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 CHAPTER
ONE

The skies of Vulcan's world used to
be more blue.

A huge forge lay imbedded in the
side of Mount Etna, a mountain that seemed to reach upwards from
the depths of the Earth into the very clouds high overhead.
Although hundreds of millennia old, the dense metal exterior looked
as if it could have been constructed less than a month before.
Whatever rust might have accrued over the flat steel doors had
burned off from the intense fires inside, the blazing heat that
could still be felt dozens of feet beyond the ancient
construct.

If one looked beyond the huge door,
a person might think a castle could fit inside and that the fires
contained within could reduce that edifice to ash in minutes. They
would be right on all counts.

Should a person glance above the
forge, they might also see a breathtakingly beautiful palace built
into the stony depths of the mountain. Every inch of the building's
facade appeared to be lovingly etched with various depictions of
Roman life, from the birth of the gods themselves and then the
universe that was their plaything, to their final days when their
exploits and misdeeds danced on the lips of every human. The ascent
of other gods and the passing of the old into legend merited the
merest graphic denoting, almost serving as trivia. After all, how
could the upstart pantheons compare to the overpeople who granted
life, knowledge, and their culture to humankind?

While the sun crawled to the
farthest edge of the pale sky that blanketed this world, the door
of the forge slowly opened. A wave of crimson flame and withering
heat erupted from the mouth of the furnace. After a few seconds of
elemental outpouring, a figure limped from amidst the fires and
moved towards a rock where his once ivory robes lay.

Vulcan felt the cool breeze as it
dried the thin veneer of sweat atop his leathery flesh. He took in
a lungful of the evening's air, searching for the aroma of the
eternal, ever-blooming flowers and finding none. He sighed with
disappointment as he slipped into his robe.

While not overwhelmingly handsome
as so many gods of legend in so many pantheons happened to be,
Vulcan was closer to what a human might call "plain." His nose was
slightly bulbous and his face seemed to default to what appeared to
be a scowl, even when he was pleased. His thick reddish hair
appeared ill-kept and untamed, just like his beard.

But what struck an observer most
about the god of the forge was the appearance of his legs. Both
limbs were slender, his right one almost unpleasantly so. Twisted,
it often trembled as it attempted to hold up its share of his
weight.

On the other hand, his chest and
arms were formidably large and radiated power. Vulcan almost
appeared to be two completely different men sharing one form at the
waist. However, he'd long ago gotten over his infirmities and any
attention they drew. He certainly had far more grave concerns these
days.

Back in the eras of legend, the
skies of Vulcan's godly home were bluer than a virgin bride's eyes
and the never-wilting flowers that grew wild surrendered an aroma
that smelled like poetry. The kingdom of the gods was truly once a
paradise and not all that long ago.

Then something happened, but no one
knew what.

Mere decades ago, as the mortals
measured time, the landscape's colors transformed from their
breathtakingly vivid hues into dull pastels. The wildlife shrank in
numbers and those remaining became less of a challenge to hunt. The
greenery turned brown and lifeless.

The worst aspect of the god's life
– at least to the lord of the forges – seemed to be the sense of
ennui that infiltrated the lifestyle of his brethren. Vulcan's
calloused feet moved easily over the cobblestones that connected
his estate to the rest of the kingdom of the Roman gods.

In this land, most of which was
untouched by human feet but visited frequently by the imaginations
of their mortal charges, the gods carried out their eternal duties
in a communal area. Here, clouds drifted lazily across the pale
blue of the heavens, barely concealing a dying sun that offered
light but little warmth.

Vulcan walked towards an open
common space encircled by the wind-eroded remains of marble
fencing. Inside that circle, several of Vulcan's fellow gods lazed
upon well-worn cushions, each man and woman staring up at the
clouds with little to nothing on their minds. Aside from the
occasional sigh of boredom, the only activity in evidence was
lifting a silver goblet or crystal drinking glass to a set of
perfect lips and taking a long draw of pale, almost flavorless
wine. Many of the gods smiled softly, snoring gently, for they had
no responsibilities, no worshipers, no reason to exert their
supernatural powers or the necessary belief to sustain
them.

Vulcan turned away from the
shameful exhibit of decline. His right leg moved more slowly than
his left, a reminder of a childhood accident. An unattractive baby,
his mother Juno concluded an argument with her husband Jupiter by
hurling her young child from the heights of the tallest mountain
she could find. Falling for a day and a half, by the time Vulcan's
infant body struck the ocean, his right leg was shattered in a way
that could never fully heal. Vulcan's face lost its more
unappealing aspects by the time he reached maturity. However, his
leg would forever carry the reminder of Juno's wrath.

"Going somewhere,
forger?"

Bacchus staggered across the marble
circle, a cornucopia wedged under one armpit. A violet stream of
wine emerged from the open end of the magical device, one that
matched a purple line that ran from the left corner of Bacchus'
mouth to his chin. The God of Wine smirked at Vulcan and slurred,
"Is today the day you join our gathering to partake in the sacred
grape, my brother?" The vines that encircled the god's throat and
wove through his thin hair were almost gray in color, not the rich,
robust hue that they once were.

"Not today." Vulcan moved away with
a strained smile. "Perhaps tomorrow." It was the same answer he
gave Bacchus yesterday … and a couple of thousand yesterdays before
that, not that Bacchus seemed to recall the fact with any
clarity.

The overall ambivalence of the gods
concerned Vulcan greatly. Once, his people had conquered the Titans
of old, given Mankind many of its greatest gifts – even though some
of those became corrupted and misused by evil mortals – while
striving to create a greater, more secure universe in ways that he
prayed no one discovered.

Now, all Vulcan could see was
lethargy and resignation. He turned towards the path that led back
to his forges. Perhaps he could drown his concerns in creation and
in the healing flames … Let each of us select his own opiate,
Vulcan reasoned as he prepared the spell of transport. If I must
pass into history, may my vault be inside my forges, bringing new
purpose to that which is no longer useful or needed.



"That is what I needed, my dark
overlords. I praise you for making me useful to your unholy
cause."

Until recently, this room was
little more than cinder blocks concealed by drywall and a drop
ceiling. The floor was discount priced lumber that the landlord
prayed would not surrender to any summer's humidity.

Then the acolyte arrived. Within a
month, the pale walls gave way to navy blue paint upon which were
painted words in a language that few humans had seen in thousands
of years, but all knew what those letters said. More of that arcane
lettering could be found on the edges of the steps leading down
into this now-sacred area, each line a love poem to the dark
overlords who filled the acolyte's attention.

Fortunately for the acolyte, the
landlord felt that as long as the rent was timely and the tenant
didn't complain about repairs or burn the house down, he didn't
need to check up on it.

Circles of protection covered the
floor, each one formed from burrows dug into the lumber and
decorated in the blood of several different species of animal.
Ghastly aromas filled the air from various stone bowls filled with
smoldering incense.

The olfactory comfort of any
visitors, to say nothing of the cleaning deposit, proved to be of
no concern to the robed figure inside this special room. Slender,
aged fingers traced obscene phrases from an ancient ceremony inside
the brownish smoke while chanting confidently.

"You, who came from beyond our
reality," the acolyte intoned, "you, whose senses leave us blind
and deaf in comparison; you, who injected your lore into our world
when the traitorous gods turned their loathsome backs on you, I
beseech your favor that we might share your power and claim your
gratitude."

Looking down into a crudely-carved
stone bowl filled with purified water and covered with Hello Kitty
stickers, the chanter could see distant clouds parting, giving a
glimpse into another universe that existed almost as a parody of
our own. Straight lines joined at angles that hurt to witness as
colors unrecognizable to human eyes emerged from the
vision.

An ebony whisper that sucked all
other sounds from the room fell upon the acolyte's ears. "Well done
… the Olders are pleased … you are prepared to sacrifice what is
most precious to you …" The entity never asked questions, only
announced the answers in whispered confidence to which the acolyte
nodded in agreement.

"The preparations are completed and
I shall cast out a lure to the sacrifice tomorrow." The acolyte
gazed into the scrying pool, remembering the terrible vertigo
experienced upon the first glimpse into the other dimension. But
now, after several decades of communication with the beings from
another world, the student could listen to their raspy
proclamations without a migraine and look upon their distant home
without vomiting.

How far the Acolyte had come in
knowledge and the resulting power accumulated. Back before the
conversion to this faith, one might have thought that all the gods
had been discovered.

But what about the gods who'd been
forgotten? The ones whose existence had been denied for all of
recorded history and their iconography obliterated? The ones who
barely survived only because of their dwindling number of
followers, each lonely set of lips reciting tales of misdeeds to
another ear and beyond? The powerful ones who survived despite the
forces organized against them, the apologists for the upstart gods
who followed?

From a time when the world spoke
one language and the darkness held sway, the Olders wrapped
themselves in mystery, shielded behind the ignorance of their
potential foes. And they waited … and waited …

The acolyte smiled. With tonight's
ritual, the pieces would settle into place for the triumphant
return of the Olders. All that was needed was a sacrifice, the
offering up of something precious and irreplaceable.

And this sacrifice was precious,
very precious indeed.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 "Aren't
you a precious little daffodil?" Angelique Forge allowed the
six-sided dice to drop from her palm. "Critical hit!" she
announced. "My half-orc bard ignores your sissy little elven
shield. Eat eighteen points of pain."

Greg Beggel glanced up from his
character sheet to glare at Angelique. She knew Greg loved his
tenth-level Paladin beyond the point of obsession. However, any
twinges of guilt died a'borning when she recalled her initial
agreement to hear details about his character. That proved to be
twenty minutes she'd never recover.

"So what's his health look like?"
Kim Perry glanced up from her copy of Santastein to wink at
Angelique. Greg turned away from his character sheet just as Kim
wrestled her cruel smile into submission. Unlike her best friend,
Kim didn't appreciate the pen-and-paper role playing games.
However, just like her best friend, Kim enjoyed seeing Greg kicked
directly in his pompous backside.

If the man had a weak spot – or at
least the foremost among them – it was the concern for his
fictional creation over all else. Both Kim and Angelique noticed
that any points of damage that slipped past those formidable
defenses seemed to wound Greg himself just as much as if one struck
him with a sword or mace or whip or whatever the rule books
offered.

Greg glared at Kim without
reservation. It annoyed him greatly that not everyone appreciated
the hours of artistry he'd invested in the character. It annoyed
him even more that although Kim and Angelique could look as
innocent as angels, their malicious smiles never seemed to
completely leave their eyes.

Kim tossed her short-cropped blonde
hair back with a quick, practiced shake of her head, a habit from
when her hair was longer and less practical for working in a
hospital. She'd scored her points against Greg, her work here was
done. She returned to her reading.

Angelique pressed her attack.
"That's three six-sided dice, Greg. Eighteen points and apply your
defenses, if any." She added with mock innocence, "Oh, gosh. I
forgot that I get to roll a multiplier die."

With a murderous glare, Greg slid
his character sheet into a plastic folder. "I'm gonna go to the
little gamer's room, okay?" He left the table before he could
receive an answer. Greg had the bathroom door closed behind him
just as the remaining three people in the den clamped their hands
over their mouths to muffle any ensuing laughter.

Jeff Klyburne folded up his
gamemaster's screen and gathered up his dice with a sweep of his
hand. "Angelique, did you have to attack a member of your own
party?"

"He attacked me first, you might
have noticed," Angelique stated with the certainty of a sunrise.
"For the last two months, that arrogant bonehead has been dissing
my choice of player character, my lack of deference to him, my
playing style, and every facet of my history that winds up inside
that black hole of hate he calls an intellect."

Sighing, Jeff rose from the table
to replace his rule books in a very carefully-arranged library.
"Well, I was kinda talking about his character to yours, not the
real-life lack of chemistry."

"More like lack of character," Kim
offered, not looking up from her book.

Angelique shoved her papers into a
shoulder bag with enthusiasm. "Playing a holier-than-thou Paladin
is not reason enough to attack my own character."

Jeff smiled in that patronizing way
he knew annoyed his players the most. "I wasn't talking about him
in game terms."

Kim looked up at Angelique. She
knew her friend's expression. Time to go! She slid a bookmark into
place and reached for her jacket.

"How about picking one side or –
oh, never mind. Maybe this gaming thing isn't working for me any
more." Angelique carefully closed her shoulder bag. "Thanks for
having me, Jeff." She rose to her feet. She cast a casual glance at
Kim and saw her best friend's gaze move past her into the next room
as Greg re-entered the room.

"Let me get the door for you,
Angel." Greg resumed his place at the gaming table. "Oh, wait. I
forgot you don't like being called that, do you?"

"Yeah, I think it's time we go."
Angelique gave Kim a look that made the woman gather her belongings
even more quickly. "Jeff, thanks again," Angelique added without
even a hint of gratitude.

"Yeah, Jeff," Greg said. "At least
we got some pizza."

"Paid for by three of us," Kim
clarified. "And I didn't have to pitch in, really, seeing as how I
never play." Her brow furrowed. "And I think I'm owed for a couple
of sessions, if memory serves."

Greg ignored Kim to level his
coldest stare at Angelique who greeted it with one of her own. He
stated evenly, "Instead of endlessly weighing our options against
our enemies from now on, maybe we'll actually get some experience
points for doing something during a run."

"It's called 'staying alive.'"
Angelique slung her bag over her shoulder. "If you weren't such a
careless combat whore, you'd know this."

"My character –"

"Your character," Angelique
interjected, "is just your pathetic excuse to find wrongs with
other players which you seem to think makes you look superior to
anyone else at this table. Why do you think I'm the last member of
this group that hasn't fled from your rampaging ego?"

Greg grinned broadly. "Thanks for
the expert psychoanalysis. They teach you that in the
Navy?"

"Army," Angelique growled. She bit
her tongue before she could say And to think I put in two tours in
the Middle East to keep you free and stupid. "And what I learned
there apparently doesn't apply to you, such as the welfare of the
entire party and thinking beyond yourself."

"That takes intelligence." Greg
roared with laughter. "You're a great big freakin' orc, for crying
out loud. There's a reason you don't find any Rhodes Scholars among
them."

"Orcs aren't stupid," Angelique
corrected again, "they're just slow. You, on the other hand
–"

Greg pointed to Angelique's right
hand, specifically to her ring finger. "Not interested in your
detailing of my imagined faults, lady. Go tell them to your
boyfriend."

Angelique gulped and for a moment,
she seemed to be looking into another world, another time.
"Boyfriend?" she whispered.

"Don't go there," Kim warned,
"unless you're ready to pry the lock off Pandora's Box."

"The friendship ring." Greg pointed
at the silver encircling Angelique's right ring finger. She looked
down at the two hands cradling a cartoon heart, the bottom most
point of which pointed towards her fingertips.

"It's called a claddagh ring,"
Angelique stated softly. "It's a traditional Irish
ring."

Greg laughed cruelly. "Well,
whatever it's called. I know when you can see that heart, you're
pretty much spoken for."

Instinctively, Angelique clenched
her right fist before thrusting her hand into her jeans
pocket.

"She doesn't have a boyfriend and
you know it, loser." Kim practically spat the words as she put her
hand on Angelique's shoulder. "Let's leave the Boys' Club to get
better acquainted with each other."

"Yeah, go on, Angel." Greg grinned
as Angelique narrowed her eyes in annoyance. But she wrestled her
fury down until they could reach her car.

Seconds after sliding behind the
wheel of the light blue 1976 AMC Gremlin, the vehicle roared to
life and made its way to I-465, the highway that encircled
Indianapolis, before making its way to I-65 and Lafayette,
Indiana.

For several minutes, the women rode
in white-knuckled silence, neither one trusting themselves to
speak. By the time they'd passed the construction on the south side
of the State Route 267 interchange, Angelique growled, "I should
have pulled that character sheet out of that plastic holder … after
using the bathroom and not washing my hands … cover that thing with
girl cooties …"

"You're a vicious, vicious woman,"
Kim observed dryly. "Is marrying you legal in this state? I think
I'm in love."

Suddenly, the two women rolled down
the windows and let their pent-up laughter join the drone of
late-night traffic. As Kim wiped her tears away, Angelique thrust
her head through her side door window, navigating the night like
the engineer of a train. The cool winds pulled at her ponytail and
for a few moments, she forgot the gaming group, the one-room
apartment awaiting her, and a shortage of discretionary
funds.

"Get back in the car, you nut!" Kim
shouted.

Angelique settled back in her seat,
adjusting her safety belt with a gentle smile.

"Yes, dear," Angelique said with
the most mocking of grins. "But now, my soul craves sustenance as
well as copious amounts of ice cream. We ride in search of sugar
and butterfat. Woe betide any who would stand between us and our
culinary prey."

"Turn here," Kim commanded, her
hand sweeping towards an upcoming exit. "I know of a place that
serves the greasiest of foodstuffs. We shall drink sodas until we
slosh and rain abuse upon every man we have ever met."

Immediately, Kim bit her tongue.
But if Angelique took offense, her smile refused to betray her.
"Yes, let us belittle each and every one of them … unless the
waiter happens to be cute, of course."



"Cute … really cute."

The acolyte moved slender hands
over the means of communication, long nails expertly tapping over
the runes, creating words of enticement to the unsuspecting
prey.

From a column of smoke that rose
from the scrying bowl from another world, a voice whispered
painfully, "The message is in place … the sacrifice is ready for
preparation in her role …"

"Oh, yes, my Olders," the acolyte
said with a nod. "The bait will be set and the sacrifice will
attend us not just willingly, but eagerly enough to almost be
considered a worshiper."

"No …" The Older One's tone almost
carried a note of annoyance. But the Olders were so … well, old
that they had evolved beyond mere emotion and needs that human
beings could recognize. They were truly the ubermensch, beings that
had moved beyond ethics and morality as humans knew them. "The
sacrifice shall fulfill its role … no other … your spells of
transformation and transport are prepared."

"Indeed, they are." The acolyte
smiled slyly. "They are ones of my own composing … all with a
modern twist … and the spells activate with escalating effect …
just like the one that destroyed the champion."

Theatrically, the acolyte waved her
index finger in the air, drawing an invisible circle, before slowly
bringing it down upon the ENTER button on her keyboard, planting
the horrendous seed of the acolyte's plan elsewhere.



Elsewhere, Angelique's phone rang,
emitting a buzz like an angry hornet in the back pocket of her
jeans. Strictly from habit, she pulled the device from its hiding
place and thumbed the screen into life.

"Put that stupid thing away," Kim
said, her tongue numb from the chocolate ice cream's chill. "You've
got mail, you've always got mail. Big deal."

Angelique grinned briefly before
shoving the phone back into her pocket. "You're right, hon.
Whatever it is can wait for the morning."

 



 CHAPTER THREE 

"Wait for the mourning of our
pantheon," Vulcan said sadly, imagining the flames caressing his
unclothed body. "That's almost all we can look forward to
now."

The view from the mountain would
prove magnificent to almost any mortal the fire god ever met. From
this ledge atop a part of Mount Etna that no human could ever
access, Vulcan could see beyond Olympus to worlds
beyond.

Asgard … the Stygian realm of Pluto
… the Pearly Gates of the Christian God … the Spirit Path … the
ghostly plains of the Indian tribes … Vulcan could shift his gaze
from one world to another from this vantage point.

However, the god's view of the
Earthly plane seemed oddly out of focus, details difficult to
discern. Once so rare, Man now swarmed over the planet like
insects. At one time so reliant upon their deities, the humans now
infested and controlled not only their lands, but the waters and
the very skies themselves.

Perhaps Jupiter was correct in his
concern. Give them too much and the humans might overrun the very
heavens themselves, becoming gods as well.

A subtle shift of focus later,
Vulcan gazed over the seemingly-endless realm of his own plane of
existence. In centuries past, even brief decades ago, this world
was home to the gods of Rome. They shared landmarks and enjoyed the
most symbiotic of competitive relationships with their Greek
brethren. In fact, many factions down on Earth believed the two
races to be the same, only with differing names.

Arrogant humans, Vulcan thought
with a smile. So certain you heard all the legends correctly, did
you?

Like with sorcery, belief powered
the wild talents of the gods. As they manifested their own powers
of observation and reason, the humans could see their own gods
closely and believe in them all the more fervently which in turn
made the deities even more awesome to mortal minds as powers
increased.

But then came the spark, a gift
from the gods that turned into a fire of empowerment for the
humans. In time, that fire evolved into a conflagration of learning
and self-discovery. Eventually, as Jupiter feared, the humans
evolved to pass the gods in knowledge, if not outright
reality-shaping power.

At least the gods never learned how
to destroy themselves. The mortals honed that particular bit of
knowledge long ago. However, the humans now had the ability to
bring their deities to their doom … simply by no longer believing
in them.

Just as Bacchus could no longer
ferment his superior wines, just as the furnaces of Hephaestus grew
chilly, just as the icy kingdom of Jötunheimr saw its glacial
wastes slowly turn to water, the power of the gods were on the
wane.

Worse yet, the gods themselves
almost seemed to welcome the time when they'd pass from vibrant
life into pure mythology and soon, trivia and then oblivion like
the elder gods and the Titans before them. Just like the snow makes
way for the grasses of spring, Vulcan reasoned, mayhap it's time
after all for us to pass on.

The universe would continue to spin
without the old gods as there would be deities to replace them.
Vulcan turned his gaze away from the wastelands that now hosted the
pantheons. The fires that coated his body from the latest visit to
his forge had vanished except for around his hands. He looked down
at his calloused fingers and smiled.

Vulcan's hands glowed bright red as
they unconsciously kneaded a rock he'd idly scooped up in one
powerful hand. In the god's blazing grasp, he'd reshaped the stone
into a small dagger. Upon the end of the handle rested an
intricately-sculpted mini-bust of an exquisite beauty, a woman of
immeasurable loveliness, even by divine standards.

A smile crept onto Vulcan's lips
... as a tear moved down his cheek. Lovely Venus, my bride ...
wherefore art thou?

Long ago, he and Venus were wed,
uniting two similar pantheons through their union. Despite several
bumps in the road of romance, the pair spent centuries together in
near-bliss, the weapons maker and the goddess of love. For all the
differences that others saw from outside their relationship, the
two were of one mind in many, many matters, especially in the ways
to benefit their charges on the mortal planes.

Vulcan's heart ached for his wife.
There had been times when her passions led her to the arms of
warlike Mars. However, when her deceit towards her husband was
vividly exposed to the rest of the Roman pantheon, she realized her
folly and became the most devoted of spouses.

Vulcan's smile faded slowly. There
was still so much to do, so many things to build and to care for
... and so much still to share with the woman he loved almost more
than life itself.

Love would fight to survive, Vulcan
reminded himself. Then he listened to the breezes pushing over the
mountain, dislodging small stones and sending them downwards to
shatter against the incline again and again, creating more, even
tinier rocks.

A tickle at the corner of his
perceptions made the god glance around to see if he was being
observed. But if he was, his voyeurs concealed themselves
skillfully, evading even Vulcan's extraordinary sensory abilities.
Certainly no one of his pantheon still possessed the will to take
an interest in anything but their lazy pleasures, right?

If they did, why didn't they fight
to survive also?

Vulcan stretched his enhanced
senses once more to make certain no one saw him ... found no one
within sight ... then he allowed his head to drop and the tears to
flow as they did every day.



Every day, the acolyte's student
cast a swift glance into the scrying pool as instructed. The
incantations needed to pierce the walls that separated the
dimensions grew easier to say now, the syllables of a long-dead
language less painful to pronounce, and their combined effects
became clearer and more intrusive.

The acolyte's pupil turned off the
spigot and waited for the waters in the bathtub to still
themselves. Going widescreen, the pupil thought with a grin. So
many of the Olders' followers, as few as their numbers were, clung
to the old ways of rune-engraved stone bowls and graying robes that
adhered to their sweat-covered bodies. Nothing wrong with old
school, even ancient school. But the sorcery still worked well in a
bathroom, waiting for the waters to settle while the spellcaster
wore an old "I'm With Stupid" t-shirt, one with the arrow pointing
straight up.

Once the waters calmed, the pupil
completed the first phase of the scrying ceremony. The words, the
gestures, the desire, the belief all fueled the sorcery that bent
the natural laws of this mortal plane. Soon, the walls between
worlds evaporated like morning dew on a summer's day. The pupil
lifted a clipboard and began the daily observations, checking off
each line as he progressed.

The one-eyed Norse god sat on his
throne, observing his children laughing and wrestling
half-heartedly at the foot of a bridge made of light ... the forge
master gazed over a lethargic kingdom, his dark eyes brimming with
burning tears ... the three-eyed agent of death and rebirth awaited
the signal to do his duty ... the numerous travelers along the
Spirit Path wandered, many with purpose, many as lost and alone as
a babe in the wilderness ...

Nodding, the pupil made notes on
the checklist as his sight invaded one godly kingdom after another.
All the pieces on Earth were almost in place, but the unawareness
of the other gods was vital for the Olders' schemes to succeed. And
succeed they will, he assured himself.

The dominos were in place, or so
the mentor claimed. One small tip and the Olders returned to this
dimensional plane with the inevitability of gravity pulling those
game pieces downwards. The Olders' so-called conquerors would find
themselves relentlessly oppressed and their followers enslaved.
Those on the correct side of future history would become rulers,
immune from both consequence and challenge.

With a smile, the pupil swept a
hand through the chilled water to make the other worlds vanish from
sight. A few moments later, the student of the Olders' ways cast
off the dated t-shirt and slid into the water. The feel of cold
water against warm human flesh always proved unpleasant, but strong
feelings were required to power strong magicks as well as to
conclude them. This much discomfort worked well for this
purpose.

A buzz from the smart phone brought
the pupil back to this reality. A swipe across the glass screen
automatically opened up a window containing recently-ignored
e-mails. Restaurants offered discounts, various men and women
pleaded for attention – as well as credit card numbers – and one
specific blind-copied message from the acolyte brought a smile to
the pupil's lips.

"Talk to me as soon as you see
this," stated the blind copy.

The first domino began its
descent.


 CHAPTER
FOUR

Angelique wrestled with the frown
on her lips. "Call me as soon as you see this," the subject
line commanded.

"Not this time, Mom," Angelique
muttered. She poured a fresh cup of coffee, hoping it would clear
away the residual sugar hangover from the night before. She thought
briefly of a quick call to Kim to harangue her best friend for
being more enabler than keeper when it came to their late night
comfort food orgies.

Then again, Angelique anticipated
the list of counter charges that she'd earned in all her years of
Kim's friendship from college and beyond. My head hurts too much
to endure that, Angelique decided. So, the idea vanished as she
moved to her laptop.

A few practiced keystrokes brought
up a folder containing several links to web pages dealing with
Egyptology as well as contemporary human resources practices.
Angelique sipped at the strong, dark brown brew and created
hyperlinks to several relevant web pages inside an article she
began the day before. Then a spellcheck and some search engine
optimizers so I can get this one out.

Before Angelique could complete the
tasks, her phone began to play "Another Lousy Day In Paradise," by
The Knack. She paused in her typing, attempting to recall the name
assigned to that ringtone. As the chorus began, she seized the
phone and checked the Caller ID to verify her memory. Upon seeing
the name, Angelique punched in her access code and almost shouted
into the device, "Sandra!"

"Say hey, girl!" Angelique's
fatigue vanished as she recognized her old friend's voice. She and
Kim were two parts of a triumvirate and Sandra was the third
portion of that particular puzzle. But where Kim became a nurse and
Angelique became a freelance writer, mostly for the content mills
and her own blog, Sandra decided to make her mark on society. The
problem was she wasn't sure how at the time. Frequent Googling gave
Angelique evidence that Sandra found a way, mostly through the
systematic harassment of various ecological and financial
oppressors while sharing those exploits with any available press,
most of whom followed her like drones to a queen bee.

In a voice reminiscent of the '60s
actresses that would attend game shows in evening gowns, "My
darling Angelique, how the hell are you?"

"I'm dandy like candy and twice as
sweet. How are you doing?"

Sandra laughed loudly. It was a
great personality trait if you enjoyed a good audience; not so much
in a library. "I don't doubt that a bit, kiddo. How long has it
been? The Army?"

"Yeah," Angelique agreed, "two
tours in Afghanistan." Without thinking, her voice took on that
"That's all I want to say about that" tone and she instantly
regretted using it on an old friend.

But if Sandra noticed, her voice
didn't betray her. "I follow your blog. Love the history
perspectives. Tell me you got a book out of it."

Angelique sighed. "Not yet. Been
too busy grinding out work for the content mills. It doesn't pay
much but makes up for that by taking up most of my time and
energy." She took a quick sip of her cooling coffee. "But I hope to
assemble enough blog entries to someday make up a decently-sized
book. I just haven't decided if I'm going to hunt down a publisher
or just go the Print On Demand route like all the really, really
cool authors."

Sandra laughed again, a burst of
hilarity that forced Angelique to tilt the phone away from her ear
until the outburst diminished to a mere chuckle. "I'll buy a copy
but you have to sign it."

"Love to! What makes you reach
out?" Angelique's smile faded. "I admit I've been a lousy friend. I
just get so wrapped up in the day-to-day that –"

"Nothing to apologize for," Sandra
interrupted, for which Angelique was grateful. "Lately, I've gotten
into some new fights. Then I deliver some pep talks and motivate
some groups for stipends and some room 'n' board, which is kinda
groovy."

Angelique smiled. Sandra had a
habit of speaking in a charmingly anachronistic way that often
tossed up comprehension barriers between her and her audience. But
a number of people attended Sandra's speeches and found themselves
charmed when something was "dy-no-mite" or "the bee's knees."
However, as much as Angelique found the language interesting, being
a wordsmith with a sense of history and all, there were times when
she felt her friend required subtitles.

Sandra allowed a pause in the
reunion. She resumed the conversation in a more businesslike tone,
"Kiddo, I've got a situation in Kentucky that when it came up, I
thought of you and what a good excuse it would be to hang out
again. You want to hear about it?"

"Sure." By the time Sandra
completed her explanation, Angelique's laptop switched into screen
saver mode while she filled a travel bag with enough clothing to
wear for four days without having to visit a laundromat.

And before Sandra signed off on the
call, Angelique pulled her car keys from her pocket, slung her bags
over her shoulder, and headed towards the front door of her
apartment. She announced, "I'm on my way, leaving now. See you this
evening. Bye-bye."



"By the depths of Hades, I thought
you'd never leave that mountain."

Vulcan whirled around to see one of
his brothers, a god with the angriest eyes he'd ever known. The man
wore armor and a helmet upon which not one square inch appeared to
have been undamaged by blade or fire or mace. His face seemed to be
permanently on the verge of a sneer and every death he'd ever
caused was etched on his face.

"Mars," Vulcan said with a slight
nod of his head, "how long have you been there?"

"I arrived when you were halfway
down the mountain, my brother." Mars pronounced the last two words
with a decided edge in his voice, as if addressing
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