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Chapter 1 - The Creature at the Window
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Ally Wester awoke in her dorm room with a scream.
A dream. A nightmare, one she had dreamed before. A man with swords of fire faced down things of shadow in a corridor of stone as Ally ran for her life, her brother Lithon clutched in her arms. Usually the dream ended when the shadow-things ripped apart the man with the burning swords and charged in pursuit of Ally, hissing her name, whispering for her blood…
But this time, something different happened.
The dark man drew a crimson sword that burned with white flame, and he charged through the shadow-things, cutting them down with every step. He fell through a door of stone, vanishing as the shadow-things shrieked their fury. And then…and then…
The memories of the dream faded from her mind. 
She looked around her dorm room. It was deserted, save for her possessions. Her roommate of two days was gone, no doubt getting drunk or stoned or both. She heard the distant noise of music and parties, but the room was otherwise silent.
Ally lay back down and tried to get some sleep. 
Images of a burning sword flickered through her mind as sleep took her. 
 
###
 
The night after her strange dream, Ally dug through the side pocket of her backpack, fumbling for her keycard. Mosquitoes buzzed around the lights illuminating the dormitory’s front door. One landed on her neck, and she flicked it away with annoyed grunt. At last her fingers found the card, and she grinned in triumph, pulled it out, and swiped it through the lock. 
It beeped, but nothing else happened. 
Ally squinted at the little green digital readout on the lock. “Card failure? What does that mean?” She swiped the card again. 
The lock beeped, flashed red, and then went dark. 
Ally groaned. Why couldn’t the dorm’s front door use a good old-fashioned metal key? Those didn’t fritz out every time the power flickered. One week of college behind her and she had already been locked out of her dorm twice. She shoved her keycard into her jeans pocket and left, making for the dorm’s side door.
The August night hung hot and muggy over the campus, and a light sheen of sweat glistened on Ally’s brow as she walked. Despite the heat and the darkness, the campus bustled with activity. Students stood in the doorways and around the lampposts, laughing and smoking. A tall man in a leather jacket swaggered past, each of his arms around a young woman.
She blinked. For a moment she had the memory of a huge man in a leather jacket, red light glimmering behind his dark glasses. Fear filled her at the recollection, and then she pushed it away. She had never seen anyone like that. She just had an overactive imagination. Maybe she should follow in Katrina’s footsteps and write a book. 
Thankfully, the card swipe on the side door worked and Ally let herself inside. She climbed the steps to the fifth floor.

The smell of microwave popcorn, ubiquitous to college dormitories, hung in the air and mingled with the scent of perfume, air fresheners, and aromatic candles. Doors lined both walls of the hallway, covered in a variety of posters or various forms of handmade art. Other doors stood open, and Ally saw girls sitting on the beds and chairs, talking, arguing, or checking Facebook on their phones. Quite a few had male visitors. 
“Hey, Ally.” Kelly McBrian, the floor’s RA, leaned in her doorway. She stood barefoot, wearing a white V-neck t-shirt and a short black skirt that displayed both her legs and cleavage to good effect. “You’re in late.”
Ally shrugged. “Late? It’s only eleven.”
Kelly grinned, exposing brilliant white teeth. “For you, that is.”
Ally laughed. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. I can sleep in. I don’t have to be at work until two.” 
Kelly nodded. “That must be nice. Listen, I have to tell you something.”
Ally frowned. “What is it?”
“Your roommate.”
Ally scowled. “Lucy?” Even after one week, her wild roommate had been a constant vexation. 
“Yeah. She left.”
Ally blinked. “How come?” 
Kelly laughed. “I thought she was a cokehead. Turns out I was right. Her rich daddy caught her snorting in the back seat of his Mercedes with a couple of guys. All three of them were naked.” 
“Wow,” said Ally. 
Kelly laughed again. “Sure knew how to go out with a bang, didn’t she?”
“I’ll say,” said Ally. 
“Or with a banging,” said Kelly. She laughed at her own joke. “So, it looks like you get your room to yourself. Unless you want another roommate? You can sign up if you want.”  
“Nah,” said Ally. “Some peace and quiet would be nice.”
Kelly rolled her eyes. “In a dorm full of freshmen? Not going to happen.” She grinned. “At least when you bring your boyfriend up, you can have some privacy, right?”
“Yeah,” said Ally. “Boyfriend.” That part was unlikely. She simply had too much work to do. And she had to admit that most of the men in her age group, by and large, were simply not that attractive.
“Hey, Kelly!” A male student in a T-shirt and a pair of ragged jeans shorts swaggered into sight. “Haven’t seen you all summer!”
Kelly shot him a grin. “Hey, Luke.” She turned to Ally. “Gotta run. If you change your mind about the roommate, let me know, okay?”
Ally nodded. “Okay.” She walked down the five doors to her room, dug out her keys, and unlocked the door. At least the school didn’t use the keycards for individual room locks. Ally would wind up sleeping in the hallway . 
She flipped on the light and blinked. Lucy’s dresser stood bare, the drawers hanging open. Ally peered into the cramped little closet, and saw that Lucy’s clothes had been cleared out. The room looked bare without Lucy’s myriad possessions. 
Ally didn’t mind. 
She dumped her backpack on her bed and dropped into her chair with a sigh. She had bought the overstuffed black leather chair at a garage sale for eleven bucks after she had gotten back from Europe. It smelled a bit of mildew, but regular sprayings with air freshener took care of that. Ally considered changing into some nice clothes and going out to meet people, but decided against it. She wanted to sleep. 
Her iPhone rang. 
Ally sighed and pulled it out of her pocket. “Hello?”
“Well, you’re up late. Shouldn’t you be in bed by now?”
Ally rolled her eyes. “Dad. It’s only eleven.”
“Twelve past eleven,” said Simon. 
“Big difference,” said Ally. 
“So how was your first week?” said Simon. 
“All right, I guess,” said Ally. “Remember what you said about my roommate?”
Simon grunted. “Oh, yes. Little rich girl. The one who showed up and started complaining about closet space?”
“That’s her,” said Ally. “She left school.”
Simon snorted. “I figured that would happen sooner or later.”
“Just not so soon, right?” said Ally. “Apparently her dad caught her snorting something in the back seat of his car.”
“Not surprised,” said Simon.
“Naked.”
“Well…”
“With two other guys. Also naked,” said Ally. 
There was a pause. “I admit, that caught me off guard. Two guys? Glad she left, then. She would have been a bad influence on you.”
Ally laughed. “Should I bring home a guy, then?”
“Well, grandchildren might be nice,” said Simon. 
“Dad,” said Ally, irritated.
“Yeah, okay,” said Simon. “Wait until you graduate, anyway.”
Ally grinned. “Well, if you want grandchildren that bad…there are a lot of really lonely guys wandering around tonight.”
“Hell no,” said Simon. “Grandchildren. God, I can’t believe I just said that. I’m not that old.” 
Ally snickered. “You’re getting up there.”
Simon grumbled. “Don’t remind me.” Someone said something in the background. “Mom says hello.” He paused again. “She also says that if any…um…fool guy gives you trouble, you should break bones until he leaves you alone.”
Ally laughed. “Will do. Is Lithon still up?" 
Simon snorted. “No. He has a baseball game in the morning. And I have to get up and drive him there.”
“That’s awful,” said Ally. “I’ll remember that in the morning when I roll over and go back to sleep.”
“You’re as bad as Katrina,” said Simon. “Okay. Listen…is there anything you need? I have to stop in tomorrow anyway…”
Ally laughed. “Dad, I’ll be fine. You work here, remember? You can stop by any time you want. And I’ll see Mom at work tomorrow anyway.”
“Yeah,” said Simon. “Um…Ally. If you see anything…weird, or if something comes up that you can’t handle, be sure to call me or your mom right away.” 
“Weird?” said Ally. “What do you mean, weird? UFO landing or something like that?”
“Well…you know, just weird,” said Simon. “I should let you go now. Sleep well, whenever you get around to it.”
“Okay,” said Ally. “Love you, Dad.”
“Love you too, kid,” said Simon. “Bye.” 
Ally hung up and looked over the half-empty dorm room. A wave of loneliness tugged at her. She had spent very little time away from her family. And she knew her close-knit family was a blessing, after she had seen the miserable home life of Mary and others. And she missed Lithon. She still felt responsible for him. But Katrina and Simon could look after him. Yet she still felt the need to watch him, as if someone had handed him into her care long ago…
For an instant she remembered a lean old man, a pair of swords at his belt and a crying child in his arms. An arched gallery of red stone stood high over them…
Ally shook the image away. “Overactive imagination. I need some sleep.” She got up, opened the windows, and closed the curtains. Fresh air blew through the room, but did not alleviate the heat. The dorms had no air conditioning. The University of Constantina had a new $30 million football practice field, but the dorms had no air conditioning Ally shut off the light and stripped down to her underwear. She climbed under her blanket, listened to the faint sound of talking voices rising from the ground below, and soon fell asleep. 
 
###
 
Something tapped at the window. 
The dorm room lay dark and quiet around Ally. She rolled over, pawed at her iPhone, saw that it was three in the morning. She sighed and pulled the blanket closer, snuggling against the bed. The humidity had abated somewhat, and the sheets, warmed with her body heat, felt good against her bare skin. 
The tapping came again, louder. 
Ally levered herself up on one elbow. She was on the fifth floor, so it seemed unlikely that someone was trying to break in through the window? Had a bird perched on the windowsill? She climbed out of bed, walked to the window, and pushed the curtain aside.
A scream rose in her throat.
A hideous face pressed against the screen, bits of leathery gray flesh bulging through the mesh. Red eyes burned like livid coals, and crooked fangs bulged over its lips. Long pointed ears rose over its head, framed by greasy black hair. The creature snarled and pushed harder against the screen.
Ally stumbled back, her arms rising to cover herself, stark terror seizing her. The monster was going to break the screen. It would crawl through the window and it would be in here with her…
Then brilliant white light flashed. 
The monster at the screen wailed and fell, and Ally heard a bone-crunching thump. She inched back to the window and peered out, and caught a glimpse of a misshapen thing fleeing into the bushes. A ragged man in a dirty camouflage jacket stood on the sidewalk, a steel-headed cane in his hand. He looked up at her, dark eyes gleaming beneath a shock of greasy gray hair, and gestured with his left hand. 
A wave of fatigue swept through Ally. 
She turned, staggered back into her bed, and soon fell asleep. 
 
###
 
Ally blinked, sunlight seeping around the edges of the curtains. She sat up, pushing her hair from her face. She heard birds chirping through the window.
The window… 
Ally remembered. “Oh, God.” She jumped out of bed, her feet rubbing against the thin blue carpet. She stared at the window for a long moment. Then she pushed the curtain aside and looked outside. 
The sidewalk was empty, the morning sunlight casting long shadows over the pavement. Ally’s eyes darted back and forth. She saw no sign of the nightmarish beast or the strange old man with a cane.
Ally closed her eyes. “Just a dream.” Maybe Mary was right about the nightmares. Maybe she should see someone about them.
Like that would go well. 
A wolf whistle cut into her ears, and Ally’s eyes popped open. A male student in cargo shorts and a Bulls jersey had come around the corner and stood grinning up at her.  What was he smiling at?
She looked down at herself and remembered that she had worn her underwear to bed. 
Ally shrieked and pushed the curtain shut, heat flushing into her cheeks. She pushed the curtain open a crack and peered outside. The student had gone on his way, no doubt with an amusing story to tell his friends. 
Maybe she really should see someone about the dreams. If this kept up, she would wind up running naked across the football field. 
“Just dreams,” muttered Ally, digging through her dresser. 
She wanted a shower.
 
###
 
Ally pushed open the door and looked down the hallway. It stood empty and quiet, the fluorescent lights casting faint shadows along the walls. She tucked the thick envelope under her arm and started down the hall, reading the nameplates on the door. “Dr. Wester, Dr. Wester…” 
She spotted Simon’s office door towards the end of the hall. Brass letters gleamed on an impressive-looking black plaque, and Ally rolled her eyes and knocked. “Dad? I got copies of those scholarship forms you wanted.” No one answered, and Ally knocked again. “Dad?” He usually went to school by eight on Saturday mornings, but perhaps he and Katrina had gone out to breakfast. She slid the envelope under the door and turned to leave. 
“Pardon, young lady, but can I help you? You seem lost.”
An elderly woman leaned against the wall a few doors down. She wore jeans, a white blouse, a leather vest, and hiking boots that looked as if they had seen many thousands of miles. A thick gray braid hung over her shoulder. 
Ally shook her head. “No, I’m not lost. I just needed to drop some stuff off.” 
The old woman nodded. “If you’re looking for Dr. Wester, he’ll be in by ten. I tell him to take Saturdays off, but he never listens to me.” 
“He’s good at that,” said Ally. “But it’s no big deal. I just had to drop of these forms.” 
The old woman titled her head to the side, thick braid sliding against her vest. “If you don’t mind my asking, are you an exchange student? I can’t seem to place your accent.”
“What?” said Ally. “Accent? I don’t have an accent. At least, I don’t think I do.” 
The old woman nodded. “You do. It’s very subtle, but it’s there.” She tapped her lips with a callused finger. “I can’t quite place it. It sounds almost English one moment, then more Irish or Gaelic the next.” She chuckled. “Well, it’s hardly my business. Pardon the inquisitiveness of a curious old archaeologist.” 
Ally laughed. “That’s okay.” 
“I’m Heloise Francis, at your service,” said the old woman.
Ally blinked. “Dr. Francis? My dad talks about you all the time.” 
Dr. Francis smiled. “Should I be alarmed?”
“No, no. I’m Ally Wester.”
Dr. Francis smiled. “Well, well. So at last I get to meet Simon’s famous adoptive daughter. In fact, I thought you looked familiar. Simon has about fifteen photographs of you, his son, and Katrina in his office.” 
“And my dad talks about you a lot,” said Ally. “I had to help clean up my grandmother’s old house this summer.”
Dr. Francis smiled. “It’s such a lovely house, too. Still needs quite a bit of work, but I finally have room for all my books.” 
“It’s a big house,” said Ally. “You must have a lot of books.” 
“That I do,” said Dr. Francis. “I almost forgot. I left my hot plate on. Would you care for some tea?” 
Ally nodded. “Sure.”
“It really is a very nice house.” Dr. Francis opened her office door. Bookshelves lined all four walls, stuffed to overflowing with books and papers and notes. Stacks of still more books and notes covered the floor. Dr. Francis sat a desk buried beneath papers and fiddled with a hot plate on the windowsill. “Still, I wish I could figure out what makes that noise.”
“Noise?” Ally looked at the guest chair. It held a stack of thick books with Latin titles. 
“Oh, feel free to put that on the floor.” Ally obeyed and sat down. “That noise. Every now and again I hear the oddest clanging coming from the woods behind the house.” Ally shivered as she remembered her own odd experience in those woods. “I suspect there’s a sewer main running under the trees. It would be just like the city of Chicago to forget about one and let it back up…are you all right, dear? You’re shivering.”
Ally smiled. “I’m all right. The air conditioning’s just a little high in here.”
Dr. Francis looked at the ceiling. “It is at that. And they don’t turn it off until October. Then the heat stays on until the end of May.” She poured the tea into two small green cups. “Here you are.” 
“Thanks.” Ally took a sip. “That’s good!” 
Dr. Francis beamed. “Thank you, dear. I learned the recipe from an old Buddhist monk in New Delhi in exchange for an Urdu translation of the Septuagint.”
“Really? That’s quite a story.”
Dr. Francis chuckled. “Actually, I got the recipe off the back of a package of oatmeal a few years ago. But that’s a much more boring story, wouldn’t you say?”
Ally laughed and took another sip. “I suppose so.” 
“Pardon my asking again, but you were adopted, true?” said Dr. Francis.
Ally nodded. “That’s right.”
Dr. Francis thought that over. “Do you know if you were adopted from a foreign country?” 
Ally shrugged. “I…don’t think so.” Something shifted in her mind, some buried memory, and she pushed aside the sensation. “To tell the truth, I don’t really remember. I think my parents found my brother and me and took us in. They keep promising to tell us the real story someday, but they don’t like to talk about it.”
Dr. Francis nodded. “That’s understandable.”
Ally frowned. “Why is it understandable?”
Dr. Francis hesitated. “I seem to have talked myself into a corner.” She refilled her cup. “I myself know very little about the circumstances of your adoption. It was shortly after Simon and Katrina were engaged, and right after he completed his dissertation, I believe. Yes. It would have been just over ten years ago. Shortly after that both Simon and Katrina were hospitalized for some time.”
“What? How come?”
Dr. Francis sighed. “Apparently there was some sort of home-invasion robbery.” She raised a gray eyebrow. “At my new house, no less. Your father had some cuts and bruises, but your mother suffered several broken bones, the loss of considerable blood, and needed several months of physical therapy. Thank heaven she was still on insurance from her old job.”
“Senator Wycliffe,” said Ally. “My parents used to work for Senator Wycliffe.” She remembered what Katrina had told her after the honors dinner. Katrina and Simon had used to work for Wycliffe. Had he sent thugs to hurt them? What if her adoption had something to do with Wycliffe? 
“Are you all right?” said Dr. Francis.
Ally blinked. “Yeah. I was just thinking. Wycliffe was still sort of a nobody when my parents worked for him, right?”
Dr. Francis sipped at her tea. “As much a nobody as a United States Senator can be. He was a billionaire back then, I believe.” 
“Yeah,” said Ally, “but he was just a Senator. Now he’s going to be vice president.” 
Dr. Francis sighed. “Depressing prospect, isn’t it? Almost every president for the last fifty years has been a millionaire.” She clucked her tongue. “Well, I must apologize. I shouldn’t have gone dredging into your past, digging up things that are none of my business.” She gave Ally a crooked grin. “Sins of an old archaeologist, I suppose.”
“It’s okay,” said Ally. “I’ve…thought about most of this stuff before, anyway.” But she had never suspected her adoption linked with Senator Wycliffe at all. 
“It’s just your accent. So very strange. I’ve never heard anything quite like it before, you know, and I’ve traveled on all of the continents except Antarctica.” She set down her tea cup. “Nothing to dig up there, you see.” 
Ally laughed. “I suppose not.” 
“So you’re a freshman, I assume?” Ally nodded. “How has your first week been?”
Ally thought of her former roommate. “Um…mixed.”
Dr. Francis laughed. “Very diplomatic.” She leaned forward. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. The first year of college is almost always an ordeal. The Campus Life people don’t like to admit that, but it’s true. Away from home for the first time, new people, new influences, new ideas, all of that.” She smiled. “I’ve seen freshmen enter as conservative Christians and graduate as liberal atheists, and I’ve seen liberal atheists graduate as conservative Christians. A lot of people experience major changes in college.”
Ally nodded and finished her tea. “So now you’re going to give me advice.”
Dr. Francis looked surprised. “Oh?” 
Ally grinned. “You’ve just warned me of all the perils and pitfalls, and now you’re going to tell me how to avoid them, right?” 
Dr. Francis chuckled. “Your father always had a smart mouth. It seems you’ve inherited it. But I’ll give you advice anyway.” She rapped her knuckles on her desk. “College is all bunk.”
“All of it?” said Ally. 
“Exactly right. All of it. Every last bit of it. Don’t listen to all those people telling you to get out and plan your career and life right now. I’ve seen quite a few of these people, and they usually wind up divorced and embittered by thirty. Just do what you like. Me,” she waved a hand at her overloaded shelves, “I like digging through the ground looking for old stuff. Archaeology in a nutshell. Just do what you like, what you love. You probably won’t make a lot of money, but you’ll be happy.”
Ally handed her the empty tea cup. “What if you don’t know what you love?”
Dr. Francis put the tea cups away. “Then you’ll find out. You seem like a bright kid. You’ll figure out what you love to do. Or what you need to do. Sometimes they’re the one and the same.” 
Ally nodded. “I’d better get going. I have to be at work by nine.”
“Where do you work?” said Dr. Francis.
“Quinn’s Martial Arts Studio,” said Ally. “I’m an instructor.”
Dr. Francis lifted her eyebrows. “Instructor of what?”
“Tae kwon do and karate,” said Ally. “I have black belts in both.” 
Dr. Francis lifted her eyebrows. “Well, well. I’d caution you with my usual speech against walking alone across campus at night, but it seems you don’t need it. Take care, young lady. Perhaps we’ll speak again.” 
Ally nodded. “Maybe we will, since you are three doors down from my Dad’s office.” 
Dr. Francis grinned. “I am at that. Take care.”
Ally left. Her mind chased itself as she walked to the bus stop. Just what had been the circumstances of her adoption? Was that why her parents had panicked at the dinner with Senator Wycliffe? Unsettling memories threatened to break free of her subconscious. She pushed them aside, intending to ask Katrina and Simon when she saw them.
But by the time Ally had arrived at the studio, she had forgotten about it.






Chapter 2 - The New World
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Arran fell face-first across the ground. 
He spat out dirt and leapt to his feet, his Sacred Blade flashing in the sunlight as he spun to face the open door. The children of the void pursued him across the gallery, their maddened whispers pulling at his mind. Arran yelled, gripped his sword’s hilt in both hands, and prepared to take their charge. 
Then the door swung shut. 
The runes carved on the black marble flashed with emerald light, and the whispers howled in frustrated rage before going silent. The door shimmered, grew translucent, and then faded into nothingness. Arran stood frozen for a long time, his sword trembling in his hands, his heart roaring in his chest. 
At last he lowered his sword and stepped forward, reaching for where the door had been. Grass rustled beneath his boots, and his hand brushed empty air. He swung his sword in slow arcs. 
It met no resistance. 
“Gods,” muttered Arran. The door had vanished without a trace. “It looks like I’m here to stay.” He took a few more steps and began to laugh. “I made it.” He looked at the small clearing and the trees and laughed harder. “I made it, I made it, gods above, this is Earth.” He fell to one knee and leaned on his sword’s crosspiece, the laughter shaking his body. After some time, he regained control of himself, slid his Sacred Blade into its scabbard, and climbed to his feet. The trees and the grass were a welcome change after the wastes of the Crimson Plain and the stone corridors of the Tower. The air felt hot and muggy, and carried a strange smoky smell. But at least it did not smell of death, as the Crimson Plain had.
Strange. He had always thought of Earth as a world of fire and smoke and torment, a dungeon where slaves toiled in hellish foundries to produce guns and bombs and liquid fire. But these woods were little different than the forests of Carlisan and Rindl. Perhaps the guns and the bombs and the jeeps came from another part of Earth. 
“So this is Earth.” He looked around the woods. “Now what?”
He had been so focused on reaching Earth for so long that had never given any thought to what he would do if he reached Earth. It had seemed impossible that he would even survive the journey across the High Kingdoms and through the Tower. What was he going to do now? He was alone and lost on a strange world. Arran walked to a nearby tree and sat down, his back against the trunk, and began to think. 
His stomach growled, and he pulled a piece of jerky from his pack and ate it. After the long sojourn through the Tower, even the dry meat tasted good. He took a long draw from his water skin, the leather smooth and worn against his fingers. The water skin had been Siduri’s. She had taken it with her when she had left the Hold of Clan Hadazer to show him the way to the Oracle of Time. Arran had found it among her scattered possessions after Khan-Mar-Dan killed her. 
He grimaced and hooked the skin back to his pack. “Find Alastarius on Earth.” His doubts faded beneath the resolution that had driven him across and the High Kingdoms and through the Tower. 
He had gotten to Earth. Now he just needed to find Alastarius. It might take him years. But he would find the Wizard. Then perhaps he would have some answers. 
He stood and surveyed the small meadow and the surrounding woods. This place would make a good campsite, but he needed to first scout the surrounding area. He glimpsed a half-overgrown path leading into the woods. It seemed as good as any other direction. He paused long enough to reload his guns and set off for the path.
The trees ended at the base of a low hill. A white house perched on top of the hill, standing beside a smaller building. The house was large, perhaps the home of a lord or a wealthy merchant. Maybe the inhabitants could provide him with information. He strode up to the house. A path of gray stone led from the smaller building, intersecting with a road of black stone. Arran climbed up the steps to the back porch, the boards thumping beneath his boots. A pair of strange-looking chairs, constructed of metal tubes and interwoven straps, stood around a white metal table. Arran knocked on the back door and waited. No one came. He walked to one of the windows and peered inside. Bookshelves lined the walls of a large room, holding hundreds, perhaps even thousands of books. Arran had never seen so many books gathered in one place. But the house looked deserted. Perhaps it had been abandoned, or perhaps the inhabitants had left. 
Arran frowned as he walked up the broad path of gray stone to the black street. Had he arrived in a sparsely populated region of Earth? It would not help his search…
He froze as he reached the road of black stone, his eyes wide. Jeeps lined both sides of the road of black stone, gleaming in the sun. Tarrager’s jeep had been green and boxy, but these jeeps were sleek and lean, looking like strange molded sculptures. And they were painted many different colors. Arran saw blue jeeps, red jeeps, gray jeeps, black jeeps, and even a jeep painted bright pink. He counted at least fifty. Was this place a stronghold for Marugon’s associates on Earth? Or did other people on Earth own these jeep machines? 
He heard chains jingling. Arran turned, his hand dropping to a gun.
His jaw dropped at the bizarre sight.
A fat woman in middle age walked along a path of gray stone that paralleled the black road. She wore short pants that only reached to her knees, bright white shoes, and a shirt that left her arms and a large fraction of her chest bare. Pale white fat jiggled with every step. Why was the woman walking about in her undergarments? Even the whores in Marugon’s camps wore more clothing. A small gray-furred dog trotted before the woman, a chain leash around its neck. The woman held the dog’s chain, humming to herself as she walked. 
“Pardon,” said Arran as the woman approached. She slowed and gave him a scornful look. 
“What are you supposed to be, the Unabomber?” she said. “Halloween’s not till next month, buddy.”
“The…Unabomber?” said Arran. What in hell was a Halloween? “I do not know what that is. But I would…”
Her nose wrinkled. “When was the last time you had a shower? Oh my God, you smell like you’ve been living in the woods for the last five years.”
“Closer to ten,” said Arran. “But I have just arrived at this…place, and I would like to ask some questions…” 
“Oh my God.” The woman’s ruddy face paled, her eyes fixed on the holsters at his belt. “Oh my God. You’ve got a gun.” 
“I do,” said Arran. “I would just like…”
“You’ve got two guns!” she said, her voice rising to a terrified squeal. “And a freaking sword!” 
“A what sword?” said Arran, confused. “I just want…”
“I don’t have any money!” babbled the woman. “My husband doesn’t let me take any money with me when I leave the house because I sometimes spend it all! I just wanted to take an afternoon walk…” 
Arran spread his hands. “Listen. I mean no harm. I want to ask…”
“Don’t you touch me!” said the woman. “My dog will maul you good. Pepper!” She jerked the dog’s chain. The pathetic little dog growled at Arran, showing its teeth.
“That dog could not maul a mouse,” said Arran. “But that doesn’t matter. I just…”
“Don’t you touch me!” Her voice rose to a shriek. 
Arran’s temper flared. “Damnation, woman, can I ask you…”
She screamed. “Run, Pepper, run!” She managed a waddling sprint down the gray path, the dog running behind her and barking. 
Arran stared after her, annoyance and amusement battling in his head. This must be a wealthy area of Earth, perhaps home to some nobles or prosperous merchants. The woman looked as if she had never gone hungry a day in her life. And that ridiculous dog had no other use other than as a toy for the wealthy. 
“What is a Halloween?” Arran shook his head and continued down the gray path.
 
###
 
Jeeps buzzed up and down the black street.
Arran stood on a green lawn and watched the jeeps, shaking his head in wonder. He had started counting jeeps after his encounter with the half-clothed fat woman and her small dog. After five minutes and three hundred and ninety-six jeeps, he gave up. Countless more jeeps drove or stood parked on the black streets. Arran had seen no horses or mules, and very few people walking. He supposed it made sense. If the people of Earth had such ready access to the wondrous jeeps, why should they bother with walking or riding?
“Hey! Get the hell off my lawn!” Arran looked at the house behind him. A stout man wearing a ragged white shirt stood in the front door, his puffy face twisted with anger. 
“Pardon?” said Arran. “You are the master of this house?”
The stout man gave him a weird look. “This is my goddamn lot. Get off my lawn. I just had it treated.” 
“Certainly.” Arran stepped off the lawn and onto the gray stone path. “But might I ask you some questions? I am new to this…region.” 
“What do I look like, the tourist information board?”
“Please.” Arran stepped forward and raised a hand. “A few questions, and I shall be on my way.”
“Go to hell.” The man’s bloodshot eyes widened. “Oh, God. Oh, God, no.”
Arran looked over his shoulder. “What?” He saw nothing but passing jeeps.
“You’ve got a gun,” said the man, his voice dropping to a whisper. 
“Not again.” Arran scowled. “Are you people so frightened of the weapons you yourselves have wrought?” 
“You’ve come for the money, haven’t you?” said the man. His voice rose in a screech. “I told Eric I would pay him off in another week. Okay?”
Arran raised his hands. “I want no money. I just want to ask…”
“Here!” The man fumbled in his pocket, pulled out a small bundle of green paper, and threw it at Arran. “Here’s the down payment, all right? I mean, I just had some bad luck with the last couple of games. It’ll turn around. Tell Eric I’ll finishing paying him next week, after my next paycheck.” The man slammed the window shut and pulled the curtains.
Arran muttered a string of curses. “Is everyone on this world a damned fool?” He scooped up the roll of green paper and examined it. Each one of the small sheets displayed a portrait of a fat-faced bearded man, a number of odd symbols, and strings of characters in an alphabet he did not recognize. “This doesn’t look like money.” He shrugged and tucked the roll into a pocket. Perhaps they were letters of credit. In any case, some of Earth’s currency would serve him well. His supplies would not last forever. 
He kept walking, trying to make some sense of everything he had seen.
“A city of some sort,” he said, looking at the rows of houses, speeding jeeps, and smaller buildings that stabled the jeeps. Yet he had never seen a city such as this, with trees and grasses mixed among the houses and roads. Even the lords’ quarter of Carlisan had not possessed so much natural beauty. And how big was this city? Arran had walked for a half mile and seen nothing but houses. Where was the market square? Where did the inhabitants of this city buy their food? 
Arran sighed. He needed someone to give him answers. Yet every inhabitant of this city had responded to him first with contempt and then fear…
An odd thought occurred to him, and glanced down at his guns. The people had only become frightened after seeing his guns. Why would they fear the guns? They had made them, after all. But perhaps it was taboo to carry weapons in public. Among the tribes of the Wastes, it was impolite for a man to enter another man’s home carrying weapons. And Arran had yet to see an armed man on Earth. 
He unloaded his guns, undid the belts, and tucked the holstered weapons into his pack. He left his Sacred Blade at his belt and Luthar’s over his shoulder. The swords had only garnered glances of amusement.
Arran kept walking.
A moment later he overtook a stooped old man walking down the gray path, a cane of brown metal in his hand. Wisps of white hair ringed his bald head, and a thousand wrinkles creased his face. A pair of lenses rested over his watery eyes, held in place by metal frames. 
Arran cleared his throat. “Sir? Might I ask you a few questions?”
The old man glanced at him. “Yeah? If you want.” He squinted beneath his lenses. “You look like you’ve spent the last fifteen years sleeping under a tree.” His eyes took in the swords. “Or you’re going to one of those Renaissance fairs or something.”
“Ah…no,” said Arran. “I have spent much time in the wild.”
The old man grunted. “You foreign? I’ve heard a lot of accents in my day, and I don’t recognize yours.”
Arran did not think it wise to tell the entire truth. “Yes. A far country. A long ways from here.” 
The old man pointed down the gray path. “You going this way?” Arran nodded. “Well, then, walk with me and I’ll answer your questions. I can’t be wasting time standing about on the sidewalk.”
“Sidewalk?” said Arran. He looked down at the gray path Of course – it ran along the side of the black street.
“So, what do you want to know?” said the old man. “You a reporter? You’d better not be a reporter. Every time someone dies or gets tore up in a car crash, the damn reporters are coming around and asking questions. How do I feel about this, or how do I feel about that.”
“No,” said Arran. “I’m not a reporter, whatever that is. Just tell me. Where am I?”
The old man raised a gray eyebrow. “You lost?”
“Not entirely,” said Arran. “I know this is Earth.” 
“Goddamn!” The old man cackled with laughter. “This is Earth. Funniest thing I’ve heard all day. This is Earth!”
Arran felt his stomach sink. “You mean this is not Earth?” Had he survived the perils of the Tower only to reach the wrong world? 
The watery eyes narrowed beneath their lenses. “You right in the head? Of course this is God’s own green Earth. What, you think you’re from Mars or something?”
“No. I am not from Mars. I am…was from Carlisan.”
The old man cackled. “Hell with it. You’re probably one of those smart-mouth young comedians with a hidden camera. So what’s your next question?”
“What city is this?” said Arran. “Of what kingdom?”
“Kingdom?” The cane’s tip scraped against the concrete. “This ain’t no goddamn kingdom. This is the United States of America. We fought a war to throw out that old tyrant King George. Course, that’s just what they teach in the schools.” He spat. “Wouldn’t surprise me if the CIA tried to assassinate old King George, that’s what started the war.” 
“I see,” said Arran. “So this nation is called the United States of America?” The old man nodded. “What is the name of this…city, then, if this is a city?” 
“Hell, you are lost. We’re in Cicero.”
Arran nodded. “So this is the city of Cicero?” 
“Sort of. Cicero’s a suburb of Chicago.” Arran frowned. “You know, a suburb? A little city attached to a big city.”
“Ah,” said Arran. He nodded. “So this is the city of Chicago in the United States of America.” The information was not much, but it was better than nothing. 
The old man’s brows creased in a deep frown. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You’re not pulling my chain?”
“You have no chain to pull.” 
The old man shook his head. “You must not be right in the head. Are you sick? You lose your mind?”
“No,” said Arran. “I’m looking for someone.”
“Who?”
“Two people, actually. A boy named Lithon Scepteris and an old man named Alastarius.” 
The old man grunted. “Never met either of them, so far as I remember.” 
“Then I will continue to look.”
The sidewalk intercepted with a broad black road. The old man stopped, staring at metal pole topped with a glowing red light on the far side. The light looked like the burning eye of a winged demon, and Arran’s hand twitched toward his sword. The red light winked out and a green light lit up beneath it. The old man grunted and started across the road.
“You a vet?” said the old man. 
“A vet?”
“You know. A veteran.” His voice thickened. “My brother and me, we were in Vietnam together. I came back with a bullet through my knee.” Did the people of Earth fight wars amongst themselves with guns? “But my brother didn’t come back at all. I was lucky. A lot of guys got it worse than me. Never learned to deal with it.” He gave Arran a fixed glance. “You look like a vet, one of the guys who never learned to deal with it. Were you in Iraq or Afghanistan?”
Arran closed his eyes. “I do not know any of these places. But yes. I have been in war. More than I care to remember.” 
The old man grunted. “Here.” He handed another of the small green letters of credit to Arran. “Buy yourself something to eat. And a shower. You really could use it.”
“What is this?” said Arran.
“Twenty dollars,” said the old man. “You really are addled. You want to come with me? The hospitals are a joke, but there are places where they can help you.”
“A dollar, you said,” said Arran. “What is a dollar?”
“It’s…you know, a dollar. A hundred pennies. You buy stuff with it.”
“So it is money,” said Arran. “Listen. I am not quite what you think I am. But thank you for the aid. And for the answers. It is more than anyone else has given me thus far.”
The old man gave him a sad nod. “That’s how it is for us vets. We have to stick together.” He held out his hand, and Arran shook it. The old man shuffled down the sidewalk. 
It seemed the people of Earth had likewise suffered from the guns and bombs.
Arran watched the old veteran go, and then resumed his exploration.






Chapter 3 - Regent
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
“Right. Um. So…right. Where was I?” The instructor, a young grad student in jeans and a ragged t-shirt, paged through the notes piled on the lectern. Ally rolled her eyes. “Now…uh…the science of the art of appreciating music. Music is, uh, an art. So is listening to music, too. But it’s a science...ah…also. A precise one. Like making a clock that…um…makes noise.” He turned a page and managed to spill his notes all over the front of the lecture hall. “Oh…damn, damn it.” Those few students still paying attention laughed. The instructor squatted and began scooping up his notes. 
Ally made up her mind to drop the class. 
She suppressed a yawn, fighting her heavy eyelids. She had stayed up too late last night finishing an assignment. The second week of school and she already had homework. 
She wondered how Mary was doing. Mary had found part-time work at a bookstore. At Katrina’s recommendation, Mary had gone to a tech school for systems administration. Granted, Mary didn’t know anything about computers beyond solitaire and Facebook, but maybe she would learn. 
The grad student restarted his lecture, and Ally gave up trying to stay awake. She closed her eyes and began to doze. 
Images flashed through Ally’s mind, one after another.
She lay bleeding in a courtyard of cold stone, flames rising up all around her. Pain shot through her body in agonizing waves. A winged nightmare of shadow and wickedness landed above her, iron claws reaching for her…
Ally groaned and shifted in her seat.
She stood on a dead plain of gray stone and dust. A colossal tower of black stone loomed over the plain like a citadel of nightmares. An old warrior walked besides her, two swords hanging from his hip, a small boy riding in his shoulder harness. 
The image changed.
Ally ran, clutching the boy in her arms. Legions of demons chased them through a vast vaulted corridor. A door of black stone loomed before her. Fear hammered in her heart. She had to reach the door…
The dream blurred. 
Now she stood in a kitchen. Katrina and Simon sat at the table, Katrina younger and Simon thinner than she remembered. A grim-faced man in a suit stood over the table, leaning on a long black staff. Ally could not take her eyes from that staff. Power crackled just beneath the black wood, and words of white fire crawled up its length. 
The kitchen door exploded. The man whirled, raising his staff. A great dark beast leapt through the door, claws digging grooves in the linoleum…
Ally gasped and jerked awake, sweat beading on her face. The students had begun to file out of the lecture hall.
Ally had slept through class.
She climbed out of her seat, dug a drop form from her backpack, and walked to the podium. A long line of students had formed up by the desk. The instructor scribbled signature after signature. Ally joined the line.
She reached the instructor and put the form before him. “My reason for leaving is…”
The instructor scribbled a signature on her form and handed it back to her without looking up. 
Ally went on her way. 
At least had gotten out of class ten minutes early. That meant she had time to get to the administration building, drop off her form, and eat lunch before her next class. Though the necessity the drop form annoyed her. It was 2012, for God’s sake. Couldn’t the university let her do this over the Internet?
She wove her way through crowded sidewalks of the University of Constantina’s campus. Students on bicycles zigzagged through the press, sometimes darting over the lawn. A male student on a battered red moped that looked as if it had been manufactured around 1973 chugged past. Ally crossed the street, hurried up the front steps to the expensive-looking administration building, and went inside. University employees in suits and polo shirts walked through the corridors of the administration building, many of them tapping on iPads in a self-important fashion. A long line of students stood at the door to the registrar’s office. Ally sighed, got in line, and waited. 
Fifteen minutes later she got to the head of the line. A young woman with a severe ponytail in a black business suit sat at a computer terminal. Her nametag proclaimed that her name was Suzie and she worked for the registrar’s office. “Can I help you?”
“Yes,” said Ally. She handed over her drop form. “I’d like to hand this in, please.”
Suzie took the form and laughed. “Oh, yes. Him. I used to date him, you know.”
“You did?” said Ally. “I’m sorry.” 
“Biggest mistake I ever made,” said Suzie. She typed on her keyboard. “Let me just verify this in the system and you can go on your way.” She worked on the computer for a few moments and then frowned at the screen. 
“Something wrong?” said Ally. 
“You are a student here, right?” said Suzie.
Ally nodded. “Yeah. I’m a freshman.”
“Okay.” She typed for a while more. “Um…sure you’re a student here?”
Ally gave her a weird look. “I just came from his class, didn’t I?” 
“Right,” said Suzie. She gave Ally a suspicious look. “You’re not showing up in the system.”
“Did you spell my name right?” said Ally. “It’s Ally Wester.” 
“Is Ally a nickname?” said Suzie.
“No, it’s my name,” said Ally. “Ally Wester.” 
Suzie typed some more. “I’m sorry. You’re not showing up.”
“Why not?” said Ally. “I mean, I’ve got a schedule, I’ve got a dorm room, I’ve got an ID card, I’m taking classes, I have the meal plan, why am I not in the computer?”
Suzie picked up a phone. “I’m going to have to call tech support.” 
Ally sighed and waited. 
A portly man in jeans and a flannel shirt entered ten minutes later. He walked around the counter, looked at the computer terminal, and grunted. “Problem?” 
“Yeah,” said Suzie. “Her record’s not coming up in the database software.”
The IT guy grunted again. “You sure the monitor’s on?”
Suzie rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m sure the monitor’s on.” 
“Okay. You typed the name correctly? It looks kind of complicated.” 
Suzie glared at him. “I typed the name right, okay? There’s something wrong with the computer.”
The IT guy grunted. “All right. Let me look at this.” He typed for a few minutes, grunting to himself. “Here we are.” He squinted over his thick glasses. “Ally Wester?”
“Yes,” said Suzie, sighing in irritation. “The name on the form.”
The IT guy emitted yet another grunt. “Here we go. Someone deleted her records.” 
“What?” said Ally. “Why would someone delete my records?”
The IT guy muttered something. “Let’s see who performed the deletion before I restore the records from the backup.” He tapped a few keys. “Ah…um…this is interesting.”
“Interesting?” said Ally, craning her neck to see the screen. “Why is it interesting?”
“Unauthorized network access at three AM Saturday morning,” said the IT guy. He scratched at his flannel collar. “That’s…um…not good.”
“So someone hacked into the network Saturday morning to get at my records?” said Ally.
The IT guy shrugged. “To delete them, I guess.” 
“Why?” said Ally. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“How should I know?” said the tech man, still typing. “Do I look like Sherlock Holmes?”
“No,” said Suzie, rolling her eyes. “You really don’t.” 
“It’s weird, though,” said the IT guy. “Hackers usually try to get at the financial stuff, or professors’ hard drives for test answers. No one ever tries to delete their records.” He gave Ally the evil eye. “Unless you wanted to delete some test scores or something.”
Ally rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah, sure, that’s it. I hacked into the network to delete my test scores. That’d be quite a trick, because I’ve only been here a week and haven’t taken any tests yet!” The IT guy swallowed and glanced at the monitor. “Uh…your records do confirm that you’ve been here for only a week. So I guess you’re cleared of suspicion.”
Ally scowled. “Yes, the records must be correct, because they’re so secure, right?” 
“Um.” The IT guy licked his lips. “Um…I’ll head back to the office, let the network guy know about this.” He beat a hasty retreat out of the registrar’s office. 
“What an ass,” said the Suzie. “Tech guys and music guys. They’re all asses.” 
“Sure,” said Ally. “Could you process my form now?” 
Suzie nodded and began typing. “It should work now…there we go. You’ve officially dropped Music Appreciation.” 
Ally smiled. “Thank God.” 
Suzie put the drop form into a metal basket. “We might have to call you later. I think having your records intentionally erased is a federal offense.” She shrugged. “The tech guys will probably pass it off as a system hiccup.” 
Ally nodded. “Thank you.” She headed out of the office, looked at her watch, and groaned. 
So much for lunch. 
 
###
 
Ally took a deep breath, smelling the coffee and the bagels. 
Rows of booths lined the coffeehouse’s walls, while tables stood strewn about the floor. A long bar ran the length of one wall, covered with an impressing array of gleaming coffee-producing machinery. Students sat at the booths and tables, books, notebooks, and papers spread out before them. Dozens typed on laptops. 
Ally had never seen so many berets, goatees, and pink-striped hairdos in one place. 
She made for the cash register. A bearded student in a black polo shirt ran the register, multiple earrings glimmering in his ears and lips. Ally shuddered. She hated needles, and had never even gotten her ears pierced.
“Can I help you?” said pierced student. He frowned. “Are…you okay?” 
Ally stammered. “It….those lip rings…” 
A memory of iron claws ripping through flesh shot through her mind…
The cashier grinned. “You like them?” He fingered a lip ring with a red stone. “I just had this one done last week.” 
Ally shook her head. “How can you do that to yourself?”
The cashier rolled his eyes, his eyebrow rings glittering. “You sound like my parents.”
“I mean, just…just the feeling of metal ripping through your skin. How can you stand that?” Ally began to shiver.
The cashier looked frightened. “You sure you’re okay?” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Is it a bad trip? Are you having a bad trip?”
Ally’s unease vanished with a laugh. “Oh, God, no. I’m sorry. Just a long day, you know?”
The cashier grinned, his lip rings gleaming in his beard. “Amen and hallelujah to that. So…um…you doing anything later?”
“Yes,” said Ally. “And I’ll take a grilled cheese sandwich, an apple, and a regular coffee.” 
The cashier sighed and took her order. A few moments later she took her tray and navigated through the crowd. She found an empty two-person booth in the corner and sat down, dropping her backpack and the tray on the table. Ally sighed and put her feet up. She had to stop skipping meals.
“Ladies and gentlemen, if I may have your attention!” A male student in a dark suit stood atop a table, waving his arms. He had Wycliffe/Jones and Gracchan Party campaign buttons on the lapels of his coat. 
“You and I are the future of this nation,” said the Gracchan student, his eyes wide and fervent. “We will, one day, be the United States of America. And our future has been mismanaged. Greedy businessmen and corrupt politicians are bankrupting the country, destroying the environment, and plundering your natural resources.” He sounded like many of the other campus radicals Ally had heard in the last few weeks. “Are we going to just sit back and let them despoil our future? I urge you, in the name of all that is good and right, to join the Gracchan Party Students’ Organization.”
A few students cheered. Most ignored him. Ally shivered and huddled deeper into her booth. She remembered her conversation with Dr. Francis and what her parents had told her about Wycliffe. Perhaps Wycliffe had been involved in Katrina’s stay in the hospital or perhaps not. 
She didn’t want to think about it too much. 
“All alone?” 
Ally glanced up. The Gracchan student stood over the table, his eyes gleaming with intensity. 
“Yeah,” said Ally. “I’d prefer to stay that way, too.” 
“But it needn’t be that way,” said the Gracchan student, leaning forward. “The Gracchan Party can build a better future for America.”
Ally rolled her eyes. “Oh, that sounds splendid. Are you going to break out a little red book now? Quotations of Chairman Wycliffe?”
His eyes narrowed. “Senator Wycliffe and Senator Jones are great men.”
“Sure,” said Ally, another retort on her lips, and she froze. 
A shadow writhed around the young student, dancing around his head. The echo of Wycliffe’s voice, strong and powerful and resonant, rang through Ally’s head for an instant. She jerked back into her booth, revulsion spreading through her.
A puzzled look came over the student’s face. “What is it?”
“Just go away,” whispered Ally. The student hesitated. “Go away! Just leave me the hell alone!”
The Gracchan student cringed, fearful of making a scene. He turned and hurried away. Ally sighed and pressed the heels of her hands into her temples. A sharp bolt of pain dug through her mind and then faded away. The dreams were bad enough. But if she was starting to see things in the daylight…
Maybe she really was crazy.
Or maybe she had a brain tumor.
Or perhaps she was only hungry.
“God. I really have to stop skipping meals.” 
She devoured the rest of her lunch. Ally wanted to go back to her room and close the door to keep out visions and Gracchan Party members. She pulled on her backpack, dumped her garbage, and hurried out, ignoring the press and babble of the crowd. 
The early September sun shone bright and clear over the sidewalk. Some of the trees had started to turn, a bit of red and orange threading into the green leaves. A bus stop rested on the corner of the intersection, the bench empty. Ally dropped onto the bench with a sigh. The bus wouldn’t come for another ten minutes at the earliest. So she opened her backpack and rummaged for her homework.
“Pardon.” 
A gaunt man stood nearby, leaning on a steel-headed cane. He wore scuffed jeans and a ragged army camouflage jacket. A thick mane of gray-brown hair encircled his head, mixing with his bushy beard. The beard almost hid a scar running down his face, and dark eyes gleamed beneath his bristling eyebrows. 
For a moment Ally was sure she had seen him someplace before. 
“I don’t have any money,” said Ally.
The man coughed out a laugh. “Money? I don’t want money.”
“I don’t want to buy you supper, either.” 
The man gestured with his cane. “Actually, I just want to sit.”
Ally blinked. “Oh…um, sure. Feel free.” 
The man settled besides her. “Damn me, but it’s good to get off that leg.” 
“You could have just sat,” said Ally. 
The man smiled. “It’s not polite. At least, not where I come from. And if an old corpse like me sits next to a beautiful young woman, well, I’m liable to get arrested.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” said Ally.
“Why is that?” said the man.
Ally grinned. “Because if you tried anything, you’d have to trade in that cane for a wheelchair.”
The man cackled. “That I would. Tae kwon do, I assume. Or karate?”
Ally blinked. “How did you know?”
The man tapped his cane against the pavement. “Way you move. You can see it, if you know what to look for.”
Ally frowned. “Do I know you? I could almost swear we’ve met before.” 
He gave her a sad smile. “Do you remember me?”
Ally thought about it. “No. I don’t think I do.”
“Then we’ve never met before,” said the man. “You can call me Regent, if you want.” 
“Regent. Well, Mr. Regent, you can call me Ally.”
Regent nodded. “Miss Ally, then. You did good, telling that Gracchan bastard to go to hell.” 
Ally closed her backpack. “You saw that?” Regent nodded. “You were following me?”
Regent spread his hands, cane tucked between his knees. “I was following that little shit. Let me tell you something. The Gracchan Party’s a sham and Wycliffe’s a monster.”
Ally swallowed. “I’ve…heard things to that effect.”
Regent scowled. “They’re all true. Wycliffe is a murderer and a criminal of the worst sort. And he does business with worse people, people who make him look a mild-mannered nun. Let me give you some advice. Stay far, far away from anything that has to do with him or the Gracchan Party.” 
Ally bit her lip. “I’ll…do that.” The half-mad intensity in his eyes frightened her. “I have to go.”
Regent looked at the street. “But the bus isn’t here yet.”
“I’ll walk,” said Ally. She really wanted to get to her dorm room and shut the door. “Good-bye, Mr. Regent.”
She hurried down the sidewalk. 
 
###
 
Kyle Allard slid out of the coffeehouse’s doorway, his eyes on the young red-headed woman. He walked to the bench and sat besides Regent. “So. How did it go?”
Regent snorted. “What do you think?”
Allard craned his neck, watching the young woman as she crossed the street. “What do I think? Why didn’t you ever tell me that she was so hot?”
Regent gave him a flat look.
“I’m serious,” said Allard. “My God, Regent. She has a superb ass. You sure were right when you said she was special.” He winked. “And those legs. I wish to God she had been wearing shorts.” He grinned. “Or nothing at all…”  
“Allard,” said Regent.
“Yeah?” 
“Shut up.” 
Allard swallowed. They sat in silence for a while, watching the traffic roar up and down the street.
“She didn’t remember me,” said Regent, adjusting his grip on the cane. 
Allard frowned. “What, you’ve met before?” 
Regent nodded. “Once, long ago, when she was still a child. I’m not surprised. We were both under a great deal of stress at the time.” 
A pair of young women in tank tops and shorts strolled past, cigarettes in hand. Allard turned himself around. “Hey!”
The young women gave him amused glances. “What the hell do you want?”
“Don’t smoke,” said Allard. 
“Are you the Surgeon General or something?”
“I’m serious,” said Allard. “Those things…those things are extremely bad for you.”
He knew that firsthand.
“Everybody dies,” said one of the women, walking way.
“Not everybody,” said Allard. “Sometimes you’ll wish you were dead.” They ignored him. Allard sighed, guilt flooding through him. “I am such scum.”
Regent cackled. 
“What the hell’s so funny?” 
“Son, you’re an idiot.” Regent tapped his cane for emphasis. “But your heart’s in the right place. Usually.”
“So this Ally Wester doesn’t remember you,” said Allard, wanting to change the subject. “Good thing or a bad thing?”
“I don’t know. It’s damned strange, Allard. Alastarius Prophesied about Lithon. It’s Lithon that Marugon wants dead. Yet…there’s something special about Ally.”
Allard grinned. “I’ll say.” Regent glared. “Sorry, sorry.”
Regent’s hands clenched his cane’s handle. “Damned if I know what it is, son. But there’s something around her…like a fire trying to explode. But it’s locked away within her. Maybe that’s part of her memory loss.” He rapped his cane’s tip against the concrete. “Goddamn it, Allard. I don’t understand.”
Allard lowered his voice. “Do you think Marugon is looking for her?” He swallowed. “After the incident with her door room and the…changelings.” The memory of chasing the ghastly changeling through the campus chilled him. And the guilt. The changelings only existed because of his mistakes.
“I still think that was a very unlucky coincidence,” said Regent. “If Marugon knew she and Lithon lived, he wouldn’t send a changeling to kill her. He’d send a winged one. Or that old demon Goth-Mar-Dan. Or Marugon would come himself.” He shook his head. “It’s damned lucky we deleted her records when we did, though they’ve probably been restored by now. And damned lucky I was able to confuse that changeling.”
Allard remembered Regent standing tall and strong beneath the dormitory, his cane lifted high, white light flaring around him. The changeling had cowered, terror in its red eyes, and fled. “I don’t think you told me the truth completely.”
Regent lifted his bushy eyebrows. “Oh?”
“I think Marugon ruined you, not Wycliffe,” said Allard, his voice quiet. “I think you have some white magic. I think you’re from Marugon’s world, not from Earth.” He winced and waited for the explosion.
Regent laughed. The older man reached out and tapped Allard’s temple. “You know, son, you’re an idiot, I’ve always said that, but sometimes, just sometimes…you amaze me. You’re right. I’m not from Earth. But I can’t tell you anything more than that.”
Allard nodded. “For my own safety.”
“Damn straight,” said Regent. “So. See if you can amaze me again. What do you think we should do now?” 
“I don’t know.”
Regent grunted. “Didn’t think so. We keep her safe, son, that’s what we do. We keep her and Lithon safe. And if Marugon is looking for her, we make sure he doesn’t find her.”
Allard grinned. “Guardian angels. We should call ourselves guardian angels.”
Regent snorted and climbed to his feet. “Don’t make me hit you.” 
 






Chapter 4 - A Demon In A Van
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Arran stood on the corner and watched the traffic, the leg he had broken in the Desert of Scorpions aching. 
Two massive black roads, with eight lanes each, crossed before him. More of the glowing lights hung from posts over the road, cycling through red, yellow, and green. The flow of jeeps had increased as the sun had climbed higher in the sky, until a never-ending river of multi-colored jeeps sped past him. Did every last peasant on this world own a jeep? 
Across the street stood a small building beneath an enormous round sign. Rows of blocky metal racks waited in the building’s courtyard. Arran watched as jeeps pulled up to the racks. The drivers climbed out, detached a hose from the racks, and plugged it into the sides of their jeeps. Perhaps this place sold the fire water needed to power the jeeps? 
A red jeep shot past, music blaring from its back seat. He found the music of Earth bizarre, filled with screaming voices and thundering drums and stranger noises. And he had seen stranger things yet in his few hours walking.
But he had yet to see anyone carrying a gun. 
A stone bench stood on the corner, beneath a blue sign marked with odd symbols. Arran paced to the bench, sat down, and tried to think. Where had Lord Marugon gotten the guns? Arran had known the guns came from Earth, but had never given it any more thought. Perhaps the rulers of the United States had sold Marugon his guns, or perhaps the local nobility of Cicero and Chicago. But that didn’t make any sense. Plainly the people of Chicago had a taboo against carrying weapons in public, or perhaps the rulers had forbidden the people from purchasing guns. But if that was true, why had they sold guns to Marugon? Or maybe some local merchants had sold guns to Marugon, without the permission of the rulers of the United States. 
And just how was he supposed to find Alastarius? 
Perhaps Arran should hunt down these gun-merchants, whoever they were, and kill them. They had sold Marugon guns. They had caused horror and torment and carnage on his world. They deserved death.
No. Arran could do nothing yet. This world, this city, was a mystery to him. He did not know enough of its customs to make his way. Arran needed a guide. 
As he thought, a pair of young women stopped near his bench. Like many of the other women he had seen, they wore clothes that left their arms and most of their legs bare. They did not seem so different from the young women that had once populated the royal court of Carlisan. Except the women of Carlisan had worn more clothing, of course. An old man wearing a striped shirt stood near the women, followed by a boy in a red shirt and trousers of blue material. What were they waiting for?
A large, boxy jeep pulled up to the bench, smoke belching from a pipe on its roof. It looked large enough to hold forty or fifty people. A pair of doors on the side of the jeep opened with a loud hiss. The people piled inside, putting coins into a machine near the drivers’ seat. The boy glanced at the bus, shrugged, and sat beside Arran on the bench. He produced a curious rectangle of glass and metal and began to press it, images flickering over the glass. The boxy jeep’s door hissed shut and it roared away with a cloud of smoke. Arran watched it go, intrigued. 
He turned his head. “Boy. My pardon, but could I ask a question of you?”
The boy glanced up from his glass rectangle. “Yeah, sure.” He looked about eleven or twelve, sunburned with blue eyes. “Dude, nice cape. Are you supposed to be Batman or something?”
Arran glanced at his cloak. It had acquired tears, threadbare patches, and even quite a few bullet holes. “It has seen better days, I’ll warrant.” 
“It’s only September 29th. Halloween’s not for another month.” 
“What is Halloween?” said Arran. 
The boy gave him a strange look. “You an immigrant or something?”
“Yes,” said Arran. “I am.”
“From where?”
Arran thought it over. “Iraq.”
“You don’t look Iraqi. There’s an Iraqi kid in my class, Abdul or something like that, and you don’t look like him.” 
“My family is from an obscure region of Iraq,” said Arran. This was not going well. “But I am new to Chicago. And I would like to ask you some questions, since I am unfamiliar with this city.”
The boy nodded. “Okay. It’s not like I have anything better to do. The stupid bus is late, again.” 
“That jeep that pulled up to the curb a few minutes ago,” said Arran. “What was that?”
The boy scowled. “Jeep? I didn’t see any jeep.”
Arran tried to explain. “That large box-shaped jeep. The doors opened, people put coins into a machine, and then the jeep drove away.”
“Oh! That’s not a jeep. You must really be from a foreign country if you didn’t know that. That was the bus.”
“Bus.” Arran nodded. “What is a bus?”
“It’s…you know, the bus. You get on, pay two dollars, and then ride the bus until you get where you want to go. Sometimes you have to get off and change buses. It’s a real pain. I wish was old enough to drive.” 
Arran thought this over. “Could you take me on a tour of this city, this Chicago?”
The boy rolled his eyes and looked back at his glass rectangle. “Dude, I got better things to do with my time than to take a smelly old guy on a tour.”
Arran dug in his pocket. “Wait.” He pulled out one of the dollars that the drunken man had given him. “In exchange for this dollar, will you show me the customs of the buses?”
The boy’s eyes got wide. “You’ll give me fifty dollars to show you around on the buses?” 
“No, it’s just one dollar.” 
The boy snatched the dollar from Arran’s hand. “Right. Sure. Okay, mister, you got a deal. If I went home I’d just have to mow the lawn. I’ll show you how to use the buses. But you better not be a kidnapper or a pervert or something like that. If you try anything I’ll kick you in the balls until they burst.” 
“That sounds unpleasant.” Arran spread his hands. “I just want to find my way around the city.” If he could learn to use the buses, they would be an invaluable aid to him. “What’s your name?”
The boy thought about it. “You can call me Robert.”
Arran nodded. “Arran Belphon, at your service.” 
“Okay, Mr. Belphon.” Robert scratched his arm. “Stupid mosquitoes. We’ll wait for the bus. We might have to stand, since it’s Saturday and everyone’s going shopping.”
“Saturday?” said Arran. “What’s that?”
“You know. Saturday. I get off school and my parents get off work.” 
“A day of rest, then,” said Arran. Robert had to be the son of a noble or a scholar. No one else could afford to attend a university. 
“So where do you want to go?” said Robert. “Are you visiting relatives here or something?”
“No,” said Arran. “I’m looking for two people. An old man named Alastarius and a boy named Lithon Scepteris. Lithon would be two or three years older than you, I think.”
Robert shrugged. “Never met either of them. Are they friends of yours?”
“No.” Arran stared into the street and watched the jeeps drive back and forth. “Alastarius was a…a friend of woman I knew in my homeland. She told me to find him before she died.”
“Was she sick?”
Arran shook his head. “No. She was killed. I saw it happen.”
Robert’s eyes got wide. “Wow, Mr. Belphon. That sucks.” 
“Indeed.” Arran closed his eyes and thought of everything that had happened since Marugon had returned from Earth. 
They sat in silence.
Robert jumped to his feet and craned his neck. “The bus is coming. So where do you want to go, Mr. Belphon?”
“Just show me around the city.”
Robert grinned. “It’s a big city. That might take a while.”
A bus stopped at the intersection. “Then show me the important places. The market square, the residences of the lords, places like that.” Perhaps he would find Marugon's gun-merchants there.
“I think we’ll go downtown, then,” said Robert. “We’ll take the bus, and then switch to the EL.”
“The EL?”
“Here.” Robert handed him eight small coins. Arran gave the coins a dubious glance. They did not look like real silver. “Since you gave me fifty dollars, I suppose I can pay for your bus fare. Put those coins in the machine. The driver will give you a ticket. Then we’ll go find a seat, if there’s one free.”
The bus ground to a stop before the bench, and the doors hissed open. Robert bounded up the steps and put his coins in the machine. The driver, a large black-skinned woman, handed him a small piece of paper. Arran followed Robert up and put his coins into the machine.
The driver gave him a dubious look. “You can’t be taking those big swords on the bus.”
“My swords?” said Arran. “Why not?” He was relieved he had hidden his guns.
“They’re just painted plastic,” said Robert, leaning back. “My Dad's taking them to school with me so we can use them for the play.”
“All right.” The driver pushed a pedal on the floor, and the bus lurched into motion. Arran grabbed at a support pole for balance. “But you cause any trouble, I’ll be calling the cops on your sorry ass faster than you can blink.” 
Robert led Arran through the crowded bus. No one spared them a glance. Robert claimed an empty seat, and Arran sat beside him. 
“Charming woman,” said Arran. The bus’s vibrations made him feel queasy. “And I’m not your father.”
“Like, duh,” said Robert. “What was I supposed to tell her? That you’re some crazy guy I met? She’d probably call the cops.”
“The cops?” said Arran.
“Yeah, the cops. You know, the police.”
Arran nodded. “You mean the city guard. So we are going to…Down Town, you said? Where is Down Town?”
Robert laughed. “No, downtown. The center of the city. There’s a lot of cool big buildings there and stuff. Maybe we’ll go to the Willis Tower. I think it’s open today. Yeah…then you can see how big the city is for yourself.”
“How long will it take for us to reach downtown?” said Arran.
“About half an hour, I think.”
Arran blinked. “Half an hour. In this vehicle?” He felt his stomach twitch. “Just how big is Chicago?”
Robert grinned. “You’ll see.” 
 
###
 
“Astonishing,” said Arran, watching the elevated train shoot away. “I have never traveled that fast in my life.”
Robert laughed. “Airplanes are faster. This way.” He led Arran across the crowded train platform and down a broad set of stairs to the street below. 
“An airplane?” said Arran. “What is that?”
“You know, an airplane? Wait. You probably don’t. It flies in the air from place to place.”
Arran blinked. “You mean there are machines that can fly?” He could not fathom such a thing. 
Robert laughed. “Yeah. I’ve been on one. My parents took me to Disney World when I was nine.” He seemed to find all these marvels commonplace.
Arran frowned. “Disney World? Did…you travel through the Tower?”
“What Tower?”
“The Tower of Endless Worlds,” said Arran. “Is that how you reached this world of Disney?” 
“No, we took a plane. Disney World’s in Florida. That’s way south of here. I’ve never heard of this Tower of Infinite Planets, or whatever you said.” 
Perhaps most of the people of Earth did not know about the Tower. After all, the door had vanished as soon as Arran had stepped through it. Perhaps a few merchants had discovered the Tower and used that opportunity to sell guns to Marugon.
“Mr. Belphon, you okay?” 
Arran nodded. “I’m fine. Just thinking.”
Robert grinned. “Well, if you like towers, wait until you see this close-up. Remember those things you thought were mountains?”
“Yes.” He had glimpsed them through the window of the marvelous vehicle Robert had called an elevated train. They looked like strange, angular mountains. “So what about them? Are they truly mountains?”
“Come on, I’ll show you.” 
Jeeps buzzed up and down the street, while men and women on foot hurried along the sidewalk. Almost all the people wore dark clothes, the fabrics gray or black. The women wore dresses with jackets, though the skirts still seemed high to Arran. 
“So these mountains,” said Arran. “They are the strangest mountains I have seen.”
Robert laughed. “They’re not mountains, Mr. Belphon. They’re towers. You know, buildings.”
That was astonishing. “Buildings?”
“Yup,” said Robert. They turned a corner. “Look at the Chicago skyline for yourself.”
Arran froze. “By all the gods that ever were.”
Dozens of huge towers stood clustered in the heart of the Chicago. Some were brown, some gray, others a gleaming black. They were not as large as the Tower of Endless Worlds, of course, but forces unknown had reared that Tower. “Men built these things?” 
“Yup.” Robert’s laughter redoubled. “Mr. Belphon, you’d better close your mouth. A bug’s going to fly in there if you don’t.” 
Arran shook his head. “What are these towers used for?”
“Business, I guess.” Robert shrugged. “They’re called skyscrapers.” 
“I can see why. You mean merchants’ guilds?” 
“Maybe.” He pointed at the biggest of the towers, a colossal black building crowned with two white spires. “That’s the Willis Tower. It used to be the headquarters of Sears, a place that sells clothes and drills and stuff. But now my dad says the Japanese own that building.” 
“If you say so.” Arran stared up at the great black tower. “Do you know how many people live in Chicago?” 
Robert grinned. “Say. If you want to see how big Chicago really is, then come with me.” He crossed the street and headed for the Willis Tower, Arran following. Robert steered his way through the crowds with deft skill. They passed a number of shops, their front windows stuffed with all manner of exotic merchandise. Food smells filled the air, and Arran's stomach grumbled. He would stop and have some jerky after Robert showed him the Willis Tower.
They soon reached the front doors of skyscraper, a massive edifice of polished glass and gleaming steel. Robert led him into a front gallery, polished stone gleaming beneath his shoes. They stood in line for some time, and Robert paid some money to a clerk at a counter.
“You’ve been here before,” said Arran, staring at the strange architecture. 
“Yup.” Robert handed him a small piece of stiff paper. “Here’s your ticket.” 
“Ticket?” said Arran. “Ticket to what?”
“The observation gallery. It’s a good view. You can see the city for miles. We go this way.” They walked down a corridor illuminated by lamps set in the ceiling. “Here we go.” A row of black metal doors stood in the wall. Robert pressed a button and waited. One of the doors slid open, revealing a small gray room. 
“What’s this?” said Arran. 
Robert walked inside. “An elevator. Aren’t you coming?” 
“Very well.” Arran stepped inside. “But I thought we were going to the top of the tower…”
The small room lurched, and Arran grabbed at the wall for support. “What’s happening?”
Robert laughed. “Did you think we were going to take all those stairs up? It’s a long walk.”
Arran’s ears popped. “So what is this thing?”
“An elevator." Arran gave him a look of incomprehension, and Robert sighed. "It’s a big box that’s pulled up and down a tube by a metal cable. Beats taking the stairs for a hundred floors.” He gave Arran a strange look. “You’ve never seen an elevator before, have you? You must have come from a really foreign country.”
Arran grunted. “You haven’t the slightest idea.”
The black metal door slid aside, revealing a carpeted room with floor-to-ceiling windows. Robert stepped out. 
“Here we are,” said Robert. He pointed at an odd-looking machine mounted on a metal post. “You can put a quarter in that telescope. But that’s stupid, paying a quarter. I usually bring my binoculars, but I didn’t know I was coming here today…”
Arran didn’t hear a word.
The city of Chicago stretched away in all directions. Arran staggered to the railing and stared out through the windows. He saw countless houses, more skyscrapers, endless roads, and thousands and thousands of jeeps. He saw the spires and domes of churches, the curve of a vast arena, and thousands of other buildings. 
“My gods,” said Arran.
“Oh, yeah,” said Robert, grinning with delight. “I remember. Mrs. Lawson made us memorize stuff about Chicago in social studies class. I think…there are three million people in the city.”
Arran stared at him. “Three million?” Carlisan had been the greatest of the cities of the High Kingdoms, vast and rich and powerful, and it had held only a quarter of a million people. “Three million people? You must be jesting.”
“Um…I don’t know what jesting is, so I don’t think so,” said Robert. “But I learned that in school. And if you add all the people in the suburbs, then it’s eight million. Or that might be the metropolitan area. I’m not sure.”
Arran shook his head. “Eight million? My gods. Chicago must be the paramount city of your world.” 
“Paramount?”
“The biggest, the greatest,” said Arran, his eyes fixed on the spectacle of Chicago.
“Oh, no. I think there are two bigger cities in this country. Um…Los Angeles is bigger, I know that, and so is New York.”
“Gods,” said Arran. He saw a broad expanse of blue stretched beyond the edge of the city. “Is that the ocean?”
Robert laughed. “No. That’s Lake Michigan. I saw the ocean once. Well, technically the Gulf of Mexico, but that’s part of the ocean, so I guess it counts.” 
Arran shook his head, staring at the city. A sense of amazed hopelessness fell over him. Eight million people? How could he possibly find Alastarius among such a multitude? And Robert had said that the United States held larger cities. The lords of the United States must hold sway over uncounted millions of people. He considered asking Robert the United States’ population, then decided against it. 
He really did not want to know.
“Um…you okay?” said Robert. 
Arran nodded. “I am. It’s just…overwhelming. I have never seen a city this large, never dreamed of it.” What was he going to do now? “Let us go. If I stare at the city much longer I shall lose my mind.”
“Let’s go get some supper,” said Robert. “I’m hungry.”
“Very well.” They walked back into the elevator. Robert pressed a button, and it descended with a lurch. “Is it customary for a child your age to wander about alone?”
“Probably not,” said Robert. “But my parents are both at work all day and won’t be home until late. So they don’t know. I don’t think they even care, so long as I don’t get myself into trouble.”
“Are your parents noble?” said Arran. “You seem well-educated enough to be a son of the nobility.”
Robert blinked. “I don’t know what a noble is, but my mom's a copyeditor and my dad's an ad executive. So I don’t see them much.”
“Ah,” said Arran, wondering what a copyeditor was. “So you’re like the son of a preoccupied high lord…free to wander the streets of the city while your father is engaged with high matters.” He blinked, a long-forgotten memory rising to the surface. “I used to be like that. Even when I became a squire. When my duties for the day were completed I would get myself into trouble.”
“A squire?” said Robert. “So you’re like a knight or something?”
Arran grunted and tapped the hilt of his Sacred Blade. 
“Cool.” He hesitated. “Can…can I see it?”
The door slid open, revealing the lobby of the Sears Tower. “When we’re outside.” He looked at the people walking through the lobby. Many of the men were fat and looked unused to toil or hunger. The women had a sleek, haughty look in their gray skirts and coats, but Arran suspected they would run screaming at the sight of a bared weapon. “I doubt this crowd would react well if I drew a blade in their midst.”
Robert laughed. “You can say that again.” 
They walked outside. “More people than before.”
Robert shrugged. “It’s five o’clock. Everyone’s probably going home from work.”
Arran saw a bench by the curb. “Let’s sit there. I can have something to eat and you can see a Sacred Blade.”
They sat. Arran rubbed his leg, some of the ache fading. 
Robert looked curious. “So you going to show me it or not?”
“Of course.” He drew the Sacred Blade, the steel flashing crimson in the sunlight. A few passers-by gave him strange looks. 
“Wow,” said Robert. “I’ve never seen a real sword before.”
Arran flipped the hilt to face him. “Here. You can hold it, if you wish. Take care, though…it will likely be very heavy.” 
Robert snorted. “It doesn’t look that heavy.” He grasped the hilt. His eyes widened and the tip of the blade bobbed towards the ground. “It…is heavy. What’s this made of? Lead?”
“No.” Arran rummaged through his pack and pulled out a piece of jerky. “It’s part of the way the blade was fashioned. It will only feel light and balanced in the hands of a Knight. And a Knight can only wield one Sacred Blade at time.” He thought of Sir Liam. “Well, usually.” 
“Why do you have two?” said Robert, the sword wavering in his hands.
“Two?” Arran touched Luthar’s sword, still slung over his shoulder after all these miles. He had forgotten about it. “This was my brother’s. He was…killed in a battle a long time ago, right in front of me. I couldn’t leave his sword for our enemies, so I took it with me. I’ve had it with me ever since. 
Robert’s eyes got wide. “So you’ve killed people with this?”
Arran took a bite of jerky. “More than I can remember.” 
“Why is the blade all red?” said Robert. He touched it with a tentative finger. “Is…is that blood?”
“Yes,” said Arran. “The woman I told you of earlier?” Robert nodded. “It’s hers.”
Robert’s face screwed with revulsion. “You killed her?”
“No.” Arran shook his head. “No. When she was killed, I dipped the sword in her blood. I used it to slayer her killer. But the stain of the blood stayed. I suppose it serves as a reminder.” He considered telling Robert of the white magic and decided against it. The people of Earth seemed to have no Wizards or Warlocks. He looked up at the towering skyscrapers. 
They didn’t need Wizards. Their machines could do things no Wizard could ever do. 
Robert handed back the sword. “That’s sad.” Arran slid the sword back into its scabbard. “Dude. What is that stuff you are eating?” 
“This?” He swallowed. “Jerky. I think it’s beef. Or possibly pork. After a few months, it’s hard to tell.” 
Robert lips twisted up. “That is disgusting.”
Arran took another bite. “Not really, if the choice is between old jerky and starvation.”
Robert hopped to his feet. “That looks like it was made from a cow’s butt.”
Arran eyed the jerky. “It most likely was.” 
“Hang on for a minute,” said Robert. He pointed at a shop across the street, its windows marked with the sigil of a golden arch. “I’ll get us some food better than that stuff.” He jogged into the street.
Arran sat up straighter. “Watch where you’re going!” Robert dodged the jeeps with deft speed and crossed the street. Arran grumbled and gnawed at the jerky, trying to tear at the stiff meat with his teeth. 
Robert reappeared a few minutes later, a brown paper bag marked with the arch sigil in hand. In his other hand he carried a tray containing a pair of paper cups, each adorned with the same arch sigil. “Here we go. Fast food is kind of gross, but it’s definitely better than that stuff you’re eating.” He handed Arran the bag. 
Arran frowned. “Fast?” Robert reached inside the bag and handed him a cardboard cup holding some kind of fried potatoes and a warm paper-wrapped lump. “The food is...prepared quickly, I take it?”
“Yup.” Robert unwrapped his own paper-wrapped lump. Inside was a sandwich. 
“Fast food?” said Arran. He unwrapped his own sandwich. “Well, I suppose you did return rather quickly.” He gave the sandwich a dubious glance, shrugged, and took a bite. Warm, greasy meat filled his mouth. “Not bad.”
“Better than the jerky stuff?”
Arran nodded. “Far better than the jerky stuff.” 
“Here.” Robert handed him one of the paper cups. A straw stuck through the top. “I didn’t know what you wanted to drink, so I got you a Coke.” 
“I’d prefer about a gallon of wine,” said Arran, “but this will do.” He frowned. “Coke? You…mean coal? You drink coal?”
“Huh?” said Robert. “That’s not coal! That’s soda.” 
“Oh,” said Arran. “How I am I supposed to drink this?”
Robert gestured. “Well, suck through the straw. Or you could take off the lid.” 
Arran grunted, lifted the straw to his lips, and took a long drink. Cold, sweet liquid sloshed through his mouth. He coughed and almost dropped the cup. “Gods.”
“What?” said Robert, grinning. “You don’t like Coke?”
“What is this?” said Arran. “Sugar water?”
Robert thought for a minute. “Basically. And some caffeine. That makes you hyper.” 
Arran took another drink. Some of the weariness faded from his limbs. “This is like…the horsemen of Antarese used to have a drink they called kaffa. It gave them energy. It was black and tasted foul.” 
“Oh, you mean coffee,” said Robert. “My mom and dad drink that stuff all the time. It really stinks. And my mom, she’ll get these fancy coffees beans from some place downtown…actually, I think it’s just over that way.” 
Arran sat back and chewed on the beef sandwich, listening to Robert prattle. He felt a pang of regret. Had he married, his own children would have been only a few years younger than the boy. 
Had Marugon not returned from Earth, much would have been different. 
“You okay?” Robert spoke around a mouthful of the fried potatoes. “You looked like you were going to fall in the street for a minute there.”
“I’m fine,” said Arran. He ate some of his own fried potatoes. “Just thinking.”
Robert took a drink from his paper cup. “I guess you have a lot to think about, huh?”
“What do you mean?”
Robert waved his hand at the skyscrapers. “Well, you said you came from a foreign country, and it sounds like a lot of bad stuff happened to you there. And now you’ve come here to look for your friends, and you’ve seen all this stuff that you’ve never seen before. If I were you, I would have quite a lot to think about.” 
Arran laughed. “Quite right. I suppose I do, do I not?” 
They ate in silence. When they had finished, Robert took the papers, wadded them up, and tossed them into a nearby green-painted metal can. “I should really be getting home. My parents are going to start wondering what happened to me, sooner or later.” He made a face. “Probably later.” 
The sun had started to go down. “It has been a long day.”
They got up and walked to the elevated train’s platform.
 
###
 
“Well, this is my stop.” Robert hesitated. “Do you know…um…how to get where you want to go?”
Arran nodded. “I shall ride the bus until it reaches the corner where we first met. I can walk the rest of the distance.”
Robert reached up and pulled a yellow wire running along the windows. A bell rang, and the bus pulled up to the curb. “I've got to go. You take care, Mr. Belphon. I hope you find the people you’re looking for. What did you say their names were?”
“Lithon Scepteris and Alastarius.” 
“If I see them, I’ll let them know you’re looking for them,” said Robert.
“Thank you.” 
Robert grinned and patted in his pocket. “No, thank you for the fifty dollars.” He turned, trotted down the aisle, and disappeared out the bus doors.
Arran watched him go. It would have been useful to stay with Robert, but the risks to the boy would have been too great. Marugon and his agents were on this world. Sooner or later Arran would find them, or they would find Arran. 
Anyone around him would suffer when that happened. 
He rode the bus until it came to the corner. He reached up and pulled the yellow cord. The bus stopped, and Arran walked to the doors.
“Hey, mister.” The bus driver, a burly man with dark skin, leaned forward. “You take care, you hear? A lot of crazies out there tonight.”
Arran nodded. “But no crazier than I.” 
The bus driver gave him a look. 
A quarter hour’s walk brought him back to the white house and its sunken woods. 
Lights burned in the house’s windows, and a blue jeep sat in the driveway. It appeared the house was not abandoned after all. He crept to one of the windows and peered inside. He caught a glimpse of an old woman with a thick iron-gray braid sitting in a chair, a stack of books on a low table besides her. He watched the woman for a moment, and then crept away through the darkness, making for the sunken woods. The old woman looked like a scholar - hardly the sort of woman to go hunting through the woods at night.
He slipped through the trees and found a comfortable-looking spot not far from the invisible door to the Tower. A few insects chirped, but the woods lay quiet otherwise. Arran wrapped himself in his cloak and lay down, trying to get comfortable. He closed his eyes, thoughts and plans whirling through his tired mind. Should he try to find Alastarius first? Or should he seek out Marugon’s agents? Perhaps finding one would lead to finding the other. 
Arran contemplated hunting Marugon himself, but rejected the idea. The last of the Warlocks would crush him like a gnat. Siduri had been right. He had to find Alastarius…
Arran fell asleep.
 
###
 
The next day he explored in a different direction. He had developed a sense for the buses, and used them to speed his explorations. His clothing and swords elicited many strange glances, but Arran ignored them, taking in more of Chicago. His path took him to a vast indoor marketplace with a glass roof and multiple balconies, its walls lined with dozens of shops, each one equipped with a garish sign of glowing glass over its entrance. One shop sold metal boxes with glass eyes that showed moving images. Another shop sold countless shoes and boots, and still another held more books than Arran had ever seen in his life. 
He stood on a balcony and took in the sight while the crowds flowed around him. Neither Sir Liam nor Siduri would have believed such wonders. The people of Chicago had such bounty. No wonder so many of them were fat and slow and timid. A courtyard attached to the indoor marketplace boasted dozens of food merchants, and Arran used some of his dollars to buy food. 
He ate, caught a bus, and continued on his way. 
A few hours later he walked down a desolate-looking street. Large brick buildings lined both sides of the street, ringed in fences of barbed wire and metal. Arran guessed they were warehouses of some sort. Tired-looking laborers sometimes walked past, their clothing and faces stained with sweat and soot. Arran disliked this part of the city. It had a grim aspect…
His Sacred Blade jolted. 
Arran’s hand clamped around the weapon’s hilt. He looked around, his eyes scanning the warehouses and road. A boxy black jeep sped down the road, its sides painted with lettering. Arran caught a glimpse of a hunched, bearded figure at the wheel.
An electric jolt of rage shot through Arran. He recognized the shape behind the wheel. The winged demons often adapted such disguises when they walked among men. “Winged ones, there are winged ones on Earth.” He shouldn’t have been surprised. Had not Kaemarz mentioned that wicked and ancient Goth-Mar-Dan himself had come to Earth? Arran drew his Sacred Blade, the crimson steel glimmering with blue light, and set himself in a guard position… 
The black jeep shot past, and the winged demon did not spare him a glance. The creature must not have seen him or sensed the white magic in his Sacred Blade. Arran started to run after the jeep, sword in hand, until he realized the futility of the action. 
“Holy hell.” A grimy young workingman squinted at Arran. “Was that thing glowing?”
“That jeep,” said Arran, “that black jeep. Did you see it?”
The workingman frowned. “I didn’t see no jeep.”
Arran’s anger boiled over. “Damnation! That black vehicle! Did you or did you not see it?”
The workingman raised his hands. “Hey, cool down, man. That black van? Yeah, I saw it. See them driving past all the time.”
Arran realized he had raised his sword, and he rammed it back into the scabbard. “The lettering on the side? What did it say?”
The workingman looked confused. “Yeah…I think it said ‘the Gracchan Party. Vote Jones and Wycliffe in November’.” 
“What does that mean?” Something clicked in Arran’s mind. “Wycliffe. I know that name.” He remembered the Ildramyn’s second vision. He had seen a short, fat man named Wycliffe talking to another man named Kurkov about selling things to Marugon.  “Gods damn me for a fool. I knew it the entire time. This man Wycliffe is the gun-merchant.” The workingman looked frightened. “Wycliffe. Do you know the name?” 
“Yeah,” said the workingman. “He’s a Senator. He’s running for president, I think. Or was it vice-president?”
“Senator?” said Arran. “What is that?” 
“You know…he gets elected to the Senate. They sit around and pass laws and raise taxes.”
Arran grunted. “So the United States is a republic.”
“I always thought we were a democracy.”
“Thank you.” Arran started forward. “You’ve been helpful. But I warn you! Stay away from Wycliffe and his men. They are dangerous beyond anything you can imagine.”
The workingman grunted. “I stay out of politics anyway.” 






Chapter 5 - Stalkers
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Ally woke up.
“What?” she muttered, lifting her face from the desk. Her dorm room lay dark and quiet, the faint glow of the floodlights seeping through her curtains. Ally yawned, ran her fingers through her hair, and looked at her iPhone.
“Oh, man.” It was three in the morning. She had started studying for her chemistry test at about ten. About midnight she had gotten up to get some coffee. The empty mug sat on a corner of the desk, atop her lab notebook. After that she couldn’t remember a thing 
Ally sighed, flicked on her desk lamp, and tried to sort her notes into a semblance of order. She had a good grasp of the material, but she wanted to go through it one more time. Perhaps she should just go to sleep. A tired mind did not write good tests. 
Ally closed her eyes. She did not want to go to sleep. 
The nightmares came then. 
She tried to study for another ten minutes, her exhausted brain refusing to absorb any more material. Equations and electron levels blurred before her eyes in an incomprehensible mess. She gave up and flicked off her desk lamp. 
More books and papers lay strewn across her bed. Ally grumbled, scooped them up, and dumped them on the floor. She considered undressing, decided it was too much work, and crawled into bed. 
Sleep came almost at once, and so did the dreams. 
 
###
 
Again she lay on the courtyard floor of cold stone, red-lit smoke billowing over the dark sky.
Ally gasped for breath, blood welling in her throat. Her side and back burned with agony. She tried to stand, but her trembling muscles refused to obey. 
Terror flooded her. 
She remembered what happened next.
The dark shadow dropped from the sky, its vast wings blotting out the light. An iron-clawed hand plunged towards her chest. She shrieked as the iron claws ripped through her skin, plunged into her chest, and curled around her heart…
The world shattered with her unending scream.
 
###
 
“Wake up,” murmured a deep, sonorous voice. “You must wake up.”
Ally stood in a vast corridor of dark marble, a green glow illuminating the black stone. A half-buried part of her mind remembered what would happen next. The black things would boil from the walls and overwhelm the old man with two swords. She would flee for the rune-carved doors, Lithon in her arms…
But instead a younger man trudged down the corridor, his face weathered and grim, his dark clothes worn and dusty. Tangled hair and an unkempt beard masked half his face, and a sword and a pair of automatic pistols hung from his belt. He moved like a hunting cat, despite his obvious weariness. The weathered man stopped in a domed chamber. His eyes widened, his hand flying to his sword…
 
###
 
“You must remember,” whispered the deep voice. “You must.”
Ally floated in a dark space. “No.” 
“You must. Else he will find you before you are ready.”
“No!” She tugged harder, trying to escape. “I don’t want this, I’m tired of the dreams, just let me sleep, let me sleep…”
Something shattered. 
Ally flew backwards. For a moment she glimpsed all of Chicago spread out beneath her, lights glittering and shining in the night. Then she plunged down, soaring over a park not far from the campus. She saw the old man with the camouflage jacket and the cane, a stern expression his face. A hideous thing with leathery gray skin crouched behind a bush, its red eyes burning with madness. 
She turned and fled, the city blurring around her. 
Something pulled on her, drawing her over the crumbling brick warehouses in the South Side. Winged monstrosities, iron claws dangling from their fingers, circled in the night. Ally’s terror rose to a fever pitch. She tried to flee, but something pulled her down. A vast warehouse complex loomed before her, lights burning in the night. Slouching thugs with bushy beards guarded the entrance. Ally swooped before a large warehouse, marked 13A in red paint. She fell through the floor and found herself in a large library, books resting in handsome dark wood shelves.
A man in a black robe sat in an overstuffed chair, his head bowed. A dreadful cold seemed to radiate from him, like the blast of a blizzard wind. The man lifted his head, his face pale. 
His eyes were bottomless black pits into the void.
Ally shrieked and fled, speeding through the city. “No, no, it’s not real, it’s not real, it’s a dream, it’s a dream…”
 
###
 
She woke up, her legs thrashing in the blanket. 
“It’s just a dream!” Her last word rose to an angry shriek. 
She blinked, cold sweat dripping down her jaw. Ally groaned and looked at her iPhone. It was six-thirty. She sighed and huddled back into her blankets. Her test wasn’t until two-thirty. She could sleep through her morning class and study some more in the afternoon. 
Someone knocked at the door. Ally rolled out of bed, shuffled across the carpet, and pulled the door open. “Yeah?”
Kelly McBrian stood in the hallway, still wearing her sweatshirt and yoga pants from her morning run. “Hey, Ally. Sorry if I woke you up. Some of your neighbors said they heard you screaming. You okay?”
Ally pushed her hair out of her face. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Just some bad dreams, that’s all.” 
“You want to talk about it?” said Kelly. 
Ally didn’t want to tell anyone about it. “No. I…just have a pulled muscle, and a lot going on with school, and…”
Kelly nodded. “Yeah, I know what you mean. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.” She grinned. “I think I’ll go take a shower. I probably smell real ripe.” 
“You do.”
Kelly rolled her eyes. “Well, thanks! Later, Ally.” Ally shut the door and collapsed back into bed. She fell asleep almost at once. 
No dreams tormented her this time.
 
###
 
Ally walked across campus, fallen leaves crunching beneath her shoes. The test had gone well, which brightened her mood. She wanted to get to her room, change, and get to work. She had a night class to teach with Katrina at the studio. Perhaps she and Katrina could go out to dinner after the class. Maybe she could tell Katrina about the dreams. 
Something moved behind her.
Ally turned, her eyes narrowing. She saw nothing but the usual students talking on their cell phones. Ally shrugged and went on her way. But the feeling of someone following her refused to go away. 
She whirled without breaking stride, just in time to see someone dart into the bushes. Anger overrode her common sense, and she stormed into the bushes. A man knelt in the dirt, looking at a smartphone. He wore jeans and black sports jacket, and a number of earrings glittered beneath his unkempt dark hair. He peered through the leaves, squinting.
“Why the hell are you following me?” said Ally.
The man jumped to his feet. “Oh, shit.”
Ally stalked towards him. “I said, why the hell are you following me?”
The man stammered. “I…um…I’m not following you. I work for…um, the museum. I’m trying to capture bugs…”
“Crap,” said Ally. “I thought someone’s been following me for the last few days. It’s you, isn’t it? Why?”
“Um.” The man blinked, turned, and ran for it. 
Ally caught him before he’d gone five steps. She seized his arm, twisted it behind him, and slammed him against a tree. “Ow! Hey, stop that. That hurts, that hurts…”
Her anger grew. “Why are you following me? Tell me or I’ll…”
“Let him go, please.”
A scruffy old man with a gray beard and a steel-handled cane stood behind her. “What do you want?” Something tickled in the back of her mind. “Wait a minute. I remember you. You’re that old man I saw a few months back. What was your name?” She snapped the fingers on her free hand. “Regent, that was it. Regent.” 
The man she held against the tree whimpered. “Regent, hey, help me out here.”
Regent raised his free hand. “Could you kindly let my associate Mr. Allard go?” 
Ally glared at him, but let Allard go. He staggered away, watching her with a half-terrified expression. “Associate? You mean you work with this guy?” Regent nodded. “Then you were following me the other day, at the coffeehouse.” 
Regent lifted his free hand. “You have to understand. We weren’t following you. We had to…”
“Bullshit,” Ally snarled, her temper building to a fever pitch. “What are you, some kind of stalkers? Kidnappers? Or just a pair of perverts?”
Regent’s eyes glinted. “It’s nothing like that.” He hesitated. “I may have to tell you some things…”
“I don’t want to hear anything from you,” said Ally. “Stop following me. Do you understand? Stop following me. Or else I’ll call the police.” Her temper burned hotter. “No, forget the police. If you keep following me, they’ll need to call the police once I’m done with you. Understand?”
A bit of anger burned in Regent’s eyes. He pointed his cane at her. “Damn it, listen to me…”
White fire blazed in Ally’s mind
She moved faster than she had ever thought possible. Her left hand clamped over Regent’s cane. She twisted, wrenched the cane from his hand, and leveled the tip at his throat.
Regent raised his hands, his face very still.
“Holy shit,” said Allard.
Ally’s hands trembled. “No, you listen to me. Stop following me. Understand? Stop following me!” The cane felt warm beneath her hands, its surface seeming to vibrate. She scowled, threw the cane to the ground, and stalked away. 
After a moment she looked over her shoulder.
No one followed her.
 
###
 
Allard winced, rubbed his arm, and began picking pieces of bark from his cheek. “Why are the hot ones always psycho?”
“Allard,” said Regent.
Allard nodded. “I know, I know. I’m an idiot.”
Regent smirked. “Smart lad.” He grimaced, hobbled a few steps, and retrieved his cane. 
“God, she’s fast. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone get the drop on you,” said Allard, picking the last piece of bark from his cheek. “At least she didn’t break the cane over your head.” 
Regent sighed. “She almost did.” 
“So are we going to stop shadowing her?” said Allard.
Regent picked some dead leaves from the handle of his cane. “Don’t be absurd. We don’t dare leave her alone, not with the way those changelings are prowling the city. And sooner or later we’re going to have to tell her everything.”
“And hope we don’t get any bones broken in the process.”
They returned to the sidewalk, Regent’s cane tapping against the concrete. “Marugon’s looking for her.”
That stopped Allard in his tracks. “What? How? That’s impossible. You said Marugon thought she was dead.”
“I might have been mistaken,” said Regent. “Marugon thinks Lithon is dead, I know that much. He must not have known about her when I…when Lithon’s death was faked. But think about it, son. What have we been doing every night for the last two weeks?” 
Allard shuddered. “Hunting changelings.” 
“Aye, son. Hunting changelings. And those changelings are looking for someone. I can feel the Voice of the black magic on them, compelling them to search. We’ve seen more winged ones flying overhead at night. And sometimes I can sense Marugon’s power hanging over the city. They’re looking for Ally.”
“Okay,” said Allard. “Then how does Marugon know about her?”
“He must have sensed her,” said Regent. “Whatever’s locked away inside her is getting stronger. It probably plays hell with her dreams. No wonder she’s so irritable. My skill with the white magic is feeble, and even I can sense it without even trying. Like letters of white fire written on her brow. Marugon must be able to sense her from five miles away. The changelings and the winged ones are creatures of the black magic. They must be able to sense her as well.”
“So why hasn’t he found her yet?” 
Regent snorted and raised a bushy eyebrow. “Give me a little credit, son. It’s because of us. Marugon would have killed her and her entire family months ago if it were not for us.” He rapped his cane against the sidewalk. “But I think things will come to a head soon. Alastarius’s Prophecy is going to come true.”
“How do you know?” said Allard.
“Wycliffe’s going to win the election,” said Regent. “We both know it’s going to happen.” The thought made Allard sick, but he could not deny it. “And if we know anything about that scheming soulless black-hearted bastard,” his voice rose in anger, “then he’ll be president in short order. William Jones is either a fool or a patsy. Or both. And Alastarius Prophesied that Lithon would bring him back. Something has to happen soon. Maybe Ally has something to do with it. But I’ll tell you one thing, son. My old bones know a storm’s coming. I’ve lived through quite a few of them in my life, and I know something’s going to happen soon. We’ve got to be ready.”
Allard swallowed. “What are we going to do?”
“Keep following her, of course…at a safer distance.” Allard rubbed his aching arm. “But sooner or later, we’re going to have to tell her the truth about who she is. I don’t think she remembers. Not surprising; I don’t want to remember my own past most of the time. But we’ll have to tell her.”
“She won’t listen to us,” said Allard. “She thinks we’re stalkers.” 
“Well, we’ll make her listen,” said Regent.
“Why not talk to her parents?”
Regent froze. “What?” 
Allard stammered. “Um…well…from what you’ve told me, her parents know. They’ve never told her the truth about herself, right? Or to Lithon?”
“Go on.”
“We could let them know just how much danger they’re in. Then they could tell her. Maybe she’d even work with us. We could take her someplace safe.”
Regent remained silent.
Allard groaned. “It’s a bad idea, isn’t it?”
Regent laughed. “Not by half. Sometimes you surprise even me.” He sighed. “We’ll talk to the parents, but not quite yet.” He stared off into space. “They’ll be rather surprised to see me.”






Chapter 6 - A Rescue
Anno Domini 2012
 
Night fell as Arran hurried back to the sunken woods where he had made his camp, thinking over his encounter with the winged demon driving the black van. 
He had been right – one of the United States’ rulers had made an agreement with Marugon. Or had Marugon raised the man to power? No matter. Tomorrow Arran would begin his hunt. He would ask about this Senator Wycliffe and his associate Kurkov. With luck he could learn more about them. 
A new question rose in Arran’s mind. What had happened to Lithon and this unknown girl after they had arrived on Earth? Had they had gone through the door marked with Marugon’s sigil? It likely led to Senator Wycliffe’s citadel. And Wycliffe would have turned the children over to Marugon.
Arran shook his head. Speculation would only drive him mad. He needed more facts. But he did know that Wycliffe consorted with Marugon and winged demons.
If Arran found Wycliffe, he would kill him on sight.
Arran approached the large white house as a blue jeep pulled into the driveway, its lights flashing over the lawn. Arran caught a glimpse of three men leaning against the garage. 
Curious, he came to a stop, taking care to remain unseen. 
The blue jeep came to a shuddering stop, and the old woman with the thick braid he had seen yesterday climbed out. The men stepped out of the shadows of garage and approached her. All of them wore masks that left only their eyes and mouths uncovered.
“Thieves,” muttered Arran. 
He hurried forward. 
The old woman stopped. “Might I ask,” she said coldly, “what you are doing in my driveway?”
“Yeah, you can ask,” said the man, “and I’ll answer. Your purse, your car keys, your house keys, now.”
The old woman turned to run, but another of the men circled behind her. The lead thug reached into his jacket and pulled out a gun. “Don’t even think about screaming. Or running.” He jerked his head at one of the other men. “Tie her up and tape up her mouth.”
One of the men slammed the old woman against the car, his hand clamping over her mouth. Her eyes widened and she kicked the thief in the stomach. He growled and slammed her again. “Damn it, just shoot the bitch…”
Arran’s hands worked in smooth motions as he loaded one of his pistols. These men were no different than Marugon’s soldiers, murderers and thieves and rabble. 
Arran stepped out of the shadows and leveled his gun. “Let her go now or I’ll kill you all.”
The thug with the gun turned. “Who the hell…”
“A witness!” said the thug holding the woman. “Kill him, quick…”
The thug raised his gun, but Arran was faster. The thief screamed as Arran’s bullet exploded his hand in spray of blood and bone. The second thug lunged at Arran, a knife flashing in his hand, and Arran shot him in both knees. The third thief released the woman and ran for the street, at least until Arran shot him in the back of the leg. The thug shrieked and fell to the ground, writhing. 
Arran considered killing all three of them. Then again, killing them would likely draw the attention of Chicago’s rulers, something Arran did not want. He shrugged and dropped the weapon back into its holster. “Madam. Are you injured?”
The old woman shook her head, her eyes very wide. “No…no, I’m well. Just a bit queasy, I’m afraid. I’ve seen men shot before, but…it’s never a good thing.” 
Arran nodded. “I understand.” 
“You came at a good time,” said the old woman. A piercing wail cut the night air. Arran turned, his hand dropping back to his gun butt. “What is that?”
“A siren,” said the woman. “Someone likely called the police.” 
“Police,” said Arran, remembering what Robert had told him. “The city guardsmen. Damnation. I must go.”
“Wait,” said the old woman. 
“It would be best if they did not see me,” said Arran. “I have committed no crime, at least not on this world. But they would not understand.” 
“Then…can you hide yourself?” said the old woman. Arran nodded. “Then hide. I wish to speak after the police leave. You did save my life, after all.”
Arran considered for a moment. Could he trust the old woman? He needed someone to tell him about Earth, and he suspected she was a scholar. Her knowledge might prove very useful. “Very well.” 
He looked around, slid under the back porch, and waited. 
A few minutes later several white jeeps, bright flashing lights on their ceilings, screeched into the driveway. 
 
###
 
One of the police officers bent over, holding a black cylinder in his hand. A beam of bright light shone from the cylinder’s crystalline top. Arran remained motionless, wrapped in his cloak. The policeman swept the light from his cylinder under the porch, grunted, and then walked away. Arran sighed in relief and twisted his head to watch the driveway. 
“So you’re unharmed, ma’am?” said the commander of the policemen, a stout older man with thinning brown hair. Other men in blue uniforms with white crosses on their arms had appeared in a boxy white jeep. They bundled the wounded thugs to metal stretchers, treating their wounds. 
“Yes, I’m quite well,” said the old woman, her arms folded. “Thanks to the timely intervention of that young man with good aim.” 
“So you’ve no idea who these men are?” said the commander.
The old woman shook her head. “No. I’d never seen any of them before.” 
One of the younger policemen walked up and whispered in the commander’s ear. The older man grunted. “I thought so. The descriptions matched. Group of home-invasion robbers. Shot a woman in the leg a few days back. List of charges is about a mile long.” He scratched his hair. “So you have no idea about this fourth man?”
“None,” said the old woman. “I’d never seen him before in his life. He shot the hoodlums and disappeared right away.” 
Another of the younger policemen approached. “We’ve checked the house, the yard, and the woods. No sign of this shooter. He’s probably fifty miles away by now.” Arran rolled his eyes. 
“Well, I certainly didn’t shoot these men myself,” said the old woman. The blue-suited physicians loaded the bundled thugs into the boxy white jeep. “I don’t even own a firearm.” 
The commander spread his hands, a gold ring flashing on his finger. “No one’s doubting that, ma’am. You’ll want to testify, I assume?”
“Oh, yes,” said the old woman. “I don’t take kindly to hoodlums.”
“I have to say,” said the commander, tucking a notepad into his jacket pocket, “you’re taking this remarkably well.”
The old woman gave him a thin smile. “I was held captive in Syria for two weeks some years back. Armed men, regrettably, are nothing new to my experience.” 
The commander’s watery eyes widened. “Must be a hell of a story. We’ll keep a cruiser in this area in case you have any more trouble. Doubt you will, though.” He chewed his thick lip. “As for this fourth fellow, I’ll bet he was a disgruntled associate. Or some old grudge. Something like that, I’ll bet.”
“If I see anything, I’ll let you know at once,” said the old woman.
The commander plopped his cap onto his head. “Thank you, Dr. Francis. We’ll be in touch.” He and his underlings walked back to their jeeps. The whole caravan of vehicles pulled out into the street and pulled away one by one, and soon Dr. Francis stood alone in the driveway. 
She walked over to the porch.
“You’ll want to come inside, I assume. Be careful. They probably have someone watching the house.” She climbed the steps and opened the back door. Arran crawled from under the porch, gathered his cloak about him, and vaulted over the railing in a dark blur. He rolled into the house, and Dr. Francis shut the door behind her. Arran stood and looked around the kitchen. The counters gleamed, while polished pots and pans hung from iron hooks in the walls. 
“This way,” said Dr. Francis. She strode into a large dining room, lit from a glowing lamp suspended from the ceiling. More stuffed bookshelves ringed the room, and books and papers covered the surface of the table. Dr. Francis moved with confidence and assurance, despite her brush with death. And her eyes held a keen, razor-edged intelligence he had not seen often on this world. 
She reminded him of a Wizard. Perhaps she could answer some of his questions. 
“Quite a collection,” said Arran, looking over the tomes.
“Thank you.” Dr. Francis cleared the papers from two of the chairs. “I like to read. Please, sit.” Arran sat, and Dr. Francis sat across from him. “I suppose I ought to introduce myself. I am Dr. Heloise Francis.”
Arran nodded. “Pardon my ignorance, but is ‘Doctor’ your name or a title of some sort?” 
She frowned. “A title.”
“So you are nobility, then?” He had come to believe that this world, or at least this nation, did not possess peasants and merchants and nobles as he thought of them. 
“No. The title is earned through scholarship.” She rolled her eyes. “Well, in most cases. I could name some egregious exceptions. But what is your name?”
“Arran Belphon.” He saw no reason to lie. “Why did you not tell the policemen about me?” 
Dr. Francis folded her hands and put them on the table. “For one, you probably saved my life.” Arran nodded. “Second, I do not trust the police.”
“They are corrupt, then?” said Arran, thinking of Senator Wycliffe. 
“Not always.” Dr. Francis looked up at the ceiling. “I’ve traveled to many countries, Mr. Belphon, and the Chicago police are better than most. But the police have power, and power almost always corrupts.”
“Agreed,” said Arran, thinking of the guns’ power. 
“And I don’t think you would want to be found by the police,” said Dr. Francis, pointing at his belt, “the way you carry those guns so openly.” Arran nodded again. “So, this leads to my third reason. I wanted to talk with you. You piqued my curiosity. You are quite unlike any man I have ever seen before.”
“Indeed?” said Arran. 
“As I mentioned, I’ve traveled to many foreign countries. Yet I’ve never met anyone who walked as you did, spoke with your accent, or displayed your mannerisms and behaviors. And your swords. I’m something of an expert in archaic weaponry yet I’ve never seen blades quite like yours.” 
Arran touched his Sacred Blade’s hilt. “Would you like to see it?”
Dr. Francis’s eyes gleamed. “May I?”
Arran slid the sword from its scabbard and presented the hilt to her. She took it in both hands, almost dropped it, and regained her grip. “Surprisingly heavy.”
“It would feel that way in a hand not meant to wield it.”
She turned the blade under the light, examining it with a critical eye. “I’ve never seen a sword quite like this.” Her voice was hushed with awe. “The crimson color of the blade. Is that blood?”
“Yes.” Arran closed his eyes, memories of Siduri flickering through his mind. 
“You’ve killed people with this?”
“Yes.”
She returned the sword to him. “You must have quite a story, Mr. Belphon. I’d like to hear it, if you’re willing to tell it.”
Arran took a deep breath. “As you wish.” If anyone on Earth could help him find Alastarius, a learned scholar could. “I can’t tell you everything, you realize. It would not be safe. And you very well might not believe everything.”
Dr. Francis nodded. “I understand.”
“I come from a far country,” said Arran. “The name is not important. Very few in your…nation have heard of it. There was a war that concluded about…seventeen, eighteen years ago, fought against a dangerous enemy. My nation triumphed. But Lord Marugon, the leader of the enemy, fled to your nation, to the United States. Apparently he met a man named Thomas Wycliffe…”
Dr. Francis sat up straighter, her eyes widening. “Thomas Wycliffe? The Thomas Wycliffe? Surely…surely you don’t mean Senator Wycliffe?”
“Yes, I mean Senator Wycliffe. Do you know of him?”
Dr. Francis scowled. “Everyone in the United States knows of him. He’s running for vice president.”
“Vice president?” said Arran. “I am not familiar with the titles of your land.”
“I gathered,” said Dr. Francis. “The office of vice president is the second highest in the government.”
“Like a vizier, or a lord chancellor,” said Arran.
“Well…close,” said Dr. Francis. “Except we vote for the president and vice president every four years. Wycliffe is running for vice president. All odds indicate that he will win. Do you know something of him?”
“Very little,” said Arran, “except what I have observed. Marugon returned to my nation a few years later, armed with guns and bombs and liquid fire. I believed he purchased these weapons from Senator Wycliffe in your nation.”
“Dear God,” said Dr. Francis. “There have been rumors linking him to the Russian Mafia…um, an organization of criminals.” She shook her head. “My God. Simon and Katrina. What did they find out? ” 
“Who are they?” said Arran.
“Friends of mine,” said Dr. Francis. Her face tightened. “Please continue.”
Arran hefted his sword’s scabbard. “We had nothing to match Marugon’s guns. He swept through my nation and its neighbors in a tide of blood. I fought for years, striking from the shadows, retreating, striking again. Eventually I was mortally wounded, and would have died but for the efforts of a woman named Siduri.” Arran swallowed, the memories hovering behind his eyes. “She was killed. Before she died, she told me to find Alastarius here.”
“Alastarius?” said Dr. Francis. “Who is that?” 
“He is…” Arran’s mixed feelings about the Master of the White Council churned in his mind. “He is, or was, a great man of my nation, a mighty and wise scholar. He was supposed to have been killed. I saw Alastarius’s grave.” 
“So if you knew this Alastarius was dead, why did you come all the way here?” 
Arran closed his eyes. “Because there was nothing else I could do. Marugon was won. My nation lies in chaos and ruins. I could come here and search for Alastarius, or I could despair and die.”
“I see,” said Dr. Francis. “Do you know why Siduri told you to find Alastarius?”
“No.” 
“So what are you going to do now?” said Dr. Francis.
“I am unsure,” said Arran. “I will look for Alastarius, of course. And for one other, a boy.”
“Who?”
“Sir Liam Mastere, the head of my order, took the boy here when he saw my nation would fall.” Arran grimaced. “Alastarius told him to do it. The boy’s name is Lithon Scepteris. He is heir to the throne of my nation. He would be about fourteen, maybe fifteen, years of age by now.” 
Dr. Francis leaned forward, the gray braid swinging across her chest. “What did you say his name was?”
“Lithon Scepteris,” said Arran. “Do you know of him?”
Dr. Francis shook her head. “No…no. I thought the name sounded familiar, that is all.” 
“And there is one other thing I intend to do while I am in your nation,” said Arran. “I am going to kill this man Wycliffe.”
Dr. Francis remained silent for a long time. “That is extremely dangerous. He will have bodyguards surrounding him at all times. If you killed him, the authorities would launch a national manhunt. In fact, I am breaking the law by not reporting you for threatening his life.” 
“He destroyed my home for his own aggrandizement,” said Arran. “I will kill him, if the gods grant me the opportunity.” 
“How do you even know for certain it was him?” said Dr. Francis.
“I know.” Arran thought of the Ildramyn’s second vision. “I am certain of it. Nothing say can convince you, but I am certain of it.”
Dr. Francis blew out a long breath. “So I have a potential presidential assassin sitting in my dining room. What I am to do with you?”
Arran shifted, his muscles tensing. “You will not report me to the authorities, will you?”
Dr. Francis shook her head. “No. Nothing for the sort. You did save my life. And I think betrayal is the worst of all sins.” 
Arran thought of long-dead Rembiar. “You are right.” 
She bit her lip, eyes glassy with thought. “I can help you, I think.”
“How?” said Arran. 
“Many ways.” She waved a hand at him. “Look at your clothes, your weapons. You clearly are not an American. I can help you, give you clothes and money. Where have you been sleeping?”
“In the woods behind your house,” said Arran.
Dr. Francis blinked. “No wonder you happened to chance by. You can stay here, in a real bed. And I have friends who know how to search for people. We can have them look for Alastarius and Lithon Scepteris.”
“You will aid me?” said Arran. Dr. Francis nodded. “Then I am grateful.”
“But first things are first.” She wrinkled her nose. “You are in dire need of a bath.”
 
###
 
Later, after Arran had fallen asleep in her guest room, Dr. Heloise Francis sat in the dining room that served her as a study and pondered.
She knew Arran had not told her the entire truth. But his story rang true. He had spoken with such simplicity and directness in his exhausted voice. She had always suspected Senator Wycliffe of corruption, and even warned Simon about working for him, years ago. But arms sales to a Third World country across the globe? Was that how Wycliffe had built his huge fortune? The very thought chilled her. 
Simon and Katrina Wester’s mysterious experience with Wycliffe’s organization made sense now. Had they learned the truth about him? And what about the injuries they had suffered? Had Wycliffe tried to silence them? But that had been years ago. Simon and Katrina had children now, the girl Ally and the boy whose name Dr. Francis could not quite remember…
She gasped and leapt out her chair so fast her old knees creaked with protest.
“Oh my God.” She hurried across the room and scrabbled through a stack of papers. She pulled out a Christmas card from the Westers and pulled it open.
“Seasons Greetings,” she read, “from Simon, Katrina, Ally, and Lithon Wester.” 
Dr. Francis sat back down, the card clutched in her hand. Simon and Katrina had adopted the children soon after quitting Wycliffe’s organization. She had spoken with Ally a few weeks ago. She remembered the girl’s strange accent. 
It matched Arran Belphon’s. 
Ally was eighteen or nineteen. That would have made her about ten when the Westers adopted her. Had she been born in another country, that was more than enough time to acquire a lifelong accent. 
“Simon, Simon.” Dr. Francis leaned her forehead against the table. “What have you gotten yourself into?” Was he sheltering the deposed child monarch of a foreign nation? Was that why he had quit Wycliffe’s organization, to keep this Lord Marugon from finding the child?
Dr. Francis knew she was in far over her head. 
She considered telling Arran Belphon about Simon and Katrina, but dismissed the idea as too dangerous. Despite his story, she knew little about the battered wanderer. He might wish Simon and his family harm. Yet Arran had saved her life, like some medieval knight rescuing an old woman from a pack of bandits.
Dr. Francis stood, returned to the card to the shelf, and made up her mind.
She would wait and see. She would not tell him about Lithon Wester, but would aid him in his search for Alastarius. Dr. Francis thought Arran a good, if hard, man, but would need more proof before she told him of Simon’s family.
Her mind settled, Dr. Francis returned to her books and notes. She had a lecture to prepare for tomorrow.
And then she would take Arran Belphon shopping.






Chapter 7 - A Stranger With A Sword
Anno Domini 2012
 
“There,” said Dr. Francis, stepping back. “You look a far sight better than when you first crossed my path, Mr. Belphon.”
Arran stared into the shop’s mirrors. 
He hardly recognized himself. 
His hair had been close-cropped, as was the fashion on this world, and his beard trimmed down. Dr. Francis had also purchased him new clothing, one of the dark suits so common to this world, with a white shirt and a tie of some sort of silk. The clothes felt strange, but loose and comfortable. 
The tailor, a fat little man who smacked his lips, examined Arran with a critical eye. “Satisfied, sir?” 
“Quite,” said Arran. He looked respectable, at least according to the standards of Earth. Perhaps he could move about unnoticed through Chicago. 
The tailor picked up a bundle wrapped in brown paper. “Your old clothes, sir.” He looked disgusted. “Shall I burn them?” 
“No,” said Dr. Francis, taking the bundle. “We’ll take them with us, thank you. And I’ll also take three more suits just like this, measured to his specifications.” The tailor brightened. “Have them delivered to my address once they’re ready.”
The tailor bobbed his head. “Yes, ma’am. This way, ma’am.”
Arran followed Dr. Francis into the street. “Thank you for the clothing, Doctor.”
Dr. Francis smiled. “Some clothing and food is a small price to pay for my life.” She glanced around. “Now where did we park?”
“Dr. Francis?” Arran pointed. Her blue jeep sat by the curb. “Your jeep is here.”
“Oh, of course.” Dr. Francis strode to the driver’s side and unlocked the door. “And it’s not a jeep.”
Arran nodded and opened the passenger door. “It…is a car, an automobile.” Dr. Francis had explained that to him. Apparently a jeep was only a certain kind of car. 
“Quite right.” Dr. Francis started the vehicle. “Unless you’re in the Army, a jeep is only an expensive toy.” She pulled into traffic, and Arran watched the cars and vans drive past, like ants running the maze of the city. Dr. Francis reached down and turned a dial, and a voice issued from hidden speakers in the car.
Arran jumped. He still could not wrap his mind around the concept of radio. 
“…Senator Wycliffe.” Arran listened to the female voice coming from the radio. “The latest poll indicates that Jones and Wycliffe have astonishing twelve point lead over their closest challenger. Most experts agree that Jones and Wycliffe are the frontrunners to win the White House. Election Day is one month and six days, and it looks like William Jones and Thomas Wycliffe have a good chance of becoming the first third-party President and Vice President of the…”
Arran growled. “That man is a murderer and a villain. He built his fortune on the blood of my nation.” He gritted his teeth. “That he should be loved by the people of your nation makes my blood boil. They are being deceived.”
“Politics, regrettably, is often the art of deception.”
Arran reached into the back seat. His Sacred Blades lay across the seat, while his guns had been hidden on the floor. 
“What are you doing?” said Dr. Francis. 
Arran fiddled with the gun belt. “If I adjust this, I believe I can conceal it beneath my coat.”
Dr. Francis’s fingers drummed against the steering wheel. “Is that really necessary?”
“Yes.” Arran slid out of his coat and looped the holster over his shoulder. He grunted in satisfaction. “Marugon’s agents are in this city. I will not meet them unarmed.” He reached back and pulled his Sacred Blade into the front seat. “I can claim this is a cane…”
The weapon trembled in his hand.
Dr. Francis glanced at him. “What is it?” 
Arran spun around in his seat, scanning the traffic. Cars and vans and trucks of all descriptions shot past. The Sacred Blade’s trembling faded. He sighed and tucked the sword between his knees. 
“What is it?” said Dr. Francis. “You look as if you’ve just seen a ghost.” 
“It…” Arran chewed his lip. He knew from speaking with Dr. Francis that she did not believe in spirits or magic or a higher divine power. It was a delusion common to many on Earth, he had noticed. She would think him mad if he told her the truth. “There…was one of Marugon’s minions nearby. I’m certain of it.”
“How?” said Dr. Francis, frowning.
Arran closed his eyes. “They are called the winged ones, though the people of my land call them the winged devils. It is an apt description. For they are devils, wicked and murderous and lustful. The winged ones kill for pleasure, torture for entertainment. And women.” His hands clenched as he remembered the horrors he had seen. “There are no women among the winged ones. They kidnap women instead and rape them. Once the child is born they kill the woman.” 
Or, more precisely, the newborn winged demon tore its way free from its mother.
“That’s absolutely dreadful,” said Dr. Francis.
Arran tapped the hilt of his sword. “I’ve killed two of them with this blade. And I almost died from my wounds the first time.” He looked her in the eye. “That is why I cannot go unarmed. For my protection, yes, but I am bound to fight the winged ones wherever I might find them.”
Dr. Francis stared out the window. “People have been disappearing, you know.”
“What?”
“Always women, almost always poor. A single mother with four or five kids. Or a prostitute. Sometimes a homeless woman, or a visitor from out of town. The police think it’s a serial killer, someone like the Cleveland Strangler or Jack the Ripper.” She shook her head, expression angry. “But the police aren’t any good. They’ve never been able to catch this killer. Or killers, if you’re right.” 
“The winged devils are predators,” said Arran.
“If you’re right, if Wycliffe brought these people here…God. To think he’s going to be vice president.”
They drove in silence for a while. 
“Where are we going?” said Arran.
“My university,” said Dr. Francis. “It’s Wednesday. I have a class to teach this morning, and one in the afternoon yet.”
“Perhaps I should attend,” said Arran. “I might learn more your nation.”
Dr. Francis laughed. “I doubt it, unless you wish to observe the habits of lazy students. All my classes deal with ancient history, most of it on other continents.” Arran considered attending anyway. He wondered how this world had come to have guns, cars, radios, soda, cash registers, and the countless other wonders he had witnessed. But he could indulge his curiosity later. 
“I shall go exploring,” said Arran, “and see if I can learn more of this man Wycliffe.” 
Dr. Francis sighed. “Just try not to kill anyone.” She braked, signaled left, and turned. “But I thought your main task was to find Alastarius?” 
“It is,” said Arran. He thought for a moment. “But I have not the slightest idea where to look. I can find Wycliffe. He is famous and well-known. And if I find Wycliffe, perhaps I can find Alastarius, and maybe even Lithon.”
Again a strange look came over Dr. Francis’s face. “Do as you think best.”
 
###
 
Dr. Francis watched Arran as he strode away, swinging his sheathed sword like a cane. He did not seem like an evil man. Perhaps she should tell him about Lithon and the Westers. But she remembered the way his eyes had blazed when he had spoken of the winged ones. 
She slammed the car door and started the walk to her office. Arran Belphon might not be an evil man, but he was a violent one. He had come a long way in search of Alastarius and Lithon. Who knew what he would do once had found Lithon? Would Arran kidnap the boy and try to take him back to their native country? 
Dr. Francis didn’t know. 
“A little longer,” she muttered under her breath. “I’ll watch him for a little while longer. Then I’ll decide.” 
 
###
 
Arran wandered through the grounds of Dr. Francis’s university. He talked to many students about Senator Wycliffe. Many people supported Wycliffe, and Arran did his best to conceal his anger. They did not understand the truth of the man. 
He found no sign of either Lithon Scepteris or Alastarius.
Though he did discover the location of Senator Wycliffe’s Chicago business, a warehouse complex in the midst of the city’s South Side.
 
###
 
Ally trudged up the sidewalk to her dorm, her head pounding and her arms and muscles sore. The morning class at the studio had been exhausting. Some of her students were fat and slow from too much junk food and too much TV, but others brimmed over with energy. They challenged her, to say the least. Four hours of sleep a night did not help matters. Nineteen years old and she felt ancient. At least it was Saturday, and she could sleep all afternoon. 
The dorm hallways were quiet and still. Ally wondered how many residents spent their Saturdays sleeping off their hangovers. Ally unlocked the door, kicked off her shoes, and collapsed onto her bed. She considered eating lunch and dismissed the idea. She wanted to sleep, not eat. She didn’t care if it meant a thousand nightmares, she wanted to sleep.
She closed her eyes, and her iPhone started beeping
Ally glared at it, and almost muted it. But Simon had lectured her more than once about ignoring her phone. She sighed and lifted it to her ear. “Hello?”
“Ally?”
Ally rubbed her eyes. “Yeah, that’s me.”
“It’s Mary.”
Ally grinned. “Mary?” She sat up. “How have you been?”
“I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday,” said Mary. She laughed. “Well, sort of.” 
“What do you mean, sort of?” said Ally, laughing back. “You going to wish me a happy birthday or not?”
“Your parents keep telling me that October 1st wasn’t your real birthday,” said Mary. “And they won’t explain why.”
“Oh. That.” Ally rubbed her forehead. “When they adopted us, they didn’t know when our birthdays were. So they picked. I got October 1st. Lithon got November 1st.” 
Mary giggled. “That makes sense, I guess. Why both of them on the first day of the month?” 
“Easier to remember,” said Ally, “at least, that’s what Dad always said. And I went first because I’m older.”
“So how does it feel to be nineteen?” 
Ally snorted. “You tell me. You turned nineteen back in August.”
Mary thought it over. “Well…it feels a lot like eighteen. Except my back hurts. But that’s because I’m working more. But how do you feel to be nineteen?”
“You know, I’m not even sure I’m really nineteen. I could be twenty-two, for all I know.”
Mary laughed. “You could be old enough to drink.”
Ally rolled her eyes. “Big deal.”
“Yeah. You’re right. You could wind up with a guy like Nathan if you did that.” She hesitated. “Did you hear about him?”
Ally frowned. “No. God, Mary, don’t tell me you want to get back together with that bastard…” 
“No! I’m not that stupid, Ally. It’s something else. He disappeared.” 
Ally blinked. “He disappeared?”
“Sometime over the summer, I guess. He just vanished one day. The police came and interviewed me about him. I told them I wouldn’t mind if he got run over by a cement truck, but I don’t know what happened to him.”
Ally grunted. “He was supposed to have his sentencing in the first week of September, wasn’t he?”
“Yeah.”
“He probably ran for it. To the Yukon, if he’s smart.” Ally paused. “Except he’s not smart. So he could be anywhere.”
“Yeah, but he didn’t take any of his stuff with him,” said Mary. “The police told me.  His stereo, his magazines, his clothes. That crappy old truck of his was still there. He just vanished.”
“Wow.” Ally thought about it. “You know what? I bet he went someplace by himself and accidentally overdosed. They’ll probably find his body in forty or fifty years.”
“I hope he did,” said Mary. “Good riddance.” 
“Yeah,” said Ally, remembering their fight on that May night. And that strange flash of white light that had overpowered Nathan. “Good riddance. I guess a lot of people have been disappearing. You be careful.”
“You too,” said Mary. “But I don’t have to tell you that. Anyone tries to kidnap you, they’ll get a broken arm for their efforts.” She giggled. “Isn’t this just awful? I called you up to say happy birthday and we wind up talking about Nathan and kidnappings and drugs.” 
Ally snorted. “A happy birthday, indeed.”
“Oh! I almost forgot. Are your parents doing anything for your birthday?”
“Yeah.” Ally shifted the phone to her other ear. “We’re going out to eat sometime this week. Thursday night, I think, after Dad’s last class.” She hesitated. “My parents don’t mind that you’re still living with them, do they?”
“What?” said Mary. “Oh, no, no. It’s great. It’s…a better home life than I’ve ever had. You’re really lucky, Ally.”
“I know,” said Ally. 
“But you know, I thought they would be getting irritable by now,” said Mary. “But they’re not. Just between you and me, I think your Dad secretly wants another daughter, but your Mom doesn’t want to have more kids.” 
Ally laughed. “She has a horror of childbirth.”
“And I think they really miss you, too,” said Mary. “So I guess it’s empty nest syndrome or whatever. Your dad talks to me all the time. And your mom gives me stuff from her books to proofread.”
Ally looked at her empty dorm room. “I miss being at home. I thought I’d really like living in the dorm…but it hasn’t worked out that way. Maybe I’ll move back home after this semester.”
“That would be cool,” said Mary. “Oh! Before I forget again. Let’s go out to supper.”
“Tonight?” said Ally. “All right. I don’t have anything I have to do tonight. Do you know where I live?”
“Yup,” said Mary. “I’ll be by at…six? Is that okay?”
“That’s great,” said Ally. She could get five hours of sleep. “I’ll see you then.”
“Okay. Bye.”
“Bye,” said Ally. She ended the call and promptly fell asleep.
 
###
 
Ally waited in front of the dorm’s front doors, humming to herself. She turned, examined her reflection in the plate glass of the door, and checked her hair. She had showered and changed after her nap, putting on khakis, a white buttoned shirt, and a denim jacket. Mary wouldn’t care what she looked like. But Ally hadn’t gone out and had fun for what seemed like an eternity. 
Besides, sometimes it was fun to look nice.
Shoes clicked against concrete, and Mary walked up the sidewalk, squinting at the dorm. 
Mary looked up, grinned, and hugged her.
“Ally! Happy birthday!” 
“Thanks,” said Ally.
“Do you really live on the fifth floor?” said Mary, stepping back. She still looked too thin, having never gained back the weight she had lost over the summer. But she looked stronger. Having a job had done her good. 
“Yeah.”
Mary made a face. “That must be a pain, walking up and down those stairs every day.” 
“Not really,” said Ally. “Good exercise, keeps you in shape.”
Mary snorted. “Like, whatever. You’re in such good shape that you don’t need to keep in shape. Let’s go, I think I’m parked illegally.” 
Ally laughed. “Then we’d better hurry up. Campus security is anal about parking." A huge old Buick stood double-parked in the lot behind the dorm. “That’s your car?”
“Yup,” said Mary. Ally let herself in and sat down on the frayed upholstery. 
“You’re fifty years too young to be driving a car like this.” She pointed at the radio. “I feel like we should be listening to Lawrence Welk or Bob Hope or something.” 
Mary snickered. “Well, yeah, but it’s in one piece, it was cheap, and it runs well.” She stuck the key into the ignition and tried to start the car. The engine roared and failed to turn over. “Well, pretty good shape.” The car coughed to life, and Mary pulled into traffic. “Where do you want to go?”
Ally shrugged. “Wherever you want is fine.”
Mary shook her head. “No, no, it’s your birthday. We’ll go where you want.”
Ally rolled her eyes. “We did this all through high school, remember? I’d say that we can go where you want to go, and you’d say we can go where I want to go, and it’d take a half hour before we could decide.”
Mary giggled. “I remember! Bill would usually complain until we went someplace.” She frowned. “How is Bill, anyway? Have you heard from him?” 
“Yeah,” said Ally. “We talk on Facebook a lot.”
“How’s he like it at…where did he go?”
Ally laughed. “MIT.”
“I knew that.”
“Well, he absolutely loves it. It’s super competitive, but you know how Bill thrives on that sort of thing. He goes on and on about stuff like Boolean logic and Moore’s Law and Aristotelian syllogisms as related to programming architecture.” Ally paused. “I have absolutely no idea what any of it means.”  
“Sounds like computer geek heaven.” Mary laughed. “What’s he studying for?”
Ally thought about it. “He explained it to me once. I have absolutely no idea.” 
Mary laughed again. “Okay. So, we better decide where we’re going. I’m driving in circles here.” 
Ally shrugged. “You decide.”
Mary gave her a look. “Ally Wester, it’s your birthday, and you’ll decide.”
Ally rolled her eyes. “Fine! Turn right at the stop sign coming up.”
Mary complied. “Where are we going?”
“There’s this coffeehouse I go to every now and then,” said Ally. Thankfully, the Gracchan student had not returned since. “It’s pretty nice. They have good food, for a coffeehouse. And it’s cheap, too.”
Mary nodded. “I’m entirely in favor of cheap.” 
 
###
 
“So Bill really has a girlfriend?” said Mary.
Ally opened the coffeehouse door. “Actually, he’s had two in the last month.” 
Mary looked astonished. “Two? You have to be kidding me.”
Students at the coffeehouse’s tables in groups, studying or typing on laptops. An empty booth on the far wall caught her eye. Ally led Mary through the crowd and they sat down. 
“Is it always this crowded?” said Mary.
“I don’t know.” Ally looked over the crowd. “I’ve never been here on a Saturday before.” 
“Do we order at the counter?”
”Yup,” said Ally, and they ordered their dinner and returned to the booth.
“Two girlfriends?” said Mary, reaching for her ham sandwich. “You have to tell me more.”
“What? Oh, Bill.” Ally unwrapped her sandwich. “I guess he met his current girlfriend at an all-night Dungeons and Dragons tournament. Or something like that, anyway.”
Mary laughed. “Figures. Maybe they get together and play Warcraft.” 
“It wouldn’t surprise me,” said Ally.
Mary hesitated. “So how have you been?”
Ally blinked. “Me? I’m fine. I pulled a muscle at the studio the other day, but it’s getting better. At lot of stuff with school’s a pain,” she thought of the incident with the registrar’s office, “but it’s all going well. I don’t think I’m going to flunk anything, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
Mary fidgeted. “You look tired, that’s all.”
Ally shrugged. “Welcome to college, right? You’re only going to school part-time, but Katrina tells me you sometimes stay up till one finishing stuff.”
“Yeah, but that’s different.” Mary bit her lip. “I could go to sleep if I wanted to.” 
“So could I.”
Mary shook her head. “I think you’re having those dreams again, worse than before.”
Ally sat up straighter. “I am not!”
Mary looked her in the eye. “I think you are. You even had them when we were in Europe. Sometimes you would stay up reading or watching TV or something, but I knew you didn’t want to sleep.” 
Ally looked away. “All right. So maybe I do have nightmares. So what? Everyone has nightmares. You had a few big ones after what happened with Nathan.”
“I did,” said Mary, her voice gentle, “but I got over it. Maybe you should go talk to somebody about them…
Ally felt her teeth grind together. “I don’t want to talk about it with anyone, okay? I don’t!” Her voice rose to a shout, and Mary flinched.
“I’m sorry,” said Mary. “I’m just worried about you.”
Ally sighed. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you. It’s just…the dreams scare me, you know?”
“I understand,” said Mary.
Ally shook her head. “No, you don’t, not really. It’s like…it’s like they’re memories from somebody else’s life. Bad memories. Sometimes…I think some of it is stuff I’ve forgotten from when I was a little kid. Before I got adopted. And sometimes I’m flying over the city. It’s like having visions.”
“Maybe you’re psychic,” said Mary. “Like Bill always said, right?” 
“I don’t know,” said Ally. “I really don’t.”
“Maybe you need a boyfriend,” said Mary.
Ally gave her an incredulous stare. “What?” 
“A boyfriend,” said Mary, grinning. 
“I can’t believe you, of all people, are telling me to get a boyfriend,” said Ally. “I’d have thought you would have sworn off men forever.”
“Well, you know,” said Mary. “But not all men are like Nathan, thank God.” 
“I’d hope so, anyway,” said Ally.
Mary swirled her soda with her straw. “I think a lot of men are like Nathan. But there are good men out there.” She smiled. “Maybe that’s what you need. A good man.”
Ally rolled her eyes. “God. I can’t understand why people think that way. Next thing I know you’ll be telling me to get married and have two or three kids.”
“Maybe you need to get out more,” said Mary. “I mean, what do you spend all your time doing? Homework, work, homework, work. That’s got to get boring after a while. Go out and have some fun.”
Ally grinned. “Isn’t that what we’re doing right now?” 
“Yes, but do it more often,” said Mary. She waved her hand at the crowded tables. “Here’s a challenge for you.”
“Oh, exciting.”
“Go up to any guy, any guy at all, and hit up a conversation,” said Mary. 
Ally frowned. “Why?” 
“Something new, something different,” said Mary. “Who knows? You might even meet someone you like.”
Ally rolled her eyes. “That’s the worst idea I’ve heard all night. You remember what high school boys were like? College boys are just like that, except they drink more beer.” 
“Oh, come on,” said Mary. “It’s not like you have to give him your phone number or even your name. Just talk to him.” She pointed. “How about that guy? The one in the blue shirt.”
“No,” said Ally. “He’s with three other girls.”
“Okay, then,” said Mary. She gestured at a lone student sitting in a booth, reading a book. “How about him?”
“No,” said Ally. “He’s probably doing homework and doesn’t want to be interrupted.”
Mary snickered. “I never thought you would be timid. How about…” She frowned. “No, not him. He looks a little old.” 
“Who?” Ally frowned.
Mary waved her fingers. “That guy. The one who just came in.”
Ally peered into the crowd. A man in his early thirties strode with a slow step to the counter. He had close-cropped dark hair and wore a new suit. 
“What a weird-looking cane,” said Mary.
“I’ll say,” said Ally. The cane looked like a medieval sword in its scabbard, the wood and metal gleaming and polished. An odd itch tugged at the back of Ally’s mind. Both the cane and its owner looked familiar, though Ally did not recognize either. 
“Ally?” Mary leaned forward. “You okay? You’ve got that weird look again.”
“I do not get weird looks,” said Ally. Her eyes remained fixed on the man. 
He stopped, as if he felt her gaze, and looked in her direction. His face was lean, almost gaunt, and dark eyes glittered in deep sockets. He looked weary and weathered, yet an intense light showed in his eyes. Ally met his stare without blinking. He watched her for a moment, then turned away. 
“God,” said Mary. “That was weird.”
“I’ll say,” said Ally. Odd memories flashed across her mind. She remembered an old man with a child in a harness across his back. He carried two canes…
No, not canes.
Swords that burned. 
“I hope you’re not thinking about talking to him,” said Mary. “He’s kind of handsome, yeah, but he looks nuts.” 
“That cane,” said Ally.
“What about it?” 
Ally stood. “I’ve seen it before. I don’t know where. And it’s not really a cane at all.” 
“What is it?”
“A sword.” 
Mary’s eyes got wide. “You mean that’s really a sword? Jesus, Ally, then that guy is nuts. Don’t go talk to him.”
“I have to,” said Ally, starting across the room. 
“Oh, God.” Mary climbed to her feet and followed her. 
Ally strode to the counter. The man stood before the register, leaning on his false cane. He turned at her approach, his face expressionless and calm.
“Hi,” said Ally. 
“Greetings,” said the man. He had an odd accent. “What do you wish of me?”
“Your cane,” said Ally. 
The man almost smiled. “It is not for sale.”
“I don’t care,” said Ally. “I know it’s not a cane. It’s a sword.” The man’s eyes did not leave her face. “And I want to see it.” 
“Sir?” The cashier held a tray out to him. “Sir, your food’s ready.” 
The man considered her, his eyes and face unreadable. 
“Sir?” said the cashier, annoyance filtering into his tone. 
“Very well.” The man tucked his cane under his arm and took the tray. “Come with me.” 
Mary hurried to her side. “Where are we going?” 
Ally followed the man through the crowd, her eyes fixed on the sword cane. “I’m going to see his sword.” 
Mary rolled her eyes. “Oh, God, Ally. Don’t tell me you actually walked up to him and asked to see his sword. That’s an opening if I’ve ever heard one.”
The man settled in a booth, and Ally sat across from him. Mary squirmed in besides her. The man picked up an apple from his tray and took a bite. “And why are you so adamant about seeing my sword?”
Ally had never seen the weapon before in her life, but it seemed so familiar. A dozen contradictory thoughts warred in her mind. “I…I don’t know. I just have to.”
The man took another bite and swallowed. “As you wish, then.” He tucked the scabbard between his knees, drew the sword, and laid it flat on the table between them. 
“My God,” muttered Mary. 
Ally’s eyes wandered over the leather-wrapped hilt and the crosspiece. A deep crimson stain marked the blade. “That’s blood.” 
“Oh my God,” said Mary. 
“Aye,” said the man. A glaze seemed to come over his eyes. “The blood of a dear friend.”
Ally swallowed. “So you’ve…killed people with this?”
“More than I care to remember.” 
Ally’s fingers curled around the hilt. “It feels so warm.” A faint heat seeped through the metal, and she lifted the weapon. “And so light.” Her father was an ancient historian and her mother taught martial arts. She had handled swords before. But she had never held such a well-balanced blade. 
A flicker of surprise went through the man’s face. “You can lift that?” 
“Yeah.” Ally set the sword down. “It’s not that heavy.” 
The man leaned forward, his dark eyes keen with curiosity. “Who are you?” 
“Don’t answer him, Ally,” said Mary. “He’s carrying around a bloody sword. This guy’s crazy.” 
The man’s lips quirked in a smile. “Quite right. But you’ve just told me her name. Ally.”
Mary groaned. “I am such an idiot.” 
“It’s okay,” said Ally. Something about this man was so familiar to Ally. She could not place the memory, but she did not think he would harm them. “Who are you, then?”
“I am Arran Belphon.” 
“Where are you from?” said Mary, eyes narrowed. “You’ve got a funny accent.”
Arran unwrapped his sandwich and took a bite. “A far country. You would not know it.” 
“Try me,” said Ally.
Arran set down his sandwich. “Very well. Carlisan, greatest of the High Kingdoms.”
Mary hesitated. “Isn’t that in the UK?”
“Carlisan,” whispered Ally. A memory hovered at her fingertips, just out of reach. “Carlisan. I’ve heard that before, haven’t I? I must have. But I’ve never heard of it.” 
Arran watched her. “You know of it?”
“I…I don’t know.” Ally shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
Arran leaned closer. “What of the other High Kingdoms? Rindl. Narramore. Antarese. Amnisos. Do you remember their names?”
Every one of the names tugged something deep within Ally’s mind, a pang of sorrow and regret and pain. “I don’t know.” She rubbed the heels of her hands against her forehead. “There’s something…why I can’t I remember?”
“Stop it,” said Mary, glaring at Arran. “Do you know her?”
Arran blinked. “No. I’ve never seen her before in my life.” 
“Then stop asking her those stupid questions,” said Mary. “She’s never been to Carlisan, or wherever you’re from, so she wouldn’t know about it.” 
A thousand images swirled in Ally’s mind, merging and clicking and fusing. For a moment she saw him walking, trudging across the length and breadth of a continent, laden down with weapons. Had she seen him in one of her dreams? “What do you want?”
“What do I want?” said Arran. “You approached me, did you not?”
Ally shook her head. “No, no. Not that. Why are you here? You came a long way to be here, didn’t you?” Arran gave her a slow nod. “So why did you come?”
Arran hesitated. “Do you…know of a man named Senator Thomas Wycliffe?” 
A jolt went down Ally’s spine. She remembered what her parents had told of her Wycliffe. Now this dark man with a bloody sword had appeared, asking about him. “Some. Everyone in the country knows about him. He’s running for vice president.” She remembered hearing him speak at the honors dinner, the way his voice had grated on her ears. “There’s something not right about him. Maybe he’s a criminal. I don’t know.”
“A criminal.” Arran’s voice was bitter. “Yes, I would say he is a criminal. He sold guns to rebels in my homeland.”
“What?” said Ally. Senator Wycliffe was an arms smuggler? 
“Yes,” said Arran. “He sold guns and bombs to a…criminal from my nation, a man called Lord Marugon…”
Ally almost fell out of her seat. 
“What did you say?” she whispered.
An electric twist of memory shot through her mind. She felt herself sweating.
“Ally?” said Mary, gripping her arm. “Are you okay? Ally!” 
A thousand images blasted through her mind in rapid succession. She remembered the dream of the iron claws ripping her flesh. Other memories danced through her mind. There was a van chase, winged nightmares, and a man in a black robe. The man’s face, pale with bottomless black eyes, flashed before her mind. She had seen him in her dreams. 
She had seen him in the parking lot of a conference center, the night her parents had told her about Wycliffe. 
“Is she ill?” said Arran to Mary.
“I don’t know,” said Mary. “Ally? Are you okay?” 
Ally shuddered once, folded her arms around herself, and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Really.” 
“You’re really scaring me,” said Mary. 
“I scare myself,” whispered Ally. She had to ask her parents about her past. But some part of her, a large part of her, wanted the past to remain buried. 
“I apologize,” said Arran. “I have caused you distress.”
Ally gave him a wan smile. “It’s not your fault. I have the distress within me, I suppose.” She shivered. “Marugon. I have never heard that name before in my life.” The torrent of images threatened to break free. “But I know it…I know it.”
Arran slid the sword back into its scabbard. “Perhaps you heard the name in your youth and have forgotten it since.” 
“I suppose that it’s possible,” said Ally. She thought of the forgotten years of her life and pushed the thought away. “But…but I don’t know when.”
Arran leaned forward, his dark eyes glinting. “Who are you?”
“Don’t tell him,” said Mary, looking back and forth between them. “I still think he’s nuts. I still think we shouldn’t be talking to him.” 
“I’m…Ally,” said Ally, pushing a lock of hair from her eyes. Arran’s intense gaze did not waver. “Ally Wester.”
“But who are you really?” he said, searching her face. 
“What do you mean?” she said.
“There’s something about you.” Arran shook his head. “I don’t know what. You should not have been able to lift a Sacred Blade. And you recognize me. I see it in your face.” He grew more animated as he spoke, a light coming on his eyes. “I am searching for some people. You might know one of them.”
Ally shook her head, trying to sort through the terrible confusion. “I don’t know you. I’ve never seen you before in my life.” She did not look away. “But…but you’re right. I do recognize you. I just don’t know how.” 
“Oh, God.” Mary’s hand tightened around her arm. “I used to fall for that kind of thing all the time. We should go.” 
“Wait,” said Arran. “Two men. Sir Liam Mastere and Alastarius. Have you ever met any of them?” 
Mary frowned at him. “Sir Liam? We don’t know any knights or lords or anything like that.” Her scowl deepened. “Leave her alone. You’re upsetting her. Can’t you see that?”
“Sir Liam,” whispered Ally. A deep surge of grief filled her at the name. “I don’t know…I might have…I…I can’t really say…”
A muscle in Arran’s face trembled. “Do you know where they are?”
“That’s it.” Mary slid out of the booth and pushed Ally to her feet. “We’re going. There’s something wrong with this guy. I don’t know what it is.”
“Please.” Arran came to his feet in a single fluid motion. He would, Ally realized through her daze, make a splendid martial artist. “I must speak with her further. It is vital.”
“No goddamn way.” Mary waved a finger in Arran’s face. “She saved me when I got stupid over a guy, and I’m going to do the same for her. You’re bad news. I don’t know who the hell you are, carrying around a bloody sword, but you’re nuts. It wouldn’t surprise me if you had a gun under that coat.” Arran flinched. “Come on, Ally, we’re going right now.” She took Ally’s arm and pulled her towards the door. 
“Wait,” said Arran, stepping towards them.
Ally stared at him. But her muscles had no strength in them. Mary pulled her outside and into her car, and they drove away. 
Ally stared out the back window. She saw Arran staring after them. 
 
###
 
“Are you okay?” said Mary for the thousandth time, pacing the dorm room.
Ally rolled her eyes. “Mary, I’m fine,” she lied. “And stop pacing. You’re going to drive me crazy.”
“Sorry.” Mary sat down on the empty bed. “Sorry. It’s just…I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen you like that, Ally.”
“What do you mean?” 
Mary picked up a pen from the desk and fidgeted with it. “You just went all to pieces when he said those strange names.” 
“Sir Liam,” said Ally. Again the strange grief tugged at her. “Alastarius. Marugon.” A deep dread filled her, soaking into her very bones. 
Mary sighed. “You’ve always been the strong one. And…I’ve never seen you like that. It really scared me.” 
Ally gave a lazy shrug. “Maybe I really do need a boyfriend.”
Mary gaped at her. “Don’t…don’t tell me you were attracted to that guy?”
“He is handsome,” said Ally. “But I could care less.” She stared at the blue carpet. “There’s something about him, though. He’s…scarred, I think, in mind and body both. I’ll bet he’s been through a lot.”
“Whatever,” said Mary. “Just promise me you won’t fall in love with him or something, okay?”
Ally laughed. “Okay, okay, I promise.”
“Who do you think he was, really?” 
“I don’t know.” Ally didn’t lift her gaze from the floor. “I really don’t.” 
“Maybe…maybe he was someone who knew you from before? You know, from before your mom and dad adopted you.”
Ally had never considered that. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before.” 
“But you said you recognized him,” Mary said. “And you don’t remember anything that happened before you were ten or so, right? Maybe…you knew him when you were a little kid.” 
“I might have.” Ally blew out a sigh. 
“Maybe you should ask your parents.” Mary’s voice was gentle. “You never did ask them about your adoption, did you? Then maybe it’s time.”
“Maybe,” said Ally.
They sat in silence.
Mary got to her feet and picked up her purse. “I’d better go. It’s past midnight and I have early work tomorrow.”
Ally got up. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“That the night went so bad. You went to all this trouble and we both wound up freaking out over some stranger in a coffeehouse.”
Mary laughed. “It’s not your fault.” She gave Ally a hug. “Happy birthday.”
“Thank you.”
Mary stepped back. “And you take care of yourself, okay? I worry about you.”
Ally nodded. “I will. I promise.” Mary smiled one last time and let herself out. Ally stared at her iPhone. She could call her parents right now and demand the truth. They had been promising to tell her for years. Her trembling hand picked up the iPhone. Memories flashed through her mind, the strange visions that often haunted her sleep.
Ally put down the phone, dressed for bed, and went to sleep.
She didn’t want to know. 






Chapter 8 - Night Hunting
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
“Thank you, driver.” The bus driver nodded, and Arran stepped into the night.
Crumbling brick warehouses stood all around the dark street, the only illumination coming from a few scattered streetlamps. Rusted chain-link fences ringed the warehouses, and tangled shadows lay like weeds in the darkness. Arran climbed over one of the fences and landed besides a pile of splintered crates. 
He pulled out his sword belt from beneath his coat, lashed it through his Sacred Blade’s scabbard, and buckled it around his waist. He holstered one pistol on his left hip, keeping the other hidden beneath his coat. He paused long enough to check his weapons and his ammunition, and then started moving.
Arran slipped into the darkness, sliding from shadow to shadow. He wore a long dark overcoat in the fashion of Chicago instead of his cloak, but the coat mixed well with the shadows. He had donned his worn old boots, though, since the shoes Dr. Francis had purchased him made too much noise against the concrete. 
He planned to remain unnoticed.
Arran darted from shadow to shadow, his thoughts chasing each other in a tangled whirl. 
Who was the young woman he had met at the house of the coffee merchant?”
A group of young men walked towards him, laughing and talking. Arran slid behind a lamppost and waited for them to pass. They took no notice of him, and Arran shook his head in disgust. The people of Chicago were oblivious to their surroundings. He could have walked up those young men, drawn his weapon, and killed them all before they even looked up. 
They had grown too used to peace and prosperity. 
No wonder such a man as Thomas Wycliffe had grown so powerful among them. 
Arran hurried along the deserted lanes of Chicago’s warehouse district, trying to keep his thoughts on the task before him. But his mind kept returning to Ally Wester. He had no doubt she was an unusual young woman. Lovely, true, and her eyes held the same glint of intelligence that he had seen in Dr. Francis. But that was not unusual. 
Yet she had lifted his Sacred Blade without any apparent effort. 
Only a Knight of the Order of the Sacred Blade, anointed and sworn, could lift a Sacred Blade. A true Wizard could lift a Sacred Blade as well, through their studies of the white magic. Yet neither explanation made sense. 
Who was she? 
Arran had never seen her before, yet she had recognized him and his Sacred Blade. He had seen the tortured confusion on her face. Could she have come from Carlisan? Perhaps she had been abducted as a child, taken to Earth, and then escaped through some accident? 
Arran crept along a brick wall as he tried to think. 
It had been almost eleven years since Marugon had unleashed the horrors of Earth’s weapons on the High Kingdoms. Ally Wester looked about twenty years of age. Perhaps she had been abducted at the age of nine or ten? 
Arran stopped. “Sir Liam.” 
She had reacted to his name, even if she had claimed not to recognize it. How could she have known him? Sir Liam had perished in the Tower…
His breath hissed through his clenched teeth. He remembered standing before the spectral caretaker in the Chamber of the Dead, the endless sarcophagi stretching into the darkness. The caretaker had told him that Sir Liam traveled in the company of a mortal girl. She had vanished through the doors to Earth, carrying Lithon in her arms. But that had been years ago. The mortal girl would be a young woman by now… 
Arran nodded to himself. 
Could Ally Wester have carried Lithon to Earth? She had recognized the Sacred Blade, she had reacted to Sir Liam’s name, and he had seen the terror on her face at the mention of Marugon’s accursed name. 
His mind burned with the conclusion. She knew where to find Lithon Scepteris, the King of Carlisan.
He turned, intending to rush back the house of the coffee merchant. Someone there had to know her. He would track her down. And if that failed, he could have Dr. Francis use the strange machine she called the “Internet” to find her.  
But suppose she did not want to be found? Senator Wycliffe and his minions lived in Chicago. Winged demons roamed the streets disguised as men. And Lord Marugon himself was in the city, somewhere. It had been Sir Liam’s entire plan to hide Lithon on Earth, to keep the King safe from Marugon’s dark grasp. Suppose Ally had traveled with Sir Liam long enough to learn his plan? Yet Sir Liam had been slain in the Tower, and a girl and a toddler could not survive on their own. Someone must have taken them in and hidden them away, keeping them unnoticed under Wycliffe's and Marugon’s very noses. 
No wonder he had frightened Ally. She must have thought him one of Marugon’s servants, despite his Sacred Blade. 
He turned once more and continued towards his original destination. He would track Ally Wester down, but with greater care. Perhaps he could speak with her adoptive family or her husband. Most likely her family, since the women of Earth often married much later than those of Carlisan. 
Arran stopped, his face hardening. 
The warehouse complex of Senator Thomas Wycliffe had come into sight.
It sprawled over dozens of acres, crouching behind a high brick wall crowned with barbed wire. Electric lights cast swathes of illumination over the warehouses. It was past midnight, yet Arran heard the hum and clang of machinery through the walls. A huge truck pulled up to the gate, its lights flashing. The gate slid aside with a chattering clang. 
Tarrager had described “Earth” as a huge room filled with boxes. This place must be it, must be Marugon’s stronghold on Earth, a fortress built to defend the door to the Tower of Endless Worlds. Wycliffe brought the guns and bombs here, and Marugon took them back through the Tower.
Arran wanted to storm forward, guns blazing, and rip this vile place to shreds. But he would fail. Wycliffe’s retainers would defend the fortress, and the winged demons lurked in the shadows here. And perhaps the complex housed even Lord Marugon himself. Arran could not hope to stand against such dark power. 
He turned, hurried across the streets, and slipped back into the shadows. 
No, revenge for the High Kingdoms could wait. He had come here to spy. 
The warehouse across the street was abandoned, its windows broken and boarded. In fact, the entire district surrounding the complex seemed empty and desolate. Arran climbed up the abandoned warehouse’s wall, finding handholds with ease in the broken brick. He reached the roof and spread himself flat, staring at the warehouses. Arran reached into his coat and retrieved the binoculars he had purchased at a sporting goods supply store. He had purchased many useful items at the store, including a sharp knife, a good whetstone, and an ample supply of bullets for his weapons. He pried the lens caps from the binoculars and raised the device to his eyes.
The binoculars still amazed him. They were not magical, the merchant had assured him, but a simple arrangement of powerful lenses. Arran had seen a telescope in his youth, a huge brass thing brought on a ship from the south. Yet this device had many times the magnification power of the brass telescope.
Arran swept his binoculars over the complex. He saw stacks of crates and pallets strewn around the warehouses, workingmen in dark coveralls using machinery to move metal boxes, and trucks rolling back and forth. The complex had to handle an enormous amount of freight. All the stories he had heard agreed that Wycliffe had made his wealth as a shipper. No doubt he used his legitimate businesses as cover for weapons smuggling. 
Arran wanted to slip inside and look around. A guard booth stood at the side of the front gate. The front gate was no doubt guarded, but perhaps he could find an easier way into the complex…
Arran froze. A winged demon sat in the guard booth.
It had disguised itself as a man. A huge bushy beard covered its face and its yellow fangs. Dark mirrored glasses hid its burning eyes, and jacket of black leather hid its wings, though the demon sat with a marked slouch. Arran shifted the binoculars’ gaze to the well-lit complex. His stomach tightened. He saw more of the winged demons in their slouching disguises, patrolling the complex’s grounds. So much for creeping into Wycliffe’s complex. Human security, even with the machines of Earth, did not daunt him. But the winged demons were dangerous foes. At least Arran now knew beyond any doubt that Senator Wycliffe served Marugon…
His Sacred Blade jolted in its scabbard. 
Arran dropped back to the roof, his hand clenching around the sword’s hilt. He scanned the sky, looking for winged shapes, but saw nothing. He considered drawing his sword and decided against it. The sword’s glow might draw unwanted attention. 
Something scraped beneath him. 
Someone was in the abandoned warehouse. A man-sized hole yawned in the roof, perhaps a dozen yards from where he stood. Arran dropped to his belly and crawled to the edge of the hole, taking care to remain silent. He reached the hole and peered over the edge. There was not much light, but Arran saw a hulking winged shape standing beside a stack of crates. It was only a short distance to the ground. Arran could spring from the roof, land behind the creature, and plunge his Sacred Blade through its chest before it even turned…
The winged demon turned. “So. Did you find the miserable bit of trash?”  
Two more hulking shapes strode into sight, their burning eyes glaring in the gloom. “Gah.” The voice was gargling snarl. “We have hunted for three hours. I found no sign of the wretch.” 
“I as well,” said the first winged demon. “We shall not find the vermin. There are ten thousand places to hide in these warehouses, as we well know.” A vicious chuckle rose up from the demons. “Let it terrorize the humans of the city. I cannot fathom a better use for it.”
The second winged demon hissed. “I fail to see what use Lord Marugon has for them.” 
The first winged demon stepped forward, its wings spreading in a menacing shadow. “You question King Goth-Mar-Dan?” 
The second demon growled like a mad wolf. “The King does not care for the stinking beasts any more than we do. I think Lord Marugon created the creatures as an experiment, but he has no use for them. It’s that mewling Lord Wycliffe that uses them.”
“Lord Wycliffe. Bah!” The first demon’s eyes flared, illuminating the pale skin of its face. “That wretched schemer is no more a Warlock than I.”
“A fool,” agreed the second demon. “It is amusing, though. He does not realize he is naught more than Lord Marugon’s patsy.” The creature growled. “Yet Lord Wycliffe thinks to give us commands! Why King Goth-Mar-Dan permits it, I shall never understand.”
The third winged demon spoke. “Yet service on this world is not so onerous. We have all the flesh and all the women we could ever desire. And there are no Knights or Wizards here to persecute us.”
The first winged demon chuckled. “Aye, there are no Knights here,” its laughter rose, “because we slew them all!” The winged demons roared with laughter, and Arran’s fingers tightened against his sword hilt. 
“Let us hunt,” said the second of the winged demons. Two of them disappeared into the shadows of the warehouse. The third flapped its dark wings and took to the air, soaring for the hole in the ceiling. Arran flinched as the demon rocketed past him, climbing into the sky. He tensed, ready to leap to his feet and draw his Sacred Blade. But the winged demon did not notice him. It banked to the left and disappeared over the city. A few moments later the other two appeared in the sidewalk. 
Arran blew out a long breath and got to his feet. He climbed down the side of the warehouse, wrapped his coat around him, and made for the bus stop. Part of him wanted to hunt down the winged demons, even as they hunted the people of Chicago. But he knew it was folly. He could not fight them all. And if he tried, they would recognize his Sacred Blade. Marugon would know a Knight had survived, and his hunt for Arran might well lead him to Lithon. 
Arran hopped a fence and crossed the abandoned yard of a crumbling factory. Something moved, and Sacred Blade trembled in its scabbard.
Arran froze, his eyes scanning the wreckage. Had one of the winged demons followed him? He drew his sword and waited, the weapon giving off a pale white glow. The sword usually burned brighter at a creature of black magic’s approach. 
A dark shape crept out from behind a rusted machine and shambled forward.
The thing had leathery, gray skin, claws dangling from the ends of its spindly arms and legs. A long black tongue lashed at the air, rubbing against twisted fangs, and its eyes burned with a faint red glow. 
“What manner of devil are you?” said Arran. He drew one of his guns, fitted it with the silencer he had purchased, and leveled it at the creature. 
The creature lunged at him, claws slicing at the air.
Arran squeezed the trigger. Three shots smacked into the creature, and it gibbered in pain and stumbled back. Arran took aim for the head and fired again. The bullet slammed into the creature’s forehead. 
It staggered, shook itself, and lunged at Arran. 
He cursed and hopped back, bringing his Sacred Blade up. The creature flinched from the blade’s glow, and Arran whirled and launched a blurring slash at the thing’s neck. It tried to dodge, raising its hands to block, but Arran’s blow sliced two fingers from its hand. The creature wailed in agony, clutching its maimed hand. Arran raised his sword for the kill, but the creature turned and fled, moving with incredible speed. Its agonized gibbering rose into the night He cursed, looked down at the ground, and froze. 
Human blood stained the concrete. The creature had bled human blood. He remembered the seeking spirit he and Sir Liam had fought in the Mountains of Rindl. The Warlocks could use their dark powers to transform men and women, changing them into hideous beasts of black magic.
Had Marugon done the same on Earth? 
Arran continued for the bus stop, eyes scanning the darkness, hands resting on his weapons.
He had found some answers, but many more questions.






Chapter 9 - Subcontractors
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
“Ha!” said Schzeran, slapping his hand on the table. “Straight flush.” He grinned, his teeth yellow in his unshaven face. “None of you has anything to beat that.”
Bronsky grunted. “Fold.” 
Dr. Krastiny leaned back in his chair. “So sure, Mr. Schzeran? Since I am a generous man, I shall give you one last chance to fold, though it is rather against the spirit of the rules.”
They sat in an unused conference room in Senator Wycliffe’s office compound. It was well past three in the morning, but the sounds of rumbling trucks never ceased. The single fluorescent light cast sputtering shadows over the walls and ceiling. 
Schzeran gaped at him. “Fold?” He muttered a stream of obscenities in Russian. 
“In English, please,” said Krastiny. Much to his annoyance, both Schzeran and Bronsky’s English remained terribly crude. Not at all professional. 
Schzeran rolled his eyes. “Fine. In English, Doctor Krastiny, sir. You don’t have anything to beat a straight flush. I’ve been counting the cards. The highest you can have is a full house. The laws of probability dictate that you must fold.” Schzeran had been a mathematician before entering the KGB.
Dr. Krastiny smiled and laid his hand out. “Royal flush.” 
Schzeran sputtered, staring at the cards. “Royal flush? That’s not possible.”
Dr. Krastiny sighed. “What did Christ say? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe? Something like that, I think. But you, my dear Schzeran, have seen and yet you do not believe.” 
Bronsky snickered.
Schzeran glared at him. “Bullshit. I was counting the cards. The queen of spades is in the discard pile. There’s no way you could have a royal flush.”
Bronsky laughed. “Maybe you don’t count cards as well as you think.”
Schzeran leveled a finger at Krastiny. “You were cheating.”
Krastiny rolled his eyes. “I am shocked by this baseless accusation. Besides, we all cheat.” They had been playing poker together for years. Cheating was permitted, so long as you got away with it. It added a new level of strategy to the game. Besides, it made for an excellent mental exercise. 
Schzeran waved his hand. “Roll up your sleeves.”
Krastiny grunted. “I find your lack of trust utterly appalling.” He rolled up the sleeves of his green sports jacket. “See? No hidden cards. Nor will you find cards hidden in my shirt, my pocket, or my shoes. Or even rolled up in the barrel of my gun.” He had used that one for years until they had caught on. 
Schzeran groaned. “Fine. Take it. You win.” He waved a finger. “But do not rest on your laurels, Doctor. Sooner or later, I will figure out how you keep winning.”
Krastiny shrugged and pulled the pot towards him. “Oh, no doubt.” 
He had affixed false labels to the fronts of several cards, disguising them as cards of a different suit. Neither Bronsky nor Schzeran had noticed the alterations. Once the pot had gotten large enough, Krastiny had removed the labels, tucked them under his watch, and claimed his prize. He figured they would catch on in a few weeks. 
Schzeran grumbled and collected the deck. “Baldy.” He elbowed Bronsky. “Your turn to deal.” 
Krastiny patted his own bald pate. “I find that rather offensive, you know.”
Schzeran snorted. “You’ve been hanging around Americans too long. You’ve soaked up all this nonsense about…what do they call it?”
“Political correctness?” said Krastiny. 
Schzeran snapped his fingers. “Yes, that’s it. Load of shit. Man’s fat, he’s fat.” Schzeran smirked and ran a hand through his hair. “And a man’s bald, well, he’s not me.” 
“Funny,” said Krastiny.
Schzeran leaned forward. “So…I hear Kurkov’s finally found a freighter for the bomb.”
Krastiny looked around. “A moment. Check the room for bugs.” 
Bronsky stood, the cards forgotten. The three men rose and scoured the room with efficiency honed by years of practice. They found no bugs and sat back down. Bronsky resumed shuffling the cards as if nothing had happened. 
“Yes, he’s finally found a freighter,” said Krastiny. “The authorities wrapped up their investigation in Vladivostok. Apparently they had quite a success. The organization lost millions of dollars.” Kurkov had been in a rage. “But the bomb was well-hidden. They never came near to finding it. It will ship out next week. For what Wycliffe’s paying for the bomb, it will make up the organization’s losses.” 
“Well, good,” said Schzeran. Bronsky began to deal.
Krastiny raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never known you to be overly concerned with the organization’s financial health.” 
“I’m not,” said Schzeran, looking at his cards. “So long as I get paid. But the sooner that lunatic gets his bomb, the better. Kurkov goes back to Russia, and we go with him.” 
“I rather partial to the United States.” 
Schzeran grinned. “So am I. All the booze I can buy. But I’m sick of that lunatic Marugon…and…Jesus, Krastiny. Those winged things, whatever the hell they are. We’ve seen a lot of weird stuff here.”
Krastiny grunted. “You haven’t the slightest idea.” Schzeran hadn’t seen Marugon transform those five men and women into nightmarish monsters. “Still, you aren’t turning squeamish now, are you?” 
Schzeran scoffed. “When have you ever known me to be squeamish?”
“True enough,” said Krastiny. 
“But…ah, hell. I don’t know what it is. It’s just not right. Not natural, you know?”
Krastiny nodded, thinking of the changelings. “I know.”
“Kurkov’s sold a lot of weapons to a lot of different people,” said Schzeran. “It’s never bothered me before. But Marugon’s…Marugon’s nuts. No, he’s more than nuts. It’s…it’s…” He pounded the table. “I don’t have a word for it, in English or Russian.” 
“I know,” said Krastiny. “Marugon’s otherworldly.”
“Otherworldly?” said Schzeran.
“Dark. Ill-fated. Ill-omened.” Krastiny looked at his cards, grumbled, and folded. 
“Yeah.” Schzeran nodded. “Yeah. Ill-omened. What you said. Hell, it’s like that man’s the devil.” 
A cold voice cut into their conversation.
“Speak of the devil, and what does he do?”
Krastiny leapt to his feet, whipping his gun from its holster. 
Marugon stepped out of the shadows in the corner, wrapped in his dark robes. 
For a moment they stared at each other, guns leveled at the black-robed shape.
Marugon’s eyes flickered over the guns. “You may as well put down your weapons. They will be of no use.”
Krastiny didn’t budge, nor did Bronsky and Schzeran. “Lord Marugon. You startled us.” Marugon remained silent. “If you’re looking for Kurkov, he had to fly to Los Angeles, to make arrangements…”
“Yes, I know.” Marugon walked to the window. Cold power seemed to hang over him like a shadow, an icy aura that made the hair on Krastiny’s arms stand on end. “I am most pleased. The delays of the last few months were interminable.” 
“Yes,” agreed Krastiny. “Senator Wycliffe is in the bunker, if you wish to speak with him.” 
“No, I do not wish to speak with Senator Wycliffe.” Sarcasm entered Marugon’s tone. “He is most preoccupied.” He turned away from the window, his eyes like bottomless black pits. “No, Dr. Krastiny, I wish to speak with you and your men.”
“Us?” Krastiny slid his gun back into its holster, and the others followed suit. “Why us? We are just hired hands.”
“Ah.” Marugon sat at the head of the table. “But you are skilled hired hands, are you not? And that is why I have come. I wish to hire you.”
Krastiny sat on the other end of the table. “Hire…us?” Schzeran and Bronsky followed his lead and sat. “We’re already hired. If you have a task for us, speak to Mr. Kurkov and …”
“I have already hired Kurkov,” said Marugon, “through Wycliffe, to procure the nuclear device for me. No, I wish to hire you directly, Dr. Krastiny.”
“Might I inquire why?” said Krastiny, mind racing. Marugon had been obsessing about that nuclear bomb for months, but lately he had been complaining about something else. “The girl. This red-haired girl you think you saw at the scholarship dinner. You want us to find her.”
“I did not think I saw her,” said Marugon, his voice cold. “I saw her, the white magic burning within her like a flame.”
“Why do you need us?” said Krastiny. “Surely Senator Wycliffe could find her with far greater ease, given his resources. And in another few weeks, he’ll have the full power of the American government at his command. He can find this girl much quicker than we ever could.”
“Senator Wycliffe,” said Marugon, “does not care.”
“That hardly seems fair,” said Krastiny. Marugon did not blink, and Krastiny shoved aside his unease. A professional maintained a cool head. “He has looked for this girl, but you’ve provided no name, no age, and only a vague description. How can you expect him to find her with such limited information?”
Marugon’s expression did not change. “Senator Wycliffe does not care because he does not understand. He has never encountered a wielder of the white magic. He does not understand the threat this girl poses. She has such potential…such strength. If she is unleashed it could ruin everything.” Marugon smirked. “But our busy Senator, he does not understand that. He spends his time with polls and analysts and his pathetic puppet President. So he has performed a few feeble searches and acts surprised when they turn up with nothing. Meanwhile he continues with his campaign for the Presidency.” His dark eyes bored into Krastiny. “Would you agree, Doctor, that this is a fair assessment?” 
Krastiny swallowed, trying to ease the dryness in his throat. “Yes. But I don’t understand. I saw you create those devil-creatures. Should they have not found the girl by now?”
Marugon scowled. “They should have. Yet she continues to elude them. Something baffles them.” His scowl darkened into a snarl. “I have come to believe that this girl has protectors.” He shook his head. “I do not understand. I destroyed my enemies, killed them all. But they were clever. Some of them must have hid from my reach. They must have found this girl, hidden her even as I destroyed them. They plan for her to challenge me one day, no doubt.” Marugon grinned a wolfish smile. “But I shall not give her the chance.” 
Krastiny watched the Warlock, fascinated in much the same way a ticking bomb would fascinate him. A half-dozen emotions had flickered over Marugon’s face in as many seconds. Was the man going insane?
And if he lost his mind, what would he do with his power?
“So,” said Krastiny at last, folding his hands, “what do you want of us?” 
“Find the girl,” said Marugon.
Krastiny shrugged. “If Senator Wycliffe failed to find the girl, and if your…creatures failed, then how could we succeed? The Senator is rich and powerful, and you…have skills that I cannot understand. My partners and I are merely men. How can we succeed where you have failed?”
Marugon leaned forward. “You are killers, no? You are hunters. You track down your prey and kill it. You enjoy it. I can see it within you.”
“With all respect, Lord Marugon,” said Krastiny, “we may enjoy our work, but we don’t work for free.”
Marugon chuckled. “Indeed not. And you do not wish to work for me, do you?”
Krastiny remained silent. 
Marugon smirked and leaned forward. “I know you despise me. What is the Earth saying? You cannot put your finger on it? Yes, that is it. You cannot put your finger on it, you cannot decide why, but you fear and loathe me.” His smirk widened. “I am most unnatural, am I not? So are the winged ones and the…others you have seen. So, you are not doubt wondering why you should work for me?”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” said Krastiny. 
Marugon leaned back in his chair. “I could compel you, if I wished. I could send the black magic into your minds and bend them to my well.” Bronsky and Schzeran began to slide their guns free. “But, fear not. I shall not. Instead, I shall offer you a deal. Find the girl and I shall pay you five million dollars. Each.” 
Krastiny blinked. “Five million dollars? Each? Does Senator Wycliffe know you’re spending this kind of money?”
Marugon snorted. “I have my own resources. Senator Wycliffe’s interests have been…drifting from my own, let us say.” His hand clenched into a fist. “So. Five million dollars each. Think of what that will let you do. You can break free of Kurkov’s organization.” He smiled. “You will not have to deal with me any longer. What do you say?” 
Krastiny wanted to refuse Marugon. But his partners’ eyes shone with eagerness. Krastiny already had his millions, but Schzeran and Bronsky did not. And the prospect of disentangling himself from Marugon did appeal to Krastiny. Perhaps he could convince Kurkov to take the same course. “All right.”
“Good,” said Marugon. “I have done some searching myself. The girl was a member of the 2012 graduating class. She was an honors student. That should narrow your search significantly.”
“True,” said Krastiny, “but that is still several thousand people.” 
“She has red hair, dark eyes, and stands about five feet and six inches tall,” said Marugon. “And you will know her when you find her.”
“Very well,” said Krastiny. “We shall start at once. When we find her, shall we kill her?” The thought did not faze Krastiny. He had killed many people in his career. Most had deserved it, but some probably had not. 
“No. You will tell me where she is. Then I will deal with her.”
“As you wish, Lord Marugon.” 
Marugon rose and left without a word. 
Schzeran grinned. “God. Five million dollars. I could buy a dacha on the Caspian Sea and retire. Or a condo in California.” 
“Yes. Well.” Krastiny sighed and rubbed his temples. “We had best get started at once. Schzeran. Can you hack into the Chicago school district’s computer system?”
Schzeran rolled his eyes. “That’s insulting. It’s a school, for God’s sake. Of course I can.” 
Krastiny drummed his fingers on the table. “Bronsky. Can you do your reporter act?” The big man nodded. “Start investigating the school system. Interrogate principals, teachers, that sort of thing. Ask about honor students. Tell them you’re doing a story on the success of the school system. The public schools in this country are such a mess, I’m sure they’ll jump at any chance for a positive story.” 
“One thing,” said Schzeran. “How are we going to explain this to the boss?” 
“Kurkov’s preoccupied,” said Krastiny. “Why do you think we’ve had so much time for poker lately? I doubt he’ll need anyone killed for at least a few weeks.”
“All right,” said Schzeran. He and Bronsky rose. “What will you do?”
“Me?” said Krastiny. “I will look at yearbooks. After all, how many red-headed female honors students can one city have? Quite a few, possibly, but not all that many.”
Schzeran grinned. “Let’s get started, then. God. Five million!” He and Bronsky left. 
Krastiny sighed and gathered up the deck. He no longer wanted anything to do with Marugon and his dark magic. 
The sooner this business was over, the better. 






Chapter 10 - Who I Really Am
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Arran stepped off the bus and walked through the crowds, swinging his sheathed Sacred Blade like a cane. A marked chill hung in the air, and dead leaves lay across the sidewalk, crinkling beneath his boots. People walked past, huddled in their coats. The chill did not bother Arran. He had spent nights in far colder places. 
He stopped across the street from the coffeehouse and took a deep breath. 
His guess had been correct.
He watched Ally Wester as she walked towards the coffeehouse’s door. Her red hair had been pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore a jacket and trousers of blue denim. A backpack hung over her shoulder, bouncing against her back with every step she took. He watched as she opened the door and disappeared into the coffeehouse.
Arran had asked Dr. Francis about her, and Dr. Francis claimed to have never met Ally Wester. Arran had let it pass without comment. He had been sure Dr. Francis was lying, despite all the aid she had given him. No doubt she wanted to protect Ally from harm. Arran could not fault the old woman for that, but he needed more information. His investigation at Wycliffe’s warehouse complex had only brought him more questions. He needed to talk with Ally Wester. 
She knew something of what he sought, he was sure of it. 
Arran crossed the street, making sure his gun was concealed beneath his coat. Dr. Francis had told him that the rulers of the United States had laws against carrying weapons. Besides, Arran did not want to frighten Ally Wester. He had frightened her enough during their previous meeting.
He pushed open the coffeehouse’s door. Most of the tables and booths stood empty, and a lone clerk stood at the counter, reading a newspaper. Ally sat alone at a booth in the corner. Several books lay open on her table, alongside numerous pages of handwritten notes. 
Arran took a deep breath and walked over.
Ally frowned, looked up at him, and her face went still.
“Greetings,” said Arran. 
Ally licked her lips. “I…ah…I thought I might see you again.” 
“I wish to apologize,” said Arran. “I caused you some distress. That was not my intent.” 
Ally shook her head. “No, no. It’s nothing. You just…you just startled me, that’s all.” Her eyes strayed to his Sacred Blade. “And you asked all those questions.”
“I offended your friend,” said Arran.
Ally grinned, the shadows fleeing her face. “Mary? She’s just…very protective. She thinks she owes me. She’s a good friend.” 
“A loyal friend is a rare gift,” said Arran, remembering Siduri. “Very rare, indeed.” He paused. “May I sit?” 
Ally shrugged. “If you want.” 
Arran sat across from her and leaned his sword against the wall. She watched him, face calm, but her dark eyes followed his every movement. His very presence must unnerve her. “I would not trouble you, but I have no other choice.”
“What do you mean?”
Arran leaned closer. “I am looking for two people, I told you that the night we met. I think you might know where at least one of them is.” 
Ally began putting her books and her notes into her backpack. “Why?” She was getting ready to leave.
“How old are you?” he said.
She gave him a look. “Nineteen. Not that it’s any of your business.” She shoved the books into her pack and zipped it up. 
“Wait. Wait!” Arran raised a hand. “Just listen to me. Please.” She watched him with an icy, fearful stare. “You would have been about nine or ten years of age when you came to this country, is that not so?”
Ally flinched. “Does this have a point?” She began to rise.
“It does,” said Arran. “Nine or ten. That is when you were taken in as a ward, is it not?” 
A look of dawning horror came over her face. “You mean adopted?”
“Yes. That is the word here. Adopted. That’s when you were adopted, isn’t it?” 
Ally sat back down. “How the hell do you know that?” 
“It’s obvious, if one knows where to look,” said Arran. “You have a slight accent. And you recognized me.” She shook her head. “Then I at least seemed familiar to you. And deny it all you wish, but you recognized my sword.” He tapped his Sacred Blade. “There are only two swords like this in the United States, perhaps even this world, and I have both of them in my possession. So what do I think? I think you are not native to the United States. You must have come from my nation, from Carlisan, or from one of the other High Kingdoms. Is that not so?” 
Ally stared at nothing for a long time. “I…I don’t know,” she said in a small voice. “I can’t remember anything that happened before I was ten or eleven. I don’t remember getting adopted.” Her voice began to shake. “So what if I came from your country? What does it matter? People here adopt orphans from other countries all the time. That’s…that’s probably what happened with me. Why should you even care?”
“Because,” said Arran. “It is as I have told you. I am looking for two people from my nation.”
Ally raised her eyebrows. “And am I one of them?”
Arran shook his head. “No, I am not looking for you. But I think you know the people I am looking for.”
“Then who are you looking for?” said Ally.
“Master Alastarius of the White Council.” Ally’s face twitched at the name. “Do you know of him?” 
“Before you mentioned that name the other night, I’ve never heard it before in my life.” 
Arran doubted that, but chose not to press it. Perhaps she had heard it in her childhood and since forgotten. “Very well. The other one I seek, then. Lithon Scepteris, of Carlisan…”
He did not finish the sentence. Ally jerked as if he had struck her. “Who?” 
Arran watched her. “Lithon Scepteris, of Carlisan.” He felt a rising excitement. She recognized the name. “You know him?”
“Who?” Her voice croaked. “Who is he? Why did you want to find him?”
“Lithon Scepteris is the rightful King of Carlisan,” said Arran. “I told you what Lord Marugon did to the High Kingdoms. The head of my Order, Sir Liam Mastere,” she flinched again, “saw the inevitable. It had been foretold that one day Lithon would defeat Marugon. So Sir Liam rescued Lithon from the fall of Carlisan.” Arran still remembered that awful day, the blood, the scream, the Scepteris Palace ripping apart in a titanic fireball. “Sir Liam knew that Marugon would never think to look for Lithon in the United States. He brought Lithon here, but perished in the attempt. I remained behind, in the High Kingdoms, fighting Marugon’s soldiers. Eventually I was wounded and near death. A woman named Siduri saved me. She was killed, but before she died, she told me to find Alastarius here. So here I have come, looking for Alastarius.” 
“Alastarius.” Ally shivered. “That name. Who is he?” 
“He was the Master of the White Council…a respected leader of my nation,” said Arran. He bit back a grimace, remembering the havoc Alastarius’s Prophecy had played on his life. 
Sir Liam had died for that Prophecy. Siduri had died for that Prophecy. 
“No,” said Ally, leaning forward. Some strange mixture of fear and foresight crossed her face. “Who was he really?”
Arran stared back. “He…was a Wizard.” He waited for Ally to laugh. She did not. “So do you know Lithon Scepteris?”
“I…I might,” said Ally. 
“Can you take me to him?” said Arran. 
“No,” said Ally. “I don’t know who you are. I don’t know why you want to see him. You are…you are…” She shook her head. “Something terrible happened to me and Lithon. I don’t remember, but I know it happened. Something awful. We were safe here on Earth,” she frowned, “in Chicago, I mean. And now you want to find him.”
“I do not mean you any ill!” said Arran. “I spent a year protecting Lithon when he was a small child. I sacrificed a great deal so that he could be raised in safety here. I mean him no ill. What must I do to convince you?”
“You’re not telling me the truth,” said Ally.
“I most certainly…”
“No,” said Ally, “about yourself. About everything. I see it in your face. This is what you can do, Arran Belphon. You’ll tell me everything. Don’t leave a damned word out. I’ll know if you do. I know you think I won’t believe it. I don’t care. Tell me.”
Arran blinked, chilled. It was as if she had read his mind. “Very well. I…”
“I have to go,” said Ally. She stood.
“Wait!” said Arran, leaping to his feet. “I will tell you everything, I swear.” 
Ally grimaced. “It’s not that. I have to go to work. Look. I come here often. I’ll be back tomorrow around five o’clock. You can tell me then.”
Arran stared at her. He had come so close. Now she would disappear out the door…
Ally leaned forward. “I promise. I will come back. I…I want to know as much as you do, I think.”
Arran scowled. “Very well. Tomorrow night. I will be here.”
Ally gave him a tight, brittle smile. “I’ll see you then, I suppose.” She walked across the room and vanished through the door. Arran waited for a moment, then followed her. He stepped outside and paused in the doorway, leaning back to remain unseen. Ally stood at an intersection a block away, waiting for the light to change. Arran considered following her. He could track her with no great difficulty. Perhaps he could follow her home…
Ally crossed the street, but not before she looked over her shoulder and right at him. Somehow, she would know if he tried to follow her. He sighed and walked towards the corner bus stop. It seemed he had no other choice but to return and gain her trust. He sat on the bench and waited, his eyes flicking over the passing traffic. A young man with an earring and black hair stepped out from the coffeehouse. A wild-bearded man with a steel-headed cane crossed the street and strode up to the younger man. The young man looked at Arran, blinked, and looked away again. The two men conferred for a few minutes and then walked away.
Both men were carrying guns. He could see it in the way they carried themselves.
And they were going in the same direction that Ally had gone. Were they stalkers of some sort? He remembered the look the younger man had given him. No, the two men were bodyguards. It seemed his guess about someone keeping watch over Ally had been correct. Arran watched as they climbed into a gray van and drove away. 
Had they been watching him the entire time? 
Perhaps it was for the best that he had not chosen to track Ally Wester.
 
###
 
Arran returned to the coffeehouse the next day. 
Ally waited for him, as she had promised. 
So began to tell her everything. 
He described the war with the Black Council, the great battle at Castamar, and the destruction of the Warlocks, all save Marugon. He expected her to mock him and scorn his tale. The people of Earth believed in neither Wizards nor Warlocks. They did not know about the Tower of Endless Worlds.
Yet Ally did not interrupt, save to ask an occasional question. Sometimes she grew very pale. Sometimes she began to shake. It was eight o’clock by the time Arran told of Marugon’s return from Earth. Ally stood to go, but promised to return to hear the rest of his story.
She returned the next night, and the next night, and the next night, and Arran told her more. 
 
###
 
Dr. Krastiny sat alone in the conference room. 
Yearbooks covered the table, their pages festooned with yellow sticky notes. He paged through the color photographs of 2012’s graduating seniors. Young faces, bright and eager, stared up at him. One picture in particular held his attention, a dark-eyed girl with hair the color of flame. 
“Ally Wester,” he murmured, reading the caption.
Bronsky had visited numerous high school principals over the last few weeks in his reporter’s guise, interviewing them about their most admirable students. Schzeran had taken the names Bronsky found and run them through the school system’s database. He had retrieved the records with ease, save for a particular female student mentioned by one Dr. Burton. This mysterious Ally Wester had no records in the school’s database. Schzeran had broken into the school district’s headquarters to locate paper copies of the records.
He had found nothing. 
Someone had taken great care to erase her records. No wonder Wycliffe’s searches had found nothing. But Krastiny had spent a great deal of time tracking down people who wanted to remain unfound. High schools had yearbooks. No matter how efficient Ally Wester’s unseen guardians, they could not purge every 2012 yearbook. So Krastiny had obtained the 2012 yearbook from Dr. Burton’s school. He knew it had been an unlikely lead. But his instincts had known better. 
And now here was a dark-eyed girl with flame-red hair, a girl that matched Lord Marugon’s description. Here was a girl with missing official records, missing records that had stymied Senator Wycliffe’s searchers. 
And there was one other detail that blinked red in Krastiny’s mind.
He remembered a visit to the United States some years back. Wycliffe had introduced him to his speechwriter, a nervous-looking man named Simon Wester. Krastiny closed his eyes, working through the memories. Marugon had arrived that very night from the other world. A few days later that vile corpse creature had appeared, the dark spirit in the shape of a black lion. The next morning Marugon claimed to have killed Lithon Scepteris, the deposed child king of a nation on his world, though six of his winged demons had been killed in the process. 
Krastiny picked up his smartphone, dialed a number, and lifted it to his ear. 
Someone picked up. “Hacker.”
Krastiny rolled his eyes. Schzeran had a penchant for the overdramatic. “This is the Professor. I want you to look something up for me. Wycliffe Consolidated Shipping’s database. See if there’s a file for a man named Simon Wester.” 
“Roger that. Give me a few minutes.” Krastiny waited, listening to the rapid clicking of laptop keys. “Ah, here we go. Yeah. Simon Wester. Old record, metadata says it hasn’t been accessed for years.”
Something clicked in Krastiny’s brain. “When did he quit Wycliffe Consolidated Shipping?”
Schzeran told him. 
Krastiny smiled. 
Simon Wester had quit a few weeks after the appearance of the dark spirit. There were too many coincidences. The erased records, the girl matching Marugon’s description, the former speechwriter who had quit. Marugon had hinted that Lithon Scepteris had companions. 
Might some of them have survived that night? 
“Boss?” said Schzeran. “You still there?”
“Yes. Find Simon Wester’s current address. Then call Bronsky, get back here, and outfit a van. We’re going to have to do some field work, I’m afraid.”






Chapter 11 - Reunion
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Simon Wester sat on the couch and stared at the TV.
“Election Day is only three days away,” said the perky news announcer, “and the Gracchan Party maintains an overpowering lead in the polls.” A picture of Jones and Wycliffe appeared on the corner of the screen. “It appears virtually certain that William Jones and Thomas Wycliffe will be the next president and vice president of the United States …”
Simon sighed and rubbed his hands over his face as the reporter droned. He remembered walking into Wycliffe’s office with a gun all those years ago. He should have drawn the weapon and splattered that lying, vicious monster’s brains all over the back wall. But the thought of Goth Marson still turned his spine to jelly, just as it had all those years ago. And what would have happened to Katrina and the children if he had shot Wycliffe? 
Simon still had nightmares of the winged demon holding Katrina in its clawed grasp, its dark wings closing around her. 
“For the first time in centuries, a third party appears poised to capture both the White House and a substantial number of seats in Congress,” said the reporter, smiling at the camera. 
“God,” said Simon. “I should have shot that man when I had the chance.”
The door rattled. Simon whirled, staring at the front hall. For a moment he expected a winged demon to storm through the door, fires burning in its deep eyes. 
Instead Katrina stepped inside, brushing something from the sleeves of her coat. 
“It started snowing out,” she said, hanging her coat up. “The Midwest winter is on its way.” She frowned. “What’s wrong with you, college boy? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Her eyes flicked to the TV and her face darkened. “Oh. Jesus Christ. Turn that bullshit off.” She strode over and flicked off the TV. 
“Thank you.” Simon grunted and sat up straighter before she could admonish him for slouching. “Any more of that and I would have had to throw a brick at the TV.”
“We just bought a new TV.” Katrina set her purse down on the coffee table. “I don’t want to have to buy another one.”
Simon chuckled. “You’d have to write another book to pay for it.”
She gave him a look. “I just finished one. I think I’m entitled to some time off. Is Mary home?”
Simon nodded again. “She came home about an hour ago and went right to bed. I guess she was pretty tired.” 
He stared at the blank TV. Katrina fiddled with her car keys, tucked them in her purse, and then straightened the curtains. 
“You know,” she said, “we have to talk.”
“We do,” said Simon. She sat down besides him and leaned against him, and Simon put his arm around her “So what do you want to talk about?”
“You know, Simon.”
He sighed. “Please tell me you want to have a baby.” 
Katrina snorted. “You know better. We’ve got to make up our minds about this.”
Simon licked his dry lips. “Wycliffe. What we’re going to do about Wycliffe.”
She nodded, her hair brushing his jaw. “He’s going to be the vice president. And we both know Jones is probably nothing but a puppet. Wycliffe will be running everything. And that means the country’s going to be controlled by a man who wants to kill our children.” 
“Wanted to kill them,” said Simon. “He thinks they’re dead.”
“For now.” She sighed. “But you remember what Conmager told us. That old Wizard Prophesied that Lithon would defeat Marugon. That means Wycliffe will find out someday. Or that devil Marugon will. And Ally. She’s special, we both know that. We can’t keep them secret forever, Simon.”
“I know,” said Simon. “So what are we going to do?” 
“I don’t know.”
Simon stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t think even Conmager knew what he was supposed to do. Maybe we should have told them. Ally and Lithon, I mean. The truth.”
“Why?” said Katrina. “They don’t remember. They both turned into good kids. I don’t think that would have happened if they still remembered all the…awful things that happened. That we went through. Jesus. I still wish I could forget.” 
“I guess I thought it was over,” said Simon. “Marugon and Wycliffe though the children were dead, Conmager was dead, we both quit working for Wycliffe…I…I suppose we forgot that it wasn’t really over.” He stroked her hair. “We’ve had some good years, haven’t we?”
“Yeah,” she said, her voice soft. “But they were the eye of the storm, Simon.”
Simon nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”
“We’d better leave the country as soon as possible. Maybe when Ally finishes this semester…Wycliffe won’t have taken office yet. Or sooner.”
“Why?” said Simon.
Katrina gave him a look. “Don’t be dense. Wycliffe’s going to the head of the government, and you can’t hide from the government. They’ll find us, eventually, no matter what we do. But it’ll take them longer if we’re out of the country.”
“Where would we go?”
“I don’t know. The UK, maybe, or Germany.”
Simon shook his head. “But that wouldn’t do us any good, or at least not much. They’re allies of the United States. It would only take them less time to find us.”  
“Then we’d better leave,” said Katrina, “before Wycliffe figures out we’re here.” She shivered. “God, Simon. Do you remember that honors dinner this summer, when Wycliffe saw us?” 
“I remember,” said Simon. “I hadn’t been that scared since…since that night Conmager told us we had to run.” 
“He looked right at them, Simon. He looked right at Ally and Lithon and saw them both. And that bastard almost figured it out. I saw it on his face. If he hadn’t been so preoccupied, or if he’d talked to us alone, he would have figured it out.”
“We’re going to have to tell the kids the truth,” said Simon. “At least we never lied to them.”
“But we never gave them the whole truth, either.”
“No,” said Simon, “no, we never did.”
“Lithon will take it well,” said Katrina, the warmth from her body soaking through his clothes.  “He’s the most resilient kid I’ve ever seen. Hell, he’s the most resilient human being I’ve ever met. But Ally…I don’t know how Ally will react.” She shifted, looked up at him. “And we can’t tell her what to do about this, Simon.”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Ally’s nineteen years old. She’s an adult. Well, not quite, but you know what I mean. She’ll have to make her own decision about this, about what she wants to do. Lithon will do whatever we tell him to do. But Ally will have to make up her own mind.” Katrina rubbed her eyes. “Especially because we don’t really know anything about her. We know Lithon is really Lithon Scepteris, King of Carlisan, and all that other stuff Conmager told us. But Ally…we don’t know anything about her. We don’t know her parents, or where she was from, or anything else.”
Simon yawned. “Katrina. I don’t know how I’m even going to begin to tell them all of this.” 
“We’ll have to tell them both at once,” said Katrina. “When we have Lithon’s birthday party, maybe. We can tell them everything.”
“All right.” Simon yawned again.
“Let’s talk about it in the morning,” said Katrina. “We’re both tired. We can’t decide anything now. Hell, we can’t decide anything without Ally, anyhow.”
“All right,” said Simon.
Katrina smirked and rubbed against him. “You’re very agreeable tonight, college boy.”
Simon nodded. “Yes.”
Her smirk widened, a sparkle coming to her eyes. She climbed to her feet and took his hand. “Then why don’t you follow me?”
Simon grinned. “All right.” 
They went upstairs. 
And for a while, they managed to forget about Wycliffe.
And what he might do to their children.
 
###
 
Simon blinked awake, staring at the gray shadows on the ceiling. Katrina lay against him, her head resting on his chest. It was half past seven in the morning, and he didn’t teach until two-thirty in the afternoon. He could afford to sleep for a few hours. And with Katrina lying against him, he really didn’t want to move…
Someone banged on the bedroom door. 
Simon jerked in surprise. Katrina yawned and lifted her head, hair falling over her face. 
“Mom? Dad?” Lithon’s voice came through the door. “Someone going to take me to school?”
“Can Mary take you?” yelled Simon.
“She left for work already!” 
Simon winced. “Okay, Lithon!” he called through the door.
Katrina muttered something and wrapped herself in the blankets. “It’s your turn to take him.”
Simon hauled himself out of bed and began pulling on some clothes. “It’s always my turn.”
Katrina gave him a nasty smile and rolled over onto her side, letting the blankets fall away. “I’ll make you appreciate it when you get home.”
Simon scooped up his car keys from the dresser. “That is so not fair.”
“Why? Because it always works?”
He shoved the keys and his wallet into his pocket and leveled a finger at her. “That’s precisely it. Because it always works.” 
Her smile widened. “Then you’d better hurry back.”
Simon slipped out the door and into the hallway. Lithon stood on the stairs, fidgeting with impatience. “Dad, c’mon, let’s go. We’re going to be late.”
Simon plodded down the stairs. “Kiddo, you have way too much energy.” Lithon bounded down the stairs past him, backpack bouncing against his shoulders. “When I was your age, my mom had to drag me out of bed to go to school.”
“Grandma says you were always slow for your age,” said Lithon. He reached into the closet, pulled out Simon’s coat, and handed it over. “She also says you lived at home until you were twenty-six.” 
Simon tugged on the coat. “You shouldn’t listen to everything Grandma says.” 
They got in the car and drove to school. Lithon gave him a hug and hurried inside. He had gotten up on his own, gotten himself dressed, had even packed his own lunch. Simon could not figure out what he had done to deserve such a good kid. 
He drove back home, his thoughts whirling. He liked his life here in Chicago. He loved his wife, loved his adoptive children, and loved his job. Between his professor’s salary and the royalties from Katrina’s books, both published and self-published, they had a good life. He did not want to change it, but he had no choice. His life was not normal, and his children most certainly were not normal. They were meant for greater things.
“Eye of the storm,” muttered Simon, remembering what Katrina had told him last night. “Eye of the storm.” 
He wondered when the storm would break. Still, Katrina was waiting for him to come back to bed, and the anticipation pushed any other thoughts from mind. He turned onto his street, a gray van in his rearview mirror. He tapped the accelerator, pulled into his driveway, and put the car into park.
The gray van followed him into the driveway.
Simon fumbled with the keys and turned off the engine. A dozen contradictory thoughts flashed in his mind. The gray van had Idaho plates. Maybe the driver just wanted directions. But he could not shake the image of the van’s doors bursting open, a dozen winged demons with machine guns boiling out…
He pushed aside the image and got out, walking towards the gray van. The van’s passenger door opened, and a youngish man in khaki pants and a battered overcoat climbed out. Gel held his black hair in little spikes, and a number of earrings gleamed in his earlobe. 
“Hey,” he said, “how you doing?”
Simon folded his arms and adopted the pose he used with troublesome students. “Just fine, though I am wondering why you’re parked in my driveway.”
To Simon’s surprise, the pose worked, and the young man began to sputter. “Um…listen, Professor Wester. My name’s Kyle Allard.”
“Well, pleased to meet you.” Simon tapped his foot. “Now, is there a reason you come all the way from,” he made a show of glancing at the van’s plates, “Idaho? Or did you come just for the pleasure of my conversation?” The driver’s door slammed shut. Simon tried to peer around but couldn’t see anyone.
“Actually, yes,” said Allard. “My boss Mr. Regent wants to talk to you.” 
“Your boss?” A prickle of fear touched Simon. “And just who would your boss be?”
“I am,” said a rough voice. 
A middle-aged man limped up the driveway, his steel-headed cane rapping against the cold concrete. He wore a ragged army jacket, dirty jeans, and a heavy boots. A tangled gray and brown beard encircled his head, mixing with his greasy hair. Simon caught a glimpse of faded scars on his jaw and neck, hidden beneath the beard. 
Allard waved a hand. “May I introduce Mr. Regent, the…”
“Professor Wester and I are already acquainted.” The man called Regent rapped his cane against the driveway. “Well. Simon Wester. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
Simon almost recognized the ragged man. “I…ah…do I know you? You…seem almost familiar.”
Regent snorted, an odd expression playing over his face. “You always were a damn fool, Dr. Wester. A damn fool, though your heart was in the right place. Though I’m not surprised you don’t recognize me. I look rather the worse for the wear, I imagine.”
“I…” A horrible sense of unreality gripped Simon. “I…”
“It’s time we talked, Simon,” said Regent. “We are all in very great danger.”
An overwhelming sense of déjà vu slammed into him. He remembered standing on the front walk of his mother’s old house, the day after he and Katrina had found Lithon and Ally in the woods. The red van had pulled up, and Conmager had gotten out, striding up the front walk, that black staff in his hand. Simon’s eyes darted to the black cane in the man’s hand, over the lines and hollows of his gaunt face.
“Oh my God,” said Simon. His voice trembled. “Conmager.”
It was Conmager beneath the scars and beard and ragged clothing. He did indeed look much the worse for the wear, yet his eyes still held the glint of steely determination. 
“Conmager?” said Allard. “Who the hell is Conmager?”
Conmager slapped him on the side of the head. “I am, idiot. Pay attention.” 
“This can’t be,” said Simon. “You’re dead. You killed yourself. I saw you die.”
Conmager snorted. “Did you, now?”
Simon shook his head. “Well…no. But there was the explosion. I saw the warehouse on the news, later. It had been blown to shreds. Ally said that you had broken your staff. You killed yourself to save us.” 
Conmager muttered something. “Terribly unobservant. You’re almost as bad as young Allard here.” Allard rolled his eyes, and Conmager’s expression softened. “Yet I cannot blame you. You were meant to think that I was dead. And if I managed to fool Lord Marugon, then I certainly would fool you.” He blinked. “In fact, I was certain I would die.”
“How is it that you’re still alive?” said Simon. “God. It’s…it’s good to see that you’re not dead. That was an awful night.” 
“It was.” Conmager’s expression turned grave. “And more dark nights are ahead of us, I fear. We have much to discuss.”
“Simon?” The front door slammed shut. Katrina appeared on the porch, a bathrobe wrapped tight around her. Allard grinned and ogled her, and Simon resisted the urge to hit him. “Who are you talking to?”
“Hello, Katrina,” said Conmager. “I read your last book, by the way. Very nice. Though I think the main character was based on me.”
Katrina frowned. “Who are you? I’ve seen you before, I know…” She gasped, her face going white. “Conmager?”
Conmager nodded. “Yes.”
Allard snickered. “You’ve never had that effect on women before.” 
Conmager raised his hand. “Shut up, son.” Allard shied away from him. 
“You’re dead,” said Katrina, still gaping at him. 
“Not quite,” said Conmager, “though I came very close. May we come inside?”
Katrina nodded. “Sure. Sure…come in. The…the kids aren’t here, Lithon and Ally, I mean. They’re at school.” Simon had never seen his wife this flustered. 
He understood the feeling. 
“Very well,” said Conmager. “I have much I have to tell you, and we have much to discuss.”
 
###
 
“How is it that you’re still alive?” said Simon. “We were so sure you had died in that explosion. Why haven’t you contacted us before?” Conmager seemed different. He had once been grim and solemn. Now he seemed…droll, almost, sarcastic and cynical. 
Katrina came down the stairs and settled besides him on the couch. She had taken the opportunity to change into jeans and a T-shirt. Allard stood in the corner, arms folded, trying to look imposing and failing at it. Conmager sat in the living room chair, his cane leaning against his knee.
Conmager sighed. “It is a valid question. You must understand. After you had found Ally and Lithon, I did not think matters would become so desperate so quickly. I thought we would have ample time to escape the city before Marugon realized that Lithon had arrived on Earth.” He shook his head, his beard rubbing over his jacket. “I did not realize Marugon had sent that seeking spirit after Lithon. He must have created it soon after Carlisan’s fall. That dark spirit would hunt for Lithon over any distance, over any length of time. Once it had found Lithon, Marugon knew.”
“That doesn’t answer the question,” said Katrina.
Conmager almost smiled. “No, it does not. Despite all evidence to the contrary, I am not a complete fool. When I was waiting for Ally and Lithon to appear, I knew that things might become desperate. I might need to fake my death. Or I might need to fake Lithon’s death. So I prepared the sewer tunnel beneath the warehouse.” Simon remembered the red brick warehouse, remembered the light from the explosion glaring through the tunnel. “And I created the staff. I wove it with the most powerful spells I could manage, soaking it with the power of the white magic. When the staff was broken…”
“Boom,” said Katrina. “How did you live through it?” 
“I did not expect to survive,” said Conmager. He rubbed the knee of his bad leg. “The winged demons shot me before I could break the staff. And I was badly injured in the van crash.” His fingers clutched the handle of his cane. “But I had woven one more spell into the staff, a spell I hoped would take effect when the staff shattered. It was a spell I had never tried before, a spell of transportation…”
Something clicked in Simon’s mind. “Of course. A spell to whisk you away from the explosion. It worked, didn’t it?”
Conmager nodded. “I am sitting here before you, am I not?”
“Where did the spell take you?” said Katrina.
“I had anticipated serious injury,” said Conmager, “in the unlikely event that I lived. So I prepared the spell to drop me before the front doors of the university hospital of UCLA in Los Angeles.” 
Simon remembered the blood that had soaked Conmager’s shirt, the gash on his jaw. A scar still marked the spot. “Good choice.”
“Some of the explosion had caught me nonetheless,” said Conmager. “I had two bullets in my leg, burns, broken ribs, a bruised liver, a punctured lung, countless cuts and puncture wounds…I can’t even remember what else. Fortunately, the doctors found me quickly. I spent the next two months in a coma. Apparently I had fifteen surgeries in that time. When I awoke, I was questioned by a small army of police officers.” He laughed. “No one could figure out how a man in my condition had arrived at the hospital, seemingly out of nowhere, when no gunfights, explosions, fires, or anything of that nature had been reported anywhere within a hundred mile radius. I feigned amnesia rather convincingly, and the police gave up.” He grimaced. “Then the started the physical therapy. And the pills. I must have been taking a hundred pills a day. But it worked. I have never seen anything that rivals the skill of this world’s physicians. And the white magic helped, as well. I know some minor spells of healing, and whispered them over myself whenever my strength permitted. After six months, I could walk again,” he rubbed his knee, “somewhat, and could more or less function. So I went on my way.”
“How did you pay for all of this?” said Simon. “I doubt you have health insurance.”
“I don’t,” said Conmager. “But I used to be a highwayman. I am rather skilled at…soliciting funding, when necessary.”
“He is,” said Allard. “That man could swindle anyone.”
Conmager snorted. “I am grateful for what the doctors did. I left funds to pay for my care, and an additional five million dollars. I believe they used it to add a wing to the hospital.” 
“Why didn’t you come back?” said Katrina. “You could have told us you were alive.”
Conmager hesitated. “It didn’t seem wise. I did come back to Chicago, intending to contact you. But by then you had moved into this new house. You had both Lithon and Ally in grade school.”
Simon blinked. “I remember that. Ally learned to read in a week. I was amazed.”
“You had gone on with your lives,” said Conmager. “I saw no reason to disrupt that. Marugon thought Ally and Lithon were dead, and you would give them a safe and peaceful childhood, something they dearly deserved after all they had suffered.” A cloud came over his face. “It is something they need, given what they will one day face. So I decided to prepare. I raised funds. I prepared safe houses. I developed weapons, mixing technology and the white magic.”
Allard let out a low whistle. “And did he ever. Jesus, Professor, you should see some of the stuff we’ve got. These big black spears, you flip a switch…” Conmager gave him a look, and Allard stammered to a silence. “Well, go on.” 
“Why did you choose now to come back?” said Simon.
“It’s because Wycliffe’s about to win the election, isn’t it?” said Katrina.
“That is part of it,” said Conmager, “but only a small part.” He leaned forward, his face grim. “Marugon is looking for Ally.”
The words hit Simon like a slap. “What?” His stomach knotted with dread. “That can’t be. He thinks she’s dead.”
“Not so, Professor,” said Allard. “He’s looking for her, all right.”
“Allard, surprisingly enough, is right,” said Conmager. “I don’t think Marugon even knew about Ally at first. But he’s seen her, recently. He would have sensed the…power within her, the white magic.”
“She has magic?” said Simon.
“Of some sort, though I know not what,” said Conmager. “But listen to me, Simon. Marugon killed all the Knights and all the Wizards. He killed anyone who could ever threaten him. For him to discover Ally here, on this world…”
Katrina nodded. “He would consider her a threat, and do anything he could to find her.”
“And so he is,” said Conmager. “You’ve heard of a company called Stanford Matthews Tobacco?” 
Allard sighed and looked at the floor.
“I…think so,” said Simon. “Some new cigarette corporation. I read that Wycliffe has a controlling share in the company. That’s why I remember it. Supposed to start production next year.”
“The company is a sham,” said Conmager. “The cigarettes are tainted with a poison of the black magic. The poison can transform a man into a hideous changeling, a creature of the black magic, impervious to bullets and most weapons.” He jerked his head at Allard. “This is how I met my young friend. He had been duped into distributing free samples of the cigarettes. When he found out the truth, he ran, and I found him.” Allard looked ill with guilt, and Simon felt a twinge of sympathy for the man, remembering his own days working for Wycliffe. “Marugon has sent these changelings to seek out Ally, using his black magic to fill them with a terrible compulsion. They seek her like a starving wolf hunting for meat.”
Simon felt ill himself. “Why haven’t they found her yet?”
“I have been fighting Marugon’s efforts,” said Conmager. “I have used what white magic I have to baffle the compulsions on the changelings, to make them forget about Ally. Allard has deleted records.”
Katrina snapped her fingers. “I remember! Ally was complaining that the registrar couldn’t find her records. That’s why. You deleted them.” 
“We’ve destroyed many of Lithon’s records as well,” said Conmager. “I have protected your children to the best of my limited ability. But I cannot continue this forever. Marugon will find her, sooner or later, and when he does, there is a very good chance he will find Lithon as well.” He leaned forward, grasping his cane. “Can you imagine his fury when he does? Alastarius Prophesied that Lithon would defeat Marugon, and Marugon has believed Lithon dead for ten years. And yet for all these years, his greatest enemy has been hidden in Chicago, along with a young woman who may have the white magic. The minute he learns of them, Marugon will do everything in his power to kill them. He will unleash the changelings, hundreds of them, arm the winged demons with every gun and bomb in Wycliffe’s warehouse. If he has to burn Chicago to the ground to ensure the children do not become a threat to him, he will do it.” 
Simon swallowed. “So what are we going to do?” 
Katrina stiffened. “The same thing we would have done the first time. We have to run.”
“Where?” said Simon.
“I have safe houses set up in remote regions of the country,” said Conmager. “We can go there, wait for Lithon and Ally to mature.” His eyes grew distant. “Then we must travel through the Tower of Endless Worlds to my world. For it is there, I think, that Lithon must face Marugon.” 
“You said you had…new weapons,” said Simon, groping for some strand of hope. “Can’t you use them, stand and fight…”
Conmager scowled. “Don’t be a fool!” He pointed at himself. “This is what happens when we stand and fight! Your wife spent weeks in the hospital. I am a highwayman and a half-trained apprentice Wizard. Allard almost went to prison for tax fraud. You’re a historian. Your wife’s a writer. Tell me, what do you think will happen if we stand against Marugon? We will lose!” He calmed. “No, we must run. It is not for us to defeat Marugon. That is for Lithon…and for Ally, I think. She will play some role that I think no one, not even Marugon, has foreseen.” 
“We’ll have to call Ally, tell her,” said Simon. “She’s nineteen years old. She’ll have to make her own decision. At Lithon’s birthday dinner, the day of the election. We’ll tell them everything.” 
“Very well,” said Conmager. He stood. “I shall come soon afterward. Then we must decide what we shall do. We don’t have much time left. I can feel it in my bones.” Allard walked to his side. “In the meantime, we shall continue to watch over Ally. Take care, Simon. I pray you make the right decision.”
They left, and Simon watched their van drive away.
“Simon,” said Katrina, her voice soft. “What are we going to do?”
“The only thing we can, I suppose,” said Simon.
 
###
 
Ally sat in her dorm room and stared at the wall.
Arran’s tale played through her mind over and over again. 
He had told her of the fall of Carlisan, of his flight to the Tower of Endless Worlds with Sir Liam Mastere and Lithon Scepteris. He had told her of taking up the guns, his years as the Ghost of Carlisan, of the fall of Antarese and King Septimus Stormrider’s foolish stubbornness. His despair and the Desert of Scorpions, the Ildramyn, and Siduri’s death. 
“Find Alastarius on Earth,” said Ally. Those words had driven him across his world, through the Tower, and to Earth.
It was a fantastic tale, utterly unbelievable, filled with impossibilities. 
Yet Ally believed him. 
Every word resonated in her mind. She felt as if she knew many of the names and places he had mentioned, had heard them long ago. Was her brother Arran’s Lithon, the King of Carlisan? Ally didn’t know anything about her life before she had been adopted. 
But if Arran’s story was true…no wonder her parents had never spoken of it.
Her iPhone rang, and Ally picked it up. “Hello?”
“Hey, Ally.” It was Simon. He sounded shaky. “How are you?”
“Thinking,” said Ally. 
“So am I.” He paused. “Are you still coming to Lithon’s birthday dinner tomorrow? Seven o’clock.”
“Yeah.” 
“Good. We…we have a lot to talk about. A lot to tell you.”
“I know,” said Ally. “Have Mary come pick me up. I’ll see you then.”
She hung up and continued to think.
 
###
 
Krastiny’s smartphone rang. 
He put down his camera and took the call. “Watson Exterminators. You have them, we’ll kill them.”
Their cover was a bad joke, to say the least.
“Hacker,” said Schzeran, his voice tinny on the phone’s speaker. “The trace I put on our target’s iPhone?”
“Yes,” said Krastiny. He glanced out the window at the Westers’ house. “What about it?”
“Just heard one of her calls,” said Schzeran. “She’s coming to the house tomorrow. Seven o’clock.”
“Terribly convenient,” said Krastiny. He tugged at his exterminator’s coverall. “All of them in one place.”
“Yeah, I’d say,” said Schzeran. “Guess her brother Lithon’s having a birthday party. On election day, of all things.”
“Yes, indeed…” An electric jolt went down Krastiny’s spine. “What did you say?” he barked.
“Election day?” said Schzeran.
“No, no. Her brother. What is her brother’s name?”
“Um…Lithon, I think that’s what her father said. I could check the recording again…”
“No. Good work. Very good work. Head back to the compound. I think we have enough to report to our employer.”
“Roger.” Schzeran hung up.
Krastiny put away his phone and looked at Bronsky in the driver’s seat. “Drive. Back to the complex.” He sighed and looked at the Westers’ pleasant little house. What horrors would befall them at the hand of Marugon? “We need to have a long conversation with Lord Marugon.”
Bronsky grunted and put the van into drive. 






Chapter 12 - Kill Them All 
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Cheers filled the campaign command center.
People packed the vast room, standing on desks and chairs and tables to get a better view of the speaker’s platform. Men and women with Gracchan Party badges on their shirts popped open bottles of champagne. Red, white, and blue balloons bounced around the room.
Wycliffe watched the scene from behind a curtain, unable to contain his own grin. Markham knew how to throw a good party. 
“We did it, Thomas,” said Senator Jones, his worn face animated with a smile. “By God, we did it.” Wycliffe bit back an acerbic comment and nodded. 
A hush came over the cheering crowd. Markham walked up to the speaker’s platform, a glass of champagne in his hand. He grunted, tapped at the podium’s microphone a few times, and set down his glass. “Ladies and gentlemen, if I may have your attention.” A few whoops rang out. “If I can have your attention…thank you.” He beamed. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my distinct pleasure to introduce the president-elect and vice president-elect of the United States of America…William Jones and Thomas Wycliffe!” 
Thunderous applause rang out. 
Wycliffe thrust aside the curtain and walked onto the speaker’s platform, Senator Jones at his side, the cheers washing over him in an unending wave. Wycliffe scanned the crowd, grinning. Gracchan campaign workers had packed the command center, and rows of TV cameras lined one wall, focused on the speaker’s podium. Wycliffe caught a glimpse of Goth, standing in the corner like a dark statue. A few other winged demons wandered the crowd, hidden in their slouching thug disguises. 
“Congratulations, Mr. Vice President,” said Markham.
“Thank you, Markham,” said Wycliffe, “and congratulations to you as well. None of this would have happened without your diligent work.” They shook hands, and Markham joined the other campaign managers in the front row. 
Wycliffe gripped the podium and spoke into the microphone, summoning the Voice into his words. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. At least, I think it’s still evening.” He glanced down. “Markham, what time is it?”
Markham glanced at his watch. “Um…quarter past one, actually.”
“Well, then, let me amend my words. Good morning to you all.” The crowd laughed. “I know it is customary for the president-elect to give a speech. However, Senator…rather, President-Elect Jones feels it would be inappropriate to gloat after such an astonishing victory. So, rather, he has tasked the gloating to me.” Laughter rang out. 
Wycliffe spread his hands and took a step back. “But what cause have we to gloat? So what if in a year’s time we have taken the Gracchan Party from obscurity to national leadership?  So what if we carried 396 electoral votes, one of the largest victory margins in the history of our country? So what if we had about seventy-seven percent of the popular vote, again one of the largest victory margins ever? And so what if the House of Representatives now boasts fifty-seven Gracchan members, and the Senate fifteen?”
In retrospect, it had all been so easy.  The countless speeches and the endless campaigning had paid off. The Voice had inflamed the voters’ emotions, driven them to the polls in record numbers. Marugon had been wrong. True power did not lie with technology. Instead it lay with the black magic, with the Voice. 
“Impressive victories, yes,” said Wycliffe, letting the Voice carry notes of triumph and elation. “But, I say, we have no cause to gloat! For it was the American people who elected us, the American people who voted us into office, the American people who turned out in record numbers to vote Gracchan. This is a victory for the American people, and it is not we who have cause to gloat, but they!” 
His speech rose to a shout, the Voice roaring in his words, and the crowd roared back at him. Even the cynical reporters and cameramen gazed at him with rapt awe. Another storm of applause rose up. 
Wycliffe waited for the crowd to calm. “We may not have cause to gloat, but we most certainly have cause to celebrate. A message has been sent to the wealthy, to the corrupt and greedy who would control our lives. We will not tolerate them! We are coming for them! And now let us celebrate, for tonight has been a victory for the United States of America!” A fresh roar came up from the crowd. “And now President-Elect Jones would like to say a few words.” 
Wycliffe stepped to the side as Jones took the podium. He considered using the Voice to dictate Jones’s speech and decided against it. 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” said Jones, his voice magisterial, his face solemn and presidential. “I have only two things to say. First, I would like to thank all the campaign workers and volunteers who have labored so long and so hard. This victory would not be a reality without your diligent and faithful labors. And more thing.” An appropriate level of emotion welled up in his voice. If nothing else, Jones was a good actor. “God bless the United States of America!”
The crowd cheered again. Wycliffe and Jones smiled, shook hands, and disappeared behind the curtain once more. 
“We did it,” said Jones as they walked through the back corridor to Wycliffe’s offices. “We actually did it. President of the United States. I can hardly believe it. I’d wanted to be President since I was a little boy, you know. But…I never thought it would actually happen, not at my age…”
Wycliffe snorted. “Do you seriously think I have a spent a year and tens of millions of dollars in order to lose a presidential campaign?” 
Jones shook his head. “No. I suppose not. We have a lot to discuss, Thomas. Quite a bit needs to be decided. Appointments have to be made and so forth.” 
“Tomorrow,” said Wycliffe. “It’s late and it’s been a very long day. We can decide matters tomorrow.”
“One thing first,” said Jones. “I want Secret Service protection. Immediately.”
Wycliffe stopped. “What?” 
Jones quivered a bit but did not look away. “Secret Service protection. I want it at once. You refused it during the campaign. That’s all well and good, but I want it now.”
Wycliffe raised an eyebrow. “You don’t feel safe with my bodyguards? You’ll hurt Goth’s feelings.”
Now Jones did look away. “Goth…I don’t think he and the others have any feelings at all. I want Secret Service protection, Thomas, and I will get it.”
Wycliffe was astonished. Did Jones have a backbone after all? Perhaps he had planned to rebel after the election all along, hiding behind the office of the presidency. If so, then Wycliffe would nip this little insurrection in the bud. “Go to bed, old man,” said Wycliffe, the full command of the Voice behind his words.
Jones jerked, a muscle in his face shaking. 
“We will discuss this in the morning,” said Wycliffe. “Now go to bed.” Jones turned and marched away, stiff-legged. Wycliffe sighed and watched him go.
He might have to give Jones to Goth sooner than planned.
 
###
 
“Excellent, excellent,” said Wycliffe. He had plugged a microphone headset into his phone, freeing his hands to type at his computer. “I’m pleased we were able to come to agreement on this matter.” He had countless more phone calls to make in the next few days, thanking supporters, congratulating the new Gracchan congressmen and Senators, compromising with opponents. “Now, I believe that wraps everything up…”
Someone knocked, and Wycliffe glared at his office door. No one was to disturb him until after lunch. He hung up and removed the headset. “Come in. And this had better be important.” 
The door opened. Goth stalked inside, ominous in his black coat. 
Wycliffe dropped the headset on his desk. “I did not want to be disturbed.”
“The sniveling worm is here to see you.” Goth had taken a strong dislike to Senator Jones. “He insisted. I would have killed him, except you wish him kept alive.” 
“Gracious of you,” said Wycliffe. “Very well, let him in.” He smirked. “It’s time the new president and I had a chat. And if it doesn’t go the way I hope, well, I may give him to you sooner than I had planned.”
Goth’s grinned, yellowed fangs visible for a moment beneath his fake beard. Then he disappeared through the doorway. A few moments later Senator Jones strode into the office, clutching a sheaf of papers.
“Ah, Thomas,” said Jones. He pulled a chair up to the desk and sat down. “It’s time we had a discussion.”
Wycliffe folded his hands and leaned back in his chair. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
“Well, good.” Jones hesitated, shuffled his papers, and plunged in. “I’ve come a decision concerning certain Cabinet appointments.” He dropped a list on Wycliffe’s desk. “These would work best. I want you to call them, ask them to serve. And I’d like you to take a speaking tour while I go to Washington for military and defense briefings.” He looked Wycliffe in the eye and trembled a bit. “And I’m going to get Secret Service protection, Thomas. I’m through with those…those monstrosities of yours in the black coats. They’re not safe, and I refuse to have anything more to do with them.”
Wycliffe chuckled. “You’re telling me what to do?”  
Jones licked his lips. “I am the President-Elect of the United States, and you are the Vice President-Elect.” His expression stiffened. “I am grateful for all your help during the campaign, certainly, but I will be president, and you will do as I say.” He stood. “I trust I am understood?” 
Wycliffe laughed. “William, William, William. I understand completely.” The Voice roared into his words. “Now sit down!” 
For a moment Jones struggled against the compulsion of the Voice, and then he plopped back into the chair. “Stop this at once, I insist…”
“Be silent,” said Wycliffe, and Jones’s jaw clicked shut. “Now, listen to me, you gutless worm. You’re quite right that it’s time you and I have a talk. When you walk out of that door…if you walk out of that door…you’ve going to have a clear understanding of your role here, do you understand?”
Jones’s eyes darted back and forth in his terrified face, silver hair falling over his sweating forehead. 
Wycliffe leaned forward, scowling. “Let’s make one thing perfectly clear. You did not win the election. I did. You may be President, but you will do as I say.”
Jones’s face twisted as he struggled to speak. “So…I’m…to be a figurehead?”
Wycliffe redoubled the Voice. “I said to be silent!” Jones’s jaw slammed shut. “This is how it’s going to be. You will do as I say. You will do all the speeches, the addresses before Congress, the political appointments, the top-secret briefings, the political appearances, all of it. You will be the President in the public eye. But you will carry out my instructions exactly. You will give the speeches I write, you will appoint the people I tell you to appoint, you do exactly what I tell you to do, no more, and no less.”
“That’s what you’ve really wanted all along, isn’t it?” whispered Jones. “You’re going to be President in all but name. I’ll take the blame for anything that goes wrong. You’ll squeeze two terms out of me while you rule behind the scenes. And then you’ll run under your own name for another eight years.”
Wycliffe snorted. “It’s taken you this long to figure it out? I’d always believed you to be a small-minded fool.” He got up, stalked around the desk, and glared down at the trembling older man. “And I want you to understand one final thing. I don’t need you.”
“What?” stammered Jones. “But…a figurehead…you said…”
“I’m vice president,” said Wycliffe. He grinned. “Try and think about that, old man. How does the vice president become president?”
Jones went white. “You wouldn’t…”
“Would I?” said Wycliffe. “I suppose you’re right. I wouldn’t kill you. Oh, no. I’d give you to Goth instead.” Jones flinched. “He hates you, you know. I’m not entirely sure why. I’m not too fond of you myself, but Goth despises you.” Wycliffe laughed and leaned closer. “He’d play with you for weeks, before he finally decided to kill you. And it would look like an accident once he was finished. I’d declare public mourning, make a solemn speech at the National Cathedral…and then I’d be president.” Wycliffe shrugged. “So what if I’m president in my own name a few years ahead of schedule? Once my two terms are up, there are other ways to control the new president, just as I’ve controlled you. I could be national security adviser, or the secretary of defense. Or I could even be vice president once again.”
“Someone will find out, eventually,” said Jones, his voice a terrified croak. “Someone will find out what you’ve done.”
Wycliffe snorted. “Pardon my language, but that’s bullshit. I’ve been a politician for eighteen years.” He smiled at the memory of Eddie Carson and the strategy that won a Senate seat. “I’ve used the black magic, in some way, to win every election since the first one. And no one has ever stopped me. Now, Mr. President-elect, here are your choices. You may serve as my figurehead. Do so, and you will have the respect of the world. You will be famous, admired, even beloved. You might even win a Nobel Peace Prize, if some of my foreign policy plans go as I hope. Or you may choose to stand on principle…which you’ve never before done in your miserable life, I must point out…and choose to defy me. In which case, I hand you over to Goth right now. He’s waiting out in the hallway.” 
Jones didn’t hesitate. “I’ll do what you want.”
Wycliffe beamed. “Very good, Mr. President-elect. I always thought you were a prudent man. Now go back to your rooms and relax. Have a martini, watch a movie. I have some more work to do. Tomorrow I have a list of announcements for you to make. I shall contact you then.” Wycliffe fluttered his fingers. “Go.”
Jones nodded, rose, and staggered from the office. 
Wycliffe was going to have to kill Jones much sooner than he had hoped. Perhaps he could wait a year, have Jones argue with Congress. Then Wycliffe could present himself as Jones’s successor, carrying on the great statesman’s battle against the corruption of the wealthy. 
Wycliffe laughed and picked up his phone. “Politics,” he said to himself, “is such utter nonsense.” 
The door opened again. Wycliffe scowled. “Now what…”
Vasily Kurkov strolled inside, trailed by two of his security people. He dropped himself in the chair Jones had vacated and propped his feet on Wycliffe’s desk. 
Wycliffe sighed. “Ah. Vasily. So good to see you again.”
“Senator.” Kurkov grinned, showing nicotine-stained teeth. “Or should I say Vice President? I saw your speech on the television. Very inspiring.” He clapped a few times. “It made me want to stand up and cheer.”
“How I’ve missed your sarcasm,” said Wycliffe. A bit of worry stirred within him “Did you enjoy your trip to Los Angeles?”
Kurkov’s grin widened. “Oh, did I indeed. The weather is far nicer. You ought to have become a senator from California, not from Illinois.”
Wycliffe fiddled with a pen. “And was your trip successful?”
“Yes.” 
Wycliffe let out a long sigh of relief. “Good. Finally.”
Kurkov nodded. “I agree. It has been a most trying few months. My organization has suffered tremendously.” He smirked. “Fortunately, the cash outlay for the bomb will go a long way in repairing the damage.” 
“Details?” said Wycliffe. 
“I have a freighter waiting in Vladivostok.” Kurkov scowled. “To prevent the chance of treachery and incompetence, I have assembled a crew of my own people. The ship will leave port in one week’s time.” He fumbled through his black jacket and produced a pack of Camels and a lighter.
“Please don’t smoke in here,” said Wycliffe. “I’ll never get the smell out.”
Kurkov ignored him and lit up. “So, the ship will leave in a week. My captain thinks it will take three weeks to cross the Pacific safely. Then another week to transport the bomb from Los Angeles to here.”
“Why another week after the ship arrives?” said Wycliffe. “You could get it here in two days.”
Kurkov tapped ash onto the carpeting. “Authorities must be avoided. Customs officials must be bribed. These things take time, as you well know. So we have five weeks to wait. Expect the bomb between December 15th and December 25th.” He grinned. “You may be able to give Lord Marugon a very expensive Christmas present.” 
“I should say so.” 
Kurkov blew out a cloud of smoke. “The price is up to fifty million, by the way.”
“Fifty million dollars?” said Wycliffe, his voice rising to a shout. “Are you out of your addled mind? The agreement was for thirty million.”
“Expenses,” said Kurkov. “Do you have anything to drink?”
“No.”
Kurkov grumbled. “I took heavy losses during the crackdown in Vladivostok. I must make those losses up if I am to turn a profit from this affair.” 
Wycliffe rubbed his forehead. “Fine. Just have the damn thing here by December. If Marugon could have waited until January, I could have given him all the bombs he would ever need. Yet he insists on having the damned nuke as soon as possible. And I still don’t even know what he intends to do with it.” Suppose Marugon intended to use the bomb in the United States? It would not do to start President Jones’s term with a disaster of such magnitude. 
Kurkov shrugged. “Does it matter? Let him take the bomb back to his world and blow a city to radioactive slag. He will have to deal with the consequences, not us.” He snickered and puffed on his cigarette. “And perhaps we can make even more money selling him medical equipment.”
“Perhaps.” Wycliffe stood. “Well, we had best go give Lord Marugon the good news.” Kurkov rose, put out his cigarette, and dropped the butt in the trash. “The entire time you’ve been gone Vasily, that’s all he’s talked about. The bomb, the bomb, when is he getting his precious nuclear bomb? That and the girl.”
“The girl?” said Kurkov. They walked into the hallway, making for warehouse 13A. Goth followed them like a dark shadow. 
“You remember,” said Wycliffe, walking into the complex’s yard. Cold flurries of snow whipped across the cracked concrete. “This mysterious red-headed girl he thinks he saw at the honors dinner.” A few of the dockworkers waved as he passed. Wycliffe grinned his Senator’s smile and waved back. “When he isn’t talking about the nuclear bomb, he talks about her. He seems to think she has the white magic or some such nonsense.”
“So have you found this girl?” said Kurkov. 
Wycliffe snorted. “No. I doubt she exists. I had my researchers do a few searches, but nothing came up. Frankly, I think Marugon’s mind is…starting to go.” Wycliffe shook his head. “Perhaps the strain of conquest overthrew his reason. But whatever it is, he’s become erratic. He rarely sleeps. He spends all his time muttering spells of the black magic to himself, at least when he’s not complaining about the bomb and the girl.” He shrugged. “Perhaps Marugon plans to go out in a blaze of fire with the bomb.”
Kurkov scowled. “Not here, I hope.”
The squat bulk of warehouse 13A loomed before them. Wycliffe fished his keycard out of his pocket as a van came around the corner and stopped before the doors. The van’s doors opened, and Dr. Krastiny, Schzeran, and Bronsky got out, clad in the dark coveralls of exterminators.
“Dr. Krastiny,” said Wycliffe. “Good to see you again.”
“Congratulations on your successful election, Mr. Vice President-Elect,” said Krastiny. “Quite a remarkable victory.”
Wycliffe swiped his keycard through the warehouse’s lock. “And yet you were not here to share it.”
“No,” said Krastiny. He looked grave. “I was not.”
They trooped into the gloomy warehouse. The door to the Tower stood closed, the dark marble gleaming with a faint green glow. Wycliffe glanced over the meat freezers that lined the walls. He had hidden over two hundred of the changelings within the freezers, keeping them starved and maddened in the dark. Marugon had been right. They would make a useful reserve, should events turn sour. “So tell me. Why were you out and about? I thought you would take advantage of Vasily’s absence and enjoy a vacation.”
“Unfortunately not,” said Krastiny. They reached the elevator. “Lord Marugon gave us an assignment instead.”
Wycliffe went rigid. “What? Lord Marugon sent you out?” Krastiny nodded. “To do what?”
“Senator Wycliffe,” said Krastiny. He looked deadly serious, more shaken than Wycliffe had ever seen him. “It is quite imperative I report to Lord Marugon at once.” Goth shifted, light glinting off his mirrored sunglasses. 
Wycliffe scowled. “Very well.” They filed into the elevator. “If it is so urgent, fine. But we have news for Marugon as well.” 
The elevator opened into Wycliffe’s bunker. He strode down the corridor, beneath the humming lights and the metal pipes, and to the library door. Wycliffe pushed it open and stepped inside. Only a few of the lights were on. Shadows lay gathered in the corners, pooled beneath the chairs and the tables. 
Marugon sat alone in one of the overstuffed chairs, wrapped in his black robes, his head bowed. Wycliffe felt the faint chill of black magic. Was Marugon working a spell?
Wycliffe pushed aside his trepidation and stepped forward. “Lord Marugon.”
Marugon’s gaze snapped up, fixing on Wycliffe. “Senator Wycliffe.” Wycliffe tried not to shudder beneath the weight of that black, empty gaze. “Or should I say Vice President Wycliffe?” He chuckled without humor. “Or perhaps President Wycliffe? I fear you shall soon tire of your puppet Jones, yes?”
Wycliffe swallowed. “That’s right. I’ve won the election.”
“Very good,” said Marugon. His eyes narrowed. “So, I presume you now have time to obtain my bomb?” 
“Yes,” said Wycliffe. “And I have some very good news about that. Vasily?”
Kurkov cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Ah…Lord Marugon. A freighter has been found for the bomb. It shall leave in one week’s time. I hope to deliver the bomb to you within five weeks.
“Good,” said Marugon. “I have not crossed the darkness between the worlds, overthrown my enemies, and laid waste to the High Kingdoms only to be delayed by the bumbling of a bandit chief.” He leaned forward a bit, his shadow falling over the room. “Further delay would have forced me to find another supplier.” 
Wycliffe expected Kurkov to take offence at the insult, but he remained silent, his expression tight and nervous. 
“Lord Marugon,” said Wycliffe. “If I might ask, what do you intend to do with the bomb?”
Marugon’s black gaze flicked to him. “We have discussed this.”
“Well, yes,” said Wycliffe, “you wanted to use it against the last stronghold of your enemies. But that was years ago. You have no enemies left. What good would the bomb do you now?”
Marugon did not answer.
“You…don’t intend to use the bomb here on Earth, do you?” said Wycliffe. He felt some sweat break out on his forehead. “That would not be wise. I could not permit it, now that I am vice president of the United States?”
Marugon almost smiled. “You would not permit it?” 
“Then what shall you do with that bomb?” said Wycliffe.
Marugon leaned back in the chair. “I shall take it with me through the Tower of Endless Worlds.”
“To use on your world?” said Wycliffe. Suddenly he wished Marugon would go away. Wycliffe needed nothing more from him. He had millions of dollars, even after the money for Kurkov’s bomb. He was vice president-elect of the United States and in position to become the president. He had the Voice, which could bring him anything he desired. And Marugon had changed over the years. Once he had been ambitious and eager for revenge on his enemies, something Wycliffe could understand. But now, it was as if Marugon had gone mad. 
Wycliffe wanted Marugon and his winged demons gone. 
“So…you will use the bomb on your world?” said Wycliffe.
Marugon laughed. “Senator, Senator.” He stood and began to pace. “How do you worry.” He turned and looked Wycliffe in the eye. “I give you my word that I shall not use the bomb on your world. And something else to put your mind at ease. After I have the bomb, I shall leave this world. Forever. I need nothing more from you.”
“You’re serious?” said Wycliffe. “But…but without Kurkov’s guns, how will you keep a grip on your conquests…”
Marugon gave him a scornful glance. “Conquest? Do you still think this was about conquest? The lands of the High Kingdoms mean nothing to me. Their ruined cities mean nothing.” His face twisted in a mixture of rage and madness. “I destroyed my enemies so they cannot stop me.”
Wycliffe frowned. “Stop you? Stop you from doing what?”
Marugon said nothing. 
Dr. Krastiny cleared his throat. 
Wycliffe looked at him. “What?” 
The little bald man stepped forward. “Lord Marugon…we have news on your commission.” 
Marugon turned so fast that his robes swirled like dark mist. “What have you found?”
Dr. Krastiny pulled a tan envelope from inside his coverall. “It appears that not all your enemies are…quite as destroyed, let us say, as you might think.”
Marugon snatched the envelope, stalked to one of the tables, and dumped it out. Color photographs scattered across the table. Some showed the front steps of a college dormitory, a red-headed young woman stepping through the doors. Wycliffe picked up one of the photographs of the red-headed young woman. Something scratched at the back of his mind. He had seen her somewhere before. 
“You found her,” said Marugon, his voice low and cold. 
Wycliffe glanced at him. “This is the girl you’ve been worried about for all these months? You…hired Krastiny to find her?”
“Most perceptive,” said Marugon, his voice a snarl. “It seems the good physician has succeeded where your researchers and campaign workers have failed.” 
“I didn’t have much to go on!” said Wycliffe. “A pretty young woman with red hair and a blue dress? How many tens of thousands of people match that description, hmm?”
“Yet Krastiny managed to find her, did he not?” Marugon stared at the photos. “And in only a few weeks. Your indifference may cost both of us dearly.” He stabbed a finger at the girl’s image. “I sensed the white magic within her, burning like a candle cloaked beneath a blanket.”
Wycliffe snorted, trying to push aside his fear. “A flame smothered beneath a blanket goes out.”
“Or it blazes all the brighter when it is uncovered,” snarled Marugon. The black magic seemed to roll off him in waves of power. “You know where she is?” Krastiny nodded. “Then I shall go and kill her at once, and all with her. I cannot permit her to live. She is only potential now…but she may grow, become more, given time. I shall not give her that time. I will not have everything I have worked for destroyed by this…this child.”
Wycliffe stared at her picture. Why did she seem so familiar? He glanced at one of the photographs of the house. It showed a man walking to a parked car, a briefcase tucked under his arm …
Wycliffe flinched as shock froze his wits.
“Lord Marugon,” said Krastiny, his voice quiet. “There is one other thing.”
“Oh?” said Marugon, his eyes still on the photos.
Krastiny slipped a picture from the pile. It showed a boy of fourteen or so running up the house’s front walk. “The girl’s name is Ally Wester. Her parents are named Katrina and Simon Wester.”
“Impossible,” whispered Wycliffe. “Absolutely impossible.”
Krastiny ignored him. “Evidently she was adopted. But she is not an only child. She has a younger brother, a boy named Lithon.”
Silence hung over the room for a long moment.
“What did you say?” Marugon’s face was an emotionless mask. He stepped towards Krastiny, towering over the little man. “What did you say?”
Krastiny faced down Marugon’s stare without blinking. “Lithon Wester. Her younger brother is named Lithon Wester.” He pointed at a sheet of paper among the photos. “Here is there address. Both children will be at the house after seven o’clock this evening.” Krastiny swallowed. “If you are to strike, I suggest you do so then.” 
Goth’s angry growl filled the library. “This cannot be. This cannot be, Lord! We saw them perish.”
Marugon’s eyes narrowed. “Did we?”
“Nothing could have survived that explosion,” said Goth. “Nothing!”
“I thought it a trap.” Marugon’s voice grated with rage. “Perhaps it was not. Perhaps it was a trick.” His shaking hands clenched into fists. “I saw them. Lithon and a young girl,” his eyes flicked to the red-headed girl’s picture, “two men, and a woman.”
“A woman?” whispered Wycliffe. The realization hit him with overpowering force. “Simon Wester. That dirty lying bastard. He tricked me.”
Marugon whirled. “You know of this?” He stalked towards Wycliffe, rage burning on his face. “You knew of this child, you knew of Lithon Scepteris, and you hid it from me?”
Wycliffe raised his hands. “Wait! I knew nothing about this!” He licked his lips. “It’s just…Simon Wester.” His voice rose in anger. “He tricked me. The night when you and Goth went to kill Lithon…Wester told me someone broke into his house, tried to kill him and his fiancée. I thought it a home-invasion robbery. But for a moment…just a moment, I thought he had been involved.” He leveled a finger at Marugon. “But you told me no one had survived. You told me that Lithon, and all those with him, had been killed in that warehouse explosion. So how could I have suspected Wester? If he had been with Lithon, he would have been killed.” 
Marugon said nothing.
“All these years,” said Wycliffe. “They’ve hidden Lithon under your very nose, here in Chicago. And this girl, Ally Wester. Perhaps she came with Lithon through the Tower from your world?”
Marugon went rigid, and for an instant fear crossed his shadowed face. “No. No. I watched him die. I laughed as he bled out his last on the courtyard stones. But his Prophecy still haunts me. Even in death, Alastarius still hinders me.”  
“I killed him,” said Goth. Blood-blackened iron claws slid from his fingertips. “I slew him and I shall slay his feeble followers.” 
“Simon Wester,” said Wycliffe, shaking his head. “I can’t believe it. But how could he have known? He would have thought Lithon and this…this Ally two ragged waifs off the street. Why would he shelter them?”
“Liam Mastere must have told him,” said Marugon, “or perhaps this mysterious wielder of the white magic…who escaped from your complex, I might add.” Wycliffe scowled but said nothing. “Liam Mastere may even yet live. I know what they plan. Alastarius Prophesied that Lithon Scepteris would undo me.” Marugon’s lips pulled back in a snarl. For a moment he seemed like Goth, huge and black and terrible. “And he Prophesied that Lithon would bring him back, find a way to return Alastarius to the realm of the living.”
Wycliffe scoffed. “The dead don’t rise.”
Marugon glared at him. “Then you learned less of the black magic than I thought.” He began to pace, his words growling with fury. “I will not permit this, not now. I am so close, so very close. My enemies will not stop me now. They will regret ever trying to stop me.” He whirled again. “Dr. Krastiny. Your money has been well-earned. Senator Wycliffe, come with me to the main floor. Goth-Mar-Dan! Gather your kin.” Marugon grinned his wolfish smile. “I have work for them.” Goth bowed from the waist and departed. Marugon pointed at Kurkov. “Bandit. Take the pictures of my foes and follow me.”
“I am not an errand boy…”
“Do it!” The full force of the Voice reverberated in Marugon’s command. Kurkov jerked to the table, scooped up the photographs, and followed Marugon. Wycliffe hurried after them. What did Marugon plan? Wycliffe did not need violence in his home city the day after the election victory. 
Yet what could he do to stop Marugon? 
They took the stairs to the warehouse’s main floor. Dozens of winged demons, looming and dark in their disguises, filed through the front doors. Marugon climbed the platform before the door to the Tower.
“Goth-Mar-Dan!” Marugon called. He gestured at the meat freezers. “Release the changelings.” 
Wycliffe hurried up the platform stairs and opened his mouth to protest. A single look at Marugon’s wrathful face changed his mind. 
Goth growled orders to the other winged demons. They stalked forward and opened the freezer doors. The changelings staggered out, blinking their red eyes at the sudden light. They hissed and snapped, but they would not attack the winged demons unless Wycliffe ordered it. He had used the Voice to lay intricate complexes of instructions on the changelings. They would never attack him, and nor would they obey any order unless it came from him.
The winged demons herded the changelings before the platform. They snarled and gibbered, trying to attack the winged demons, but otherwise remained docile, bound by the instructions Wycliffe had laid on them. 
“Calm!” called Wycliffe, bringing the power of the Voice into his words. “Remain calm!” The changelings stilled, glaring up at him with their red eyes.
“Goth-Mar-Dan,” said Marugon. “Select twelve of your kin. Arm them with the guns and bombs in this warehouse. Prepare vehicles for our use. You yourself shall accompany me. We put an end to Alastarius once before. Now we shall put an end to his followers and his damned Prophecy.”
Goth’s vicious chuckle filled the warehouse. “It shall be done, Lord.”
“And as for you, you who have partaken of the Warlocks’ rose.” Marugon’s Voice rose in command, shredding through the compulsions laid over the changelings. Wycliffe gaped in dismay. Marugon tore through his spells as if they were paper. “You shall heed my command. Tonight you will march with me.” He seized two of the pictures from Kurkov and held them out. “The boy, Lithon Scepteris. The girl, Ally Wester. You shall find them and kill them. I care not who dies, I care not what you must do, but you shall kill them!” Marugon’s Voice boomed through the warehouse, thundering in Wycliffe’s skull. The changelings whimpered and groveled before the platform. “You are hungry, you are starving, but tonight, you shall feast on human flesh…if you can kill these two children!” 
Maddened gibbering rose from the changelings, their claws scraping at the concrete floor. 
Marugon turned to Kurkov. “You are released. Bring the nuclear device to Chicago. Fail me not.” Kurkov staggered back, watching Marugon with a wary eye. The Warlock turned to Krastiny, Schzeran, and Bronsky. “You have done well. Your money awaits you.” 
Kurkov glared at Krastiny. Wycliffe wondered if the two would ever trust each other again. 
“The last obstacles are falling away,” said Marugon, to no one in particular. “The bomb will arrive soon. Yes. They may have fooled me for all these years. But Lithon Scepteris shall die. This girl, this Ally Wester, shall die with him.” He grinned at Wycliffe. “They do not know I am coming for them. And then there will be no one left to stop me, no one left at all.” 
Wycliffe swallowed. “Very…very good.” Marugon stalked away. Kurkov stormed off, and Krastiny and his partners hurried away in another direction. 
Wycliffe watched them go. “Dr. Wester, Dr. Wester,” he muttered under his breath. “What have you gotten yourself into?” He felt a moment’s sympathy for Simon Wester. Wester’s scholarship had been quite good. His death would be a waste.
Wycliffe shrugged and turned away. He had a presidency to assume. “You should have stayed working for me, Simon. You should have stayed working for me.” 






Chapter 13 - A Birthday Dinner
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
“I saw her ghost at the ruins of Castle Bastion,” said Arran. 
He and Ally sat at a booth in the corner of the coffeehouse. It was late, and most of the other tables were empty. 
Ally leaned forward. “What did she tell you?”
Arran closed his eyes, remembering. “Siduri told me that her death was not my doing.” He remembered the white mist, the light that had shimmered in Alastarius’s cairn.  “She said I should not blame myself.”
“You shouldn’t,” said Ally. “It wasn’t your fault. The…winged demon, Khan-Mar-Dan, killed her, not you.”
Arran opened his eyes. “I know.” He tried to smile. “She told me herself, did she not?” But he knew he would carry some of the guilt for the rest of his days. 
Ally hesitated. “Did you love her?”
Arran blinked. “What?”
“She loved you, I mean. She followed you out into the desert.”
“Siduri saved my life,” said Arran. “I would have died in despair. Find Alastarius on Earth. I have been trying to do that, ever since I killed Khan-Mar-Dan.” He shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if I ever will.”
But he doubted that. He knew Ally had come from his world, even if she did not remember. She often flinched with recognition at the names in his tale. And she thought of King Lithon as her younger brother. 
Alastarius had to be near Lithon. 
“Did you ever go back?” said Ally, staring into her coffee.
“Where?” 
“To the Scorpions’ Hold. To tell them what had happened to Siduri.” 
Arran shook his head. “That would have been of no purpose.” He heard anger enter his voice. “They cared nothing for her. Her husband would have thrown her into the desert to die. And she was content with that.” 
They sat in silence for a moment. Arran had told so much to her, more than he had told anyone but Siduri. He had thought she would mock his tale as fantastic. Yet she had believed him, as far as he could tell.
“What happened then?” said Ally. “After you saw Siduri's ghost?” 
“She told me again to find Alastarius on Earth. Then the mists swirled again…and the spirit of my brother appeared.”
Ally’s eyes widened. “Luthar?”
“Yes.” Arran tried to smile. “You’ve been paying attention.” 
“That must have been hard for you,” said Ally.
“It was.”
Ally fiddled with her mug. “It was his death that made you what you are, isn’t it?” She stumbled over the words. “I…I mean you would never have followed Sir Liam, you’d have never used a gun, if Luthar hadn’t been shot.”
“Luthar himself told me that,” said Arran. “I told him that I had tried to save him. He said there was nothing I could have done. And then…he gave me a gift.”
“What did he give you?”
“I shall show you.” Arran lifted Luthar’s Sacred Blade from the seat. He had taken it along with him to show Ally. 
Her eyes widened. “Is…is that his sword?”
“It is. I carried it with me to the Broken Mountains, then through the High Kingdoms, through the Desert of Scorpions, once more across the High Kingdoms, through the Tower of Endless Worlds, and now here, on your world.” He almost smiled. “I doubt few swords can boast of such impressive travels.”
Ally laughed. “I…guess not. It’s not funny, of course…but what did Luthar give you?”
Arran slid the sword from its scabbard and laid it across the table. “He touched the blade.” He indicated the thumb-sized blue gem a few inches from the hilt. “This appeared.” The gem shone with a faint light. He had never seen it glow before, but he had not taken Luthar’s sword from its scabbard since coming to Earth. 
“What is it?” said Ally, peering at the gem. She brushed it with her finger. “It’s…warm.”
“I know not,” said Arran. “Luthar told me that I could call on the magic of his sword in my last despair, and it would aid me, but only once.”
“Last despair?” Ally raised an eyebrow. “What did he mean by that?” 
“I do not know,” said Arran. “But he told me something of the future.”
“What? Another Prophecy?”
Arran shuddered. “Gods. I hope not. My life has been ruled by Alastarius’s damned Prophecy.” He made a fist, clenching the muscles in his sword hand. “He said…that my hope and what I most love would be stolen from me by a thing of nightmare. I would have to fight it, or all would be lost. I suppose that is what he meant by my last despair.”
“What do you think he meant?” said Ally.
“I haven’t the slightest idea.”
She rolled her cup between her palms. “A thing of nightmare. So many things you’ve met fit that description. The winged demons. The Ildramyn. Lord Marugon.” She scowled, rage crossing her features. “Even that traitor Rembiar.”
Arran frowned. She had smirked with satisfaction when he had told her of Rembiar’s end on the tip of Sir Liam’s blade. Arran could only half-remember the traitor’s face after all these years. “You seem to loathe him.”
“Why not?” said Ally. “He betrayed Alastarius to his death. He tried to kill you. If…if he hadn’t, maybe you wouldn’t have split with Sir Liam.”
“True.” Would Sir Liam have survived the perils of the Tower if Arran had accompanied him? “But you never met the man. I could be spinning this story out of air, for all you know.”
Ally blinked. “I…don’t know. I don’t know why. Something about him infuriates me.” 
“Betrayal is the worst of sins,” said Arran. 
“Yes…but I don’t know why it infuriates me so.” She shrugged. “It just does, I guess.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Arran slid Luthar’s sword back into its scabbard. “Rembiar is dead. He could not be the thing of nightmare Luthar foresaw.” He blinked. “But perhaps the children of the void.”
“The what?” Ally sat up straighter, her dark eyes narrowing. “The children of the void? Is that what you said?” Arran nodded. “What are they?” 
“I have not yet told you,” said Arran. He remembered their dark shapes, their whispering voices, and shuddered. “I saw them in the Tower…”
“Damn!” Ally glared at her watch. 
“What is it?” 
“I have to go.” She began to scoop up her backpack. 
“Very well. I can continue tomorrow night.”
“No.” She stood, pulling on her long green coat. 
Arran’s heart skipped a beat. “What?”
“Arran, listen to me.” Ally closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’ve told you that I was adopted, right? I don’t remember anything that happened before I was ten or eleven.” 
Arran nodded. “You did.” He stood next her. “You told me that.” He did not want her to flee from him. She held all his answers, he knew, the key to all the mysteries that plagued him. 
She shook her head, flame-red hair brushing her cheeks. “Everything you’ve told me…I believe you. I don’t know why. It’s…it’s as if I’ve heard all these names and places before, somewhere, only I don’t remember them.”
Arran nodded. 
“Tonight is Lithon’s birthday.” She blinked. “Well, not really. We don’t know his real birthday, so we picked November to celebrate it. And my parents…tonight they’re going to tell me. Everything. They never told me before, and I never asked. Well, I did ask, but I never really pushed.” She took a deep breath. “They’re going to tell tonight. And if their story matches what you’ve told me, in any way…then I’ll ask them to let you meet Lithon.” 
“You will?” said Arran. “Thank you.”
“But only if what my parents tell me matches with your story,” said Ally.
“It will.” Arran stepped closer. “Lithon is the King of Carlisan. And you…I don’t know who you are. But you are…special, somehow, I cannot say how. I know it.”
They stared at each other without blinking. 
And for a moment Arran felt the overwhelming urge to kiss her. No. That would be madness. He was so close to finding Lithon, and he could risk scaring her away.
But the urge remained nonetheless.
Ally looked away first, licking her lips. “Well, thank you, I think. I have to go back to my dorm.” 
“Might I walk you there?” 
Ally’s face worked through a number of expression before she smiled. “All…all right. I suppose I trust you that much.” She slid her backpack over her shoulders. “This way.”
Arran pulled on his overcoat, retrieved Luthar’s Sacred Blade, and followed her outside. The night sky had the faint purple cast of early winter. Their breath steamed in the air, and Ally pulled her coat tighter against the chill 
“Where do you live?” said Ally.
Arran glanced at her. “Live?” He clipped his Sacred Blade to his belt and slung Luthar’s over his shoulder, the hilt rising past the collar of his coat. 
“I mean, where are you staying?” said Ally. “I don’t think you’re sleeping in a cardboard box under a bridge somewhere.” 
“After I passed through the Tower,” said Arran. “The door opened into a small wood behind a large white house. A woman named Dr. Heloise Francis owns the house. I stopped a trio of brigands from killing her and looting her house. Out of gratitude, she allowed me to stay with her while I searched for Alastarius and King Lithon.” He gestured at his clothes. “She also purchased these clothes, and has told me much of the ways of your world.”
“Dr. Francis?” Ally shook her head. “You’re kidding me.”
“I am not,” said Arran.
“No, it’s not that. I don’t think you’re lying. It’s just…I know Dr. Francis. She was one of my dad’s teachers. They’re still good friends. And that white house…my dad and my grandma used to live there.” She stiffened. “That…clearing in the woods, behind the house. That means there’s a door to the Tower there.” She shivered. “No wonder.” 
“You’ve seen the door?” said Arran. 
“No. I…just thought there was something there. I could feel it.” She looked him in the eye, her jaw set. “Why did you bother?”
“Bother with what?”
Ally waved her hand. “All of this. Telling me your story. You could have found out about Lithon from Dr. Francis. Or you could have just followed me home. They used to call you the Ghost of Carlisan, right? You could have broken into the university, found my records,” she made a face, “assuming no one accidentally deleted them, again. So why are you bothering with this?”
Arran took a deep breath. “I wanted you to trust me. I did not want you to think me an agent of Marugon. And I did not want to offend your protectors.”
“Protectors?” said Ally. “You mean my parents?”
“No.” Arran shook his head. “Your bodyguards. I see them every now and again, following you.” 
“I don’t have any bodyguards,” said Ally. “And no one’s following me.” She frowned. “Unless…no, I scared them off, I think.”
“Who?” said Arran, concerned. If someone was following her…
“No one, I think,” said Ally. “There were some wannabe stalkers a few weeks ago.”
“Stalkers?” said Arran. “Why would someone stalk you?” But he knew the answer. If Marugon or his minions had learned of her or Lithon…
Ally shrugged. “Got me. It happens more often than I like. Some guy talks to a girl once or twice and then he gets obsessed with her.”
“It is not hard to see why,” said Arran. “You must have had a dozen suitors vying for your attention.”
“Thank you.” Ally blinked. “I think. Ah…not that I’ve had very many suitors. Or…um…” She turned red and fell silent.
They walked in silence to the university campus and Ally’s dorm building. A car pulled up in the parking lot, its engine coughing and wheezing. The headlights flicked off and Ally’s friend Mary Lucas emerged from the vehicle. 
“Mary!” Ally called. “Over here.”
Mary grinned and hurried over. “Ally!” Her expression darkened. “It’s him.”
Arran put his hands in the pockets of his coat. “Most observant.”
“Oh, so good to see you again, Mr. Belphon,” said Mary. “Ally, why are you hanging out with him? He scared you half to death the first time you met. And he’s got to be like, fifty years old, or something. Isn’t that just a bit creepy, hanging out with a fifty year old guy?”
“I’m not quite that old, thank you,” said Arran. 
“It’s not that, Mary,” said Ally. “It’s…it’s…oh, I’ll explain it to you in the car.” She turned. “Arran. I’ll come to the coffeehouse tomorrow. Wait for me, okay?”
Arran nodded. “I shall.” She and Mary climbed into the car and drove off. Arran watched them go, his eye following the passage their car…and he glimpsed a dark haired man ducking behind a blue public mailbox. 
Arran’s eyes narrowed. 
He walked away at an unhurried pace, keeping the mailbox in the corner of his vision. After a moment the dark-haired man stood and strode away. Arran had seen him before. He had been following Ally, along with an older bearded man. He had assumed them to be bodyguards. 
Yet Ally knew nothing of any bodyguards. 
Arran decided to investigate for himself. He loosed his gun in its holster and started after the dark-haired young man. 
 
###
 
Mary punched the gas, her old car rumbling forward. “So why were you hanging out with him anyway?” 
“I don’t know,” said Ally. “He was telling me about himself.”
Mary snorted. “Oh, sure. I suppose he likes foreign films, long walks on the beach, and sitting before a fireplace with a glass of wine.”
Ally thought about this for a moment. “I don’t think he even knows what a movie is.” 
Mary shook her head. “I haven’t the slightest idea what you see in him.” 
“That’s not it,” said Ally, rubbing her hands together. “I don’t see anything in him.”
“You do too,” said Mary. “I saw you watching him.”
“Fine!” snapped Ally. “Maybe I do. Does it matter?” She tapped the heater’s dial. “Does this thing even work? It’s freezing in here.” 
“Sometimes,” said Mary. “It’s an old car. The rest of the time I bring a cup of very hot coffee.” She sighed. “I’m just worried about you, okay?”
Ally rolled her eyes. “Mary. You’re always worried about me. We must have had this conversation about ten thousand times.” 
“Yeah, but now I’m really worried about you.” They pulled up to a stoplight. Mary reached under the seat, retrieved a pair of gloves, and pulled them onto her hands. “I mean, it’s just not like you, hanging out with this guy twice your age.”
“I think he’s only ten or eleven years older than me.”
“Oh, big difference.” The light turned green. Mary gunned the engine, and the car jerked forward with a roar and a cloud of smoke. “So why are you talking to him?”
“He’s telling me about his life, about his home,” said Ally. Mary would never believe Arran’s story of other worlds and flying demons and the Tower. “Mary…I think he’s telling the truth, because…I recognize some of the names, I think. You know how I don’t remember anything before I was ten? I think he’s telling me about wherever I came from before I was adopted.”
“Oh, wow,” said Mary. “So you must have been adopted from a foreign country, then.”
Ally thought about it. “Probably. And…I’m going to find out, tonight. At dinner. Mom and Dad are going to tell me everything. And…I think the truth’s going to match the stuff Arran’s been telling me.”
“Wow.” Mary bit her lip. “I was going to come, but maybe I shouldn’t. This sounds like a family thing, you know?”
“No,” said Ally. “You’re coming. You’re like family to me. I want you to hear this.”
“Okay,” said Mary.
They drove into the night.
 
###
 
Wycliffe stood in the loading yard and watched.
Marugon had taken over six of Wycliffe Consolidated Shipping’s vans. Each had been loaded with a pair of winged demons and a dozen changelings. Six more winged demons circled overhead, their eyes burning with inner fire, the streetlamps gleaming off their black armor. Each winged demon carried enough pistols, submachine guns, and grenades to conquer a small country, along with their black scimitars. They wore their black armor as well, a collection of overlapping steel plates that resembled the exoskeleton of a nightmarish insect. 
Lord Marugon strode out of warehouse 13A, followed by Goth. The king of the winged demons wore his overlapping black plate armor, adorned with spikes and serrated edges. A crown of red gold rested on his head, and his eyes burned with crimson light. Dread and menace flowed off him in waves, like a nightmare given life and form.
But Goth seemed as nothing next to the aura of cold power surrounding Marugon. 
Marugon stopped and faced Wycliffe. “You have made the preparations?” His eyes were pits into utter nothingness.
Wycliffe nodded. “The vans are ready.” He had made sure to have his company’s logo painted over. “The winged ones are armed and ready, and the changelings are loaded.”
“Good. Goth-Mar-Dan.” Marugon turned, and Wycliffe noticed that Goth wore a microphone headset. “The six of your kin who have already taken flight. Order them to the location.”
Goth growled into the microphone. The six demons circling over the compound spun and shot away to the north, their massive wings flapping. 
“Where have you sent them?” said Wycliffe.
“Three shall go to Ally Wester’s dorm room,” said Marugon, “in case she remains there. The other three shall fly to the Westers’ house, and keep watch over it until we arrive.”
Wycliffe jerked his head at the waiting vans. “And the rest?” 
Marugon grinned. “Have you not realized it already, Vice President Wycliffe? We shall go to the Westers’ house and kill everyone we find.” 
Wycliffe nodded. “All right. Fine. Just…just try not to make too much of a mess. Don’t let too many people see the winged ones, please. Or the changelings.”
Marugon gave him a chill look. “Neither Lithon Scepteris nor this Ally Wester will survive this night.” Another van pulled up, and Marugon and Goth walked towards it. 
Wycliffe watched them go, nervousness eating at him. 
 
###
 
Dr. Heloise Francis made up her mind.
She closed her laptop and left her office, locking the door behind her. Ally Wester deserved to know the truth. She would tell the young woman about Arran, about this strange man who had come seeking her younger brother. And it would be up to Ally to decide what to do then. If she wanted, Dr. Francis would introduce her to Arran.
Or she would send Arran away.
Dr. Francis walked toward Ally’s dorm, determined to see this to the end.
 
###
 
Arran followed the dark-haired young man.
The young man turned off into a narrow side street, lined by cramped houses. Arran slowed his walk and made a show of searching through his pockets, the way the people of Chicago often did when their cell phones rang. The young man turned and vanished into a narrow alley between two houses. 
Arran grinned. 
The young man was trying to lead him into a trap. Arran had done it himself, many times, to unsuspecting gunmen. He would have to proceed with caution, but he knew he could outwit Ally’s stalkers. 
Arran slipped a Glock from its shoulder holster, keeping it hidden beneath his overcoat. He started towards the alley, his worn old boots making no sound against the concrete. 
 
###
 
“Here we are,” said Mary, pulling into the driveway.
Ally stared up at the lights of her parents' house and swallowed. She did not want to do this. A part of her mind screamed for her to stop, to keep Katrina and Simon from telling the dark secrets of her past. But another part of her mind, the part that had believed Arran, knew she had to continue. She could not hide from the past forever, no matter how hard she tried.
Mary reached over and squeezed her hand. “You okay?” 
Ally tried to smile. “Yeah.”
“You’re lying.” Mary shut off the engine and dropped the keys into her purse. 
“I know,” said Ally. “But I can get through this. I mean, it’s just the truth, right? How awful can that be?” She climbed out of the car.
“You told me the truth about Nathan,” said Mary, “and I didn’t believe you. I think the truth can be pretty hard, Ally.”
Ally pulled out her keys and unlocked the front door. “That’s very profound.” 
“Now don’t get sarcastic on me,” said Mary. 
“Me? Sarcastic? Never.” Ally pushed the door open and looked around the living room.
“Ally!” Lithon bounded across the room and wrapped her in a hug.
“Oof!” Ally grabbed at the doorframe for balance. “Hey, don’t squeeze me to death, huh?” She grinned. “Happy birthday, Lithon.” 
“Thanks,” he said, fidgeting. Even as a small child, Lithon had seemed hyperactive. It had gotten worse as he had grown older. “You know, Mom and Dad say they have something really important to tell us. I wonder what it is? Do you think we’ll go back to Europe?”
“Maybe,” said Ally. She hung up her coat. 
“Mary cooked supper.” 
Ally laughed. “Thank God.”
Lithon lowered his voice. “Don’t tell Mom I said this, but sometimes…her cooking tastes a little funny.” 
“I heard that!” Katrina walked into the living room. “It’s healthy, I’ll have you know. You’ll thank me in thirty years when your blood pressure’s still good.”
“You sound like such a mom.” Ally hugged her mother. “You okay?” Katrina had dark circles under her eyes, and a hint of strain on her face.
“I’m fine.” Katrina shook her head. “No, I’m really not.”
“What’s wrong?” said Ally and Lithon in unison. 
Katrina looked at the floor. “We’ve…well, we’ve got a lot to tell you. A lot. And…I don’t think you’ll like some of it.” She waved at the dining room. “Come on, let’s go eat. Mary made pot roast and mashed potatoes.”
“Neat,” said Lithon. But some of his excitement had cooled. 
They walked into the dining room. Plates and silverware had been laid out on the table. Simon appeared from the kitchen, holding a steaming pot roast. He set it on the table and smiled at her.
“Hey, Dad.” Ally hugged him. 
“Hi. You say happy birthday to your brother yet?” 
“Yes, Dad.” 
He smiled. “Good. So…um…I suppose we better start. Let’s sit.”
They sat. A muscle worked in Simon’s jaw. He looked more anxious than Ally could ever remember seeing him. 
“What is it?” said Ally. “Is…is the past really that bad?”
“Ally.” Simon licked his lips. “It’s…I don’t want to lie to you. It’s…probably worse than you think it is. Much, much worse. Do you remember what we told you about Senator Wycliffe, how we used to work for him, and how we…found out something he wanted kept secret?” Ally nodded. “That was the truth, but…not the entire story. The whole story is much worse. We wanted to protect you, your mom and I, but I don’t think we can anymore.”
“Dad,” said Ally. Arran’s tale, with all of its horrors, echoed through her mind. “You’re really scaring me.”
“I’ve never been more serious,” said Simon. He glanced at Mary.
“Mary can stay,” said Ally.
Katrina shook her head. “She may not want to. What we’re going to tell you could put her life in danger.”
“I don’t care,” said Mary. “Ally saved my life and I’m going to stick with her. I don’t care what you did…if you shot the president or helped the terrorists or something like that. I’m going to stick with Ally.” 
Ally tried to smile. “Thank you. It means a lot.”
Simon shrugged. “It’s your choice, Mary. Okay, Ally. I think we should have told you this right away. But Lithon was too young, and you’d forgotten. We thought it might be for the best, if you’d forgotten. But maybe we were wrong.” He shook his head. “It’s too late to second-guess. So I’m going to have to tell you everything now.” He looked both Ally and Lithon in the eye. “I’m going to tell you how you were adopted.” 
 
###
 
Black chaos stormed through his mind, an endless chorus of screaming voices. They had grown louder as the years had passed. They begged and whimpered and pleaded and cajoled. But they demanded, most of all, they commanded and ordered and shrieked at him, over and over, forever denying him rest and peace…
“Lord?”
Marugon’s eyelids fluttered. He tried to focus through the cacophony in his head. 
“Lord?”
Marugon rammed aside the voices with a will of iron. “Yes?”
Goth-Mar-Dan sat besides him in the driver’s seat, handling the van with deft skill. The ridges on his armor had made a mess of the upholstery. “I have word from the scouts.”
“And?” said Marugon. 
“They have seen Ally Wester enter the house, in the company of another woman they do not recognize.” Goth-Mar-Dan ran a stoplight, ignoring the protesting horns. 
“Good.” The black magic thrummed in Marugon’s will, just beneath his conscious thought. “And what of her room at the university?”
Goth-Mar-Dan growled. “They have not yet reached their destination.”
“Have them search her room anyway,” said Marugon. “If any of her associates are about, kill them.”
Goth-Mar-Dan conveyed the orders. 
“Order the other vans ahead,” continued Marugon. “We shall follow at a distance.” He had not crossed the darkness between the worlds and overthrown his enemies to put himself at needless risk now. “Instruct them to storm the house as soon as they arrive.”
“Shall we spare any for questioning?”
“No.” Marugon’s lips pulled back in a snarl. “They have eluded me for too long. I shall not allow them to become threats. Kill anyone found at the house.”
Goth laughed.
The voices in Marugon’s head howled with approval.  






Chapter 14 - Revelations
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Arran stepped into the alleyway. The young man leaned against the wall, hands in his jacket pockets. Arran spotted the second man hidden behind a green trash bin almost at once. He caught a brief glimpse of a weapon in the second man’s hands. 
Arran started towards the young man. 
“Cold night, isn’t it?” said the young man, trying to look casual.
“Indeed,” said Arran, stopping a dozen paces away. “But I’ve known colder.” 
“So, ah,” said the young man, rubbing his gloved hands together. “You want to talk?”
Arran shrugged. “You tell me.”
This confused the young man. “But you were following me.” 
Arran shrugged again, keeping the trash bin in the corner of his eye. “Was I?”
“But…um…” The young man scowled. “Okay, let’s just cut to the chase. What the hell do you want?” 
“You were following a young woman,” said Arran, his fingers tightening around the cold metal of his gun’s grip. “I’d like to know why.”
“What business is it of yours?” said the man, a flush growing in his cheeks. 
“She doesn’t seem to appreciate your presence," said Arran.
“She doesn’t understand us,” said the young man. “We’ve been watching you follow her, buddy. We’re trying to protect her from people like you!” His hand shot inside his coat, reaching for a holstered gun.
But Arran saw it coming. He sprang forward, keeping the young man between him and the trash bin. The young man yanked a gun free, but Arran seized his wrist and twisted. The gun clattered to the pavement, and Arran jammed his Glock against the young man’s temple.
“You may not want to move,” said Arran.
“Holy shit,” said the young man. “You’re fast.” 
“Let him go.” 
The second man appeared from behind the trash bin. He had a wild brown-gray hair and a tangled beard. His right hand held a pistol of unfamiliar design rock-steady, while he carried a steel-handled cane in his left hand. 
“Who are you?” said Arran.
“I might ask the same of you,” said the bearded man. “Let him go.” He hefted the cane.
“Not until you answer some questions,” said Arran.
The bearded man responded by shouting and pointing his cane at Arran. 
An unseen force seized Arran and knocked the gun from his hand. The young man twisted free and swung his fist, while the bearded man took aim with his pistol. Arran dodged and punched, his fist sinking into the younger man’s gut. The man gasped with pain, and Arran seized his shoulders and shoved him at the bearded man. They collided in a confused tangle. The bearded man kicked his way free, but that gave Arran all the time he needed to draw his second pistol. The bearded man swung his cane, and the steel handle struck the barrel and wrenched the gun from Arran’s grasp.
He leapt back and drew his Sacred Blade. 
The bearded man spun, his eyes narrowing, and lifted his cane. 
A burst of white light flared from the handle.
Arran froze in mid-step, staring at the handle. “That’s the white magic.”
The bearded man blinked, his eyes fixed on Arran’s sword. “That’s the Sacred Blade of a Knight.”
They stared at each other for a moment.
“Who the hell are you?” said the bearded man. 
The young man writhed on the ground. “God! Somebody want to help me up?”
“Get up, Allard,” said the bearded man. “Who are you?”
Arran lowered his sword, keeping his eyes on the two men. “I am Arran Belphon, of Carlisan.” 
“Arran Belphon?” said the bearded man. Allard groaned and climbed to his feet. “I saw you, when you were just a boy.” 
“What?” said Arran. “How?”
“It must have been over twenty-five years ago,” said the bearded man. “I was…ah, traveling through the Border Woods. I saw your father, Lord Carolus, and you were riding behind him on a gray pony. There was a boar in a wagon behind you. You must have been hunting.”
“Gods.” The tip of Arran’s sword dropped to the ground. “That is right. How do you know this? You are not of Earth, are you?”
“No.” The bearded man rapped his cane against the ground. “I am Conmager. I was the apprentice of Master Alastarius.”
“What?” said Arran. 
“I used to be a highwayman,” said Conmager. He bent over, picked up Arran’s guns, and handed them back to him. “One day I made the mistake of trying to rob an old man in a battered green cloak.”
“Alastarius,” said Arran, dropping the weapons back into their holsters.
Conmager nodded. “Rather than hand me over to the hangman, he made me his apprentice. He told me of his Prophecy,” Arran scowled, “and I saw him die at Castle Bastion. So I carried out his instructions.”
“And they were?” said Arran, sliding his sword back into its scabbard. 
“I was to disguise myself as a soldier of Marugon and travel through the Tower to Earth,” said Conmager. “And there I was to wait. One day Prince Lithon would come through the door to the Tower, in the company of two Knights. It was to be my task to guard them and keep them hidden from Marugon and his associates on Earth.”
The hair on Arran’s neck stood up. “The two men. Myself and Sir Liam.” How many people had known of Alastarius’s Prophecy? 
Conmager nodded. “Instead a young girl came through the door, carrying Lithon in her arms.”
“Ally Wester,” said Arran. The facts clicked together in his head with resounding force. “It was her. I knew it.” 
“I assumed you and Sir Liam had perished,” said Conmager. 
“No,” said Arran. “Sir Liam perished in the Tower. I saw his tomb, in the Chamber of the Dead. We were ambushed, just before the Crimson Plain, by Rembiar and a band of gunmen.”
Conmager’s eyes blazed. “Rembiar. That filthy murdering traitor. It is my fondest wish that I should one day separate his traitorous head from his shoulders.”
“You won’t have to,” said Arran. “He’s been dead for ten years. Sir Liam killed him. We would have died in Rembiar’s ambush. But I took up a gun and killed the soldiers. Sir Liam could not accept that. We parted ways. He went through the Tower. I stayed behind to fight Marugon’s soldiers.” 
Conmager gestured with his cane. “So what happened? Why are you here?”
Arran sighed. “There was nothing left to fight for. The High Kingdoms have been destroyed. I was been wounded, unto death, and would have perished but for a woman named Siduri.”
Conmager went rigid. “Siduri?”
“You have heard of her?” 
Conmager’s fingers drummed on the handle of his cane. “I know her. Knew her, rather. The woman from the Desert of Scorpions. When I was Master Alastarius’s apprentice. He brought her to Carlisan for a time, taught her some of the white magic, and then sent her back to the Desert. I never knew what became of her. I did not even know she still lived.”
Arran’s lips twisted. “She doesn’t. Khan-Mar-Dan killed her. I slew him, but I couldn’t save her. But before she died, she told me to find Alastarius on Earth. So that is why I am here.”
Conmager looked baffled. “Find Alastarius on Earth? Why would she say such a thing? Alastarius is dead. I saw him die, with my own eyes. Rembiar stabbed him in the back, and then Goth-Mar-Dan tore his heart out.” 
“I know,” said Arran. “Sir Liam saw it as well. But I had nothing else to do. Nothing else to live for, if I am to be honest. So I came to Earth. I met Ally a few weeks later. She recognized my Sacred Blade and the name of Lithon. I thought she might have come from my world. So I told her my story, why I had come to Earth, everything that had happened since Marugon’s return. She recognized the names and the places, even if she did not remember.” 
Conmager blew out a long breath. “Gods. I’d been watching you for the last few days. I’d wondered who you were. I’d thought you an agent of Marugon.”
Arran grunted. “I thought much the same of you, once Ally told me of you.” A suspicion grew in his mind. “If it is indeed your task to guard her and Lithon, why does she not recognize you?”
“Because she doesn’t remember me,” said Conmager. “And if she did, she would think me dead. I faked,” he grimaced, “well, tried to fake, my death soon after she and Lithon arrived on Earth. It was our intent to keep Lithon secret until he could return to our world and overthrow Marugon. But Marugon had sent a seeking spirit after…”
“Gods!” Memory flashed through Arran. “The black lion in the Mountains of Rindl. Sir Liam and I fought it, but…”
“You could not kill it,” said Conmager, his voice grim. “It followed Lithon through the Tower, and once it reached Earth, Marugon knew about Lithon. It was a close thing. We almost all perished. But I managed to fake my death well enough to convince Marugon that Lithon and all with him had perished. So they were safe.” 
“And since then,” said Arran, “you’ve watched over them from a distance, keeping them safe.”
“Yes,” said Conmager. “I do not know the future. But I think Lithon will one day return to Carlisan, take his rightful throne and crown, and defeat Marugon. Until that day…which may come sooner than I hope…I shall guard Lithon and Ally with all my strength.” He smiled. “We could use the aid of a Knight of the Sacred Blade.”
“I’ll say,” said Allard. He rubbed his stomach. “Jesus, man, you hit like a brick.” 
“You shall have my aid,” said Arran. 
“Good,” said Conmager. “Marugon is searching for Ally.”
“Why?” said Arran. 
“Because there is something strange about her.” Conmager’s eyes flashed. “You must have sensed it, have you not?”
“Yes,” said Arran. “My Sacred Blade. She lifted it with ease. No one but a Knight or a Wizard should be able to do that.”  
“I think she has the white magic,” said Conmager, “or at least the potential to become a mighty Wizard. Marugon sensed this, and so he is hunting her, lest she becomes a threat to him. So we shall have to hide her and Lithon someplace safe.” He hesitated. “Ally is at her adoptive parents’ house tonight.”
“She told me of it,” said Arran. 
“Her parents will tell her and Lithon everything,” said Conmager. “And then we will have to flee. I have safe houses prepared. We can hide for a time, until Lithon is older, and we can return to our world. Or we may have to return to Carlisan at once.”
Arran thought of the horrors he had seen in the Tower. “That may be difficult.” 
“In a few hours we shall go to the Westers’ house,” said Conmager, “after Simon and Katrina have told the children the truth. Then we will to decide what to do. I would like you come.” Arran nodded. “But before that, I have some things I need to show you.”
“Yeah,” said Allard. “Old Regent here’s got some serious firepower.”
“Just who are you, anyway?” said Arran.
Allard stuck out his hand. “Kyle Allard. Um…no hard feelings over the punch, right?”
Arran shook his hand. “I assume you are from Earth?” Allard grinned and nodded. “How did you get involved in this?”
“Oh, that’s simple,” said Conmager. “He’s an idiot. This way.”
Allard grunted. “Well…um…yeah, he’s right. Let’s go.”
Arran shook his head and followed them. 
 
###
 
“So Conmager showed up again, a few months later,” said Simon, watching them both. “He showed me the door to the Tower. Then he said one day you two would come through the door, accompanied by two men.” 
“No, that’s not right,” said Katrina.
Simon shook his head. “You’re right. He…said Lithon would appear, accompanied by two men. He didn’t say anything about you, Ally.”
“Oh,” said Ally. Her voice sounded quite calm to her ears. She found this remarkable. 
Because she felt anything but calm.
“Then Conmager disappeared again,” said Simon. “I tried to put what he had said out of my mind. I hadn’t told any of this to Katrina yet. But I couldn’t forget. I kept thinking about those winged monsters….”
“The Ugaoun,” whispered Ally. 
“What did you say?” said Katrina.
“The Ugaoun,” said Ally, blinking. “Some people call the winged demons the Ugaoun.”
“How did you know that?” said Simon. 
Ally shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
“What happened next?” said Lithon. 
Simon stared at the cooling pot roast. “I finished my dissertation and I had nothing to do. So your mom came over one afternoon, and we…well, never mind. She was with me when the door in the woods opened. We heard clanging noises and went out to see what it was. I suspected it might be the door. Katrina had no idea.” 
Katrina rolled her eyes. “Because you hadn’t told me anything yet.”
“Well, yes. But you found out anyway. We went out back and saw the door open.” Simon shuddered. “I’ll never forget it. It…appeared out of nowhere, a slab of black marble, and it swung open. And inside I could see this huge gallery, with…”
Ally trembled. “With pillars and…and an arched ceiling…”
Mary watched her. “You look like you’re going to faint.”
Ally ignored her. “And…this awful green glow that lit everything…” The images from the dreams swirled through her mind. 
“You remember,” said Simon, his voice quiet. Ally said nothing. “And we saw an old man through the door. He had two swords that burned with blue-white fire. He was fighting these…these things, these creatures made of shadow. They reminded me of the winged demons, but worse, somehow, if such a thing is possible. Then the door slammed shut with a flash. And then you were there when I looked up. You must have run through the door before it closed. You had Lithon in your arms. He couldn’t have been more than three or four years old.” 
“I remember.” Ally felt herself start to cry. “I woke up on this horrible gray plain. I don’t…I can’t remember anything before that. And there were men, bad men with guns, and they would have killed me, but Sir Liam killed them. He had Lithon with him. I followed him through the Tower. One of the shadow-things pretended to be the Queen, tried to deceive him, but I knew, I warned him. Then we ran. They would have caught us, but Sir Liam fought them, he told us to run…” Ally’s shoulders shook. “Oh, God.” A sob choked through her throat. “Oh, God. He saved us, he killed himself to save us, and I forgot him, I forgot.” Her face fell into her hands. 
“It’s okay,” said Mary. She put her arm around Ally’s shoulders. “It’s okay.”
Ally sniffled. “No, it’s not.” She stared at her parents. “What else happened? Tell me the rest.”
Simon’s face was haggard and tired. “We didn’t know what to do with you. Conmager showed up the next morning. He told us who you were…well, at least Lithon.”
“Lithon, honey,” said Katrina. “Your real name is Lithon Scepteris.”
“You’re the heir to the throne of a kingdom called Carlisan, on Conmager’s world…your world as well, I suppose,” said Simon, fiddling with his napkin. “I suppose your real father is dead, which makes you the King of Carlisan.”
Lithon seemed small in his chair. “But why would Marugon want to kill me?” 
“Conmager said that a Wizard named Alastarius made a Prophecy. He said that someday you would defeat Marugon, and you would find a way to bring Alastarius back from the dead.”
“That’s silly,” said Lithon. “Dead people don’t come back.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Maybe it means something else.”
“Whatever it means,” said Simon, “Conmager believes it. And Marugon believed it as well, believed it enough that he tried to kill you and me and everyone else in this room except Mary. Conmager told us that we had to flee with you and Ally. Marugon was looking for you, he said. We had to hide. Marugon had sent a monster after you…”
Ally stiffened, wiping the tears from her eyes. “A…lion, a black lion. I…remember that.”
Simon shuddered. “Yes. It found us. Conmager killed it, but we had to run. Marugon sent the winged demons after us. I was hurt, Conmager was hurt…and your mom was hurt very badly. She had to spend months in hospital. They would have killed us, but Conmager…”
“He broke his staff,” said Ally, remembering. “The tunnel. I remember a dark tunnel. Mom was hurt, bleeding. You were carrying her. I was carrying Lithon. Conmager broke his staff. The explosion…” She shivered. Fresh tears welled up in her eyes. “He killed himself to save us, didn’t he? And I forgot him, too.”
“No,” said Simon. “Well, yes. We thought so at the time. But he didn’t die. He had a spell in his staff that transported him to a hospital in California. He recovered there. But his plan had worked. Marugon thought Lithon was dead, and he stopped looking.” Simon spread his hands. “And we were left with you kids. One of Katrina’s friends forged adoption papers for us…and life went on, I guess.”
They sat in silence for a long time. The memories burned through Ally’s mind; Sir Liam fighting the shadow-things, the chase through Chicago, the fiery explosion of the staff. 
“Wow. Oh, wow,” said Mary. “You’re not making any of this up, are you?” 
“I wish we were,” said Katrina. 
“My God.” Mary shook her head, brown eyes wide. “I mean…just…my God.” 
“Why.” Ally shook her head, trying to get control of her voice. “Why didn’t you tell us before?” 
Simon sighed. “I don’t know. I suppose we were in denial. We thought it was all over. Conmager had killed himself and Marugon and Wycliffe thought you were dead. And I didn’t think you had forgotten. We only noticed it after a few years. And Lithon was so young he wouldn’t have remembered anything.”
“I don’t,” said Lithon. “I don’t remember any of this. Well. Just bits and pieces.” 
Simon shrugged. “We thought it was over. But it wasn’t, not really. It was just…on hiatus.”
“Hiatus?” said Ally. “Why are you telling us this now?” 
Katrina scowled. “You know Wycliffe won the election yesterday, right?”
“But…I thought a guy named Jones won the election,” said Mary. “Old guy with silver hair. That’s what all the news shows said.”
Katrina shook her head. “But Wycliffe’s the vice president. And I’d bet every dollar I have that Jones is just Wycliffe’s puppet. Or that Jones will die in an ‘accident’ after a few months. Guess who becomes president then? Wycliffe. Simon and I knew it was coming. We thought about getting out of the country, in case Wycliffe decided to come looking for us. You can’t hide from the government forever.”
“And Conmager came back,” said Simon, “the day before the election. Ally. He told us that Marugon is looking for you.” 
Ally shivered. “What?” 
“Why?” said Mary. “I mean, I don’t understand all of this, but doesn’t this Marugon guy want to kill Lithon?” 
“Marugon must have seen you,” said Simon, “somewhere, somehow, I don’t know where. There’s something special about you, Ally. Conmager saw it, when he first met you. And Marugon must have seen it. He thinks you’re a threat to him. So he’s looking for you.” He swallowed. “Conmager has been protecting you, turning aside the creatures Marugon has sent after you. But he can’t do it forever. Sooner or later Marugon’s going to find you. And when he does, he might find out that Lithon’s still alive.” The muscles in Simon’s face tightened. “That would be bad.” 
“What are we going to do?” said Lithon, sounding very scared.
“We’re going to have to run,” said Katrina, “as far and as fast as we can.”
 
###
 
Dr. Francis knocked on Ally’s dorm room door.
Nothing. No answer. 
“Ally?” called Dr. Francis.
Still no answer. Perhaps she had gone home to visit her parents. Dr. Francis decided to try calling Simon’s home number.
She had just turned to go when she heard the sound of breaking glass.
 
###
 
Arran followed Conmager and Allard to a parking lot behind Ally’s dormitory. The lot lay empty and quiet, save for a gray van parked in the corner. 
“We’ll head for the Westers’ house,” said Conmager, pulling a ring of keys from his battered jacket. “Then we’ll get out of the city. With luck, it will take Marugon a few days to realize we’ve gone. By then he won’t be able to find us.”
“Why not?” said Arran. “If he could send a seeking spirit across the worlds to find Lithon, what is to keep him from tracking us?”
Conmager grinned. “Wards. I’ve put spells around my safe houses. They’ll turn aside any creature of the black magic Marugon sends for us, especially those damned changelings.”
“And if the winged demons do find us?” said Arran. 
Conmager unlocked the back doors and threw them open. “Then I’m prepared. What did I tell you, Allard?”
Allard grunted. “Um…forewarned is forearmed?”
“Damn straight,” said Conmager.
Arran stared at the van’s interior. “Indeed.” 
Wire shelves held several gleaming assault rifles, automatic pistols, gun parts, oil, and a bizarre assortment of machinery. Several boxes of bullets sat against the seats. A rack on the floor held several black spears, wires running from their barbed heads to metal boxes on their hafts. 
“You realize, of course,” said Arran, examining one of the rifles, “that bullets will do nothing more than irritate a winged demon.”
“Yeah,” said Conmager. “It would take sixty or seventy shots to bring one down.” He pointed with his cane. “I modified those bullets myself, put a spell of the white magic over them. They exist partly in the material world and partly in the spiritual world, much like your Sacred Blade. They’ll hurt a winged demon. Not badly, but you could bring one down with ten to twelve shots.”
“And what are those?” said Arran, pointing at the black spears. 
“These?” Conmager grinned and hefted one of the weapons. “Designed them myself.” He flipped a switch on the spear’s side. The weapon hummed, miniature arcs of blue-white lighting flaring around the spear’s point. He flipped the switch again and the lightning disappeared. “The wires connect to a battery.”
“A what?” said Arran.
“Um…a device that stores electricity. Lightning, you would say,” said Conmager. “I put another spell of the white magic over each of the spears. The lightning will stun a winged demon, even if you just brush one with the blade.” He cackled. “And if you spear one, run it through, the lighting will burn it away to ashes. Assuming the battery doesn’t die.” 
“Impressive,” said Arran. He thought of Khan-Mar-Dan and Baal-Mar-Dan. “I could have used some of these devices.”
Conmager pointed at the sword hanging from Arran’s belt. “But a Sacred Blade is still the best weapon for fighting creatures of the black magic. You could not have come at a better time, Sir Arran. I think we shall need your Sacred Blade before all is said and done…”
“I intend…” said Arran.
His Sacred Blade jolted with power. Arran flinched and grabbed the hilt. 
“What?” said Conmager. 
“The black magic,” said Arran, sliding the sword free. Blue-white light glimmered around the stained crimson blade. “Something’s coming…”
Conmager’s eyes got wide. “Get down!” He ducked behind the van. “And cover that light.” Arran slid his sword back into its scabbard and crouched besides Conmager. Allard dropped to one knee, pulling his gun free. 
A black shadow shot overhead.
Conmager snarled. “Winged demons.” His hand tightened around his cane. 
Two more shadows shot past. 
“They’re flying so low,” whispered Allard. “They never fly so low, not even at night.” 
Arran craned his neck. The three winged demons circled over the dormitory, massive wings beating at the air. They wore the black armor he had seen so often, scimitars at their belts, heavy guns slung from harnesses over their armor. 
“Gods, they’ve heavily armed,” said Conmager. “Pistols, submachine guns, grenades…what are they doing?”
One of the winged demons soared up higher, folded its wings, and dove. It crashed through one of the windows in a spray of glass, the two others following it. Arran heard the sounds breaking wood and crashing furniture. “What are they doing?”
Conmager went rigid. 
“What?” said Arran. “What is it?”
“That’s Ally’s room,” said Conmager. 
“But that’s impossible,” said Allard. “They wouldn’t come here unless…unless they…”
“They’ve found her,” said Conmager, his voice hard and grim. 
 
###
 
Dr. Francis heard more smashing glass, heard a low growling from behind the door.
“Ally!” said Dr. Francis, pounding on the door. “Ally! Are you in there?”
She reached into her purse and picked up her phone, intending to dial 911.
The door swung open.
Dr. Francis stopped dialing, looked into the room.
Red eyes glared out of the darkness.
She barely had time to scream before the darkness took her.
 
###
 
One of the winged demons exploded out of the window, its wings like a dark shadow against the night. The two others followed it. They circled the dorm once more, spun, and shot away at tremendous speed, vanishing into the darkness.
“Conmager,” said Arran. “Where are they going?”
“They’re going west,” said Conmager. 
“Oh my God,” said Allard. “The Westers’ house is that…”
“Go!” Conmager leapt to his feet. “Go! Sir Arran, in the back. We must hurry!” Conmager threw open the van door and scrabbled inside. Allard ran over to the passenger door, and Arran sprinted around the back of the van and leapt inside just as the motor started with a roar. Conmager backed the van and spun it around with a screech of tires. Arran reached back, slammed the doors shut, and crawled to the front of the van as Conmager roared into the street. 
“They must’ve found her,” said Conmager, his voice taut with anger and fear. “Marugon sent the winged demons to her room. And since she’s not there, they’re going to her house.”
Arran grabbed at the back of Allard’s seat. “Unless he split his forces, sent the winged demons to the university and...”
“Damnation,” Conmager growled, “damn it, damn it, damn it. Hang on. This’ll get a little bumpy.” He gripped the wheel and slammed down on the pedal. 
The van shot forward like a bullet, engine roaring.
 
###
 
“Go?” said Ally. “Where will we go?” 

“I don’t know,” said Simon. “Conmager will be here in a few hours. He has some safe houses.”
“Wait, wait,” said Ally. “You can’t be serious. We’re just going to pack up and leave?” 
“We have to, Ally,” said Katrina. “We almost died the last time Marugon found us. We can’t risk staying here any longer.”
“But…but…” Everything Arran had said matched with her parents’ story. But some small part of her mind refused to believe. This couldn’t be happening. Her world could not be crashing down around her ears. “It’s…this can’t really be happening, can it?”
“Mom and Dad wouldn’t lie to us,” said Lithon.
Ally scowled. “But they never told us, did they? They never told us.”
“We thought it was for the best,” said Simon, his expression helpless. 
“And we have to run,” said Katrina. “We have to go with Conmager. You remember now, don’t you? You remember what happened when we found you?”
Memories of machine gun fire and winged monsters flashed through Ally’s mind. “Yes.” 
“Then you know that we have to go,” said Katrina. “We can’t stay. Your Dad and I, our lives don’t matter very much, not really. Not next to you kids. Lithon’s a king. And you, Ally…you must be intended for something great, but I don’t know what. That’s why we have to go.”
“I’ll come with you,” said Mary. 
“You don’t have to,” said Ally. 
“No!” She sounded as serious as Ally had ever heard her. “No. I’m coming. You told me everything, too, so now I have to come. Ally’s my best friend. And you’ve treated me better than anyone I’ve ever met, even my own family. I have to come with you. And this is important. Really important. More important than anything I could ever do otherwise. I want to help. If I can.” 
Simon sighed. “We’ll ask Conmager. I doubt he’ll say no.”
“Arran,” muttered Ally, “Arran. He was right all along. I…I should…”
“Who?” said Simon. “Who’s Arran?” 
“I’ll tell you later.” She stood.
Katrina frowned. “Where are you going?”
Ally scrubbed her hand over her eyes. “I need to be alone for awhile.”
Katrina nodded. “Okay. We’ll come get you when Conmager shows up. You might want to pack. And eat something, too. We’ll probably have a long drive ahead of us yet tonight.”
“Okay.” Ally shuffled upstairs, went to her room, and shut the door. She sat down on the floor, tears trickling from her eyes. Grief flooded through her, the memories of Sir Liam’s sacrifice playing in her mind. 
How could she have forgotten? 
She crawled to her bed and buried her face in the covers. Mary had been right all along. The nightmares were not just bad dreams. They were something more. 
They were real.
And that thought scared her more than anything. 
 
###
 
“How fast are we going?” said Arran, shouting over the roar of the van’s motor. He gripped at a gun rack to keep his balance.
Conmager drove like a man possessed, darting through traffic, weaving and dodging oncoming cars. Horns blared and tires screeched, but Conmager ignored them all. 
“Um.” Allard had turned pale. “About ninety miles an hour. On a residential street. The speed limit’s twenty-five.” 
Conmager growled. “Idiot. I’d hit you but I need both hands to steer. Sir Arran! Look in the box behind my seat.”
Arran went to one knee, the van’s floor bouncing and vibrating. A cardboard box sat on the floor, and he pushed it open. A vest of some thick black material lay inside. “What is it?”
“Put it on, quickly!” said Conmager. Arran shrugged out of his overcoat and pulled on the gray vest. “It’s called Kevlar. It will deflect most any sort of bullet.”
Arran blinked. “You mean…armor against bullets?” He thought of the metal armor he had discarded years ago. The plate armor of a Knight could stop sword and arrow, but shredded like paper beneath a bullet. 
“Yes,” said Conmager, spinning the wheel as the van flew around a corner. “Now arm yourself. Take whatever you want.”
Arran obliged, pulling a pair of Glocks from the rack. He loaded them with Conmager’s enhanced bullets and strapped their holsters around his waist, alongside his Sacred Blade. He pulled his overcoat back on and stuffed several grenades and ammunition cartridges into the pockets. 
“And pass a couple of the Uzis up here,” said Conmager. The van missed an oncoming bus by a few inches. “If we need to come out fighting, then by God we’re going to come out fighting.” Arran handed a pair of the weapons to Allard, who tucked them between the seats. Arran took one of the Kalashnikovs for himself, slinging the strap over his shoulder. 
“How much time do you think we have?” said Arran.
Conmager shook his head. “I don’t know. There are sixty or seventy winged demons in Wycliffe’s compound, along with three or four hundred of the changelings.”
“Changelings?” 
Conmager jerked his head at Allard. “You tell him, son.” 
Allard swallowed. “They’re…well, they look like devils. Gray skin, red eyes, pointed ears, long claws on their hands and feet…”
Arran frowned. “I fought one, when I scouted Wycliffe’s fortress. I wounded the creature with my Sacred Blade, though it fled with incredible speed.”
Allard nodded and ran a hand through his spiky black hair. “Yeah, that’s a changeling. They…they used to be human. But they ingested the Warlocks’ Rose…” Allard coughed and looked away. 
“And Marugon used it as a catalyst of transformation,” said Conmager, “creating the changelings, creatures of the black magic, slaves to his will.” 
Arran hissed. “The Warlocks have always used the black magic for such foul ends.” He thought of the seeking spirit. “Now it seems Marugon has brought this perversion to Earth. I thought as much when I fought the creature.” 
“It was my fault,” said Allard, voice hard. “They hid the Warlocks' Rose in cigarettes, Wycliffe and Marugon. I gave away free samples. I didn’t know what I was doing. I ran when I found out.”
“Ah,” said Arran. 
“I’ll never forgive myself,” said Allard. “Never, not if I live a thousand…”
“Oh, for God’s sake, pull yourself together,” snapped Conmager. “Now is not the goddamn time.” He froze. “Shit. Shit!” 
Arran’s Sacred Blade jolted. 
“What?” said Allard. 
Conmager pointed. “Look!”
Arran leaned forward. He caught a glimpse of a winged demon soaring through the beam of a streetlight, a dark shadow in its black armor.
“Damnation,” said Conmager. 
“What numbers do we face?” said Arran. “Do you know?”
Conmager shook his head. “If Marugon learned about Lithon, he will loose everything we have.”
“The bullets,” said Arran. “Will your enchanted bullets strike the changelings?”
“Yes,” said Conmager. “We’ve tried to avoid killing changelings, since they used to be human. But if comes down to it, the bullets will kill them.”
He slammed on the gas pedal, and the van jolted forward. 
“Jesus, Regent,” gasped Allard. “We’re going a hundred! The cops will catch…”
Conmager snorted. “Let them try.”
The van rocketed into the night, engine howling.
 
###
 
“Lord,” said Goth, tapping his headset. 
“What?” said Marugon. 
The voices inside his skull screamed with tension, demanding and cajoling. 
“The scouts found nothing at the university, save for one old woman whom they slew. They have now reached the Westers’ house.” 
Marugon nodded. “So six of your kin now keep watch over the house?”
“Yes.”
“And how far are we from the house?”
“Not far.” Goth let loose one of his rumbling chuckles. “Lithon Scepteris shall live for another five minutes, I deem.”
“Good. The six of your kin at the house. Order them to begin.” The voices shrieked with approval, calling for the blood of Ally Wester. They cared nothing for Lithon Scepteris. 
Curious.
“Lord?” said Goth. 
“Let us distract them,” said Marugon. “Let them think I have only sent six of your kin, as before. And then we shall arrive and crush the hope from their hearts. And if the scouts should kill them first…then all for the better.”
Goth laughed, red fire glaring through his black glasses, and conveyed the orders.
 
###
 
Ally sniffled and wiped her nose. 
Katrina and Simon were right. They had to flee. She stood and looked around the room. She had nothing left to pack. All her clothes were in her dorm room. 
“Arran,” she whispered. She thought of his tired face, eyes grim and watchful in deep sockets. He had come so far, come through so much, to find Lithon. She had to find him before they left. Conmager would understand.
Her stomach growled. She had not eaten anything since breakfast, and Mary had gone to such trouble for the pot roast. Ally pushed her hair out of her eyes and took a deep breath. 
Something thumped downstairs. 
Ally blinked. Were Katrina and Simon moving furniture? Ally shook her head as a louder thump reached her ears. She pushed open her door and started down the hall…
An agonized scream rang through the hallway.
Ally froze. 
Another scream came from downstairs, followed by a sound like tearing meat. Ally ran down the stairs and through the living room. “Mom! Dad! What’s…”
She skidded to a halt before the dining room. 
All the strength drained out of her muscles, and a scream died in her constricting throat. 
A winged monster stood on the far side of the room, covered in black plate armor. A small arsenal hung from its belt and shoulder harness. The tips of its leathery wings brushed the ceiling. Hellish fires burned its eyes, and its hideous grin exposed yellowed fangs. 
Katrina’s head dangled from its claws, her expression frozen in a scream of agony.
Ally whimpered, the room spinning around her. The rest of Katrina’s corpse lay strewn in pieces across the floor. Blood spattered the walls, the carpet, the ceiling, everything. Simon’s head and legs lay strewn across the table, white bones jutting from the ragged red meat. Mary huddled in the corner, clutching Lithon, both of them shaking like trapped rabbits. 
The winged monster threw Katrina’s head. It struck Ally’s leg and bounced away, leaving a bloody smear across her jeans. The creature stalked toward her, looming over Ally like an angel of death. The back door shattered, shards of wood flying across the kitchen. 
More of the winged monsters stormed inside. 
The scream ripped from Ally’s throat like a living thing.
The winged demons laughed at her. 
Then the windows exploded in a spray of glass and fire. 






Chapter 15 - A Knight's Wrath
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
“Faster,” said Conmager, hands clenched around the wheel. 
The van sped down a residential street, dodging past traffic. Conmager slammed on the brakes, spun the wheel, and skidded around a corner. Arran swore and grabbed at the gun rack for support. 
“Warn me before you do that,” said Arran. 
“Sorry.” Conmager sat up straighter. “There’s the house.”
“Look!” said Allard. “Winged demons.” Arran saw a pair of winged demons spiral out of the sky and disappear behind the Westers’ house. A black van pulled into the house’s driveway. 
“Damn it!” Conmager stomped on the gas pedal. “That’s one of Wycliffe’s vans. Allard! Roll down your window. And get your gun ready.”
Allard scrabbled for his Uzi. “What? Regent…you’re going to hit it…”
“This thing’s armored, son. Hold on!” 
“Shit!” wailed Allard, ducking. Arran locked his arms around the gun rack. 
Conmager’s van jumped the curb, shot over the sidewalk, and slammed into the black van. The black vehicle spun and skidded onto the Westers' snow-crusted lawn. Conmager hit the brakes and smashed through a fence, the van squealing to halt on a neighboring lot. Allard raised his weapon and fired out the open window. The Uzi chattered, bullets shredding through the black van’s windshield and trunk. Arran caught a glimpse of a winged demon in the driver’s seat, clawing at the door. 
Arran released the gun rack, leapt across the van, and sprang through the back doors. He fell, tucked his shoulder, and rolled to one knee. His Kalashnikov came up in one smooth motion. He fired, bullets ripping into the side of the black van. 
The van exploded. 
A ball of yellow-orange fire rose towards the sky, spitting burning debris. The shock knocked Arran over. A changeling ran out of the wreckage, screaming, its body wreathed in flames. Arran came up and fired a burst into its chest. Conmager's enhanced bullets ripped into its torso, and the creature fell with a wail, black blood spattering the ground. 
Conmager and Allard scrabbled out of the van.
“Holy shit,” breathed Allard, looking at the flaming wreckage. “You must have hit the gas tank.”
“Later,” snapped Arran, stalking towards the house’s front door. The blast had shattered the windows and set the roof on fire, the flames spreading to the walls. “We must get them out, before the house burns down around…”
A scream rose through one of the broken windows. Arran recognized that voice. 
It belonged to Ally.
“No!” he roared.
Arran sprang up the stairs, kicked down the door, and sprinted inside. He had not come through so much, endured so much, to see Lithon Scepteris perish just inches from his reach…
The living room was empty, but the dining room looked like a butcher's shop. Body parts lay strewn across the floor, fresh blood dripping from the walls. Ally’s friend Mary huddled in a corner, clutching a boy of thirteen or fourteen. And a winged demon stood in the center of the room, its clawed hand around Ally Wester’s throat. Even as Arran reached for his Sacred Blade, the demon lifted her, its hand tightening against her skin. For an awful instant Arran remembered standing outside the Ildramyn’s castle, watching as Khan-Mar-Dan tore Siduri’s head from her neck…
A red haze fell over Arran's vision.
It would not happen again!
He howled in fury and leapt forward, yanking his Sacred Blade free, and the sword's white fire blazed to match his wrath. The winged demon started to turn just as Arran hammered down with a two-handed blow. His sword sheared through the winged demon’s arm, sending Ally to the floor in a heap. The creature howled in agony, stumbling against the table. Arran’s next blow hewed through its knee, and his third tore through its neck. The creature wailed as white fire burned through it, leaving behind ashes and obsidian bones. 
Arran spun as another winged demon leapt through the kitchen door, scimitar in hand. The demon struck, its sword a black blur. Arran parried, dodged, twisted, parried again, snarling all the while. The winged demon swung at his knee, and Arran parried, yanked a pistol free with his spare hand, and fired. The demon tried to jerk back, but Conmager’s enchanted bullets slammed into its face and neck. The creature threw back its head and screamed, a faint white glow shining around its wounds. Arran emptied a clip into the creature, bullets tearing through black armor. The demon groaned and toppled to one knee, and Arran stabbed, all his weight and strength driving his Sacred Blade into the demon's black heart. 
The winged demon shuddered and burned to black ashes. 
A bullet whined past Arran’s head. 
Another winged demon stood in the kitchen, gun in hand. Arran drew another pistol, and a bullet slammed into his chest. He gasped and staggered back several steps. The Kevlar had stopped the bullet, though it still felt as if he had been hit with a hammer. The winged demon raised its pistol for another shot, and Arran brought up his pistol and squeezed the trigger. A volley of shots slammed into the demon’s chest, shredding its armor. It shrieked and ducked back into the kitchen, taking shelter behind the center counter. Arran pulled a grenade from his belt, yanked the pin, and flung it, masking the movement with another spray of gunfire. His pistol clicked empty as the grenade landed next to the refrigerator. The winged demon snarled and lurched free from its cover, weapon raised. Arran threw himself in the corner, yanking his coat over his face. 
The grenade went off. 
The house shook, and a storm of debris shot out of the kitchen. The winged demon’s agonized howl rose over the roar of the blast. Arran leapt to his feet, squinting into the cloud of dust, both hands wrapped around the hilt of his Sacred Blade. The winged demon roared out of the kitchen, maddened by pain, and Arran stabbed. His blade sank through the demon’s ruined armor and plunged deep into its chest. The creature let loose a long wail and crumbled into ashes and black bones. 
Arran gasped and lowered his Sacred Blade. 
The entire fight had taken less than a minute. 
Mary and the boy picked themselves up, staring at him with frightened expressions. 
“Are you all right?” said Arran.
“Not really,” said Mary, dust smeared over her pale face. She had a stunned expression. “Ally went upstairs. The window shattered. The…the monster came in. It…oh, God, it killed them…”
“We have to run.” Arran stared at the boy. It had been almost ten years, but Arran still recognized Lithon Scepteris, the child Sir Liam had carried across half the world to the Tower of Endless Worlds. “Your Majesty. I am Arran Belphon, a Knight of the Order of the Sacred Blade.” Lithon stared back at him, his gray eyes wet with tears. “We have to go. Lord Marugon is coming to kill you.” 
Lithon nodded, his face trembling. “I…I know. My parents, my parents told me.” 
“Ally,” said Mary, looking around the room. “Where’s Ally?”
Ally sat huddled in the corner, arms wrapped around her knees, and flinched away at Arran’s approach. 
“Stay away from me!” she hissed, her face almost unrecognizable with grief and horror. “Don’t…this is your fault, this is your fault, you…you told me…”
“We must go,” said Arran, dropping to one knee besides her.  “They’ll kill you if we stay.”
“Don’t…” Her words dissolved into sobs, her body shaking. Arran slid his Sacred Blade into his scabbard, retrieved his pistols, and picked her up. She fought him for a moment and then went limp, sobbing into his chest. 
“Can you walk?” said Arran. Mary and Lithon nodded. “Then run.” He turned towards the front door and almost crashed into Conmager and Allard. 
“Where the hell were you?” said Arran. 
Conmager gestured with his cane, a faint white glow coming from the steel handle. “There were three winged demons outside. They jumped us just as you went inside. We managed to fight them off…” 
“Holy goddamn shit,” breathed Allard, catching sight of the carnage in the dining room. 
Conmager stepped forward. “Oh, no. Oh, no. Simon and Katrina. This is my fault. I…I should never have gotten them involved in this.” He growled and shook his head. “The children, Sir Arran. Are…are…”
“They are alive,” said Arran. “But we must go.”
Conmager nodded. “You’re right. Marugon could arrive at any moment. Your Majesty, this way!” Conmager and Allard raised their Uzis and dashed outside, followed by Lithon and Mary. Arran draped Ally over his shoulder and drew his last pistol with his free hand. 
“Where are you taking us?” said Mary. A plume of sooty smoke rose from the wrecked black van, and spreading flames danced over the house's roof. 
“Anywhere but here,” said Conmager. He herded them over to the van’s back doors. “In here. Grab one of the racks, but don’t touch anything.” Mary gaped at the array of weaponry hanging from the van’s walls, and then scrambled inside, followed by Lithon. 
Arran laid Ally down besides the spear rack, Mary watching her with worried eyes. “Take care of her.” 
Mary nodded. 
“Sir Arran!” Arran spun, saw the headlights of more black vans speeding up the street. Conmager and Allard raised their weapons and opened fire, and Arran lifted a pistol and joined them. A storm of bullets struck the first van, blasting the windshield to shards. The van skidded and came to a halt, blocking the street. Arran drew another grenade from his coat, ran six steps forward, and flung it just as a winged demon clawed its way free from the shattered windshield. The grenade bounced off the winged demon’s armor and landed in the front seat. 
“Allard, get in the van!” roared Conmager, spraying bullets at the other vans. “You too, Sir Arran!” 
Arran jumped back into the van just as the grenade went off. The black van exploded, windows shattering into glass diamonds, doors flying from their hinges. An instant later the engine went up, immolating the van in a ball of flame. The other black vans screeched to a halt behind the burning wreckage, their doors bursting open. Changelings boiled out of the vans and charged in a gray-skinned wave. 
“Allard, you idiot. Go, go!” Conmager sprinted towards the back doors. Arran grabbed his hand and pulled him up. Allard stomped the gas, backed the van into the street, and spun around. A horde of changelings swarmed towards them. Arran and Conmager raised their guns and fired. Three of the changelings fell, blood spurting from their wounds, and Allard hit the gas. The van roared forward, leaving the changelings and the black vans behind. 
“Damn it, that was close,” said Conmager, wiping sweat from his brow. 
“This isn’t over yet,” said Arran. He slammed a new clip into his Kalashnikov. “They’re coming after us.” He seized ammunition for his pistols and began reloading. 
“Regent! Where the hell are we going?” said Allard. Sirens began to wail in the distance. 
“Out of Chicago as fast as possible.” Conmager turned and knelt besides Ally. “I don’t care how, just get us out of the damn city.” He examined Ally, turning her head back. “She’s unconscious.”
Arran felt a stab of dread. “Will she live?” Mary made a pained sound. 
“Bruised neck, some cuts. Might have a concussion. But she’ll live.”
“Thank God,” said Mary. “And who are you, anyway?”
“I am Conmager.” The van bounced over a pothole. 
“Dr. Wester told us about you,” said Mary. 
Conmager nodded and turned to Lithon. “Your Majesty. It has been my task to guard you for many years. But now…”
“You didn’t do a very good job,” said Mary. “His parents are dead.”
Conmager looked pained. “I know. I failed them. I did not think Marugon would find…”
Arran’s Sacred Blade jolted. 
Mary screamed. “Behind you!”
Arran turned just as a winged demon dropped out of the sky and leapt through the open back doors. It raised a gun and fired, the bullet ricocheting off the windshield. Allard shrieked and ducked, the van swerved over the street. Conmager yelled and swung his cane, the handle shining with white light. It impacted the demon’s hand with a crunch, knocking the gun from its hand and into the street. The demon howled and surged forward, hunching to fit in the cramped van. Arran drew both his pistols and fired, pumping bullets through the winged demon’s armor. The demon roared, clawing the walls for balance. Conmager seized one the black spears and flipped the switch. It emitted an angry buzz, sparks of blue-white light dancing around the razor-edged head. He stabbed forward, driving the spear through the winged demon’s chest. The monster let loose an awful howl, arcs of lightning crackling up and down its body, foul smoke rising from its armor. Arran unloaded another clip into the demon's chest, and the creature fell out the back, the spear still buried in its chest. 
“Would somebody please shut the damn door so that doesn’t happen again?” said Allard. Conmager yanked the doors shut and locked them. “Thank you!” The stink of gun smoke, ozone, and burned flesh hung in the air. 
“Where are we?” said Conmager, crawling into the front seat. 
“Almost to Cicero by now,” said Allard. 
Conmager grunted. “Get to the interstate and head for Wisconsin. We’ll have to find someplace quiet to pull over and change the license plates before we hit the tollbooth. Quick paint job wouldn’t hurt, either.” 
Arran slapped fresh clips into his pistols and shoved them back into their holsters. He glared out the back windows, watching for any sign of pursuit.
“You saved us.”
“What?” said Arran, looking down at Mary. 
“They’d have killed Ally, if you hadn’t come just then,” said Mary. 
“I could not let her die, nor Lithon,” said Arran. “I have spent too long looking for them. If only we had come sooner.”
“I.” Lithon’s voice was hoarse with grief. “I…remember you, I think.”
Arran's mind flashed back to the long journey over the High Kingdoms with Sir Liam. “You do?” 
“I used to have dreams, when I was little,” said Lithon. “I’d remember an old man with a beard.”
“Sir Liam,” said Arran. 
“And I think I saw you, too,” said Lithon. “Why?”
“Your Majesty," said Arran. "Sir Liam and I took you from Carlisan, across the High Kingdoms, and to the Tower of Endless Worlds. It took almost a year. You were very young…I’m not surprised you cannot remember.”
Ally groaned and sat up, her eyes glassy. 
“My head,” she muttered. “It feels like it’s going to burst. Oh, it hurts.” She stared at Arran, shaking her head. “Don’t let them hurt me. Please don’t let them hurt me.”
“I swear it,” said Arran. "So long as I have strength left." 
“She’s babbling,” said Mary. “You said she might have a concussion. We’ve got to get her to a doctor.” 
“We will as soon as possible,” said Conmager.
“My blood, Arran.” Ally grabbed the front of Arran’s shirt, her eyes dark and maddened. “My blood is burning. My head’s split down the middle. I can remember, but I don’t know what.” She began to cry again. “My parents. This is my fault. They were coming for me, not for them!” She huddled into a ball and began to sob. 
“Oh, Ally,” said Mary.
Something clanged against the side of the van. The clangs followed in rapid succession, like thrown rocks…
“Bullets!” spat Arran. He stared out the back windows and cursed.
A trio of winged demons soared after them, machine guns in hand. Another volley of bullets clanged off the van. “Conmager!” 
“Shit,” said Conmager, staring out the back windows. “Allard! Faster!” Allard pumped the gas, but the winged demons kept pace. 
“They’ll shoot the van to pieces,” said Arran, reaching for his Kalashnikov. 
Conmager snorted. “Not likely. This van’s armored. The glass is even bulletproof. Look.” He pointed at a skylight in the van’s roof and pressed a button on the dashboard. The window popped open, rising to a forty-five degree angle. “Shoot back at them. We can outrun them once we get into open country.” 
Arran stood, propping the Kalashnikov's stock against this shoulder, and sticking the barrel out through the window. He had a clear view of the pursuing winged demons. Bullets ricocheted off the roof, ruining the paint but inflicting little damage to the van.
Arran took aim and fired. His volley ripped through one of the demons’ wings. The creature roared and spiraled towards the ground. 
 
###
 
Goth went rigid, his lips peeling back in a snarl. 
“What?” said Marugon. 
The voices murmured in his mind, just beneath his consciousness. 
“There has been some difficulty,” said Goth, spinning their van around a corner. 
Marugon saw the glow of flames in the distance. “Elaborate.”
Goth growled questions into his microphone. “The reports are confused. It seems some of our foes have been slain. Yet others escaped.”
“Pursue them,” said Marugon. “Kill them all.”
“Someone interfered.” Goth hissed and adjusted his headset. “Two gunmen. And…that cannot be. It is not possible!”
The voices in Marugon’s skull rose in sudden alarm. “What is not possible?”
“A Knight,” said Goth, his fangs grinding. “My kin claim a Knight attacked them with a Sacred Blade. But that cannot be. We slew all the Knights, shot them to death, and their precious Sacred Blades availed them not.” Goth's wings tried to unfold, his seat bulging under the pressure. “And two of the vans have been destroyed.” 
“Two?” Marugon felt the rage boil inside him, his black magic rising in response. He had killed the Knights, killed the Wizards, and laid the High Kingdoms waste. Who could still fight against him? “I have been deceived. They shall regret it, I shall burn every trace of their existence from …”
“Lord,” said Goth. “The Westers’ house.”
“Stop the van.” Goth obeyed, and Marugon got out, staring at the wreckage. Two of Wycliffe’s vans had been blasted to smoldering debris, and the Westers' home burned in a pillar of smoke and fire. The corpses of slain changelings lay strewn across the lawn, their bodies shifting to human form as the black magic left them. 
“How?” said Marugon. “I slew all my foes. I cannot be stopped now, not when I am so close.”
Goth muttered something into his microphone. “Lord. We have found them. They flee to the west.”
Marugon sneered at the burning house. “No doubt they think to leave the city, hide themselves in the vastness of the world. I shall not permit it. Let us…”
Sirens flashed and tires squealed. Marugon turned as a half-dozen police cars skidded to a halt. Their doors burst open, policemen storming out and leveling their weapons at Marugon and Goth. 
“Halt!” barked the leader, a paunchy older man. “Put your hands over your heads and make no sudden movements."
“Jesus,” said one of the younger policemen, staring at Goth. “What the hell is that thing?” 
Another policeman began muttering a prayer. 
The voice in Marugon's head rose in a maddening chorus of fury. He could not afford distractions now. His will hardened within him, summoning the black magic in a storm, and he began to mutter a spell. 
Goth chuckled. 
“That thing’s laughing!” 
“What’s he doing with his hands…he’s got a gun!”
The policemen opened fire just as Marugon finished the spell. Black magic swirled around him, shielding him in a spell of entropy. The bullets vanished in puffs of black smoke an instant before they reached him, their energy and substance atrophied into nothingness. A few of the bullets struck Goth, and he grunted in irritation. 
The policemen ran out of ammunition. They lowered their weapons, staring in growing terror. 
“Goth-Mar-Dan. Kill them all.”
Goth exploded into motion, wings propelling him into the air. He dropped in the midst of the policemen, his black scimitar a blur. Three policemen died before they could react. The others screamed, struggling to reload their weapons. Goth butchered them, slashing with his blade, tearing with his iron-clawed fingers. A few tried to run, and Goth drew his pistol and gunned them down. 
Marugon summoned the Voice and focused on one of the fleeing policeman. “Stop!” The policeman froze as Goth killed the last of the fleeing officers. “Goth-Mar-Dan! Spare this one. You. Come here.”
The policeman staggered up to him, eyes wide with terror. “What are you?”
“That is irrelevant,” said Marugon. “Is there some sort of radio device in your vehicle? Tell me!” The policeman nodded. “Good. You shall report to your superiors that the perpetrators of this heinous crime,” he waved a hand at the butchered corpses, “are fleeing westward in a…Goth-Mar-Dan, describe the vehicle.” Goth growled the description, along with the license number. “Inform your superiors of this via the radio device. Say nothing of our conversation. Then, once you have reported, you shall take your weapon and shoot yourself in the head.”
The policeman shook his head. “No…I won’t…”
“No, you will,” said Marugon. He gestured at the nearest police cruiser. “Go.” The young officer staggered away. 
“The cars have cameras, devices that will record our presence,” said Goth. 
Marugon looked at the bandoleer of grenades over Goth’s armored chest. “Then dispose of them.”
A gunshot rang out, and the young policeman fell out of his car, blood pooling around his head. Goth took to the air and dropped a grenade in each of the cars as Marugon climbed back into the van. Goth swooped into the van, put it into drive, and roared away. The grenades went off an instant later, the police cars ripping apart in spectacular balls of flames, burning debris raining in all directions. 
Goth chuckled, his eyes burning. Few things delighted a winged demon more than wanton carnage. “Where shall we drive, Lord?” 
“Let us join your kin,” said Marugon. “We shall hunt down my enemies and kill them ourselves. Perhaps I shall permit you to kill Lithon Scepteris yourself.”
Goth’s chuckles rose into booming laughter. He drove into the night, pillars of smoke and flame rising behind them. 
 






Chapter 16 - Find Alastarius On Earth
 
Anno Domini 2012
 
Arran jammed another clip into his Kalashnikov, the gun's metal hot beneath his fingers. Another barrage of shots rang against the van’s roof. He ducked beneath the skylight, waited for a moment, then rose up and fired. Some of his shots clipped a winged demon. It shrieked, losing its aim, and Arran shifted his gun, seeking for another target. 
Then the winged demons turned and shot away.
“Wait!” he called. “They’re breaking off.” Arran ducked back into the van and watched the winged demons retreat. 
“What the hell?” said Conmager, twisting around in his seat. “They know where we are. Why would they turn and run?” 
Arran clenched his hand. “I know not.” His fingers felt sore from clutching the gun’s hot metal. “Their attack was ineffective. They must have shot four, five hundred rounds at us without scratching the armor.” 
“Sure as hell ruined the paint, though,” said Conmager. 
Allard whooped. “Hey, another ten minutes, and we're clear.” Arran saw rows of suburban houses flashing past in the night. “Another ten minutes we can turn north, get lost in the back roads. Take the bastards years to find us.”
“Let us hope,” said Arran. He settled against the van’s wall, next to Lithon. 
“My head,” said Ally, her voice a moan. She lay with her head in Mary’s lap. “It’s going to explode. My blood’s on fire.”
“How is she?” said Arran.
Mary glared at him. “Her parents just got killed, and now winged demons with machine guns are chasing us. How do you think she is?” Arran waited, and Mary sighed. “I don’t know. I think she’s still in shock.” She looked Arran in the eye. “We’re going to die, aren’t we, Mr. Belphon?”
Arran grunted. “Everyone dies. But I shall do my utmost to keep us from dying today.” 
“That makes me feel so much…”
“Sir Arran!” Conmager turned in his seat. “Behind us!” 
Arran looked out the back windows. A quartet of the black vans followed them, winged demons circling overhead. The van’s ceiling and walls clanged, and Mary stifled a shriek. Ally moaned and turned her head. 
“They’re shooting at us again!” said Mary. 
“You’d think they would learn,” said Arran. “The van’s armor is too thick.”
“That or they’d get armor-piercing slugs,” growled Conmager. “Let them shoot. Once we get to open country, we can outrun…”
“Regent!” Allard pointed. “Cops!” 
Arran looked through the windshield and saw a half-dozen police cars roaring towards them, sirens blaring and lights flashing. The cars skidded to a halt, forming a barricade across the road. Guns flashed in the night as the police opened fire, bullets whining off the van's windshield and hood. 
“Jesus!” said Allard. “Why are they shooting at us? We didn’t do anything!” 
“You did set Ally’s house on fire,” said Mary.
“That was an accident,” said Allard. “What the hell are we going to do? We can’t crash through them.”
“Wait!" said Conmager. "Turn left…now!” Allard complied and the van shot up a residential driveway. "Hit that fence!” The van roared over a grassy backyard and crashed through a wooden fence, splinters flying in all directions. Allard slammed the brakes, and the van skidded into a narrow alley lined with garages and trash cans. “Idiot! Don’t just sit here! Drive, drive!” The van sped down the alley, taking out more than a few of the trash cans. Garbage slid over the windshield and blew away into the night. 
“Where are we going?” said Allard. Another garbage can exploded over the windshield. “I don’t know where we are!” 
“Just follow this alley,” said Conmager. “Turn left when you come to the street. We can get back to the main roads then. With luck, the police will slow down those black vans.”
“Pity the city guardsmen, then,” said Arran, “for they have not the means to fight the winged ones.”
Conmager sighed. “I know. I know. But we cannot stand and fight. We must get away…”
Gunshots clanged off the roof. 
Arran seized his Kalashnikov. “The winged demons do not need to stand and fight.” He stood and took aim through the skylight once more. Five demons soared after the van, weapons in hand. Arran opened fire. The winged demons scattered, but one plucked a grenade from its belt and flung it. 
The bomb struck the van’s roof, fell through the skylight, and landed at Arran’s feet.
 
###
 
Sirens wailed over Chicago. 
Marugon had seen a dozen police cars roar past in the last five minutes, sirens wailing. The entire city seemed roused. The reports coming over Goth’s headset had gotten worse. At least eight of the winged ones had been destroyed, along with twenty changelings. 
Things had not gone according to plan. 
Goth straightened, lifting one hand from the wheel to adjust his headset. 
Marugon sighed. “Now what has gone wrong?” 
“Our vans encountered a police blockade,” said Goth. “There was a battle. Half the police were killed, the other half fled. Most likely they called for reinforcements.” 
“What of our foes?” said Marugon. “Have the escaped?” 
The voices in his head screamed with fury at the prospect. 
“No.” Goth growled a question into his microphone. “No. My kin in the air pursue them. The vans hope to intercept them.” He paused. “There is more. My kin at Wycliffe’s stronghold report. It seems the city has been put on alarm. The commanders of the police believe a band of armed terrorists are loose in the city. Hence they have called their men to arms.” 
“Damnation.” Marugon's head throbbed with pain, pulsing in time to the voices’ shrieks. “Order your kin to arm themselves and join us.”
“All of them?” Goth sounded surprised. 
“Yes, all of them, every one of your kind still at Wycliffe’s stronghold. Lithon Scepteris and this girl with the white magic cannot escape me now. Give them directions, and order them to hunt down our foes.”
“It will throw the city into further uproar,” said Goth.
“I care not!” said Marugon. “I will raze Chicago to the ground if necessary.”
Goth grinned and relayed the orders. 
 
###
 
Mary screamed and backed against the wall. Arran dropped the Kalashnikov, his mind racing. He had to get the grenade, had to seize it and throw it outside before it exploded…
“Here!” Lithon threw open the back doors, and Arran kicked the grenade. It flew out the back, hit the alley, and exploded, chunks of pavement raining against the van. Lithon pulled the heavy doors shut with a groan. 
“Good timing, kid!” said Allard. 
“Indeed,” said Arran, picking up his rifle. “We would have been killed.”
Lithon shrugged. “I don’t want to die.” 
“I agree wholeheartedly,” said Allard. The alley opened onto a four lane street. Allard turned left, tires squealing. “In fact…”
The ceiling thumped, and Arran looked up.
A winged demon landed on the roof. It knelt and thrust the barrel of its Kalashnikov through the open skylight. Arran sprang forward, grabbing the barrel and forcing it towards the wall. The demon roared and squeezed the trigger, bullets smashing into the wall. Arran dared not let go, and the demon strained against Arran, trying to bring it weapon to bare. 
Mary grabbed one of the pistols from Arran’s belt, raised the weapon, and fired. The gun’s kick knocked her back, but the bullet ploughed into the wininged demon’s knee. It shrieked in pain, a glimmer of white light flaring over its wound. Arran yanked on the barrel, wrenching the Kalashnikov from the winged demon's grip and pulling it into the van. Mary fired again, missing by a foot, but the demon leapt from the roof, wings flapping. 
Arran yanked the clip from the demon’s gun and dropped it to the floor. “Good shot.” 
Mary stared at the gun in her hands. “It’s…heavy.” 
“Astute observation.” Arran stared out the skylight, seeking the winged demons. “Keep it.”
Mary gaped at him. “But I’ve never fired a gun before.”
“You just did,” said Arran, raising his Kalashnikov to the skylight.
Lithon stood, his bloodshot eyes blazing in his pale face. “I want one too.”
“You?” Had Lithon ever used a gun before. “But…”
“Sir Arran, give it to him,” said Conmager, fumbling with his Uzi. “We’ll need every gun if we’re to get out of this alive. Besides, he is the King.”
“Very well.” Arran shot another glance out the skylight. The winged demons still hung back, guns flashing. Arran fired a few rounds and ducked back into the van. “Watch me, both of you.” He pulled another pistol from the rack and a clip from the box. “This is how you load it…like this…and this. Use the sight on the end of the barrel…you might not hit anything without it.” He held the weapon out grip-first and Lithon took it. “Your Majesty, you’ll probably need both hands. It has a powerful kick.”
“I’ll say,” said Mary.
Arran glanced out the skylight. The winged demons had fallen farther back. “And don’t shoot me in the foot, and for the gods’ sakes, don’t shoot yourselves.” 
A black flicker outside the back window caught his attention.
A winged demon hovered behind the van, only a few feet from the back doors. The creature raised its gun and fired, blasting shots into the windows. The armored doors clanged and rang, and the bulletproof windows shuddered but did not break. Ally whimpered and huddled into a little ball.
“What if they shoot out the tires?” said Mary. “We’ll crash, we won’t be able to run.”
Conmager snorted. “Not likely. I’ve got illegal military treads on this thing, not tires.”
“Then what is it doing?” said Mary. The winged demon jammed another clip into its gun and opened fire once more. 
“Looking for weaknesses,” said Arran. If he opened the back doors to return fire, the other winged demons would shoot him to pieces. “Looking for a way in.” 
The demon slung the gun over its shoulder and plucked something from its belt. It darted closer to the van for a moment, dropped something, and soared away.
“Why did it do that?” said Mary. “It dropped…”
“A grenade!” Arran lunged forward and shoved the doors open, knocking the grenade from the back bumper and into the street. The blast slammed the doors shut and knocked Arran into Mary, throwing them both to the floor.
“Gods,” said Arran, pulling himself up. “Are you all right?”
Mary managed a nod, still clutching her pistol with both hands.
“Another one’s coming!” Lithon pointed at the windows. “It’s got a grenade.”
“Conmager!” Arran staggered to the back doors. “Do these windows open?”
Conmager slapped a switch on the dashboard, and the back windows popped partway open, rising to a forty-five degree angle. Arran dropped to one knee and slid his Kalashnikov's barrel out the window. Mary hurried to the other window and lifted her pistol.
“Wait,” said Arran. “Wait until it’s closer.” Mary nodded. 
The winged demon swooped towards them, a grenade clutched in its clawed hand. 
“Now!” Arran squeezed the trigger and sent a volley into the demon's chest. It howled, and Mary fired, her shoulders and arms jerking. Her third shot plunged into the demon’s head and jerked its head back. Arran shifted his aim, and his spray of bullets tore the demon's right wing to leathery shreds. It fell to the pavement with a thump. 
Mary whooped. "Yeah? How do you like that?" 
A black van ran over the twitching winged demon. 
Four black vans roared after them, drawing close. Gunfire flashed from their windows. The back door clanged. “Conmager! They’ve found us.”
“I see them,” said Allard.
“Then drive faster!” said Conmager. The van’s engine roared ever louder. 
“Jesus, I hope we don’t run out of gas,” said Allard. 
“Good thing we started with a full tank,” said Conmager.
Arran popped back up and fired, sniping at the pursuing black vans. Mary opened fire as well. 
Lithon crawled to Arran’s side. “Let me shoot!” he said, eyes blazing.
“No, your Majesty.” A bullet bounced off the doors a few inches below the windows. “If you die then this has all been for nothing.” Arran glanced at the roof. “But the skylight? Are you tall enough to see out the skylight?” Lithon nodded. “Then watch it for me, tell me if anything lands up there.” The boy hurried to the skylight. 
Their van shrieked around a corner. “Almost there!” whooped Allard. “Another few miles, we get out of the city, we'll hit a long straight length of road and outrun the bastards in a few minutes.” He shook a fist. “Suck our dust, bastards!” 
“God, he’s an idiot,” said Mary. The doors and roof shook from the constant barrage of gunfire. 
The roof thumped. 
“One of those winged things just landed!” said Lithon. 
Arran spun, leapt to his feet, and thrust his gun out the skylight. A winged demon growled at him, and Arran fired, his shots going wild. The gun clicked empty, and the winged demon dropped a grenade on the roof and soared away. 
“Grenade!” yelled Arran. He thrust out his arm and groped for it. It lay just out of reach. “Allard!” said Conmager. “Brakes!”
The van jolted, tires squealing. Arran slammed against the skylight and fell back into the van. The grenade flew over his head, bounced off the windshield, and clattered into the street. Allard spun the wheel and slammed the gas just as the grenade went off. The blast hammered at the armored van, and for an instant Arran feared that they would tip over. But the vehicle righted itself and shot forward into the night. 
Arran scrambled for his Kalashnikov and a fresh ammo clip. He reloaded the weapon and stared out the back windows. The black vans were only a few feet away. A constant stream of gunfire smashed against the doors, the windows shuddering. 
“Gods,” said Arran. “They’ll blast through the doors sooner or later if they keep this up. We need to go faster.”
“I’m trying!” said Allard, gripping the wheel. 
The ceiling shuddered. 
“There’s three of them up there!” shouted Lithon. 
A bullet blasted through the skylight and tore a piece off Allard’s seat. Allard shrieked, the van swerving across the lanes, tires squealing. Conmager cursed and grabbed the wheel. 
Arran yanked one of the spears from the rack and flipped its switch, lightning dancing around its head. Another bullet smashed into the dashboard, shattering the radio. Arran went to one knee and thrust the spear through the skylight. It plunged into the leg of a winged demon. The wounded demon stumbled and fell off the roof, lighting crackling up its wings. Arran swung the spear and struck another demon in the leg. It too fell, lightning burning into its body. The last demon leveled its gun and fired. The bullet struck the spear’s battery, and the lightning sparked and fizzled out. The winged demon leaned forward, seized the skylight, and wrenched it open. 
Mary and Lithon yelled, raised their pistols, and fired. Their bullets smacked into the demon’s face and chest. It loosed a deafening roar and forced an arm through the skylight, clawing at Mary’s face.
Arran drew his Sacred Blade, the crimson blade burning with white flame. The winged demon tried to flinch away, but Arran's sword point plunged through the demon's mouth and sank deep into its throat. The fire burned through the demon and reduced it to ashes and obsidian bones. The bones and ashes fell into the van, their stink mixing with the smell of smoke and ozone. 
“How much farther?” said Arran, snatching up his Kalashnikov and leveling it at the ruined skylight. “They will overwhelm us if we cannot get away soon.”
“Just a few miles,” said Conmager. “It…”
A crash and the shriek of tearing metal cut him off. A pair of winged demons landed on the back bumper, hammering at the door with crowbars. Arran hurried back, dropped to his knees, and started shooting, Mary at his side. The winged demons snarled and flew away, light glimmering around their wounds. 
The van rocked again. The head and shoulders of a winged demon appeared through the skylight. It roared and reached for Lithon, and the boy fired at it. Two shots slammed into the creature’s chest, but his gun clicked empty. The winged demon lunged for Lithon, its claws tugging at his shirt. Arran turned, fumbling to raise his Sacred Blade.
Conmager struck first. He twisted in his seat and thrust his cane, the handle burning with white light. The blow rocked the winged demon, a pulse of white light shooting through its body. It screamed and tried to reach Conmager. Arran wrapped both hands around his sword’s hilt and stabbed. His blade sheared through the demon’s chest, burning it to smoking ash. 
Arran wiped sweat and soot from his forehead. “We must get away!”
“There!” said Allard, pointing. A long stretch of two-lane highway vanished into the night. “We made it!” He punched the gas, and the black vans began to fall behind him. “We can outrun them now, we’re safe, we made it.”
Conmager leaned forward. “There’s something on the road ahead. Switch to the high beams.”
Allard gave him an incredulous look. “You’re kidding. We’re trying to run…”
“Do it!” 
Allard flipped on the high beams.
A winged demon stood at the edge of the beams’ glow, holding a metal box. It dropped the box and flapped away. 
“What the hell?” said Allard. 
Conmager's eyes widened. “It’s a bomb! They’re trying to blow up the road! Brakes, Allard, brakes…”
Allard slammed the brakes, and the van slowed as the bomb went off.  
A ball of fire ripped a stretch of road to shreds, chunks of pavement raining off the windshield and hood. Allard cursed, and the van skidded to a stop and crashed into the crater. Arran slammed into the back of Conmager’s seat, Mary bouncing off him. Ally thumped against Allard’s seat and lay still.
“Everyone all right?” said Conmager.
“What the hell do you think?” said Mary, disentangling herself from Arran. 
“Jesus.” Allard pumped the gas. The van shuddered, but didn’t move. “We’re stuck.” Hysteria entered his voice. “We’re stuck. They’re going to kill us!”
Conmager undid his seatbelt, his face grim. “It never fails. Every time I come to Chicago, I wind up in a car wreck.” Arran stared out the back windows. The black vans stood parked a dozen feet away. Their doors opened, winged demons and changelings storming out. Conmager staggered into the back of the van, clutching his cane in one hand and an Uzi in the other. “So now it’s come to the last stand. Yet again.”
“What are we going to do?” said Arran, watching the winged demons advance. 
A grimness settled over his mind. He had traveled for years and thousands of miles and now would perish here. 
His hands tightened over his weapons. He would take a few of the winged demons with him. 
Conmager met his gaze. “You know what we have to do.”
Arran nodded. “Lithon. Mary.”
“What? What are you talking about?” said Mary. 
“Take Ally. Do it!” said Arran. Mary helped Ally to her feet. “Take her and run. Go through the front door, and stay away from the road. You’ll know when.” Allard joined them, his face bone-white. But his hands did not shake as he lifted his Uzi. 
“You’re going to kill yourselves, you can’t do this,” said Mary. 
Conmager laughed. “I had this conversation with Simon, years ago. I refuse to have it again. No, Sir Arran and Allard and I are going to charge out these doors and fight the winged ones, and you’re going to run. Understand me? Ally and Lithon must survive. They are more important than me, more important than you.” He turned to Arran. “Ready?”
Arran nodded. 
Arran took a deep breath, kicked the doors open, and jumped out firing. The winged demons and changelings fell back in disarray. A changeling fell, its body riddled with bullets. Arran spun, Sacred Blade flashing, and chopped the head from a winged demon. A half-dozen others took aim. Arran charged towards them, knowing he would feel the bullets pierce his flesh.
Then a dazzling flash of white light lit the night. 
The winged demons howled in agony, reaching for their eyes. Arran caught a glimpse of Conmager striding through the changelings, swinging his cane with vigor. The cane flashed with the white magic. Each blow sent a broken changeling soaring through the air. Allard stood at his side, spraying bullets in all directions. 
Arran reached the winged demons, Sacred Blade burning. He rammed it through a winged demon’s chest, burning it to ashes and gleaming bones. Regret and mad battle fury filled him. He had not found Alastarius on Earth. But he had found Lithon. Perhaps he could gain a few more minutes for Lithon to escape. 
Another flash lit the night, and Conmager's howl of fury rang in the night. The winged demons drew their scimitars and attacked. Arran fought them like a madman, fighting to gain just a few more minutes for King Lithon. 
 
###
 
“Run!” said Mary, her arm around Ally’s shoulder. “Come on, Lithon. Run!”
Lithon stared at the battle, his mind a swirl of grief and pain. “I…”
“They’re killing themselves to save us,” said Mary. “Now run!” 
Lithon shook his head. “I don’t know. I...”
A deep voice echoed in Lithon's ears.
“You can’t.” 
His breath caught in his throat.
A ghost stood at the edge of the road, the spectral form of an old man wrapped in a tattered green cloak. The wraith walked towards Lithon, moving unseen and unhindered through the melee. Lithon’s pulse hammered in his ears, the world seeming to move slower and slower. 
The ghost stopped before the van. “Can you see me?” 
Arran battled past him, moving in slow motion, sword blazing and gun spitting. 
Lithon managed to nod. 
The ghost looked at him. “Do you know who I am?” Dark eyes gleamed in the old man’s weathered face. A white robe showed beneath his tattered cloak. 
Lithon shook his head. 
The ghost grunted. “You were too young. But it matters not.” It raised its hand and pointed. “Do you see?”
Lithon saw dozens of winged demons just over the horizon, their eyes gleaming like stars of hellfire, black wings devouring the night. Arran and Conmager and Allard were already overmatched. The flying horde would kill them. 
“They will kill your guardians,” whispered the ghost, “and then they will kill you. Do you want to live, Lithon Scepteris, King of Carlisan?” Lithon nodded. “Then do exactly as I say.” 
Conmager’s cane flashed. A changeling tumbled through the air. 
“What should I do?” said Lithon
“Go to your sister,” said the ghost. “Tell her to release the inner flame and make the sigil of fire. Can you do this?” Lithon nodded. “Then hurry! You do not have much time.” 
The ghost faded into nothingness, and the strange slowness vanished from the world. The sounds of crashing steel and thundering bullets rang in Lithon’s ears.
“Lithon!” screamed Mary. “We have to go! What’s wrong with you?”
Lithon turned and seized Ally’s hand. “Ally! Ally! Look at me.” Ally blinked, her dark eyes focusing on Lithon’s. “Listen to me. You have to release the inner flame and make the sigil of fire.”
Ally frowned. “The…sigil?”
“You’ve lost your mind!” said Mary. 
“You have to focus on the sigil of fire,” said Lithon. “You have to do this, Ally.”
“We have to run, that’s what we have to do…”
“No.” Ally shook away, a fire blazing in her eyes. Her face hardened, and for a moment she seemed much older. “No.” She jumped out the back of the van and strode into the battle. 
“Ally!” said Mary, running after her. “Ally!” 
 
###
 
“Ally!” 
Arran parried a black scimitar, twisted his wrist, and scored a blow on the winged demon’s leg. 
His Sacred Blade trembled, the white fire burning brighter. The winged demon backed away, snarling, its eyes focused on something behind him. Arran risked a glance over his shoulder and froze.
Ally strode towards him, face determined. 
“Ally!” yelled Arran. “Run. Damn you, run!” 
Ally drew herself up, eyes blazing. She began to trace a pattern in the air with her fingers, the air thrumming with power. The battle came to a halt, all eyes on Ally. 
Conmager lowered his cane, staring at Ally with a mixture of wonder and disbelief. 
“What in blazes?” said Arran.
Ally’s eyes narrowed, sweat beading on her brow as she began to mutter under her breath.
“She’s casting a spell!” called Conmager. 
At once the changelings charged at her, and the winged demons pointed their guns at her. Arran saw dozens more winged demons in the sky, and panic rose in his chest. They would bombard the area with grenades, or sweep it with their Kalashnikovs, killing Ally and Lithon…
Ally shouted a final word and clapped her hands.
And a column of white light blazed up around her and shot into the sky. 
The winged demons froze, gaping at the light. The changelings gibbered in fear and pain, clawing at the ground. The column of light pulsed, cords of writhing white fire crackling around its length.
Ally clenched her fists.
The cords of fire lashed out and struck the winged demons. Five of them vanished in clouds of ash, and the others turned and fled. The changelings fled on all fours, howling in agony. More cords of white fire lanced out from the glowing column, striking demon after demon. The winged demons fled in all directions, the changelings scattering across the countryside. 
Soon the road fell silent, the night illuminated by the column of light rising from Ally. 
“Oh my God,” said Mary, moving towards Ally in small steps. “Oh my God. What…what did you do?” 
Ally shook her head. “I…I don’t know.”
“What is it?” said Arran.
“I know not,” said Conmager, shaking his head. “It is a spell of the white magic. But one of such great power. Even if I honed my skill for a thousand years I could never hope to cast such a spell. Even Alastarius would have been hard-pressed to use such a spell…”
The column vanished. A spark of white fire glimmered in the air. The spark brightened, widened, and became the spectral form of an old man wrapped in a battered green cloak. 
Conmager dropped his cane, his mouth working. 
“What?” said Allard, staring at the ghost. “What the hell is it?” 
Conmager fell to one knee. “Master.”
“Master.” Arran looked at the ghost, at Conmager, and back at the ghost. “You mean…Alastarius? This is Alastarius?”
“Listen well to me,” said the spirit, its voice resonant and powerful. “I was Alastarius of Carlisan, Master of the White Council. I perished at Castle Bastion, slain at the hand of Goth-Mar-Dan.” 
“Why have you come?” said Conmager. 
Alastarius pointed at Ally, who stared at him with a terrified expression. “By her power I have been summoned to the mortal realm, for my powers passed to her on my death. She is my heir and successor.” 
Conmager looked at her with new awe. “What would you have of me, Master? What is your will?”
The spirit smiled. “My old friend. Guard her and Lithon Scepteris. Train her in the ways of the white magic. Show her the way she must go, for her path shall be a hard one. Listen, for there is much I must tell…” 
Ally trembled and topped to the ground. 
The spirit vanished. 
Arran hurried to her side and picked her up. He understood now, for the first time. He thought he had been looking for Alastarius.
But he had really been looking for her all along. 
“Sir Arran,” said Conmager, climbing to his feet with a groan. Allard handed him his cane. “Put her in the van. Allard. Help me get the van out of that crater. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
###
 
Marugon shrieked. Hot needles of pain plunged into skull, piercing deep into his brain. The voices rose in insane screams of torment. Marugon growled and pressed his hands against his temples, willing away the pain, willing the voices to silence. 
Goth stared at him. “Lord?”
Marugon saw a faint white light glimmering over the horizon. “The white magic. Someone has cast a spell of the white magic.” 
Goth grabbed his headset. “Lord. My kin…they flee.”
“What?” said Marugon. A pair of winged demons soared past, flying as fast as their wings could carry them. 
“It is as you have said,” said Goth. “The girl, Ally Wester. She cast a spell of the white magic. The changelings have fled. And my kin. They cannot stand against such power.”
“Then we shall have to kill them ourselves,” said Marugon, clenching his fists. “Faster! We must stop them. They cannot escape, not now.” Goth obeyed, pushing the van to its limits. “Where are they?”
“A few miles ahead.” Goth snarled. “My kin blew up a section of the road. Their van is trapped. We can catch them, if we move quickly.” 
“Then drive!” Marugon closed his eyes and gathered his will, the black magic thundering in his skull, the voices urging him on. He would unleash the black magic on them in a storm of power and kill them all. He would not permit them to escape him again, not when he was so close to his goal. 
“Lord.” Four of the black vans came into sight, their headlights on and engines idling. “We are here.” 
Marugon threw open the door and strode out, muttering words of power, the raw power of entropy crackling around his fingertips. The asphalt crumbled to white dust beneath his steps. Goth walked at his side, black scimitar and machine pistol at the ready. 
Marugon stopped and looked around. A six-foot wide trench had been blasted in the road. Bullet casings and chunks of broken asphalt littered the ground. The bodies of several changelings lay amongst the rubble, along with the bones of slain winged demons. Marugon searched the wreckage, trembling with fury. 
He saw no sign of his enemies. 
“No,” he said, snarling. “No!” 
They had hidden under his nose for all these years, and when he had found them, they had eluded him once more. 
“They have escaped,” said Goth. 
“Damn them,” said Marugon, “damn them. The voices shrieked in time to his rage. “They cannot interfere now, not now! I am so close. They must not stop me!” 
He spun and snarled a spell, releasing his rage and the black magic in a storm. A wall of swirling shadows fell over the abandoned vans. The shriek of twisting metal rose into the night. Rust blossomed over the vans, spreading like a flood. In a matter of seconds the vans had crumpled into heaps of brittle metal and crumbling rust. 
“Let us go,” said Marugon. “There is nothing for us here.”
They had gotten away. For now.
But he would find them and kill them all.
And then the world would burn.
The voices in his head continued screaming.
All the worlds would burn.
Every last one of them.
THE END
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Bonus Chapter for THE DESTROYER OF WORLDS
 
“I don’t believe this,” said Senator (and Vice President-Elect) Thomas Wycliffe, staring at the TV. “I simply do not believe this.”
He paced in his office. President-Elect William Jones, Dr. Krastiny, and Vasily Kurkov sat in his guest chairs, watching the TV. Kurkov looked bored, Krastiny looked grim, and Jones had developed a nervous twitch. Wycliffe couldn’t blame him. He picked up the remote control and flipped to another channel.
A solemn-faced newscaster stared into the camera. “The city of Chicago remains on high alert tonight after a wave of armed violence unlike anything in the city’s history. Reports are mixed, but it appears a terrorist cell has gone on an armed rampage. At least thirty Chicago police officers have been killed, and reports of additional casualties are still coming in.” The newscaster paused for a moment and ruffled through his notes. “Looting has broken out in some districts, and the mayor has called for units of the National Guard to maintain order. Police are urging all citizens to remain calm and stay indoors…”
“Damn him,” said Wycliffe. He flipped the channel.
A pastor in a white robe with red vestments appeared on the screen. “Repent, for the end is at hand! The angels of darkness have been seen over our city. Armageddon is upon us. I urge all members of the flock…”
“Bullshit.” Wycliffe flipped the channel again. 
The police chief stood at a podium, dozens of microphones pointed at his face. The word “LIVE” flashed over and over again at the bottom of the screen. “Forty-five officers have fallen in the line of duty, and nineteen more have been injured. We will not let this tragedy go unpunished. We will find these terrorists…”
Wycliffe bellowed and threw the remote away. “I cannot believe this. How could Marugon be so damned stupid?” He kicked the remote across the carpet in frustration. “And the day after Election Day, too. How could he have been so stupid?”
Report after report had flashed over the TV and the Internet. A house had been burned down in some sort of home invasion attack. Someone had destroyed a half-dozen police cruisers and killed a dozen officers. A running gun battle had been fought in the city, with credible sightings of Wycliffe's black vans. A group of black vans had annihilated a police blockade in the suburbs. The police believed a pair of rival terrorist organizations had run amok in Chicago. 
At least Wycliffe had destroyed all proof that his company owned those black vans. 
Even stranger reports had shown up on Twitter and Facebook. One man claimed to have seen a horde of gray-skinned Martians rampaging through his backyard. Others had seen winged monsters flying over the city, armored in black steel, complete with shaky videos from smartphone cameras. A TV reporter had interviewed a hysterical old woman who claimed to have seen Lucifer and his minions flying over Chicago, with eyes of fire and a black scimitars in their hands. 
“God damn him,” said Wycliffe, pacing. “How could he have done this? Has he utterly lost his wits? And he didn’t even win!” 
Kurkov grunted and lit a cigarette. “How do you know that?”
“The winged demons have been coming in all night,” said Wycliffe. He punched the power button on the TV, and the screen went dark. “Their armor is shredded. They bear wounds from bullet and spear and sword. Whatever happened out there, I think Marugon lost.” Wycliffe dropped back into his chair, shaking his head. “This is a disaster, an absolute disaster.” 
“An understatement, I should say,” said Krastiny. 
Wycliffe spat a stream of curses. “That idiot. That damned fool! The day after Election Day, of all days. They’re already calling it post-Election Day violence, like this is my fault. This sort of violence, in my own home city!” Wycliffe shook his head. “And the bomb. Marugon wants his precious nuclear bomb so damned badly. Chicago’s going to become a military camp in the next few weeks. They’re going to turn up every stone, look under every rock. There’ll probably even be a nation-wide manhunt for these ‘terrorists’. How are we going to get a nuclear bomb into the city then?”
Kurkov blew out a cloud of smoke. “It will be difficult, yes. Perhaps even impossible.” He smiled. “The fee will go up, most certainly.” 
“This is your fault, Thomas,” said Jones, his voice quivering. “You did this to Chicago. You let those monsters…”
“Shut up!” said Wycliffe, the Voice snarling with command. Jones’s jaw clamped shut. “Go to your rooms and stay there until I call for you. I don’t have the patience to deal with your idiocy right now.” For a moment he considered shooting Jones and dumping his body in the street. Perhaps Wycliffe could use Marugon’s rampage to political advantage. 
No, not yet. He did not need any more complications just now. 
Jones rose and departed with a stiff-legged step.
The intercom buzzed, and Wycliffe slapped the button. “This had better be damn important.” 
“Sir.” It was the gate guard. “Lord Marugon has returned.” 
Click on this link to continue reading The Destroyer of Worlds.






Other books you might enjoy
The Third Soul Series
The Testing

The Assassins
The Blood Shaman
The High Demon
The Burning Child
The Outlaw Adept
The Black Paladin
The Tomb of Baligant
Computer Beginner's Guides
The Ubuntu Beginner's Guide
The Windows Command Line Beginner's Guide
The Linux Command Line Beginner's Guide
The Ubuntu Desktop Beginner's Guide
The Windows 8 Beginner's Guide
The Linux Mint Beginner's Guide
The Ghosts Series
Child of the Ghosts
Ghost in the Flames
Ghost in the Blood
Ghost in the Storm
Ghost in the Stone
Ghost in the Forge
Ghost Dagger (World of the Ghosts novella)
Ghost Aria (World of the Ghosts short story)
The Demonsouled Series
Demonsouled
Soul of Tyrants
Soul of Serpents
Soul of Dragons
Soul of Sorcery
Soul of Skulls
The Dragon's Shadow (World of the Demonsouled novella)
The Wandering Knight (World of the Demonsouled short story)
The Tower of Endless Worlds Series
The Tower of Endless Worlds
A Knight of the Sacred Blade
A Wizard of the White Council
The Destroyer of Worlds
$1.99 Dark Fantasy

Driven and Other Stories

The Devil's Agent
Angel Sword and Other Stories






About the author
Standing over six feet tall, Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer repairman, alas.
He has written the DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous other works.

Visit his website at:

http://www.jonathanmoeller.com
Visit his technology blog at:

http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/screed
Contact him at:
jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com
You can sign up for his email newsletter here.






Table of Contents
Book description
Other books by the author
Chapter 1 - The Creature at the Window
Chapter 2 - The New World
Chapter 3 - Regent
Chapter 4 - A Demon In A Van
Chapter 5 - Stalkers
Chapter 6 - A Rescue
Chapter 7 - A Stranger With A Sword
Chapter 8 - Night Hunting
Chapter 9 - Subcontractors
Chapter 10 - Who I Really Am
Chapter 11 - Reunion
Chapter 12 - Kill Them All
Chapter 13 - A Birthday Dinner
Chapter 14 - Revelations
Chapter 15 - A Knight's Wrath
Chapter 16 - Find Alastarius On Earth
Bonus Chapter for THE DESTROYER OF WORLDS
Other books you might enjoy
About the author



Table of Contents
Book description
Other books by the author
Chapter 1 - The Creature at the Window
Chapter 2 - The New World
Chapter 3 - Regent
Chapter 4 - A Demon In A Van
Chapter 5 - Stalkers
Chapter 6 - A Rescue
Chapter 7 - A Stranger With A Sword
Chapter 8 - Night Hunting
Chapter 9 - Subcontractors
Chapter 10 - Who I Really Am
Chapter 11 - Reunion
Chapter 12 - Kill Them All
Chapter 13 - A Birthday Dinner
Chapter 14 - Revelations
Chapter 15 - A Knight's Wrath
Chapter 16 - Find Alastarius On Earth
Bonus Chapter for THE DESTROYER OF WORLDS
Other books you might enjoy
About the author


cover.jpeg
AWIZARD OF
THE WHITE COUNCIL

4

| %M

v





