mar-Dan chuckled. “Resist as you will, but it
will avail you not. We shall take you to Lord Marugon.”

Arran spat and waved his sword in a circle. “Then
let’s not keep the old bastard waiting.”

The winged demons soared, their leathery wings
beating. Arran turned in a slow circle, trying to keep them both in
sight. Something exploded nearby, sending shock waves through the
ground, and the screams of dying men drilled in Arran’s ears.

Baal-Mar-Dan howled and dropped low, scimitar
spinning. Arran leapt forward and parried, their swords crashing
and shrieking. Arran twisted to the side and scored a stinging hit
along Baal-Mar-Dan’s neck. Baal-Mar-Dan snarled as Khan-Mar-Dan
plummeted from the sky, scimitar raised for a chop. Arran parried,
lunged, and Khan-Mar-Dan reeled back, the fires of Arran’s Sacred
Blade flashing in his face. Arran dropped to one knee, drew back
his arm, and flung his sword. His Sacred Blade plunged into
Khan-Mar-Dan’s hip.

The winged demon screamed, clawing at the fires
burning up his leg.

Baal-Mar-Dan yelled in triumph, scimitar flashing.
Arran jumped back and dodged the blurring strikes. He reached over
his shoulder and snatched out his brother’s Sacred Blade. The
weapon felt heavy and strange in his hand, yet flamed to life
nonetheless.

He could only wield one Sacred Blade at a time, and
since his sword was buried in Khan-Mar-Dan’s hip, that mean he
could wield Luthar’s blade with ease.

Baal-Mar-Dan cursed and retreated as Arran whipped
Luthar’s Sacred Blade through a flurry of swings. Baal-Mar-Dan
dodged and ducked, his scimitar flashing through parries. Arran
spun, thrust, and drove his sword through Baal-Mar-Dan’s
shoulder.

The winged demon screamed and dropped his
scimitar.

“This is not over yet!” the demon roared.
Baal-Mar-Dan flapped his wings and soared away. Arran sprinted at
Khan-Mar-Dan. The wounded demon clawed Arran’s Sacred Blade free
from his leg and joined his brother. They flew away, and soon
became two black spots on the horizon.

Arran snapped his brother’s sword into its scabbard
and scooped up his own Sacred Blade. He shoved the weapon into its
scabbard and drew both of his pistols. He still had time. If he
killed the officers, threw Marugon’s soldiers into disarray, the
Antardrim might yet carry day…

Then he looked at the battle, and the despair rose up
in him anew.

The few hundred gunmen had slaughtered the mighty
army of Antarese. Thousands of armored, bullet-ridden corpses lay
gleaming in the sun, and the blood turned the Emerald Plain into
crimson mud. Arran saw King Septimus’s banner, bullet-riddled and
shredded, lying in a pool of gore. The King himself lay in pieces,
his head mounted atop Marugon’s banners. Even as Arran watched, the
soldiers mowed down the last of the fleeing Antardrim soldiers. In
a few hours the gunmen would march on defenseless Antarese.
Thousands of women and children waited in that city…

A soldier ran past, Kalashnikov smoking. Arran
snarled and shot the soldier down.








###








It took him hours to escape from the soldiers, and
the day faded to twilight as he made his escape.

At last he stumbled up a hill five miles or so from
Antarese and looked back.

The gunmen had blasted open Antarese’s gates and
stormed inside. Endless choruses of agonizing screams rose into the
night, seeming to echo inside Arran’s head.

The soldiers had set the city ablaze, and even from
five miles away, the glare turned the night into sullen day.

The last of the High Kingdoms had fallen to Lord
Marugon.

Arran stumbled onward, too numb even to weep.

He had failed. He had damned himself, fought the
gunmen for years, and it had all been for nothing. The White
Council was gone, the Knights were gone, and now all the High
Kingdoms were gone.

There was nothing left. Marugon had triumphed.

And Arran had nothing left to live for.

A distant explosion rumbled over the plain, the light
of Antarese’s pyre flaring brighter.

Arran drew his Sacred Blade, the silvery blade
gleaming with the inferno’s hellish light.

“Nothing,” he said. “Nothing.”

He contemplated running himself through with the
sword. Then Arran’s teeth gritted, and he slammed the sword back
into its scabbard. He had ruined his soul with the guns. He would
not profane the sword with his wretched blood.

“All for nothing,” he whispered, watching the distant
fire.

What little hope King Septimus had offered him was
crushed beyond recall. Now there was nothing for the world but fire
and Marugon’s black magic. Perhaps Arran should charge back to
Antarese and die with his weapons in hand…

But what good what it serve? He had failed.

Arran turned his back on doomed Antarese. He trudged
down the side of the hill and stopped, staring into the parched,
bleak plain that marked the southern border of Antarese.

He stood on the edge of the vast Desert of Scorpions,
its borders stretching into the unknown regions of the world. Let
the heat broil him, the sun blind him, and the sand scour the sand
from his damned bones.

It was over.

Arran staggered into the Desert of Scorpions to
die.

***


 Chapter 2 - First
Day








Anno Domini 2012








Ally lay on the ground, her hot blood pooling beneath
her on the cold stones of the castle courtyard. Her limbs trembled
with exhaustion, and pain burned through her with every breath.

A shadow darkened the sky.

Ally tried to scream, blood bubbling from her lips.
An armored nightmare with huge leathery wings and burning eyes
stood besides her. Ally’s lips moved and a strange voice shouted
words. The monster’s face twisted and its hand plunged down. Iron
claws plunged between her breasts, shattered her ribs, and grasped
her pounding heart.

Ally screamed as the monster pulled…








###








Whispers of madness filled the air.

Ally ran, a boy of three years screaming in her arms.
Her bare feet slapped against the cold crimson marble. A man’s
voice rang out in rage and pain. Demons of shadow crawled along the
walls, floor, and ceiling of the vaulted chamber, converging on an
old man with two swords of burning blue light.

“The door, damn you!” shouted the old man, his swords
whirling. “The door!”

Ally saw five ornate doors of carved stone in the
wall ahead. “I…I don’t know which one. I don't know which door to
open!”

A blast of icy air caressed her neck. She whirled as
a shadow-thing reached for her, cold claws extended. Ally screamed
in terror and dropped the boy. The shadow leapt over the toddler.
They didn’t care about him. They didn’t care about the old man.

They wanted her.

She sprinted for one of the doors. Her feet slipped
on the cold marble and she cracked her head. Her vision cleared
just as the shadow-things leapt upon her…








###








Ally Wester sat up in bed, trying to bite back the
shrieks just behind her lips. Her legs tangled in the blankets, and
sweat covered her from head to foot. Her eyes darted back and forth
over the room. For instant it seemed like waiting shadows, winged
and clawed, lurked in the corners…

Ally closed her eyes, bit her knuckles, and waited
for the shakes to pass. Shards of memory beat against her mind. She
remembered an old man with a grim face and kindly eyes, two swords
hanging at his belt, and a gaunt man with a black staff.

Then the images faded away into nothingness.

Dreams. Just dreams.

Ally forced herself to open her eyes after a while.
She saw her desk against the wall, her dresser, her bookcase, and
nothing else.

“Just dreams,” muttered Ally

She grimaced and rolled out of bed with a grunt. God,
but her throat was dry.

The window caught her eye. Snowflakes danced in the
street light’s glow, and a white blanket already covered the
streets and the neighbors’ roofs. Ally grinned. Maybe they would
cancel school tomorrow. Another day of Christmas vacation would not
trouble her in the slightest.

She slid out the door and padded down the upstairs
hall. Faint snores rattled from the door to Lithon’s room. She
never understood how an fourteen-year-old boy could snore so
loudly. Complete silence came from Katrina and Simon’s door, since
Katrina would not return from the mystery writers' convention until
tomorrow afternoon.

Ally slid into the bathroom and filled a paper cup
with water. She drank it all and caught a glimpse of her reflection
in the mirror. Her hair was a mess, but it never pleased her. It
had turned flame-red around her twelfth birthday, but she often
thought of changing it back to dark brown, the way it had been when
she had met...

She remember a massive tower, larger than any human
hands could build, and whispering shadows...

No. Just dreams.

She went back to her room, trying to to ignore the
fear fluttering in her hand. This was ridiculous. She was eighteen
years old, and she would graduate from high school in five months.
She was too old to run crying from nightmares.

But not too old to have them, it seemed.

“Just dreams,” whispered Ally.

She looked over her room. There was no trace of
winged creatures or whispering shadows or black towers or any of
the other phantasms that haunted her frequent nightmares.

“Stupid,” muttered Ally.

Something wavered inside her mind, and she had the
brief feeling that she had forgotten something, forgotten something
vital and important and terrible...

Then the feeling vanished.

"Stupid," repeated Ally. She stripped off the damp
T-shirt, pulled on a fresh one, and climbed back into bed.








###








At 6:30 the alarm clock started wailing.

Ally swatted the clock until it shut off, yawned, and
clambered out of bed. She pushed aside the curtains and looked out
the window just in time to see a snowplow growl up the street,
leaving a trail of salt crystals in its wake. No doubt the roads
had been cleared, which meant she would have to go to school. She
walked down the hall and past Lithon's door. His bed was empty and
unmade, his floor covered in a jumble of sports equipment. She
wondered where he had gone. Katrina or Simon usually had to drag
him out of bed.

She walked down the back stairs and into the kitchen.
Simon sat at the table in his bathrobe, his hair mussed. He stared
at the TV, an odd mixture of worry and doubt on his face.

The blond anchorwoman on the TV smiled as stock
prices flashed across the bottom of the screen. “Frantic
speculation continues on whether or not Illinois’s Senator Thomas
Wycliffe, a Chicago native, will seek the Republican presidential
nomination in 2012. Rumors circulate that Wycliffe is interested in
a presidential bid. Wycliffe maintains an eighty percent approval
rating, despite numerous investigations into Wycliffe Consolidated
Shipping. Experts attribute his widespread support to his
opposition to recent unpopular policies pursued by the state
government and the US Senate.”

Simon muttered something, and Ally ignored him. Her
adoptive father got weird about politics sometimes.

“However,” continued the anchorwoman, “other sources
suggestion that he may seek the nomination of a third party, given
reports of his disagreements with Republican leadership. Wycliffe
himself has remained silent on the topic.”

Simon shook his head. “Why didn’t I shoot…”

Ally opened the refrigerator. “Did they say if school
was canceled?”

Simon almost jumped out of his chair. “Ally! Don’t
sneak up on me like that.”

Ally rolled her eyes and poured herself a glass of
orange juice. “Well, sorry, Dr. Simon Wester. Didn’t mean to give
you a heart attack there.”

“I’m as healthy as a horse,” said Simon. “And don’t
call me Dr. Simon Wester. Father will suffice, thank you.”

Ally sat down at the table. “You made me call you Dr.
Wester when that University interviewer came by.”

“That’s different,” said Simon. He scratched at the
new beard growing on his chin.

Ally sipped her juice. “Mom's going to make you shave
that.”

Simon gave her a look. “We’ll talk about it. I think
she can be persuaded to see reason.”

Ally snorted. “She’s going to make you shave it. And
she’s also going to be upset that you didn’t do any running while
she was gone.”

Simon glared. “Who’s going to tell her? You?”

Ally smiled. “I might.”

He grunted. “I’ll tell you how it’s going to be,
young lady. I’m going to have a cheeseburger and fries for lunch
today. You aren’t going to tell your mother about that, or that I
didn't go running for five days.”

“Or you’ll ground me?” said Ally.

Simon grinned. “Or else I’ll tell her how you took
her car, that nice, new car she likes so much, and went out with
your friends and didn’t come back until three in the morning.”

Ally put down the orange juice. “That’s playing
dirty!”

Simon’s grin turned to a smirk. “I learned from the
best.”

Ally gave up and went to make some toast. “Who?
Grandma?”

“No, your mother.” Simon took a drink of his coffee.
“Make me a bagel while you’re at it, will you?”

“Sure,” said Ally. “So, we have a deal? Mutual
silence?” She dropped in a bagel and a slice of bread into the
toaster and pushed down the lever.

Simon slapped his right hand over his heart. “Silent
as the grave.”

“Someone’s morbid today,” said Ally.

Simon waved his hand. “I really wish you’d get
dressed before you run around the house.”

Ally frowned. “I’m dressed.” She tugged at her
T-shirt. “What do you call this?”

“A T-shirt. It’s too short.”

The toaster spat out the bagel, and Ally grabbed it.
“It comes down to my knees.”

“Mid-thigh,” said Simon. “And it’s too tight.”

Ally rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I’m going out in
it.”

“No, but it’s not much of a stretch from what you do
go out…”

“Dad!” Ally scowled. “I think I want a bagel after
all.” She took a big bite and started chewing.

“That was my breakfast!" said Simon. “And you hate
bagels.”

Ally tried to swallow. She shuddered, gave up, and
spat the mouthful into the wastebasket.

Simon laughed. “You look like you’d just swallowed a
dead rat. I can’t understand what you have against bagels.”

“Look at what you made me do,” said Ally. “I hate
bagels.”

“Don’t throw that out,” said Simon. He climbed out
his chair and grunted. “Figures. A half-eaten bagel for breakfast.
The day’s off to a rousing start.”

Ally folded her arms. “You make fun of me for wearing
a T-shirt, and you’re walking around in a bathrobe. Real fair. At
least change before you take me to school, okay? That would be so
embarrassing.”

Simon made a sour face. “Your grandmother drove me to
school all the time when I was your age.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t have any friends,” said Ally.
“Grandma told me.”

Simon snorted. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m not
driving you to school anyway. You can drive yourself.”

Ally brightened. “Really? How come?”

“I have to pick up Katrina from the airport this
afternoon,” said Simon. “So I’ll take your mom’s fancy new car, and
you can have my car for the day.”

“Can I have Mom’s car?” said Ally.

“No,” said Simon.

Ally frowned. “Your car’s lame.”

Simon rolled his eyes and sat back down with a grunt.
“I’m a history professor, daughter dearest. Everything I do his
lame, way lame, massively lame, and totally lame, as you’ve
informed at various times. Usually inconvenient times, I might
add.”

Ally frowned. “How’s Lithon getting to school?”

“I dropped him off already,” said Simon.

“Why so early?”

Simon grumbled. “Would you mind getting me a cup of
coffee?” Ally obliged and retrieved a mug from the cupboard. “He’s
got basketball practice starting up again.”

Ally snapped her fingers. “That’s right. Cream?”

“No,” said Simon. She handed him the cup. “I need
this to keep me awake.” He raised an eyebrow. “You know, I had on
sweatpants and my coat when I dropped off Lithon, and he didn’t
give me one word of protest, not one. Why can’t you be more like
him?”

Ally rolled her eyes. “Lithon’s a boy and he’s
fourteen years old, Dad. I think there are some differences.”

“You’ll have to pick him up from school, if you want
the car,” said Simon. “I’ll still be at the airport.”

“That’s no problem.” She looked at the clock over the
table. “It’s ten to seven already. Got to get ready.”

She hurried back upstairs and took a shower. Then she
toweled off and dressed in jeans, a gray T-shirt, and sneakers. Her
backpack rustled as she shoved in textbooks, pencils, and dog-eared
notebooks. She pulled her coat, a long green tattered overcoat that
had seen better days, from its hook and wrapped it around her.

She ran back down the stairs, backpack thumping
against her shoulders with every step. “Keys?”

Simon handed her the keys to his car. “Just be very
careful, okay? Some the roads might still be slippery.”

“I will. I will! Don’t look at me like that. Okay.”
Ally took the keys from him. “Love you. Bye.” She kissed him on the
forehead and headed out the back door, keys jingling.








###








Simon got up, his back aching.. He was only
thirty-six. He shouldn’t feel this tired. He really had to lose
some weight, as Katrina constantly reminded him.

Maybe he would skip that cheeseburger for lunch. He
walked to the living room and watched out the window as Ally backed
his car out the narrow driveway with ease.

Simon snorted and turned away. “She’s better at that
than I am.” He had dinged his mirror on the side of the neighbor’s
house more than once. “She’ll be fine.” He settled down before his
half-finished coffee. “She’s a good driver. And she’s smart,
despite being a teenage girl. You don’t need to worry.”

He finished off the coffee and stared at the TV’s
dark screen.

Of course, most teenage girls didn’t have constant
nightmares.

Most teenage girls didn’t have mortal enemies who
believed them dead.

###








Ally tapped the gas and turned a corner. Her school,
a hideous brown brick structure that had been built during the
Depression, came into sight. Ally drove past the front doors,
looking for a parking space. She found one a block and a half away
and managed to squeeze Simon’s car into it. She got out and locked
the doors, despite the fact that no one in the world would want to
steal a 2005 Ford Focus. It didn’t even have an iPod dock.

She got out and stared at the car. A memory flickered
through her mind, and she recalled another old vehicle, a red Ford
van, smashed against a brick wall…

She shook her head. “No. Didn’t happen.”

All at once she knew that someone was watching her.
Sometimes she had…premonitions of a sort. Feelings. And they were
always right.

“Talking to yourself again, I see,” said a quivering
voice.

Ally turned, her muscles starting to move into one of
the defense postures Katrina had taught her, and then she laughed.
“Bill Ryan! Don’t scare me like that. I almost hit you.”

Bill Ryan, tall, pudgy, and greasy-haired, stood a
few feet away, fidgeting in his heavy jacket. His glasses magnified
his eyes to absurd size, and he carried an iPad tucked under one
arm. “You could do it, too.” He scratched at the pimples on his
cheek. “That’d be just the greatest way to start the semester.
Getting beat up by a girl. I’d never hear the end of it.”

Ally laughed. “Want to walk me to school?”

Bill sputtered. “Sure.” Ally knew he had a
substantial crush on her. He had the good graces not to make an ass
of himself, and he had never quite worked up the nerve to make a
move. “How was your break?”

Bill looked at the slushy sidewalk. “Good. I
guess.”

“Just good? You do anything?” said Ally.

Bill shrugged. “Well. Stuff. You know.”

“I don’t know,” said Ally. “What did you do? Come on,
already.”

“We went to Florida,” said Bill.

Ally grinned at him. “Oh my God, you went to Florida,
and it was just good?”

Bill flushed and gave her a nervous smile. “Well. It
was pretty cool. We went to Disneyland. That was cool. Florida is
freaky, Ally. There’s palm trees everywhere. And old people. Lots
of old people. None of them know how to drive. Then we had to go to
Boston.”

“Boston?” said Ally. “Why did you have to go to
Boston?”

“Um…” Bill’s blush deepened. “Um…well…my mom wanted
to visit the Massachusetts Institute of Technology…”

Ally grinned and looked right at him. “And?”

“And…well,” Bill’s ears turned a deep scarlet, “I
sort of got accepted with a full scholarship…”

“Bill!” said Ally. “Congratulations! You should have
told me. Or mentioned it on Facebook. Or something!”

Bill shrugged. “Well, uh, it didn’t come up.”

“You could win the lottery and we wouldn’t hear about
it until you pulled up to school in a brand new Mercedes,” said
Ally.

“It’s not that big a deal,” said Bill. Ally gave him
an incredulous look. “Okay, maybe it is. But I don’t really deserve
it. I don’t know why they gave it to me…”

Ally laughed. “You deserve it. You were the one who
was in advanced calculus freshman year. And who went to that nation
science fair competition three years running and won last semester
with that freaky model of planetary gravitation or whatever…”

“You should apply to MIT, too,” blurted Bill. “You’d
get in, I know you would.”

Ally shook her head. “No I wouldn’t.” They started up
the front stairs to the school. A group of seniors stood near the
door, making of a show of smoking cigarettes and trying not to
cough.

“You would too,” said Bill. “You’re smarter than I
am.”

“Not really,” said Ally. “My dad’s heart is set on me
going to Constantina. Besides, he’s faculty, so I would get a big
chunk of tuition remission…”

“Ally!”

Someone plowed into Ally and hugged her. She spun
around and stared into Mary Lucas’s round, grinning face.

“Mary!” said Ally, laughing. “Don’t do that! You
almost gave me a heart attack.”

Mary hopped up and down, the rest of her body
bouncing beneath her sweater and black slacks to the appreciative
glances of passing sophmores. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It’s just
that, oh my God, I’m so excited to see you again …”

“It’s good to see you again, Mary. Okay? Okay! Stop
bouncing, for God’s sake. You’re making my teeth rattle,” said
Ally. Bill snickered.

“Okay,” said Mary. “Okay. Like how was your break?
Mine was pretty boring. I just sat around the house and watched TV.
Oh, hi, Bill.”

Bill looked at the ground. “Hey.” Ally knew he had a
crush on Mary as well.

“Mine was pretty boring too,” said Ally. “I did the
same thing.”

Mary giggled. “Yeah, right. You sat around and read a
mountain of books, that’s what I think you did.” Bill made a little
bow and held the door open for them. Ally smiled and followed Mary
into the front hallway. The students stood by their lockers,
talking in rapid voices, while the teachers waited at the doors to
their classrooms and watched the crowd with a critical eye. “My
parents were at work most of the time, and I couldn’t find a job,
so…well…I guess I just sat around and watched daytime TV. Those
people are whacko, you know?”

“Oh, yes,” said Ally. She opened her locker and
dumped her books inside. “My dad says TV and the Internet will have
made everyone brain dead by 2020.”

Mary laughed. “Oh, your dad’s pretty boring. I mean,
he’s a college professor. What class do you have first? I’ve got
American Government with Paulsen.” She rolled her eyes. “Like,
total snore. What have you got?”

Ally shook her head. “Pre-Trig.”

Mary looked disappointed. “Oh. Well, you’re smart,
and you’ve got all the smart people classes. I get all the stupid
people classes.”

Ally rolled her eyes. “I have that fifth period.
Mary, for the last time, you’re not…”

“Mary! Come here!”

Ally turned. A huge teenage boy in a leather varsity
jacket leaned against his locker. Both his face and body looked as
if they had been sculpted from granite. He snapped his fingers and
pointed.

Mary tensed. “Nathan, I’m talking…”

Nathan smirked. “Here. Now.”

Mary sighed and walked to his side. Nathan hooked a
huge arm around her waist and gave her a sloppy kiss. “We’ve got
our first class together.”

Mary giggled and traced a finger along his jaw. “I
know, baby.”

“And you’re going to have lunch with me. With me and
the guys, right?” said Nathan.

Mary looked over her shoulder at Ally. “But…but baby,
I wanted to have lunch with Ally…”

“That ice queen?” Bill tensed. “You know you
like…”

“Miss Lucas, Mr. Jameson.” Mr. Paulsen glared out his
classroom door. He was paunchy and bold, and a gym whistle dangled
from a lanyard around his neck and bounced against his polo shirt.
“Let’s keep the public pawing to a minimum, shall we?”

Nathan stood up straighter and pushed Mary away. Her
elbow banged against the locker door. “Yes, sir, Coach.”

Mr. Paulsen smiled. “That’s a good lad. Miss Lucas,
try to control yourself in the future, understand?” Mary nodded,
white-faced. “Well, I’ll see you both in class shortly.” Mr.
Paulsen disappeared into his classroom.

“Jerk,” muttered Ally.

“So you’ll have lunch with me, then,” said Nathan,
pulling Mary back close. “It’ll make me happy.” An odd gleam came
into his blue eyes. “You want to make me happy, right?”

Mary smiled. “I do.”

Nathan smiled and put his arm over her shoulder.
“Then let’s go sleep through class. Should be pretty easy. Paulsen
and me, we’re tight.”

Mary leaned against him. “Okay, honey.” Mary shot an
apologetic look over her shoulder at Ally, and then she vanished
into Paulsen’s classroom behind Nathan.

“What a dick,” said Bill.

“I was thinking of something stronger, but that
works,” said Ally. She shoved her books into her backpack and
slammed her locker shut.

“And Paulsen. Did you see how he blamed her?” said
Bill.

“Uh-huh,” said Ally.

Bill sighed. “Why does Mary let him boss her
around?”

“Because.” Ally stared into the wall, and another of
her insights came to her. “Her father’s just like him. The man
bosses Mary around and yells at her for everything. She’s been
trained to be dominated.” Bill frowned. “What, already?”

“You got that creepy look again,” said Bill.

Ally rolled her eyes. “I do not get a creepy
look.”

“You do to,” said Bill. “You, like, stare off into
nothing. Then you start with the wise pronouncements.”

“Whatever,” said Ally. Something tugged at her mind.
Had someone told her something similar once? She pushed the thought
away. “Let’s just go to class, okay?”

Bill nodded. “Okay.”








###








At fifth period, Ally walked through the door to Mr.
Paulsen’s classroom. Football players and cheerleaders filled the
desks, many of them texting on their iPhones. Mr. Paulsen stood
with two boys in basketball jerseys, talking and laughing. Ally
didn’t see any of her friends. She sighed and dropped into one of
the open desks.

The bell rang, and Mr. Paulsen sent the boys in
jerseys to their desks. “Settle down, people.” He grinned and held
up his whistle. “The administration gets pissed when I use this to
start class.” Laughter went through the room. “All right. Shut up
and pay attention. Roll call! I call on you, you tell me your name
and what sports you’re in this year.”

Mr. Paulsen went through the class list. “And, last,
and probably least,” the class snickered, “one…Ally Wester.” Ally’s
lips thinned.

“Here,” said Ally.

Mr. Paulsen squinted at her. “So you must be the
famous Ally Wester, then.” His eyes darted down the front of her
torso and back to her face again.

“The process of elimination would dictate it, yes,”
said Ally.

Mr. Paulsen snorted. “So. What sports are you in this
year?”

“None,” said Ally.

Mr. Paulsen raised his iron-gray eyebrows. “None?
Chess club doesn’t count, you know.”

“There was no money for it this year,” said Ally.
“The basketball team has very nice new uniforms, though.”

Mr. Paulsen blinked. “So why aren’t you in any
sports? They’re good for a healthy young woman such as
yourself.”

“I’m busy,” said Ally. “I have a lot to do.”

Mr. Paulsen snorted. “Doing what? Watching TV and
talking to your girlfriends on the phone? Going shopping?”

“Studying,” said Ally. “There’s not much a job market
after high school for former quarterbacks.”

“I don’t think you’d make a great quarterback,” said
Mr. Paulsen. “A cheerleader, though…you’d make a good cheerleader.
Why not show some school spirit and support your team?”

Ally shrugged. “Because it doesn’t matter to me one
way or another how my team does.”

Mr. Paulsen glared. “The textbooks are over on the
counter.” He leveled a meaty finger. “Distribute them.”

She had a feeling this class was not going to go
well.

Ally got up and walked to the back of the room. She
felt dozens of eyes on her, many of them mocking, but she ignored
them and began distributing the textbooks. No matter. This was just
one class, and she would graduate in five months. If she kept her
head down and didn’t make trouble, she could get through this
easily enough.

Even if Paulsen was a jackass.

“Wet blankets aside,” said Mr. Paulsen, “I hope we
can have a good time in this class. Let’s face it. American
government’s a pretty boring topic, and you all have more important
things to be doing.” He got another laugh. “At least those of you
who aren’t in chess club, like Miss Wester.”

Ally handed over another textbook and looked at him.
She ought to feel embarrassed, she knew. Even intimidated. But
Paulsen was just a fat, middle-aged basketball coach, and Ally had
seen things far scarier than him…

She frowned. What things?

“Come on,” said Mr. Paulsen. “Hand this books out!
Hustle!” He grinned. “If you had been in a sport, you would know
what that word means.”

The class laughed.

And all at once Ally decided to make trouble.

Ally finished and sat down with her book. She raised
her hand. “Mr. Paulsen?”

He turned. “Yeah? What?”

Ally put her hand down. “Why is American government a
boring and unimportant topic?”

Mr. Paulsen laughed. “You think it’s fun?”

“No. But it’s probably important,” said Ally.

Mr. Paulsen groaned and threw out his arms. “Oh, come
on. Ladies and gentlemen, let’s have a poll. You have a choice. You
can go to Friday night’s varsity basketball game, cheer on the
team, and have a good time. Or you can sit at home and watch
Congressional debates on C-SPAN or whatever. Okay, let’s vote.
Game?” A forest of arms went up. Mr. Paulsen grinned at Ally. “It’s
democracy. The people have spoken and all that.”

“So it’s important to vote?” said Ally.

Mr. Paulsen snorted. “It’s not like it matters,
anyway. The politicians are all crooks. And let’s face it. Politics
are boring.”

Ally shrugged. “I can see your point.”

Mr. Paulsen smiled. “Good.”

“It might cost you your job, though,” said Ally.

Mr. Paulsen. “What? That’s stupid.” He sneered. “That
some sort of threat?”

“No,” said Ally. “But it might disappear in the next
budget cut.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” said Mr.
Paulsen, his face knotting in a frown.

“The state legislature passed a twenty percent cut to
the public education budget for the next fiscal year,” said Ally.
“The governor will probably sign it.”

Mr. Paulsen’s mouth opened and closed. “Don’t spread
rumors, Miss Wester. Where did you hear this?”

“Internet news yesterday,” said Ally. That, and Simon
had complained about it at some length.

“I read the news on the Internet every day,” said Mr.
Paulsen.

“I don’t think it was on ESPN.com,” said Ally.

“Funny,” said Mr. Paulsen. A pulsing vein stood out
on his forehead. “They’ll never cut the education budget. The union
would make sure they lose the next election.”

“They seem pretty determined,” said Ally.

Mr. Paulsen’s jaw worked. “It doesn’t matter. They
wouldn’t cut me. The football program is too important.”

Ally shrugged. “I’ll bet a lot of deadwood will
go.”

Paulsen stalked before her desk and glared down at
her. “I am not deadwood, Miss Wester, and if you keep up with that
I’ll send your arrogant ass to the principal’s office faster than
you can blink. I have a wife and kids to feed. They wouldn’t fire
me.”

Ally blinked and looked at his thick hands. He wore a
University of Illinois football ring, but no wedding band. He had
the red nose of a drinker.

 

One of her insights, one of her strange premonitions,
filled her mind.

She heard herself speak, as if someone else was
talking. “Of course not. A man who threw away a football career
because he got drunk, knocked up his girlfriend, and had to marry
her…who would consider him deadwood?”

The classroom went dead silent.

Mr. Paulsen’s face turned scarlet. For a brief moment
Ally thought he would punch her. She must have hit the mark.

He raised a shaking hand and pointed at the door.
“Principal’s office. Now, now, now!”

Ally got up. “Sure.” She walked into the hall,
feeling Mr. Paulsen’s furious glare burn into her back.

Maybe she had made a little too much trouble.

***


 Chapter 3 - The Desert of
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The sun burned hotter than the pyre of Antarese.

Arran took one step, and another, and another. Dust
puffed around his boots. Drops of sweat trickled down his forehead
and evaporated before they touched his eyebrows. He felt his skin
burning, and peeling back from his face, but did not care.

Wind-sculpted crags, jagged boulders, and sand
stretched away as far as he could see. Arran stumbled, went to one
knee, and got up again. A small lizard watched him for a while, and
then scampered away. Arran coughed and kept walking. His eyes
wandered over the rocks. He had heard rock dragons lived in the
desert. Poisonous snakes crawled and writhed through the wastes.
And there were the Scorpions, the secretive bands of nomads that
gave the desert its name.

When would something kill him?

Arran managed a weak laugh. If the Scorpions, snakes,
and rock dragons failed, the sun would succeed. He only had enough
water for another two days, and food for one meal. His throat
already felt parched. He lifted his waterskin and drank. Some water
fell from his lips and dribbled against the sand.

He didn’t care.

Arran trudged on until nightfall. Exhaustion pulled
at his limbs, and his vision blurred. He staggered into the shadow
of a large boulder, curled up, and fell asleep.








###








The next day he saw a black speck circling in the
blue sky.

Arran shielded his eyes with a trembling hand. He
watched as another speck joined it. Together they vanished away to
the west. His sunburned face twisted into a painful frown. The
specks didn’t look like the buzzards that had followed him for the
last day.

Suppose the two winged demons followed had followed
him? He had hurt them, true, but winged demons could regenerate
even serious wounds in a few days.

Arran let out a croaking laugh. Let the wretched
demon princes follow him! Let them take his sand-blasted corpse
back to Marugon. Or let the jackals and the buzzards pick at his
bones. It didn’t matter.

He scrubbed grit from his eyes and kept going.








###








His throat burned.

Arran threw aside his empty waterskin and trudged on.
Jagged bluffs rose all around him, broken stones crunching under
his boots. The cliffs and the stones baked with the intense heat.
He would have sweated, but he had not had anything to drink for the
last six hours. His skin felt like a sheath of flame, and pain
flared up and down his legs. A trio of buzzards circled overhead,
sometimes landing to watch him with their beady eyes.

Soon he would die. The thought brought dull relief to
his fevered mind.

His legs gave out, and he fell against a boulder with
a thump. Its shadow covered him, and he sighed in relief. At least
he was out of the sun.

He sat in the boulder’s shadow and looked over the
landscape. A low gully stretched away into the distance, and more
boulders and wind-sculpted cliffs loomed overhead. A buzzard landed
and waddled towards Arran. He growled, drew a gun, and shot it.

“Wait until I’m dead,” said Arran, shoving the gun
back into its holster.

His vision blurred and his pulse pounded in his ears,
like the sound of the war drums as Marugon’s soldiers slaughtered
the men of Antarese.

He heard a woman screaming in fury.

For an instant Arran thought the heat had driven him
mad, that he was again hearing the screams in Carlisan, in
Antarese. But the woman’s cries of rage grew louder, and he heard a
deep, rumbling voice.

He recognized that voice. It belonged to Prince
Baal-Mar-Dan.

Arran lurched to his feet, his vision swimming, his
head reeling. He drew his Sacred Blade and crept towards the nearby
gully, trying to keep his footfalls silent.

He spotted Baal-Mar-Dan standing at the bottom of the
shallow gully.

“You should be honored, woman.” The winged demon
stood with his back to Arran. His clawed hand clasped a slender
woman around the neck. She wore strange dust-colored clothing, and
a black spear with a grease-stained head lay at her feet. “Royal
blood flows in my veins. You shall bear my son.”

The woman smirked, dark hair with silver streaks
falling over her face. “I know better. You will not.”

Baal-Mar-Dan snarled. “Do not mock me.” Arran’s
parched lips thinned. Perhaps he could take one of Goth-Mar-Dan’s
vile spawn with him in death. He drew his Glock and took aim. The
woman looked up, and her green eyes widened as she saw Arran.

“You will…what are you looking at?” Baal-Mar-Dan
turned.

Arran fired, and his bullets reduced the left half of
Baal-Mar-Dan’s face to ruin. The winged demon screamed, black blood
splashing across his armored chest. The woman squirmed and darted
free.

“You!” roared Baal-Mar-Dan. The winged demon drew his
scimitar and took to the air. Arran dropped his gun and took his
Sacred Blade in both hands. He parried the first blow, dodged the
second, and took the third on his chest. The scimitar ripped a gash
down Arran’s side, and he gasped in pain and stumbled back.
Baal-Mar-Dan’s free hand slammed into Arran’s stomach, and sent him
tumbling down the side of the gulley. Something shattered in his
knee and sent a blast of pain up his leg.

Arran managed to kneel on his good knee, his Sacred
Blade trembling in his hand.

Baal-Mar-Dan laughed. “You are weak, fallen Knight.
Perhaps I shall take you to Marugon alive.”

Arran coughed. “Never.” Blood soaked into his torn
clothes.

Baal-Mar-Dan jumped from the edge of the gully. Arran
tried to parry, but his exhausted muscles moved with agonizing
slowness. Baal-Mar-Dan snatched him by the throat and flew into the
air, Arran’s feet dangling.

The winged demon’s scimitar plunged into Arran’s
gut.

He screamed as pain exploded through him, blood
welling up in his throat.

Baal-Mar-Dan flung him away, and Arran landed at the
edge of the gully. He could not stand, could not even kneel, and
felt his life’s blood seeping through the wound in his belly.

Baal-Mar-Dan’s laughter rang out. “Perhaps I shall
not take you to Marugon. I will feast on you instead.”

“Damn you,” whispered Arran.

Then Baal-Mar-Dan’s mocking laughter dissolved into a
scream. The dark-haired woman appeared behind him, the black spear
in hand. She stabbed again, and Baal-Mar-Dan howled and flailed at
her. The woman danced away, her hair flying about her head.

The demon would tear her to shreds. Arran could not
let that happen. He had failed to save Luthar and so many
others.

But perhaps he could still save her.

Arran surged to his feet, feeling something tear
inside of his stomach, and threw himself at the winged demon. His
Sacred Blade slid into Baal-Mar-Dan’s chest, blazing azure fire.
The demon screamed, and Arran lost his balance and fell against
Baal-Mar-Dan. His weight drove the demon backward, over the edge of
the gully, and they fell. Arran landed atop Baal-Mar-Dan, driving
the Sacred Blade deep into the winged demon. The pommel struck
Arran’s chest with enough for to shatter one of Arran’s ribs.

He groaned and rolled away.

Baal-Mar-Dan howled in mortal agony. Arran watched as
white fire burst from his eyes and mouth, the Sacred Blade shining
like a shard of the sun.

Baal-Mar-Dan burned away to obsidian bones and
smoking ash.

Arran crawled forward and grasped the hilt of his
Sacred Blade. He wanted to die with his weapons in hand.

The world grew dim and hazy around him.

He saw the woman walking towards him, spear in hand,
and all faded to darkness.

***


 Chapter 4 -
Premonitions



Anno Domini 2012








Paulsen stormed into the principal’s office and
pointed at Ally. His face had only gotten redder in the last thirty
minutes. “I want this bitch expelled.”

Dr. Burton, a gaunt black man with a wispy white
goatee, folded his hands on his desk. “Oh? Might I inquire
why?”

Mr. Paulsen sputtered. “You don’t know why? You’ve
had her here for thirty minutes, and you don’t know why?”

Dr. Burton didn’t blink. “I wanted to hear both sides
before I made a decision.”

“What is this?” said Mr. Paulsen, pacing back and
forth. “Are we going to just sit back and let the students
disrespect the teachers? We’ll have anarchy…”

“Kevin,” said Dr. Burton. “Please sit down. You’ll
give yourself a heart attack if you keep carrying on like
that.”

“I’m in great shape,” muttered Mr. Paulsen.
Nevertheless, he sat down, pausing long enough to shoot a venomous
glare at Ally.

“So,” said Dr. Burton. “Tell me. What precisely did
to Miss Wester do to warrant expulsion? Oh, and what did she do to
warrant you calling her an obscene name, which, I might point out,
is conduct specifically prohibited by the teachers’ handbook and
possible grounds for a lawsuit in these litigation-happy days?”

Mr. Paulsen blinked. “She can’t sue me!”

Dr. Burton’s lips thinned in annoyance. “She can,
Kevin. Or, rather, her parents could. But we’ll talk about that
later. Why should she be expelled?”

“She was showing me open disrespect,” said Mr.
Paulsen.

“How so?”

Mr. Paulsen stammered. “She called me deadwood.”

“Ah. Deadwood. I cannot imagine why she would say
such a thing.” Dr. Burton’s voice was neutral. “Miss Wester? Why
did you call Mr. Paulsen deadwood?”

Ally sighed. “Look. I lost my temper.”

“Why?”

Ally folded her arms. “Mr. Paulsen said American
government was a boring topic. I thought that was a pretty stupid
thing for a government teacher to say.” Mr. Paulsen bristled, but
kept going. “So I asked him if he knew about that bill that passed
the state legislature, the one that would cut the school system’s
budget by twenty…”

Dr. Burton removed his glasses and pinched the bridge
of his nose. “Yes, yes, I know all about that. Go on, Miss
Wester.”

“Anyway, Mr. Paulsen didn’t know about the bill. I
asked him if he knew that some people think a lot of deadwood will
get fired if that bill gets signed…”

“Also true,” said Dr. Burton.

“Yeah.” Ally shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess an
American government teacher who doesn’t know anything about
government might count as deadwood, but what do I know? I’m just a
girl who should be on the cheerleading team supporting school
spirit, like Mr. Paulsen told me.”

Paulsen jumped out of his seat. “See! I told
you!”

“Kevin,” said Dr. Burton, glaring over the rims of
his glasses. “For the last time, please sit down.”

Mr. Paulsen dropped back into his chair. “But she
also said I got drunk and got my wife pregnant before I married
her. That’s a dirty slander…”

“Kevin,” said Dr. Burton. “It’s entirely true.
Everyone knows it.”

Mr. Paulsen’s lips flapped. “It…but…she doesn’t have
to say it.”

Dr. Burton leaned back in his chair. “Also true. You
can go, Kevin. Miss Wester will be disciplined.”

“But…”

“Go, Kevin. We’ll discuss this later.” Mr. Paulsen
glared at Ally again and slammed the door behind him.

“So. What I am to do with you, Miss Wester?” Dr.
Burton stared at Ally.

Ally took a deep breath. “Okay. I know I crossed the
line. I shouldn’t have said what I said about his wife. But he’s an
idiot and he made me lose my temper. And I’m not going to take back
what I said about deadwood.”

“Surprising as you may find this, I happen to agree
with you,” said Dr. Burton.

Ally blinked. “You do?”

“But certain standards of behavior must be
maintained. You will apologize to Mr. Paulsen for your remarks
concerning his wife and the legitimacy of his firstborn.”

Ally scowled. “I’m not going to apologize about the
deadwood…”

“You aren’t listening, Miss Wester,” said Dr. Burton.
“I said you will apologize for your remarks concerning his
wife.”

Ally blinked. “Oh.” She laughed. “Okay. I get
it.”

Dr. Burton smiled. “That’s a bright girl.” He glanced
at the flatscreen computer monitor on his desk. “Your third period
is open, correct?”

Ally nodded.

“Mr. Lloyd’s American History class is at that time.
As I recall, that will satisfy the same requirement for graduation
as the American government class. I believe a transfer would be in
your best interest.”

“I think you’re right,” said Ally.

Dr. Burton nodded. “Very well. Apologize to Mr.
Paulsen, and you will start in Mr. Lloyd’s class tomorrow.” Ally
got up. “Oh. Miss Wester?”

Ally paused at the door. “Yes?”

“You have a remarkable mind. Try to refrain from
using it to point out the faculty’s ignorance. That causes all
manner of problems.”

Ally grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind, sir.”








###








The dismissal bell rang, and classroom doors opened
and students poured into the hall. Ally joined the throng and
headed towards her locker. Her backpack straps were taut with
weight. The first day back and she already had three hours worth of
homework tonight.

“Ally! You are my hero.”

Ally turned. Bill stood at his locker, grinning at
her. “What?”

“I heard about it,” said Bill, still grinning.

Ally rummaged through her locker. “About what? Stop
being so obtuse.”

“How you made Paulsen freak out,” said Bill. “That
was so cool.”

“I lost my temper. I shouldn’t have done that,” said
Ally.

Bill laughed. “Oh, man. I’ve wanted to see someone
get him for years. I heard he’s out back behind the gym, crying and
smoking cigarettes.”

“Maybe you’re right. I don’t want to talk about it,”
said Ally. She slammed the door shut and pulled her backpack over
her shoulders.

Bill flushed and looked at the floor. “All right.
Sorry.”

Ally raised an eyebrow. “It’s not your fault.”

“Okay. Sorry,” said Bill.

“Bill!” said Ally. She laughed. “Stop apologizing at
me.”

Bill nodded. “Okay.” He fidgeted. “Do you want to
study? Together, I mean. I can’t believe he gave us so much
pre-Trig homework on the first stay.”

“Sure,” said Ally. She started towards the door and
snapped her fingers. “Wait. I have to pick up my brother from
school.”

“Okay,” said Bill. “Maybe later. See you tomorrow.”
He raised his hand and hurried off towards the door. Ally waved
good-bye and watched him go. She knew he would take it personally.
She hated to be so light with his feelings, even though she didn’t
want to be his or anyone else’s girlfriend.

“Boys,” she mumbled. She joined the last few
stragglers heading out the doors. It had snowed some more during
the day, and the front steps were slick. Ally took small steps to
keep from falling on her face.

“Hey! What’s your problem?”

Ally turned and saw Nathan Jameson standing near the
doors, glaring at her. He had one arm over Mary’s shoulders, and a
lit cigarette smoldered in his other hand.

“Nathan,” said Mary, her voice a pleading whine.
“Don’t make trouble.”

Nathan ignored her. “So what’s your problem, ice
queen? Don’t like football, do you?”

“Nathan,” said Mary. “Please…”

Nathan glared down at her. “I’m talking here, babe.
Keep quiet.” He smirked back at Ally. “So what’s your problem with
football?”

Ally shrugged. “I don’t have any problem with
football. It just happens to be populated with thick-headed morons
like you and Paulsen.”

Nathan snorted. “And what’s some stuck-up ice-queen
bitch know about anything?” He took a long draw on his cigarette.
“I’ll bet you don’t like watching men, that’s it. You’d rather
stare at girls like Mary here.”

Ally raised her eyebrows. “I’m pretty sure I’m not a
lesbian. Put that out.”

Nathan rolled the cigarette between his fingers.
“What, you mean this?” He blew a cloud of smoke in his face.

“Yes, that,” said Ally. “Put that out, please.”

Nathan laughed. “You are such a prig, ice queen. Are
you going to give me a speech about lung cancer?”

“No,” said Ally. “Your lungs can shrivel and blacken
and you can die hooked up to a dozen machines, for all I care.” She
remembered Grandma Coldridge’s death, lying in the white hospital
bed surrounded by the beeping monitors. “But I don’t want Mary to
die that way. Put it out.”

“Ally, it’s not that big a deal,” said Mary, her eyes
frightened. “I mean, my dad smokes all the time around me…”

Once again Ally’s patience vanished

Ally snatched the cigarette from Nathan’s lips,
crushed it in her fist, and dropped it on Nathan’s shoe.

Nathan bristled. “You bitch!” His shout drew
attention, and some other students stopped to stare. “You
bitch!”

Ally didn’t blink. “You ought to thank me.”

Another one of the premonitions came to her. He was
going to try and hit her.

Of course, any idiot could see that.

But the premonition let her know exactly how he would
move.

Nathan took a swing at her, and Ally sidestepped.
Nathan slipped, lost his balance on the icy steps, and landed on
his rump. His breath escaped his lips in an astonished gasp.

“You,” gasped Nathan, trying to rise.
“You…bitch…”

“Just go away,” said Ally. “Before you make a bigger
ass of yourself.”

Nathan got to his feet and glared at May. “You’re
going to have to get some better friends if you want to keep going
out with me.” He stalked away, glaring at everyone in his path.

“What a jerk,” said Ally.

“Ally Wester!” Mary looked close to tears. “Why did
you do that?”

“Do what?” said Ally.

“Make a fool out of poor Nathan!” said Mary.

Ally scowled. “He made a fool out of himself. Do you
expect me to just let him walk all over me?”

“I expect you not to embarrass me like that!” said
Mary. She sniffled and scrubbed at her eyes.

“Why do you even go out with him?” said Ally. “He’s a
jerk. He treats you like his personal maid and toy rolled up all
into one.”

“He is not,” said Mary, hugging herself. “He can be
sensitive. And he’s going to go places, be rich someday. Football
scouts from the University of Illinois have been talking to him.
He’ll get a football scholarship, and then he’ll go into the NFL,
and he’ll…he’ll…”

“Mary,” said Ally. “That’s a dream and you know
it.”

Mary stiffened. “It is not!”

“It is too,” said Ally. “Nathan talked to one
football scout six months ago. That was it. He’s a third-rate
quarterback on a fifth-rate team.” More of the strange premonitions
flickered through her mind. “And he smokes. And he drinks. And he
probably does other drugs as well, though he’s managed to keep from
getting caught. The booze, the tobacco, and the other drugs will
ruin his health and wreck his life, I think. I just don’t want to
you pulled down with him.”

Mary trembled. “That’s…that’s a terrible thing to
say!”

Ally shrugged. “I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

Mary’s face twisted into an ugly expression. “You’re
just jealous!”

Ally blinked in astonishment. “What?”

“You’re jealous! You’re jealous that I have a
boyfriend and you don’t, so you’re trying to ruin it for me. You
want Nathan for yourself, don’t you? That’s why you’re always so
mean to him, you’re trying to get him to break up with me so you
can have him for yourself!”

Ally scowled. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever
heard.”

“So you do think I’m stupid!” said Mary. She sobbed
hurried away.

Ally was so stunned that she didn’t know what to do.
But when she had recovered her wits, Mary had already run off into
the crowd.

And Ally had to pick up Lithon. She started for
Simon’s car, digging in her pocket for the keys. “Some first day
back.”








###








Ally pulled into the grade school’s parking lot.
Piles of ploughed-up snow stood against the chain-link fences, the
snow covered with kids laughing and building forts. She fiddled
with the radio dial, wishing that Simon’s car had an iPod dock ,
and thought about Mary and Bill.

Why did people have to be so complicated?

Then Lithon ran over, and Ally grinned.

He wore no hat and scarf, as usual, despite the cold
weather, and his blond hair gleamed in the gray light. Only
fourteen years old, and he already had the musculature of a Greek
god. In a few more years, girls would be hanging off him. She knew
many girls who despised their younger brothers, and she had Lithon
had practically no shared interests. Yet she had always been close
to him. She didn’t understand why. It must have been something that
had happened when they were young, before Katrina and Simon had
adopted them…

A ghostly memory of a black tower and a stone door
swam before her eyes.

Ally shivered and pushed it away.

Lithon threw open the passenger’s side door and
dumped his backpack into the back seat.

“Hey, Ally. You’re late.”

“Sorry,” said Ally. She put the car into drive.
“Traffic was bad.”

Lithon frowned. “You look kind of upset.”

Ally shook her head. “No. Just…a rough first day
back, that’s all.”

“Oh. Okay. Well, you can talk about it later,” said
Lithon. He grinned. “It’s okay you were late, though. Some other
kids were playing cards, and I was watching them, and they invited
me to play, so I did. I won!”

“Cool,” said Ally. “What were you playing?”

“Poker,” said Lithon. “I won some kid’s coat.”

Ally laughed. “Aren’t you a little young for poker?
And that poor kid will freeze to death.”

Lithon smiled. “It’s okay. I gave the coat back. I
mean, I have one already, don’t I?”

“You’re a true humanitarian,” said Ally.

Lithon blinked. “A what?”

Ally laughed again. “Never mind. How was basketball
practice?”

Lithon grinned. “It was really cool. Coach is great.
We did all these exercises like pushups and gophers, and that was
pretty boring, but then we got do skirmishes, and that was pretty
cool. Our side won.”

“Of course,” said Ally. “By how much?”

Lithon blinked. “I…don’t remember. I think it was
like 17-12.”

“And how many baskets did you get?” said Ally.

Lithon shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Ally laughed. “We’ll have to hire you a publicist,
else you’d never take any credit for anything. How many baskets did
you get?”

Lithon looked at the ceiling. “All right. Two
baskets. And a three-point shot. Not that much.”

Ally laughed. “Not that much. That’s…what, seven
points? Almost half the score.”

“It’s not that much,” said Lithon. “Coach was
pleased, though.”

“I can imagine,” said Ally. She pulled up to a
stoplight and waited. “It’s nice to know there are some coaches out
there who aren’t total jerks.”

“What’s bugging you?” said Lithon.

Ally scowled. “Nothing.”

“There is. I know you. You’ll sit and chew on it
until you’re miserable,” said Lithon.

“Fine. I still don’t want to talk about it,” said
Ally, thinking of Mary and her boyfriend. "You’ll probably hear all
about it when we get home.”

Lithon’s blue eyes widened. “Oh, man. You got in
trouble at school again, didn’t you?”

Ally sighed. “Well…yeah, sort of.”

“What did you do?” said Lithon.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” said Ally.

“Okay,” said Lithon. “But he probably deserved
it.”

Ally blinked. “What?”

“Whoever you got mad at. He probably deserved it. You
usually only get mad when people are acting like jerks.”

Ally sighed, shook her head, and then laughed. “I
hope you’re right. And I hope Mom and Dad will see it that
way.”








###








Ally eased the car up the driveway, snow crunching
beneath the tires. “Looks like we get to shovel the walk.” She
turned off the ignition and peered into the garage. “And looks like
Mom is back, too.”

“Good!” said Lithon. “Too bad she was gone the last
week of Christmas break.”

“Yeah,” said Ally, climbing out of the car.

They trudged up through the deepening snow to the
side door. Ally heard voices inside, and put her finger to her
lips. Lithon grinned and nodded. Ally unlocked and opened the door
quietly, and she and Lithon slipped inside.

Katrina’s voice came from the living room. “You
should have seen the looks on their faces when I said I had sold
forty thousand self-published ebooks in the last year. I thought
their heads would explode.” Last year Katrina had acquired an
ereader, and had begun evangelizing on the virtues of ebooks and
self-publishing. Which amused Ally to no end – she remembered that
Katrina used to swear she would never read an ebook, and that
self-publishing was for losers who couldn't get a book
contract.

Simon harrumphed. “I wish my books got that big a
response.”

“Simon, your books are boring. You’re a college boy
writing for other college boys.”

Simon made an exaggerated sigh. “You don’t have to
rub it in.”

“Oh, quit whining. Dr. Francis liked your book,
didn’t she? And you use it as a textbook for one of your classes,
don’t you?” said Katrina.

“Well…”

Katrina laughed. “Ha! You do. Admit it. I wish I
could force people to read my books.”

“I don’t think crime novels would make for an
education reading experience,” said Simon.

Katrina’s voice dropped to a purr. “You can learn all
sorts of things if you read my books, Simon.” There was a pause.
“What’s wrong?”

Simon sighed. “Wycliffe was in the news again…”

Ally and Lithon entered the living room. Simon sat on
the couch, and Katrina perched on his lap with her arms around his
neck.

“Like, gross,” said Ally.

Katrina just turned her head and raised an eyebrow.
“It’s not a public display of affection. This is the privacy of my
own home. See?” She leaned forward and planted a kiss on Simon’s
lips.

Lithon laughed. “Gross.”

Katrina stood, rubbing her mouth. “You’re shaving
that beard. It was like kissing a tennis ball.”

Ally laughed. “Told you.”

Katrina hugged them both. “I heard you had an
interesting first day at school.”

Ally grimaced. “Yeah. Well. It wasn’t on
purpose.”

Katrina shrugged. “Simon will talk to you about it
later. And you, kiddo. How was basketball practice?”

Lithon beamed and rattled off his exploits, while
Ally sighed in relief. Simon didn’t have the stomach to enforce
much discipline, unlike Katrina. Her mother had a remarkably short
temper at times.

Simon chuckled. “Who would have thought? An athlete
in the Wester family. Miracles never cease.”

Katrina snorted and folded her arms. “He didn’t get
it from your side of the family, that’s for sure.”

Simon scratched his paunch. “Apparently not.”

Katrina snapped her fingers. “Oh, I almost forgot. I
saw Grandma Wester while I was in Miami.”

Simon tensed. Katrina and Maura Wester did not always
get along so well. “How did that go?”

“She says to say hi, and she also sent Christmas
cards.”

“Really?” said Ally. Grandma Wester tended to send
fifty-dollar bills with her Christmas cards.

“Yup,” said Katrina. “I have them right here with me.
You can have them just as soon as the driveway’s shoveled.”

Ally rolled her eyes. “Mom. I have homework to
do.”

“The best way to prepare for mental exertion is with
physical exercise,” said Katrina.

Simon folded his hands in his laps. “You kids heard
your mom.”

Katrina smiled at him. “She sent you a card,
too.”

Simon blinked and leaned forward. “She did? Can I see
it?”

“Sure,” said Katrina. “After the driveway’s
shoveled.”

Simon sighed. “Let’s get the shovels, kids.”








###








That night Ally dreamed of her confrontation with
Paulsen.

But this time Paulsen’s eyes were bottomless black
pits, windows into the void. He grinned at her, and the walls of
the classroom exploded, revealing a yawning black abyss.

Clawed shadows boiled from the darkness, hissing her
name.

Ally awoke trembling and drenched in sweat, and did
not sleep for the rest of that night.

***
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“Ten years, Goth,” said Senator Thomas Wycliffe,
straightening his hair. He heard the rumble of the crowds through
the curtains. “It’s taken ten years to set this up.”

The creature that used the name of Goth Marson stood
in the corner, a dark shadow in his black jacket and sunglasses and
bushy black beard. Aides and technicians scurried back and forth
through the broad concrete corridor, and most pretended not to see
Goth. Those few who did glance at the Senator’s bodyguard shuddered
and hurried on their way.

Wycliffe laughed. “Talkative as always. Well. You may
think this a waste of time, but in ten minutes, you’ll think
differently.”

Goth said nothing.

Excitement fluttered in Wycliffe’s gut. Ten years of
work, ten years of effort, ten years of plotting would come to
fruition tonight. If everything went according to plan. If his
experiments and conclusions concerning the Voice granted by
Marugon’s lessons in black magic had been correct.

Wycliffe grinned. If not…well, he could always start
over.

But if it worked, he would be the ruler of the United
States of America within the year.

Applause broke out. Wycliffe titled his head and
listened.

“Senator?” A technician in black touched his elbow.
“The opening speeches are done. They’re ready for you.”

Wycliffe smiled. “Yes. They are, aren’t they?” The
technician blinked, then smiled and nodded. “Let’s do this, shall
we?”

The technician led him up the ramp, through the
curtain, and into the cavernous arena of Chicago’s United Center.
Lights glared off the polished floor and threw a maze of tangled
shadows over the ceiling. Huge video screens hung from the ceiling,
facing the seats, alongside the championship pennants from the
Bulls’ long-past glory years.

Wycliffe’s eyes wandered over the seats as the
technician led him to the podium set at center court. Thousands
upon thousands of people filled the seats. When he had announced
his candidacy for the House of Representatives at the capitol in
Springfield fourteen years ago, nine people had been present.

One of them had been the janitor.

He had come a long way, indeed. His smile widened as
he took in the banks of TV cameras.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said the man at the podium,
an odious state legislator whose name Wycliffe could never
remember, “for our keynote speech of the evening, may I introduce
to you a man who has served the State of Illinois for over fourteen
years, a man whose commitment and devotion to the people of
Illinois is beyond question, may I introduce…Senator Thomas
Wycliffe!”

Thunderous applause rose from the packed seats.
Wycliffe put on his crowd smile and climbed up to the platform. He
shook hands with the insignificant legislator, the attorney
general, the Chief Justice of the state Supreme Court, the
lieutenant governor, the governor, and the horde of other important
personages crowding the speaker’s platform. Wycliffe smiled at them
all and turned to the flag-draped podium. A dozen microphones rose
from its top like black antennae. Wycliffe smiled and held up his
hands for silence.

The clapping died to faint clapping and a few cheers.
Wycliffe looked over the faces of his supporters. Most had begun as
lifelong Republicans and Democrats. Over the years, he had lured
them into his fold, bit by bit, until he had an organization just
as large and wealthy as either of the traditional political
parties.

And now the pieces would fall into place.

He felt the black magic stirring behind his eyes like
a spider wrought of ice, waiting to be unleashed.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said Wycliffe, the speakers
booming his voice over the arena. He gestured at the row of chairs
behind him. “Distinguished guests, fellow public servants,
prominent citizens of Chicago and Illinois, but most all, citizens
of Illinois and the United States of America.” He gripped the
podium with both hands, leaned forward, and grinned. “I’d like to
thank you all for coming, especially in this snowy weather. Such a
turnout gives me confidence in the future of democracy in this
country. Now, if you’ll indulge me for just a moment, I’d like to
start out with a story.”

A chuckle went through the crowd.

Wycliffe grinned. “As many of you know, I started out
my career as an aspiring historian. I never got past just aspiring,
I’m afraid. Other opportunities called…I’m afraid had to settle for
a career in Congress.” He sighed and spread his hands. “I guess it
could have been worse. After all, I could have become a
lawyer.”

More people laughed. The attorney general grumbled
something.

Wycliffe let the laughter die down. “I was working on
a historical paper the very day my career in politics began. It was
about two brothers, Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus, two statesmen of
ancient Rome. Tiberius was assassinated in 133 BC, and Gaius in 123
BC. But you haven’t come here for a history lecture, I assume. Why,
do you ask, is this pertinent, given the grave issues that face our
nation today?”

He stood silent for a moment, as if collecting his
thoughts. He focused his will and drew the black magic to himself,
letting it grow stronger and stronger.

“When you think of ancient Rome, of what do you
think? Emperors, no doubt. Slaves. Gladiators. Perhaps the ladies
think of Russell Crowe?” Another laugh went through the crowds, and
Wycliffe let his expression grow serious. “But, in truth, the Rome
of Tiberius and Gaius is not so very different from our modern
United States of America. At that time, Rome was a republic, not so
very different from ours. Rome was the mightiest nation of her
time, much the same as the United States. Rome had vanquished her
enemies by the valor and bravery of her soldiers, again, much the
same as the United States.” Wycliffe leaned forward and bit off
every word. “And like the United States, the republic of Rome was
in danger of becoming a dictatorship ruled by a tyrannical
Caesar.”

The black magic writhed in the back of Wycliffe’s
mind. He had spent years studying the effects of the Voice on
crowds. He had found he could not use the Voice to compel the
crowd, the way he used it to force inconvenient people to commit
suicide. The Voice could control individuals, but it could not
control an entire crowd at once.

But the Voice could implant emotion.

Wycliffe hid his grin and let the Voice filter into
his words.

“The republic of Rome was under siege,” he said, his
will commanding the Voice to evoke disgust and outrage. “More and
more wealth gathered in the hands of a rapacious and ruthless few.
The Senate and the Assembly of the People had less and less control
over these robber barons. In truth, the robber barons packed the
Senate, and turned the Assembly of the People into a tool of their
greed. And what of the everyday man, the Joe Six-pack, or the Joe
Toga, you might say, of Rome?” A nervous chuckle went through the
crowd. “They were exploited, mistreated, and manipulated, their
strings pulled to serve the interests of the select few. Their
republic was the greatest in the world, their armies undefeated,
and what did they have to show for it? Nothing but poverty and the
decadent estates of the wealthy. And in the end, the Romans lost
their freedom, and became slaves to an all-powerful emperor.” He
let more of the Voice seep into his words. “Ancient history, you
think? Dead and gone? The dust of the past. Wrong! It is this
danger that faces the United States, I say, and it is the risk that
we run!” His voice rose to a shout. A rustle went through the
audience, and Wycliffe made a show of smoothing his jacket and
straightening his tide. He felt the Voice ripple through them, felt
the black magic work its tendrils around their minds and souls,
inspiring emotions of his choice in their hearts.

“Pardon,” he said, smiling. “I got just a bit
enthusiastic, there. After all, there’s nothing quite as exciting
as ancient history.” Some people laughed. Wycliffe gripped the
podium and put on a businesslike expression. “But history repeats
itself, as we all know. And even if it doesn’t really repeat
itself, certain patterns do. And I am afraid, ladies and gentlemen,
I am afraid that I see the pattern of the republic of ancient Rome
repeating itself in the republic of the United States of America.
Absurd, you say? After all, how plausible is the idea of an
American Emperor? I don’t suppose we have to worry about a Douglas
MacArthur or a George Patton returning from the grave with an army,
or David Petraeus overthrowing the federal government. It’s not the
danger of a one-man dictatorship we face. At least, not quite
yet.”

His hands tightened around the podium as the black
magic shivered through his will. He directed the Voice into his
words, commanded the black magic evoke feelings of outrage and
anger.

“But there are those who seek control,” he said, his
voice quiet. “In the Rome of Tiberius and Gaius, the rich got ever
richer…but the poor got ever poorer. Irrelevant to the modern
American, you say? Well, consider this. Our economy is in ruins,
destroyed by the folly of our government and the greed and
stupidity of our business leaders. Wages are down. Taxes are up.
Inflation and prices rise with no end in sight. Why, you ask?
Ladies and gentlemen, tonight I tell that it is not a military
dictatorship that haunts the United States, not rule by one man,
not rule by the army…but rule by the wealthy, by those who would
turn the rest of us into their slaves. Think of it,” he let the
Voice grow stronger, raging in his words like burning ice,
“corporate taxes are lower than any other time in our history. Just
last year, the Senate passed another measure lowering corporate
taxes.” It had been a struggle to pass that bill, requiring much
judicious use of the Voice, but the payoff in political fallout had
been worth it. “And attached to that measure was a tax cut for the
top five percent. But what of the middle and lower classes, you
ask? Was there a tax cut for them? No! Rather, a tax hike was
attached to that soaking, money-leeching bill.”

He felt the rustles as the Voice rippled through the
crowd. He hid his grin as he saw the anger in the faces of his
audience.

He would direct that well.

“Citizens of the United States of America,” said
Wycliffe, “we stand in danger of losing our freedoms. Not to a
dictator, not the government, not to the army…but to the rich. Open
your eyes and consider!” The Voice swelled in his throat, the black
magic strong and potent. “Who bankrolls the election campaigns of
our Representatives, our Senators, and our President? Who spends
billions of dollars influencing Congressional decisions, and then
moans and groans that to pay its workers a proper wage would ruin
its profit margins? Who bends the laws, who tramples on individual
rights, who treats you and I, our fellow citizens, like mere
numbers, like mere cattle from whom the precious dollar can be
milked?” His hands clenched into fists. He adjusted the Voice,
letting it grow from disgust and mild anger to pure affronted rage.
“The wealthy! Think about it, I beg you! They seek to control you
through advertising. They dictate how you should look, calling a
healthy woman fat and claiming that baldness makes a hardworking
and honest man an unattractive slob. They offer cures for woes they
themselves created. They drive the independent entrepreneur out of
business and offer him work as an hourly wage-slave running a cash
register or mopping a floor. They seek to make us all mindless,
dull, droning slaves, and without us even knowing it!”

Ripples of anger went through the crowd. Angry cries
of support rose up. Wycliffe raised his hands and waited for
calm.

“Allow me to offer examples, lest you think I am
another ranting fool.” He leaned forward and stared into the crowd.
“Just last week, for instance, the fine and upstanding legislature
of our own State of Illinois passed a bill slashing the education
budget by a quarter. This is at time when our grade schools are
overcrowded, our teachers are underpaid, and our educational
facilities are substandard. And three days later, the legislature
passed a bill giving tax cuts, massive tax cuts, to the
upper-income bracket taxes.” It had been difficult to arrange that
ill-timed “coincidence”, but the Illinois state legislature
possessed an astonishing number of weak-minded fools. Wycliffe had
had barely had to use the Voice to procure their cooperation. “A
corporate tax increase of two percent would have provided
sufficient funds to finance the schools for five years. Two
percent! And yet did our wise legislators seek this? Did they? No!”
His voice rose to a shriek by the last word.

An angry stir went through the crowd. Wycliffe felt
the Voice working through them, conjuring up emotions. The Voice
would make them want to believe.

Wycliffe let them stir for a moment.

He gripped the podium and let hope and fierce
determination fill the Voice. “But there is still hope!”

The crowd fell silent, all eyes on him.

“Citizens of America, I have been successful in
business, more through luck than any effort of my own,” said
Wycliffe. “The fact that I have never taken a campaign donation of
any sort is a matter of public record. And it is this success in
business that has enabled me to rise in politics. But it has left
me troubled. Should only millionaires be allowed to serve in high
office? Is America a land for the millionaires? I think not! It
occurred to me, fellow citizens, that perhaps this is why God
permitted me such success in business, that this is His path for
me…that I have both the opportunity and the ability to correct the
abuses I have laid out for you tonight!”

The crowd applauded. Wycliffe let his gaze sweep the
length of the arena. He felt the Voice building inside him,
gathering its dark power for a final grand crescendo.

“You have heard, perhaps, rumors that I intend to
seek either the Democratic or the Republican presidential
nominations,” said Wycliffe, his voice calm and modulated. Cheers
rose up, and Wycliffe held up a hand. “I shall not. I cannot. The
Republican and the Democratic parties are nothing more than the
established tools of the rich. A Democratic administration, a
Republican administration…can you see the difference between them?
No, I shall not seek, nor shall I accept, the presidential
nomination of the Republican or the Democratic Parties.”

A hush fell over the crowd. The Voice built within
Wycliffe until he felt it would break free of his will and tear
free from him in a mighty scream of power.

He grinned. “But I have two other announcements.
Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus failed, ladies and gentlemen. They
failed and the Roman Republic became an Empire. But their mission
is my own, and I shall not fail. Therefore I announce the formation
of a new political organization, one dedicated to reversing the
corruption that infects our republic. Citizens of America, tonight
I announce the formation of the Gracchan Party!”

He let triumph and exultant hope burn through the
Voice. The crowds cheered.

“And my other announcement,” said Wycliffe. “As of I
today, I am hereby the Gracchan Party’s vice-presidential candidate
for the 2012 election.” He looked over the crowd’s faces and smiled
at their collective befuddled expression. “And may I, ladies and
gentlemen, may I introduce a man who has given over thirty years of
service to the state of Illinois, a man respected throughout the
state, the country, and indeed, the world, the senior senator from
Illinois and, incidentally, the Gracchan Party’s presidential
nominee…Senator William Jones!”

A storm of applause rose up, the crowds erupting to
their feet. A silver-haired man with a distinguished air strode to
the platform. Wycliffe grinned and shook his hand. Senator Jones
shook back, his eyes glassy.

“Smile, damn it,” hissed Wycliffe through his grin,
the Voice snarling in his whisper. “You look like a damn
corpse.”

Senator Jones’s eyes widened. His lips peeled back in
a grin.

Wycliffe turned, trembling from the effort of keeping
controlling the Voice for so long. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I
present the Gracchan Party’s presidential candidates, and the
future president and vice-president of the United States of
America!” The Voice leapt from his lips with the last word, the
black magic conjuring a mighty note of triumph and hope and
joy.

The notables on the platform stood and cheered.

And how the crowd roared.








###








“Senator,” said Goth, his voice a rumble. “Your car
is ready.” The lights of the parking garage gleamed against his
mirrored sunglasses. Even in the harsh fluorescent lighting, Goth
resembled a dark shadow waiting to spring.

Wycliffe turned to the mob of reporters standing near
the elevator doors. “No further questions, I’m afraid. I bid you
all a good evening.” He glanced at his watch. “Or morning, rather.”
Wycliffe turned and followed Goth across the gray concrete. His
limousine sat idling in its stall, the chauffeur leaning against
the hood.

“Senator!”

Wycliffe turned, eyebrows raised. A young woman in a
gray skirt and jacket hurried after him, a notepad in hand.
“Yes?”

“I’m with the Springfield paper, Senator,” said the
woman, pushing blond hair from her face. “I have some
questions…”

Goth growled, and for a moment Wycliffe glimpsed the
yellow fangs hidden in his mouth. He grimaced and waved his hand,
and Goth’s face returned to an impassive mask. “No further
questions, Miss…”

“Louis. Anne Louis,” said the reporter. Desperation
tinged her voice. “Please, Senator, just a few questions…”

“You heard the Senator,” said Goth. “Depart.
Now.”

“Wait.” Wycliffe raised his hand. “Let me guess. You
were a journalism major in college. You managed to land a job at
the paper right out of college, but the newspaper industry is
dying, and you fear losing your job. So if you don’t get an
interview with me, you’ll have to go work flipping burgers to pay
your student loans, assuming you can even find a job doing that. Am
I correct?”

Miss Louis flushed. Between her blond hair and pale
complexion, it made her look quite becoming. “Um…well…yes. How did
you know?”

“Your utter disregard for journalistic protocol,”
said Wycliffe.

“I’m…I’m sorry, Senator,” said Miss Louis, looking
away, giving Wycliffe to the opportunity to examine her body. The
gray skirt and jacket fit her quite well. “It’s…”

“Quite all right,” said Wycliffe. He smiled and gave
her a business card. “I was once a struggling college graduate as
well, you know. This is the address of my Chicago offices. Why
don’t you stop by? I’ll give you an exclusive interview.”

Miss Louis blinked. “You’re kidding.”

Wycliffe spread his hands. “When it comes to
politics, Miss Louis, I never kid.”

“Oh my God,” she said. “My editor is not going to
believe this. Will tomorrow morning work?”

Wycliffe smiled. “It is tomorrow morning. Why don’t
you come straight to my offices right now, do the interview, and
then drive back to Springfield? You’ll have quite a scoop.”

She gave him a wide smile. “I’ll do that. Thank you,
Senator.”

Wycliffe grinned back. “No, thank you, Miss Louis.
After all, I am running for vice-president. I can use all the votes
I can get.”

Miss Louis nodded. “See you in about an hour, then.”
She waved goodbye and headed off.

“Come along, Goth,” said Wycliffe.

Goth opened the limo’s rear door. “A worthy
specimen.”

Wycliffe climbed into the back seat. “Perhaps I’ll
give her to you and your kin.”

Goth chuckled and sat down in the seat across from
Wycliffe, the top of his hooded head brushing the limo’s roof.
Wycliffe scowled. He hated sharing an enclosed space with the
creature, but Goth made for an effective and skilled bodyguard.

“Driver,” said Wycliffe. “My offices.” The driver put
the limo in gear and joined the sea of cars leaving the United
Center.

Wycliffe pulled a wine cooler from the
mini-refrigerator under the seat. “Something to drink?” Goth said
nothing. “Well. I’ll indulge myself, then. A great success
tonight.”

Goth said nothing.

Wycliffe raised an eyebrow and sipped at the wine
cooler. “You disagree?”

“It matters not,” said Goth. “The fate of your world
is of no concern.”

Wycliffe laughed. “Come, come, Goth. I’ve never known
you to be a shrinking violet.” Goth turned to look at him, a red
glare showing from beneath the rims of his sunglasses. Wycliffe
tried not to look away. “What did you really think?”

Goth looked out the window. “It seemed a great effort
to little purpose.”

Wycliffe set his bottle in the cup holder. “Oh?”

“I felt the black magic in your Voice,” said Goth.
“The scum of the crowd rose in hysteria. Yet to what purpose?”

Wycliffe laughed. “The Voice worked well on them. It
played off their emotions. Every one of them will vote for me.”

Goth hissed. “To what avail? So a million of them
will vote for you. Your nation has three hundred million people.
You need them all to vote for you.”

Wycliffe laughed louder. “Not quite. I only need a
majority to vote for me.”

“A million is not a majority,” said Goth.

“No. But it is a start,” said Wycliffe. He stared
into the darkness. “You saw those TV cameras. Millions more people
will have seen that speech. They will be convinced. They will
campaign. They will convince others.”

Goth laughed. Even after almost ten years, that sound
still sent chills down Wycliffe’s spine. “Indeed? Then you will
have elected that Jones creature, not yourself. For he will be
president. You will just be vice-president.”

Wycliffe picked his wine cooler back up. “But that’s
just it.”

Red light flickered under Goth’s sunglasses.

“Senator Jones is a puppet. I started using the Voice
on him soon after I arrived in Washington. I have been bending his
feeble little mind for years. I barely have to use the Voice to
control him any longer. Senator Jones, Goth, is a figurehead. If
anything goes wrong, he will take the blame. Once his two terms are
up, I can run under my own name and rule for another eight
years.”

And if all went to plan, he would not have to leave
office. Ever.

Goth grunted. “Cunning.”

Wycliffe shrugged. “More than cunning, my friend.
Brilliant. I will rule the country through him. And if anything
goes wrong, if he dies, then I become president in my own right.”
He smiled. “And if I tire of him, perhaps I’ll feed him to
you.”

Goth showed his fangs.

“This country has gotten entirely too large and
complex for a democratic body to rule effectively. But Americans
are opposed to tyrants in any form. It’s a knee-jerk reaction,
implanted in grade school when all the kids hear how George
Washington gloriously freed the colonists from the vile rule of the
King of England. But if I kept up the illusion of republican
government, if I ruled through a puppet president and Congress,
they will tolerate…”

Goth laughed harder. “Indeed.” Wycliffe got a glimpse
of fangs through his thick lips. “You do not need to explain the
will to power to me.”

Wycliffe half-smiled. “Good.” Had Goth made a joke?
Wycliffe didn’t want to know.

“It seems a waste. You have the power over the
rabble. Use it to rule them, not to sway them.”

Wycliffe snickered. “Marugon once told me true power
lies in technology. He was right, of course, but there’s a greater
power. It lies in the people, in the masses.”

Goth sneered. “They are weak.”

“Individually, yes,” said Wycliffe. “But taken as a
whole, taken as mass, then they are a powerful. If you can unite a
million of them, give them a single purpose and goal…that is true
power.”

Goth’s sneer didn’t waver. “If they could but find
the will.”

“A million of them,” said Wycliffe, his voice quiet,
“could crush even you, oh mighty king of the winged ones.”

And soon that combined will and purpose would belong
to Wycliffe alone.

Goth said nothing. Wycliffe sighed, sat back, and
finished his wine cooler. They passed the rest of the trip in
silence, Wycliffe’s mind whirling with plans and possibilities for
the future.








###








“Markham,” said Wycliffe, striding into the campaign
war room, Goth a half-step behind him. “What news?”

Wycliffe had taken one of the warehouses of his
compound and converted it into the nerve center for the campaign.
Rows of computers lined the walls and stood at desks through the
room, interspersed with cubicles for phones. Huge TV monitors
covered one wall.

Markham turned. His ruthless majordomo had been more
than ready to take charge of Wycliffe’s campaign. The man knew
about the winged demons and their…tastes, but did not care, so long
as he was paid on time. That, and the promise of a high position
once Wycliffe became vice president was all that had been needed to
secure his loyalty.

Markham grinned ear to ear. “Congratulations on a
fine speech, Senator. We had it on all the monitors. It
was…rousing. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone, even you, speak
so effectively.”

“A cross of gold oration,” said one of the Gracchan
Party volunteers manning a phone.

Wycliffe raised an eyebrow. “I should hope not.
Williams Jennings Bryan lost the election. How did it take on the
ten o’clock news?”

Markham checked his clipboard. “Excellently. Every
major network carried it as the opening story, followed by some
commentary, press reaction, people’s reactions, and so forth. Eight
minutes of coverage, at least. They’re still talking about it on
CNN, I believe.”

“Good, good,” said Wycliffe. “Any response?”

Markham laughed and gestured at the cubicles and the
campaign workers hunched over the phones and computers. “The phones
have been ringing off the hook all night, and your speech has
dominated all the social networks. It’s only slowed down in the
last hour or so. It’s been almost all congratulations and requests
for membership materials. One or two negative calls, but I think
they were from crackpots.”

Wycliffe smiled and clapped Markham on the back.
“Good. This mad little venture of mine wouldn’t have gotten very
far without your organizational ability.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Markham. “Do you want to say
anything to the volunteers?”

“Later, when the morning shift comes,” said Wycliffe.
“I’ll make a speech then.” He smiled. “And then even I need some
sleep. Good night, Markham.”

“Good night, sir,” said Markham. “Oh, one other
thing. Some reporter showed up right before you returned. Claims
you promised her an exclusive interview. I tried to send her off,
but…”

“It’s all right,” said Wycliffe. “I did promise to
grant her a very exclusive interview. Send her to my office.”

Markham smiled knowingly. “Ah…one of those. Thought
so. She is a pretty little thing. Though if you’ll forgive my
bluntness, I suggest you be careful. A scandal could derail things
just now.”

Wycliffe grinned. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve had some
practice cleaning up after myself by now.”

Markham laughed and walked to the intercom. Wycliffe
set out for his office, Goth following.

“I hunger.” Goth’s growl dug into Wycliffe’s ears
like a knife.

Wycliffe glanced over his shoulder. “You can rejoin
your kin in 13A. There’s food there…at least the sort of food your
kind prefers.”

Goth’s lips peeled back from his fangs. “I hunger for
the woman. I prefer fresh meat.”

Wycliffe rolled his eyes. “Are you trying to make
trouble for me? Having her disappear could cause
complications.”

Goth didn’t say anything. A bit of red glare gleamed
from behind his sunglasses. “Fine. Fine! I will instruct her to
drive to that abandoned parking lot fifteen blocks west of here in
five days. You should know the place very well by now. She will sit
and wait for you. Satisfied?”

“Very well,” said Goth. He turned and departed, his
leather jacket creaking with his stride.

Wycliffe scowled and headed for his office. Some days
he wished Marugon had never left him with Goth and the winged
demons. True, they were useful, and could eliminate opponents with
remarkable celerity. Yet they liked to satisfy their appetites, and
they often made a tremendous mess doing so. Wycliffe suspected that
a large percentage of Chicago’s unsolved murders in the last year
could be traced back to Goth and his kin.

And even after all these years, the winged demons
still made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. They were
like rabid wolves. If he didn’t have the black magic to keep them
at bay, Wycliffe knew they would turn on him and devour him.

A woman waited outside his office door.

He smiled. “Miss Louis. I’m so pleased that you could
make it.” She stood by his office door, iPad and notepad in
hand.

Miss Louis smiled. “I almost didn’t. Your security
men are…very thorough.”

Wycliffe unlocked the office door. “They are, aren’t
they? I admit, the whole Hell’s Angels look almost threw me. But
they’re very…effective and very professional.” He opened the door
and flipped the light switch. “Please make yourself
comfortable.”

Miss Louis strode into his office. Wycliffe watched
her and smiled. The winged demons were not the only ones with
appetites. He had been busy the last year, and he hadn’t indulged
himself for a long time.

He locked the door behind him and settled in his
office chair.

“Well,” said Miss Louis, opening the voice recorder
app on her iPad. “We might as well get started…”

“Oh, don’t bother,” said Wycliffe. “You won’t need to
record anything”

Miss Louis blinked. A nervous smile tugged at her
lips. “Why…why not?”

“Because I will dictate each and every word in the
interview,” said Wycliffe.

Miss Louis laughed. “My memory isn’t that good.”

“You’ll have some help,” said Wycliffe. “But first, I
want to relax. Take off all your clothes and come over here.”

Miss Louis’s eyebrows knitted in a scowling frown.
“What the hell?”

Wycliffe offered her his best smile. “Oh, come now.
You surely must find me attractive. Take off your clothes and come
to me.”

Miss Louis stood, glaring. “That whole thing about
the interview was bullshit, isn’t it? This is a seduction. And a
bad one, I might add. Most guys have the class to buy me a drink
and flowers first. Good day, Senator. Rest assured my editor will
hear about this, at length, as will my lawyer.” She turned to
leave.

Wycliffe smiled and summoned the full force of the
Voice’s black magic. “Stop.”

She froze. Wycliffe watched her tremble as she
struggled against his will.

“Turn around.”

Miss Louis turned, trembling. “What…what the hell is
this? What are you doing to me?”

“You needn’t know,” said Wycliffe. “Take off your
clothes.”
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