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        “An old Cherokee is teaching his grandson about life. “A fight is going on inside me,” he said to the boy.

        “It is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One is evil – he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.” He continued, “The other is good – he is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. The same fight is going on inside you – and inside every other person, too.”

        The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, “Which wolf will win?”

        The old Cherokee simply replied, “The one you feed.”

      

      

      
        -Cherokee Proverb
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        To Audrey, I told you I’d put your name in a book.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Have you seen anything out of the ordinary around here? We’re looking for a woman, she’s probably traveling with something that looks like a wolf. You also might have seen her with another man in his mid thirties and a gnome.”

      “Haven’t seen anyone like that around these parts.” The man behind the bar wiped at the already clean bar top. “I’ll be sure to keep my eyes open.”

      Everyone in the establishment tensed. The words shared between the soldier from New Hope and the bartender were friendly enough, but each syllable came out stressed.

      “You wouldn’t be lying to old Tensor, now would you?” The leader of the soldiers was a six-foot-tall man with a barrel chest and balding head. “Maybe I should talk to the owner, just to be sure.”

      “Well, you’re already talking to him.” The bartender put down his rag, looking at the soldier for the first time. “I’m the owner. Like I said, there’s been no one in here fitting your description.”

      “Well then, you wouldn’t mind if we have a look around,” Tensor said, examining the inside of the bar. He adjusted the rifle on his shoulder and hooked both thumbs into his pants.

      “Actually, I’d prefer it if you left. You see this is Term, and were not too big on being interrogated in our own establishments.”

      Sloan sat in her chair in the back corner of the room. Her sword was hidden in the folds of a long cloak. A hood hid her features well enough, but she knew if the soldiers got much closer, she would have to fight her way out.

      She didn’t recognize the group of New Hope soldiers that came searching the bar in Term, but if they tried to push their luck, she already felt sorry for them. This particular bar was jammed full of shady-looking characters, from shifters to gargoyles and a few humans added in, and one thing was apparent: Sloan wasn’t in New Hope anymore.

      Inside the city, it was safe to assume the paranormal would consist of the sighting of a random gnome on his way to work, or a wizard or a witch passing through. In the Outland, the paranormal were as common as humans.

      The interior of the establishment Sloan had found herself in would also make conflict difficult for the soldiers; Sloan would be able to slice through them before they could draw a bead on her. The room was mostly filled with wooden tables and chairs. Intricate paintings of animals adorned the walls, ranging from beavers to lions. The bar stood in the middle of the room and a door led deeper into the structure.

      Fragrances wafted from the room, reminding Sloan of how long it had been since she’d had a real meal.

      “Are you saying the queen and her soldiers are not welcome in Term?” Tensor shoved a meaty hand into his waistband and drew his pistol. He placed it onto the table with a dull thud.

      “No.” The bartender crossed his arms over his chest. His right eyebrow arched over his unnaturally bright orange eyes. “I’m not speaking for the whole city. I’m just speaking for my bar, The Shifter. You’re just not welcome here.”

      Silence covered the whole room now; the white noise of men and women talking at the bar and at the tables had quieted. Everyone was either outright staring at the conversation taking place, or pretending not to be paying attention.

      Outside, somewhere in the distance, a horse galloped down the main road. Sloan wasn’t afraid of getting into a fight. Whatever it was she was becoming was more than willing and able to kill all of the queen’s men at the bar. Still, she hadn’t found her friends yet, and giving herself away would do nothing to help her attain that goal.

      “You innocent shifting prick.” With his right hand, Tensor lifted his pistol from the bar. He pressed the barrel of the weapon against the bar owner’s chest. “I should kill you right—”

      Before Tensor could finish the rest of his sentence, movement cascaded across the inside of the bar. Every single man or woman, paranormal or not, stood from his or her seat. Weapons of every make and model were produced from sheaths, belts, and harnesses.

      In the second it took for the action to happen, Sloan counted at least half a dozen firearms, three throwing blades, and two magically enhanced staffs pointed at the group of soldiers, Tensor in particular.

      Tensor stood stunned. The group of four soldiers under his command didn’t even have time to say anything, much less raise their own weapons in return.

      “You should get going before something bad happens to you and your men.” The bartender turned away the pistol aimed at his chest. “You see, not only at The Shifter, but in Term in general, we stick together. We have no love for you, or your queen.”

      Tensor gulped visibly; his fat Adam’s apple bobbed like an actual apple in a barrel of water. He lowered his pistol, placing it back into his belt. The entire time, he ignored eye contact with the bar owner.

      “Men.” Tensor cleared his throat, taking in the vast array of weapons still being pointed at him. “We’ll be going now. It doesn’t seem the people we’re looking for are here.”

      There was no argument from any of the soldiers who followed in his wake. They maneuvered around the bar’s occupants, who refused to move to make way for them.

      The next second, the group from New Hope were gone. As soon as the swinging doors closed behind them, the room erupted in a roar of laughter.

      “A round of drinks on the house!” the bartender yelled above the noise of celebration. “And thank all of you rotten drunks. I was starting to worry I was going to have to kill the entire group of them myself.”

      “You could’ve taken them, Kade.”

      “They practically pissed themselves, did you see that?”

      “Did the shifter king say drinks on the house! What are we waiting for?”

      Sloan couldn’t help smiling as she witnessed the ragtag group of human and paranormal descend on the bar. There was more shouting and laughing, a lot of backslapping and clinking of glasses.

      Sloan found her amusement at the sight short-lived. She was hoping that she would be able to catch some sign of Edison, Jack, even Elwood. Since her and Aareth’s escape from New Hope, there had been no sign of the others in Term. Everyone she had asked thus far only looked her up and down with disdain and shook their heads.

      Money was nonexistent. Sloan was reminded of this as her stomach rumbled with frustration. What was her next move? Aareth was still in his half-human, half-wolf form. It was all she could do to find a place for him to hide while she entered the town to look for the others. She hoped he had listened to her and was still there waiting where she had left him, when she returned.

      “So what did you do to piss off the queen?” Kade stood in front of Sloan with a pitcher of water and a steaming plate of food that smelled better than anything Sloan could remember. “Must have been something pretty bad if there are soldiers willing to knock on my door.”

      Sloan kicked herself for allowing her thoughts to wander so far, she hadn’t realized Kade had been walking toward her. She looked into his bright orange eyes, wondering what kind of animal he shifted into.

      “I didn’t play nice in New Hope.” Sloan lowered her hand so her fingers tapped across the sword at her side. “How did you know the soldiers were looking for me?”

      “Please, I know the drunks who come in here.” Kade pushed a chair away from the table with his foot. He took a seat as he placed the water and the food in front of Sloan. “You’re not a local and you’re not a drunk. You don’t have money because you didn’t order anything. You chose to sit in the corner of the room and you haven’t taken off your hood since you stepped inside.”

      Sloan took a deep breath. Was she really that easy to read?

      “All right.” Sloan pushed back the hood, revealing her travel-weary face. “You win. I guess I owe you a thank you for not giving me up when the soldiers came in, ready to blow you away.”

      Kade shrugged.

      “We stick together in Term. Any enemy of the crown is an friend of mine.” He pointed to the food and water. “Dig in. I would have brought you beer, but that would go straight to your head if you haven’t eaten, and what kind of a gentlemen would I be, intoxicating a lovely young woman like you?”

      “I’m not doing anything weird in payment for this food.” Sloan noticed for the first time how attractive Kade really was. He was tall with short blond hair and a slim physique that said he watched what he ate and enjoyed his cardio. “I’m not sure what you’re after, but you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      “Easy.” Kade leaned back in his chair. “It’s not like that.”

      “Then what is it like?”

      “Wow, you have some serious trust issues, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, well, if you’ve been through what I have, you would, too.”

      “Fair enough.” Kade sat straight in his chair and cleared his throat. “I’m not after anything. I honestly was trying to be nice to someone who looks like they’re in over their head. I didn’t get to where I am in life on my own; I had people help me along the way. I was just trying to help you along yours.”

      Kade held Sloan’s gaze for a moment. A mischievous twinkle raced across his orange eyes.

      “But, if you insist I’m up to no good, then I can just take these back.” Kade placed a hand on the plate in front of Sloan.

      On instinct, Sloan shot her hand forward. She hit his forearm harder than she had intended.

      “On second thought, maybe you’re not so bad after all.” Sloan tried her best at a cute smile. It didn’t work. Sloan didn’t do cute. “Thank you.”

      Kade released his hold on the plate.

      “Please, dig in.” Kade motioned to the food. “You look like you’re half starved. I haven’t seen anyone ever resist our food this long, not when it’s staring them right in the face.”

      Sloan wasn’t exactly sure what Kade was saying. Her basic instincts were taking over now as she grabbed the pitcher of water and quenched her thirst. The cool liquid felt heavenly as it rushed down her throat and into her rumbling stomach.

      Next, she went after whatever it was on the plate. If there were utensils provided, Sloan didn’t see them, and neither did she care. It was some kind of meat that smelt heavenly. She chomped into the dark, juicy mystery meat that shared a texture with beef. It wasn’t beef, though: the taste was spicier, tangier.

      “Slow down,” Kade warned, “there’s more where that came from.”

      “I should warn you…” Sloan did her best to hide her mouth full of food as she spoke. “I don’t have money to pay you. Not yet, at least.”

      “You’re right”—Kade took a deep sigh—“you do have trust issues.”

      “I’ll find a way to repay you somehow.” Sloan gulped down another swallow of the delicious meat. “What is this, by the way? It’s amazing.”

      “Ummm…” The way Kade hesitated told Sloan she had asked a horrifying question. “I’ll tell you when you’re done.”

      “Seriously.” Sloan wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “You could tell me this is the soldiers you just kicked out right now, and I’d still eat it.”

      “All right.” Kade shrugged. “You caught me. It’s one hundred percent grade A human meat.”

      Sloan’s jaws stopped chomping. Her stomach twisted in revulsion as she looked down at her hands. What had she done?

      “I’m kidding.” Kade stood up with a laugh. “Don’t throw up. It’s only buffalo meat.”

      Sloan sighed through her nose.

      “You almost made me puke all over your table.” She skewered Kade with a glare that turned into a smile. “But I bet you have a lot of that going on around here.”

      “You’d win that bet.” Kade produced a towel from the half apron he wore around his waist. “Do you have a place to stay?”

      “Actually, I was looking for someone,” Sloan said, dodging the question. For some reason, Kade’s sincerity made her feel uncomfortable. “You might have seen them. They would have passed through here within the last day or two. One group could have been a young boy, late teens, traveling with two girls?”

      “Sorry.” Kade shrugged again. “No such luck.”

      “The other group would have been two sciencey-looking guys with a woman carrying a sword, and a gnome.”

      Kade’s eyes flashed a dangerous shade of orange.

      “If those are your friends, you're better off heading out of town in the opposite direction.” Kade wasn't angry, but there was definitely something in his voice that verged on worried. “For your own sake, I mean.”

      “Why?” Sloan pushed the empty plate of food from her. She half disguised a burp. “What’s happened to them?”

      “Word on the street is, a group like that came into Term yesterday. One of the guys couldn’t keep his mouth shut, kept yammering about a New Hope invasion.” Kade shook his head as if it were a pity. “He ruffled a few feathers. There’s an unofficially elected mayor in Term who goes by the name of Kimberly. I guess there was some kind of fight. A lot of people died. Your friends were taken prisoners. They stand trial tomorrow … before the hanging.”

      Sloan was already on her feet. She wiped her hands on the towel Kade had provided, all thoughts of finishing her meal gone.

      “Where can I find this Kimberly?”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “If we have to be taken prisoner, I guess there are worse places to be held captive, right?” Jack looked over to Abigail who sat on one of the two large beds.

      “I’m going to kill her for using my sister like this.” Abigail ground her teeth while she stared at the floor. “She’s my little sister. I’m supposed to be protecting and looking out for her, not the other way around.”

      Jack stood quiet, thinking of the right thing to say while all the wrong things kept coming to mind. Since their capture by Leah Noble, Jack and Abigail had been shoved into a large room waiting for … well, they didn’t really know what they were waiting for.

      The only things Jack could tell for certain was that they were still underground, or it seemed like it, since there were no windows in their room. The second thing was that his magic had left him. It was something he had never felt before, but it was obviously gone. He felt like an empty vessel trying so hard to be full.

      Leah Noble had somehow figured out a way to sap his magical ability. It was all Jack could do not to entertain the thought that his abilities were permanently gone.

      Now, the sorcerer and the warrior-in-training were stuck. The room they had been provided with was gigantic, with two large beds, dressers, chairs, desks, and a massive washroom with a standing shower and a tub.

      “You can’t tell me this doesn’t bother you.” Abigail stood up with a start. “They tricked us and we walked right into the ambush. We were taken like a couple of children. Why aren’t you angrier at this?”

      “The truth is, I’m furious.” Jack ran a hand through his wild, brown hair. “But anger isn’t going to help us. We need to come up with a plan.”

      “Yeah, of course we need a plan.” Abigail crossed her arms over her chest. “But it’s okay to be angry. I mean, our fathers both died only a few days ago. I still cry at night. It isn’t fair. And I know that life isn't fair, but it still sucks, and I’m still pissed and sad.”

      The words came from her mouth like someone had turned on a faucet. Jack couldn’t blame her for any of it. Truth be told, he was feeling the exact same way.

      “I don’t want to think about it.” Jack furrowed his brow as thoughts of his father raced through his mind. “I’m tired of being sad. I’ve done my crying. I don’t want to be sad anymore.”

      “Have you?” Abigail walked toward Jack, tears already in her eyes. “How much crying is enough? I’ve mourned the father I killed, but should we just put our best foot forward and forget about them?”

      “Not forget.” Jack felt a large lump build in his throat. “We can never forget. I loved … I do love my father and that will never change. His death is a sadness I will carry with me for the rest of my life, but he would want me to move forward. I’m putting my best foot in front of the other because that’s what he would want me to do.”

      Jack couldn’t stop the tears. They fell down his face with abandon. Abigail’s cheeks were also wet with tears that refused to be held back.

      “At least your father loved you.” Abigail shook her head, lowering her gaze to the floor. “I mean, I know my father loved me in his own way, and he wasn’t always the monster you saw. I do have good memories of him. Once my mother left, it just started to deteriorate. And now he’s gone, because I killed him, and my sister is lost, because I couldn’t protect her.”

      Jack went to Abigail without even thinking. She folded into his arms like she had belonged there her entire life.

      “We’ll get through this,” Jack promised. “I’m not going to leave you. We’ll get through this together.”

      Abigail looked up, her lips wet with tears. Their mouths gravitated toward one another until they pressed together.

      A banging on the only door in the room broke their embrace.

      “Away from the door,” a familiar voice echoed in. “I promise, if you try to ambush me, it’ll be a mistake.”

      The door swung open to reveal The Scar. Jack recognized him from their battle on the train while the group traveled to Burrow Den. But he had changed somehow. Not only was he pale with long canines and red eyes, but he also looked larger, somehow visibly stronger.

      Entering the room behind him was Leah Noble. Both of them were dressed in the black-and-grey of New Hope. The Scar wore a uniform emblazoned with the New Hope sigil of two swords crossed behind a black bat.

      Leah Noble wore a long, black dress. Her hair was swept back, revealing a plunging neckline.

      “Well, well, well.” Leah walked in, smiling at both Jack and Abigail. “Am I mistaken, or did I interrupt something especially naughty happening here?”

      “Give me back my sister, you monster!” Abigail lunged at Leah.

      Jack caught her, holding her back with both arms.

      The Scar also took a step forward, ready to intercept either of them if they made a move toward Leah.

      “Manners, you little brat.” Leah’s eyes widened as she brightened at a thought. “Or maybe not. I’m always looking for new test subjects. You see, tenacity and fire are looked on as a plus when you're undergoing experimentation. It’s rough on the body, or so I'm told.”

      Abigail ignored Leah’s previous words. “She’s just a kid! You can have me. Do whatever you want to me, just let Elizabeth go.”

      “Tempting, but you’re in no position to be making such deals.” Leah shrugged, looking at the underside of her long, manicured fingernails. “I could have all of you in the lab if I wanted to. Lucky for you, I just want your sister. Our ranks are already filled with the addition of the vampire soldiers.”

      “What is it you want?” Jack let go of Abigail, giving her a moment to gather herself. “Why keep us here? What have you done to my mage power?”

      “Ahhh, yes.” Leah crossed her arms, looking Jack up and down. “I was wondering when we would get to that. Your power is being hampered by a ward I have in place. To be honest with you, Jack, I was expecting more from you. You really need to spend time practicing and growing your mage power, instead of batting your eyes at pretty young girls. Your powers are disappointing, really.”

      “My father and I only used it to track paranormals while we worked in the Outland. We never used it to fight. I—”

      

      “I’m going to stop you there now.” Leah held up a hand to Jack. “I really don’t care what excuse you have, and I’m on somewhat of a deadline. What you need to know is that escape is futile. You’re being kept alive at Elizabeth’s expense. As long as she continues to work obediently under our control, you will be kept safe and healthy.”

      “You’re using us as blackmail?” Abigail’s hands opened and closed into fists. “You’re a monster, and I’m going to kill you before this is all over.”

      “Promises, promises.” Leah blew a kiss to Abigail. “Use this time to get to know each other better. Or don’t. I don’t care. But you should know escaping is pointless. We’re two stories underground the palace and I have vampire guards stationed at your door around the clock.

      “Our friends will come.” Jack felt his temper flare. “They’ll come looking for us.”

      At this, The Scar laughed out loud. The sound was a high-pitched cackle.

      “You really have no idea what’s going on, do you?” Leah motioned for The Scar to open the door. “Your friends are wanted by the crown for treason. Every soldier in the army is looking for them now, and if they don’t find them, the reward we’re going to put on their heads will bring every bounty hunter in the Outland down on them. They’re lucky if they’re not dead already.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “I need you not to be dead already,” Sloan said, walking up to Aareth’s still form. “Hey, are you sleeping?”

      The massive wolf-like creature jumped with a start. The half-man, half-wolf Aareth had reared back on his hind legs, baring teeth as long as knives.

      “Okay, okay.” Sloan put both hands out wide. “It’s me, and if you try to bite me again, I swear to God I’m going to chop off your tail.”

      Aareth’s bright blue eyes took her in, and a moment later he went down to all fours, whimpering a hello.

      Sloan and Aareth had found a cave just outside the city of Term. It had been abandoned when they got there, and if it wasn’t completely abandoned then, it was now. The cave was against a small mountain range in the middle of the forest.

      Aareth slumped down again, wagging his tail.

      “Listen.” Sloan tried her best at calming her voice. “I have good news. I know what happened to our friends, at least some of them, but I’m going to need your help. I know you can understand me. I need you to turn back to your human form.”

      Aareth cocked his furry head, panting in quick, deep breaths.

      “If you have any control at all over your changing back and forth, I need you to do it now, “ Sloan tried again. “Come on, Aareth, we have a lead on your wife. We might be able to free her tonight and reunite you two.”

      Aareth jumped and yelped at the mention of his wife, but no physical change took place.

      “I’m going to have to do this myself, aren’t I?” Sloan slumped down, taking in a deep breath. “All right.”

      Aareth came up next to her, laying his massive head in her lap.

      “I know you would if you could.” Sloan patted his head. “Don’t worry, once we get Edison back, we’ll figure out a way to turn you back into your normal human self. Actually, now that I think of it, having you in this form is an improvement.”

      Aareth huffed and removed his head from her lap.

      Sloan looked out of the mouth of the cave, heaving a heavy sigh of her own. The sun was still high overhead; plenty of time to go back into town and do some scouting as to where Edison and the others were being held.

      Sloan scrunched her nose for the dozenth time as the odor from her traveling cloak assailed her nostrils. She’d come a long way in a few short days. From lush banquets at the palace, soft beds, and clean, pressed uniforms, to taking handouts, sleeping in caves, and fishing clothing out of the trash.

      An idea struck Sloan while she batted away a fly.

      “I think I may have a way for you to help after all.” Sloan looked over at Aareth, zeroing in on the two pointy ears that stuck up from his head. “How good is your hearing?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan walked through the town’s wide dirt path. Shops and bars opened up on either side of the main road. Streets branching off in every direction led deeper into the small city of Term.

      The building Sloan had her eyes on was a two-story wooden structure with two white pillars holding up the porch. The wood looked new, like it had been erected just for the occasion of Sloan’s arrival to Term.

      A large sign on the front door hung from a pair of shiny, new nails. It read: Sheriff’s Office.

      Sloan resisted the urge to head in through the front door. Kicking in doors and ordering actions in the name of the crown was a life lost to her now. Not only did these people have no love for the queen, but they also straight up despised her.

      Sloan took a long breath as her senses worked on overdrive. The best way to tackle this scenario was to gather as much information as she could before making her move. She chose a storefront across the street from the sheriff's office.

      Sloan removed her hood to avoid suspicion. She did her best to untangle the knotted mess of her hair, but what little she could do didn’t make her look any better.

      Inside, her body tingled with new power and the promise of raw speed. Since her transformation into whatever she was now, Sloan had felt a burning power inside of her and she yearned to test its limits.

      How fast was she, exactly? How strong? Her body had mended her wounds from the fight exiting New Hope, along with Aareth’s bite. Did that mean she was immortal?

      So many more questions ran through her mind, including what she was going to do about Aareth, that Sloan had almost missed the pair of men walking down the street. One was tall and thin with a clean-shaven face and a limp. The other was a gargoyle, short and stocky, and covered with stone-like skin.

      Sloan had to remind herself not to stare. Her interaction with gargoyles was limited, at best. Her knowledge of them reminded her they could be turned to solid, unmoving statues in the rays of the sun. This one moved in the shade the overhanging roofs brought. Sloan turned her back on the two. She pretended to be looking into the nearest storefront that sold foodstuffs and home goods.

      “Should be fun,” the tall man said to the gargoyle. “We’ll have a hearing for them, all official-like, then no matter the outcome, still hang them.”

      “Just hang the two men, you mean,” the gargoyle corrected. “The boss likes the gnome, and the woman is easy on the eyes. I think she’ll keep her around a bit.”

      “She’s a spitfire, though, that one. Did you see how many it took to get her and that sword of hers under control?” With a look of disgust, the thin man spat onto the dirt road. “We’re lucky none of her other companions could fight as well as her. We might not have been able to bring them in.”

      The rest of their conversation was lost to Sloan. She watched their reflections walk into the building opposite hers, and disappear. It sounded like her friends were still alive, and that was enough to give her hope.

      The sun was just beginning to sink over the building tops when Sloan realized patience wasn’t her strongest suit. She decided to take a closer look.

      Thus far, the only people who had even looked her way twice were random citizens of Term more interested in her because she was a stranger, not because they expected anything malicious from her.

      Sloan crossed the dirt road, her once-shiny black boots now covered with a thick layer of dirt that made them look brown. Her pants were much the same. The brown cloak she wore was the worst part of her new outfit. It smelled of one part someone else's sweat and another part vomit.

      The mage sword was the only thing that remained exactly the same since her transformation and her flight from New Hope. It was tucked into her belt, the sheath lost somewhere during the events of the escape.

      Sloan walked to the side of the building she had seen the man and gargoyle go. In the alley, there was a window she could just see into if she stood on her tiptoes.

      “Listen, if you don’t want to hear reason, then at least entertain the idea you could be wrong.” Edison’s familiar voice rang out from inside the building. “The queen is planning to invade the Outland, and she’s coming sooner rather than later.”

      Sloan craned her neck to gain a better look inside. The first floor was actually one large room and three steel cages. Sloan was looking through the window of the first cage. Edison’s back was to her. Next to him was another cell with Doctor Livingston sprawled out on a dirty mattress. The only other things in each of the cells besides the occupants was a worn mattress and a bucket to relieve themselves in. The third cell was empty.

      The rest of the room was filled with a massive staircase leading up to the next floor, three desks with chairs, and a few gun safes and filing cabinets.

      “We’re not your enemy.” Edison shook his head in frustration. “We should be preparing to repel an invading army of super soldiers, not fighting amongst each other. Come on, we can work something out. What are you boys into? Booze? Drugs? Money? We can make a deal.”

      Sloan’s eyes now drifted to the three men Edison was speaking with. Two were the men she had seen walking down the street, and the third was a bear of a man. Wild, brown hair and a beard so thick that she couldn’t see his lips covered his face. He wore a pair of dirty pants and suspenders, with no shirt.

      “They’re not going to listen to you,” Oliver Livingston said from the mattress in the cell next to Edison’s. “They want to see us hang.”

      “That’s right,” boomed the shirtless man. “You killed half our gang. Kimberly isn’t going to let that stand.”

      “Well, I don’t want to argue with you here.” Edison opened his hands wide. “But technically, neither I nor my associate, Elwood, have killed anyone. It was all you-know-who’s friend—”

      Edison hid his face with one hand, and with his other he pointed to Oliver.

      “Are you pointing at me again?” Oliver asked without bothering to look over at Edison.

      “No, nope.” Edison lowered his hand. “Why would you say that?”

      “Listen, you idiots.” The gargoyle stomped over to Edison’s cell. Its bald head and pointed ears barely reached Edison’s chest. “You’re both going to swing, no matter how much you beg and plead. Get used to the idea.”

      “Come on, Rocko.” The thin man motioned to the gargoyle. “Let's go upstairs and see what the rest of the boys are up to. We’ll have our fun with these two tomorrow at the hearing and then at the hanging.”

      “Well, that doesn’t seem fair.” Edison scratched at his head. “How do you know there’s going to be a hanging, if the hearing hasn’t even happened yet?”

      Sloan had seen enough. She gave her toes a break and came down off their tips. A kink was already forming in her neck. It was obvious to her that she could free the two prisoners; no matter how many men they had upstairs, Sloan was more than a match for them, between her mage sword and the new powers she possessed.

      The only thing that worried her was being able to get to Ashley and Elwood in time. If word traveled back to wherever they were being held that Edison and Oliver had escaped, they could be killed on the spot.

      Movement tore Sloan away from her thoughts. A shadow fell across the alley, blocking out the last dying rays of light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan raised her sword, hitting the button on the pommel that awoke the mage power. Her blade hummed with red light.

      “Easy there, warrior queen.” Kade’s familiar voice released the tension from Sloan’s shoulders. “It’s me. You know, that guy who fed you before you ran off.”

      Sloan lowered her weapon.

      “What is it that you want,” Sloan whispered. “I’m kind of busy here.”

      “I know.” Kade walked into her full view, his boots kicking up tiny clouds of dust. “I’m trying to save you from making a mistake.”

      Sloan felt her anger winning over intrigue. “I don’t need you to save me from anything. I’m a big girl.”

      “No doubt.” Kade leaned against the building opposite the one holding her friends prisoner. It looked like an old house, with flaking paint and a sagging roof. “But the building I’m leaning up against right now is housing the New Hope soldiers who have been scouring Term. If you try to free your friends now, you’ll have to kill a whole heck of a lot of people. You’ll have not only Kimberly’s men to deal with, but the soldiers, as well.”

      For the first time, Sloan stopped to think her plan through. Even with these new odds stacked against her, she might be able to take them all. But at what cost, and to whom? Could she ensure that Edison and Oliver would escape the battle unscathed? They were scientists, not warriors. On top of that, was she willing to slaughter so many people?

      “If you’re insistent on saving your friends”—Kade motioned with an open arm—“then follow me.”

      Kade moved to go, expecting Sloan to follow. When she didn’t, he stopped in his tracks and turned again.

      “Oh, right, you have that whole trust issue thing going on.” Kade sighed, trying to think. “Listen, you obviously have no love for the crown. Neither do I. They took everything from me. We share a common enemy. Keep your sword drawn if you want, but at least follow me and see what I have to say.”

      Sloan weighed the pros and cons in her mind. If Kade really wanted to ambush her, he had his opportunity minutes before when he caught her unawares in the alley. Could he actually just be a nice guy with her best intentions in mind? Doubtful.

      “Okay,” Sloan said, powering down her sword. “Lead the way.”

      Kade nodded and led her down the alley, away from the main street. They emptied out into yet another alley that ran behind the rear of the row of buildings. Kade fell to all fours, looking down at the sheriff office’s foundation.

      “Are you all right?” Sloan looked from side to side to make sure they were still alone. “Need to tie your shoelace or something?”

      “Look, stop checking out my butt and get down here.” Kade pointed to the foundation of the building.

      “I wasn’t checking out your butt.” Sloan rolled her eyes. She joined Kade on all fours, examining the building’s structure.

      The building was new, and whoever had constructed the sheriff’s office had done so using a raised platform. There was a tight crawlspace under the building. It would provide just enough room for someone to maneuver on their stomach and elbows.

      “Give it a few more hours.” Kade rose to his knees, dusting off his hands. “The boys like to drink. They’ll be passed out by then.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Sloan followed Kade’s lead, resting on her feet in a squatting position. “You don’t know me or owe me a cent.”

      Kade took a deep breath. The act made his chest rise and fall in a soft, rhythmic motion. Sloan almost thought she heard a deep purr echo somewhere in his lungs.

      “You’re a tiger.” Kade said, rising to his feet. “You’re the most beautiful tiger I’ve ever seen.”

      “You don’t even know my name.” Sloan blushed, also rising to her feet. “And I’m not a shifter.”

      “Well, what is your name?” Kade looked at her with a boyish grin. “And I didn’t mean you were a shifter.”

      “My name’s—” Sloan hesitated. For the first time in a long time, she wondered if she should give Kade her real first name. It was something she hadn’t done since her first year in army boot camp. “You can call me Charlotte.”

      “Charlotte…” Kade played with the name like a lollipop across his tongue. “I like it.”

      “Why did you call me a tiger?”

      “Because you’re strong, fearless, and confident.” Kade took one last, long look at her that made Sloan feel uneasy in the best kind of way. “You don’t need my help. I’m one hundred percent confident that you would be fine without me. And in a weird kind of way, that makes me want to help you.”

      Sloan and Kade looked at each other through the dusk the early hours of night brought on.

      “If you need—I should say, if you want my help”—Kade turned to go down the alley—“you know where to find me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Crawling on her stomach around the underbelly of the sheriff’s building was the very last thing Sloan wanted to be doing. But Kade was right. It would be better to do this quietly than to rush into a frenzy, severing heads and mutilating bodies with her sword. The fact that she had even entertained that idea told her she had been hanging out with Aareth too long.

      Sloan flipped on her mage sword with a quick twist of her thumb. The dull red glow gave her a few feet of illumination in every direction. Her back scraped the top of the small crawlspace as she maneuvered her way through the dirt. It smelled of wet wood and urine underneath the house. She did her best not to wonder what was done with the privy buckets when they were full.

      Mage sword out in her right hand, Sloan inched her way to where she thought Edison’s cell was located. When she first crawled into the space near the rear of the building, she had been confident that she could find the right place to emerge. Now that she was actually under the floor, everything looked so different.

      Sloan did her best at guesstimating where she should emerge. A spot with heavy reinforced wood told her she had guessed well. The floor would need to be strengthened below the cell to ensure it would be able to hold the weight of the steel cell bars.

      Sloan almost gagged at the smell. It had been slowly building in her nose until she could practically taste the odor of a used bathroom.

      Hold it together, girl, Sloan coaxed herself. Almost there.

      There was barely enough room for Sloan to position herself on her back. Light snores from directly above her told her she was underneath Edison.

      Not only were snores wafting down toward her, but Edison was talking in his sleep.

      “No, no, you’re cute,” Edison murmured in between snores that sounded more like coughs. “But I came to the dance because I love you. You don’t think I look pretty?”

      Sloan rolled her eyes, trying to listen for anything else that would tell her this was not the right time to emerge. But besides Edison’s dreams of a dance imagined, there was nothing. No squeaks from the floorboards above, no chatter from the men supposed to be watching the pair of inventors. It was good enough for Sloan.

      With more difficulty than she imagined, she lifted her sword and began to cut through the floor above. The mage sword was silent and made quick work of the floor despite the reinforced wood.

      Sloan barely felt the pressure of the wood against the blade. She would have to remember to ask Edison about the mage sword’s battery supply, if it even had one.

      Within the space of a few breaths, there was a small hole opened in the floor above her. Sloan switched off her sword. She moved the circular piece of wood she had cut out and placed it next to her on the dirt ground.

      She waited again to ensure she was still unaccounted for. The only thing that she could hear was her own beating heart and Edison’s insistence that he was pretty and had come to the dance on his date’s request.

      Sloan slowly rose through the narrow hole, and her eyes widened when she realized where she was. Sloan stood right in between Edison’s spread legs. Fate had certainly had his best interest in mind that day. A few more inches to the north and Sloan’s escape hole would have turned into Edison’s worst nightmare.

      Quietly, Sloan lifted herself out of the recently carved escape hole. The room was quiet. Only one guard dozed at a desk at the far end. A few muffled voices could be heard from the second floor, but at this range, they sounded like they were either drunk or dead tired, maybe both.

      

      Sloan removed herself from the awkward position between Edison’s legs and leaned in toward him. She pressed her hand against his mouth.

      “Edison,” Sloan whispered close to his ear. “Edison, wake up and be quiet.”

      Edison continued to snore.

      Sloan pinched his nose shut with her thumb and pointer finger. A brief gag, and Edison’s eyes snapped open.

      “Shhhh…” Sloan pressed a finger to her lips. “It’s me. We’re going to get you two out of here.”

      Edison blinked a few times before realization crossed his stare.

      “Oh, Sloan, am I glad to see you. They have Elwood and Ashley.” Edison turned to take in the hole between his legs. “My goodness, woman, you almost did the females in this world a huge disservice.”

      “Yeah, or maybe I just doomed them.” Sloan moved to the side of Edison’s cell that he shared with Oliver Livingston. Oliver was already sitting up on his mattress.

      “You came for us?” The doctor looked at her through the broken, gold-rimmed glasses perched on his nose. “I didn’t know if you’d made it out or not. When Edison came for us to tell us the news, I feared the worst.”

      “I told you’d she’d make it out alive.” Edison slapped Sloan on the shoulder. A puff of dirt followed his action. “She’s nothing this world has ever seen before. One part vampire elixir, one part phoenix serum, one hundred percent badass.”

      “Boys.” Sloan turned her sword on once again and began working on the bars separating the two inventors’ cells. “Let’s save story time for after we get out of here. We still have to free Elwood and Ashley.”

      “Right, right.” Edison held the bars while Sloan cut a mini-sized hole through the steel. Not surprisingly, her blade severed it like butter.

      “There.” Sloan finished the last cut, looking over to the lone, slumbering lookout. He was still passed out hard, doing a fair amount of snoring of his own. “Let’s go.”

      Edison grunted as he moved the cut steel bars to his side of the cells to provide Doctor Livingston access to the escape route. He fumbled with the grip on the bars, and they slammed onto the wood floor. It wasn’t a loud sound, but in the presence of utter stillness, it echoed in Sloan’s ears.

      The trio of escapees stood quiet. All eyes turned to the guard who now fidgeted in his chair.

      “I wanna, I wanna ride the pony,” the guard mumbled in his sleep.

      Sloan and the doctor looked at Edison with glares.

      “Pshhh.” Edison smiled, throwing a thumb at the sleeping guard before he entered the escape hole. “What an idiot. Who talks in their sleep?”

      Sloan

      Where are they being held?” Sloan asked as she jogged with the two scientists away from the sheriff’s office. “We need to go and get them now. In a few hours, the sun will rise, and they’ll realize you’ve escaped. When that happens, we need to be as far away from Term as possible.”

      As soon as Sloan had said the words, an image of Kade came to mind. She didn’t even mean to think of him, but a tiny part of her she had locked away for a very long time felt like she would miss him if she never saw him again.

      “There’s a brick house somewhere in the center of town.” Doctor Livingston motioned with his hand to the area of Term where they needed to travel. “We were taken there briefly when we were first captured, then we were separated. Edison and I were taken to the sheriff’s office, while Ashley and Elwood were kept at the estate.”

      Sloan did her best to dust off her clothing. It was pointless. At this time of night the streets were empty. No one would see them, and if they did, they were probably too drunk to tell that they didn’t belong in Term.

      “So how did you get captured, anyway?” Sloan asked the two scientists as they traveled down the side of the dirt road.

      Doctor Livingston shot Edison a dirty look.

      “No, no, you don’t get to look at me like that.” Edison formed the sign of the cross with his hands. “I’m not taking the fall for this one.”

      “How can you say that?” Doctor Livingston looked at Edison as if he had lost his mind. “You open-handedly slapped one of the gang members.”

      “He had it coming. Not only did he not flinch when I told him about the queen’s intentions for the Outland, but he also grabbed Elwood like a stuffed animal. Nearly yanked his arm out of his socket.” Edison shook his head, recalling the incident vividly. “No one pulls Elwood like that. But that’s in the past now. All we can do is free them.”

      “We’ll get them, and then it’s time to get out of Term before we can get caught,” Sloan agreed. “The queen’s soldiers are already in town. It wouldn’t surprise me if they called in reinforcements. There was an incident at a bar where they lost face. Soldiers hate backing down from a fight.”

      “What about Aareth? I can’t believe I didn’t ask sooner.” Edison quickened his pace to keep up with Sloan. “Did he make it out all right? Is he … himself? And Jack and the girls?”

      “Yeah, about that.” Sloan took in a long breath, letting it out of her mouth in a slow puff. “He’s fine-ish. I left him just outside of town. He’s kind of a wolf-human hybrid thing now. I haven’t seen or heard from Jack or the girls.”

      Edison and Doctor Livingston looked to one another with wide open mouths. Before they could ask any more questions, Sloan pointed to a massive house at the end of the block. “Is that it?”

      “Yes.” Doctor Livingston nodded. “That’s where we were held before we were transferred to the prison. That’s where Elwood and Ashley were the last time we saw them.”

      Sloan took a moment to consider her options and take in the lay of the land. Compared to the rest of Term, the building was indeed a behemoth of a structure. It was the first one Sloan had seen made of anything other than wood. Dark red bricks made up the outside of the building. Like the sheriff's station, it was two stories tall, but much wider.

      A pristine, manicured lawn led to the front porch where two figures stood on guard. Torches flickered in the early morning light, casting weird shadows across the grass. The very fact that there was a lawn at all spoke volumes as to the amount of money the unofficial mayor brought in. Watering something like that in the desert would cost hundreds, maybe even thousands, of dollars to maintain.

      “There’s no need to be quiet.” Sloan rotated her wrists and rolled her shoulders. “We’ll go in and speak with their leader and make her give us our people.”

      “That’s one plan we could try.” Edison scrunched his nose as he caught a whiff of Sloan and her stolen cloak. “But is it the best? What’s that smell? Did you piss yourself?”

      Sloan ignored Edison’s comment. “It’s the fastest way to getting our people back, besides going straight in and killing everyone. You two stay close. If things go bad, we have backup within earshot. We’ll be fine.”

      Before either of the scientists could ask what she meant by “backup,” Sloan began to move again. When she was halfway across the dirt road, the two guards standing sentry at the front of the house caught sight of her.

      “Stop right there,” one of them shouted in a nasally voice. He lifted a rifle in their direction, as did his counterpart. “What’s it you want?”

      Sloan kept her sword low by her side. She knew she could be on top of the two guards within a heartbeat. Her accelerated healing would allow her to take the bullets with minimal pain. She hadn’t been shot in the face, though. The idea made Sloan wonder if her body could heal from such a wound. Instead of testing her question, Sloan placed her sword in her belt.

      “You have two of my friends.” Sloan continued to walk forward until she was at the building's gate. She placed her hands on the smooth, metal fence. “I want to speak to your leader about their release.”

      The two guards looked to one another for a consensus. Sloan was surprised to find out she could hear their whispers at such a distance.

      “What do you want to do?” the nasally guard asked his counterpart. “Kill them here, or get the boss?”

      “The boss isn’t sleeping, but she’ll be pissed if we bother her.”

      “Yeah, but will she be more pissed if we kill them and she actually wanted to speak with them?”

      “You’re right. Keep your rifle on them and I’ll go wake her.”

      “Stay where you are,” nasal-voice shouted. “If any one of you three moves, I’ll blow your heads off, I mean it.”

      “Calm yourself.” Sloan raised an eyebrow. “We’re not going to try anything.”

      The other guard disappeared into the house. While the trio of New Hope escapees waited, the guard squinted through the dark.

      “Say, aren’t those the two fellows who were in the sheriff’s station?” He got on his tiptoes and leaned farther off the porch. “They are! You freed them, and then you came here to demand your people be released? You’ve made a bad move, lady.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess that was my move to make.” Sloan shrugged, not feeling a bit of regret at her actions.

      The door to the house swung open again and the guard who had disappeared inside came out. “She said she’ll see you.”

      Sloan looked over to Edison and Oliver. Both of them shrugged.

      No more words were needed. Sloan could tell by their body language the last thing they wanted to do was to enter the house. However, neither of them had seen the latest she was capable of. Along with that, they had no idea Aareth was waiting for Sloan to send a whistle for him to come and help.

      “We’ll be fine.” Sloan opened the steel gate, taking the lead. “Stay close.”

      The gate was heavy, even for Sloan. It was solid steel, the thickness of each bar equivalent to the shaft of a spear. Sloan followed the cement walkway through the front lawn.

      Along with the lush, green grass, Sloan got a better look at the garden. Bushes were trimmed perfectly; apples trees and a few rosebushes added just the right feel. Whoever this Kimberly was, she appreciated order and a well-maintained home.

      Sloan reached the porch where the two guards waited. The one with the nasally voice was tall with a puckered face like he had just tasted something sour. The other one was still a young kid no older than Jack.

      The thought of Jack made Sloan wince. She knew she needed to find out what had happened to him along with the Ahab sisters, but she was only one woman. She could only deal with a single crisis at a time.

      “Your weapon,” the young kid asked, pointing to Sloan’s sword.

      Sloan didn’t think twice. She removed her saber, handing the weapon to the boy, hilt first.

      “We’ll be needing to pat the three of you down, as well.” The nasally guard looked Sloan over. “Wouldn’t surprise me in the least if you were hiding something.”

      “Go ahead.” Sloan spread her arms out to either side of her body. “Just make sure all you’re doing is looking for weapons. If I feel hands where they shouldn’t be, I’ll make you wish you hadn’t gotten out of bed this morning.”

      The nasally guard laughed, but there was no mirth in the act. His expression was nervous as he lowered his weapon.

      “Be careful,” Edison said as he was patted down by the kid. “She means it. She almost castrated me earlier today and I didn’t even touch her.”

      The nasally guard placed trembling hands over Sloan’s shoulders, back, and legs. His touch was quick but thorough.

      “They’re clean,” the boy said, nodding to nasal-voice. “Both of them.”

      “All right, then, inside.” The sour-faced guard opened the front door for them, ushering entrance into the estate.

      As Sloan stepped through the doorway, her heart skipped a beat at the menacing creature waiting for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      His body felt more alive than it ever had before. The closest he could come to placing an exact feeling on his state now was when he was in his late teens. Reckless and wild, he had felt indestructible.

      He felt like that now, except he might actually be indestructible. After the fight with New Hope’s new vampire soldiers, he had suffered injuries. However, these injuries had healed quickly, and he sensed his body was still changing.

      The other day he had felt the need to hunt. While out around the city of Term, he had come across a stag. Within seconds of his arrival, the animal had either smelled or sensed his presence and  it sprinted in the opposite direction.

      On all fours, a killer scientist had taken over. Aareth caught the animal without having to overexert himself. The stag made one last attempt at survival, pivoting at the last moment and driving its rock-hard antlers into Aareth’s side. Nothing had happened. Aareth’s hide battered against the sharp points as if he were made of steel. A moment later, his muzzle was drenched in hot blood as he finished the kill.

      Somewhere, Aareth understood that he should have been disgusted by the idea of ripping apart flesh with his claws and his maw. He even wanted to be a little disappointed in himself for giving into this new part of him with such ease. But he just wasn’t. He needed to eat, and this was the way of the forest.

      Aareth’s memory was still intact. It was like instead of losing any part of who he was, a part had been added. An animalistic part of him that raged to run free, to howl at the moon, and to roll in the dirt.

      Aareth thought of all of this as he hunched in the shadows just outside the small city of Term. He found a high vantage point on a hill covered in thick trees and bushes, completely concealed while he waited for Sloan’s whistle. The two had perfected a pitch that Aareth would be able to hear at almost a mile away.

      If he sprinted all out, he could be there in under a minute.

      While he waited for the call, he tried for the hundredth time to change back into the man he was. Aareth held his breath as he tensed his paws. He concentrated on ushering the wolf part of himself back into the cage it had escaped from.

      I’ll let you out again, Aareth thought. You have to let me turn back into our human form sooner or later.

      Whether the wolf part of him understood or not was yet to be seen. Nothing, however, happened; Aareth stayed in his half-wolf, half-human form.

      He heaved a heavy sigh of frustration as he sat back on his haunches, listening to the night sounds of the forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      As soon as she entered the estate, Sloan found herself face to face with the largest gargoyle she had ever seen. Wide, animal-like feet led to thick legs, curvy hips, and broad shoulders. The gargoyle almost didn’t even have a neck. Her hair was cut into a Mohawk. She wore brown leather shorts and a matching leather sports bra.

      “Welcome, to my home, humans!” the gargoyle bellowed, opening both her muscular arms wide. “I’m glad you’ve come.”

      Sloan looked over at Edison and Oliver with confusion on her face. This gargoyle was what, expecting them?

      Oliver shrugged, but Edison had a few choice words for the self-proclaimed mayor of Term.

      “Listen, you.” Edison stepped forward, both hands on his hips. “What have you done with Elwood?”

      “And Ashley,” Oliver chimed in.

      “Yes, and her, too.” Edison shook a fist at the giant in front of him. “I swear, if you’ve hurt a hair on Elwood’s tiny little head, I’m going to…”

      Edison’s voice trailed off as Elwood rounded the corner to the large sitting room where the group was gathered. He had a massive bowl of cereal in one hand and a large spoon in the other. The shirt he was wearing read “I Heart Term” in thick, black lettering.

      The gnome stopped for a moment, taking in his friends. He waved the tiny arm holding his spoon and spoke in the high-pitched gibberish only Edison could understand.

      To Sloan and everyone else, it sounded like a boy going through puberty, who had just been kicked in the groin.

      “No, I don’t want any of your cereal.” Edison shook his head in disbelief. “Elwood, I’ve been worried sick about you. What are you doing?”

      Elwood carefully maneuvered himself onto one of the overstuffed chairs in the sitting area. He and Edison exchanged words.

      Sloan took the opportunity to study her surroundings. The front room was large with thick, red carpet underneath and dark wood walls. Cabinets were lined against the them with trophies and medals ranging from wrestling to boxing. Extra-cushioned chairs and sofas were staged in the room around an ancient-looking table. A large staircase ran upward to the right of the room; the doorway Elwood had appeared from led to rooms deeper in the house.

      Along with her inspection of the house, Sloan also studied the owner of the house. The two guards who let them in were still standing behind them, guarding the door. Kimberly herself seemed relaxed and confident. A long tail Sloan hadn’t noticed at first swished behind her rhythmically. A pair of grey wings were folded on her back.

      “Well, okay, I forgive you.” Edison walked over to the couch where Elwood sat. “What kind of cereal do you have there? Now that I’m less angry with you, I am kind of hungry.”

      “You don’t seem mad that we showed up at your doorstep.” Oliver looked over to Kimberly. “You had us thrown into a cell and sentenced to death the last time we were here.”

      “Things that have happened were meant to be, human.” Kimberly shrugged her boulder-sized shoulders. “Besides, this provided me the perfect opportunity to test my steel against a worthy opponent.”

      “We’re just here to get our people, and we’ll be going.” Sloan met the gargoyle’s grey eyes. “There’s no reason for anyone to get hurt in the process.”

      Kimberly took a step forward. She was a full foot taller than Sloan, coming in close to seven feet tall. She scratched at the underside of her jaw with fingers that came to points like talons.

      “I disagree, human.” Kimberly crossed her arms over her chest. “This is the deal. Your people, if you can best me in a fight.”

      “Both of our people?” Sloan nodded over to Elwood. “I can see the gnome is all right, but what about Bren—Ashley?”

      “Oh yes, your gnome is great fun. I was hoping to keep him as a mascot.” Kimberly’s eyes traveled over to Elwood, and a huge smile split her face. Fangs showed from under her lips. When she returned her gaze to Sloan, anger rippled over her expression. “But the other one, this Ashley, has caused me a great deal of trouble. She killed a few of my men.”

      “Where is she?” Oliver pressed. “What have you done with her?”

      “Don’t soil your pants, human.” Kimberly motioned with her hand toward the stairwell. “She’s fine. Unlike your friend Elwood, she wasn’t willing to behave herself, so she is being kept under guard.”

      Sloan was listening to the conversation while simultaneously running through her options. It seemed pretty straightforward: either fight her way to Ashley and try to escape, or accept Kimberly’s offer and fight her one-on-one. It was a no-brainer, really. She had the option to fight a single opponent or to fight Kimberly and every guard in the house if she chose to rush upstairs and try to free Ashley.

      The idea of whistling crossed her mind again, but just as soon as it did, Sloan knew it wasn’t the time. That was her safety net, and it was only good for a one-time use.

      “Weapons?” Sloan looked up at the gargoyle. “And where are we fighting?”

      “No weapons.” Kimberly smiled again. “I have a practice ring set up in the backyard. Winner either makes her opponent tap out or knocks the other unconscious. And I’m right to assume you’re the leader?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that.” Edison popped up, trying to speak around a mouth full of cereal. “I’ve always fancied myself as kind of the leader to our ragtag bunch.”

      Kimberly looked Edison up and down. “Because the leader should do the fighting.”

      “On second thought…” Edison took a moment to study Kimberly’s intimidating stare and her thick arms. “Sloan’s more of the leader. She has experience with that kind of stuff. She should really be the one to fight.”

      “Thanks.” Sloan let sarcasm drip from her words. To no one’s surprise, it was lost on Edison.

      “No problem,” he said, retaking his seat next to Elwood. “I just want to be a team player.”

      “You said you have a training ring outside?” Sloan looked over to Kimberly.

      “This way.” The gargoyle motioned.

      Jack

      A soft knock reverberated into their room that night. Jack guessed it was night because of how tired he was. Time in the underground dungeon took on a strange sense when there was no timepiece or view of the sky.

      Abigail’s head rested on his chest and fell with his every breath. She had had a difficult time falling asleep that night. Jack gently placed a pillow under her head instead of trying to wake her. He rose from the bed without a sound.

      He walked to the door, wondering if he had imagined the knocking altogether. It came again, this time a little louder.

      “Jack, is that the door?” Abigail mumbled as she rose to a sitting position on the bed.

      “Yes.” Jack reached the door. “Who is it?”

      A loud click echoed through the room. The next second, the door opened, allowing Elizabeth to walk inside. The door closed behind her.

      “Elizabeth!” Abigail screamed as she bounded from the bed. She ran across the room and wrapped her sister in a hug. “Are you okay? Has she hurt you?”

      Jack reached for the mage lights, flipping the switch and bringing brightness to the dark room. He had a moment to take in what Abigail had failed to notice. Elizabeth wore the same type of dark robe Leah Noble had when she visited earlier that day. Along with this was a tempered smile that ran across Elizabeth’s lips, uncharacteristic to her usual nature.

      “I’m fine.” Elizabeth removed herself from the embrace without returning the gesture. “I’ve come to check on you and Jack to make sure they’re keeping their end of the bargain.”

      “What bargain?” Abigail took a step back, finally noticing Elizabeth’s appearance. “What are they doing to you?”

      “I was promised that you would be kept safe as long as I trained under Leah,” Elizabeth recited. Dark bags hung under her tired eyes. “They haven’t hurt me. She’s teaching me what my power really is.”

      “What does that even mean?” Abigail looked to Jack for help. “You can’t tell me you’re okay with this. Once the queen—”

      “The queen already knows about all of this!” Elizabeth laughed out loud. There was no joy in the act. “Leah Noble and Queen Eckert are sisters. There’s no help coming for us. And to be honest with you, I’ve learned a lot about who I am already.”

      “Elizabeth.” Jack shook his head, trying to understand why the queen would approve of these actions. “Remember who you are. Magic can do strange things to your mind, especially the kind of magic that Leah is using. That power can be intoxicating.”

      “For the first time in my life I know who I am.” Elizabeth’s voice took on a deeper tone. Her red hair began to shine like fire in the illumination of the mage light. “I’ve always been that strange girl. Once I was used as a lab rat by Doctor Livingston’s men, I was labeled as a lunatic. And you know what? I’m okay with that. Maybe that’s just what I am.”

      “No.” Abigail went to her sister and took both of her hands in her own. “Elizabeth, you’re not a weirdo or a lunatic. You’re my sister. I know how much you have to give to the world, and it’s full of laughter and hope, not this dark magic.”

      “She said you’d say that.” Elizabeth ripped her hands from Abigail’s grip. “She said you’d want me to be what I was before. But I’m not that person anymore, Abigail. I’m a witch now. I can control magic. I might even be stronger than Leah Noble herself.”

      “Don’t forget who you are in the process.” Jack couldn’t stay quiet any longer. He wanted to give the sisters space, but he knew he had to say something more, soon. “My father taught me magic, but not to impose my power on others, to use my ability to help.”

      “And that’s what I’m doing, Jack.” Elizabeth moved toward the door. “I’m saving you and my sister right now.”

      “Wait.” Elizabeth ran to the door to try to block her sister. “Don’t go, not yet.”

      “I have more training to do.,” Elizabeth pushed past Abigail and opened the door. “Don’t cause any trouble while you’re here. I’m working on a deal to get you out.”

      The next moment, she was gone.

      Abigail’s jaw clenched and unclenched. Jack could see the muscles bulge and relax like the beat of a heart.

      “We have to get out of here.” Abigail stared at the door. Her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides. “She needs us. They’re poisoning her mind.”

      “I know.” Jack heaved a heavy sigh. “I think I have a way we can get out of here, but we’ll need a healthy dose of luck on our side for it to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Kimberly wasn’t kidding, the entire rear of the house was basically one large gym equipped with sparring pads, a weight room, mats, and boxing equipment. Sloan followed the gargoyle through the house as she pointed at her favorite workout routines.

      “I have a rock wall that actually goes up into the second story.” She pointed to a room with an open door as they passed. “Physical exercise, it’s what keeps us sane, not tearing out one another’s throats on a daily basis.”

      Sloan peeked into the dark room. It was sparsely decorated. Kimberly’s rock climbing wall made up one of the entire walls and disappeared up into the second floor.

      “You need a rock wall even though you can fly?” Sloan asked their guide as she kept pace with the gargoyle.

      “I wouldn’t expect a human to understand,” Kimberly huffed.

      The group finally reached a pair of open double doors that led outside. It was still dark. If Sloan had to guess, it was already into the late hours of the morning. Kimberly’s backyard was just as nicely tended as the front, with one colossal exception.

      A gigantic, raised triangle ring was set into the middle of the yard. All around, gloves and pads littered the grassy lawn.

      “Glorious, isn’t it?” Kimberly beamed with pride. Instead of waiting for a response, she gave instructions. “I’m trusting that you won’t have a change of mind and run.”

      “You still have someone I need.” Sloan jumped up to the ring, surveying the area where the fight would take place. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “For a human, you are either insane or disturbingly sure of yourself.” Kimberly also jumped up beside Sloan, surveying the inside of the ring. The spot where Kimberly’s feet landed sagged under her weight. “You do understand I’m about to beat you into a bloody pulp. I’ll probably end up killing you.”

      “The thought crossed my mind.” Sloan nodded slowly, thinking of how her own newfound abilities would stack up when fighting a gargoyle. “But what’s a girl to do?”

      Sloan looked over to find Kimberly grinning.

      “I like you, human. I’m going to be sad pounding your face in.” Kimberly leaped over the three ropes that acted as a perimeter around the ring. “You seem like a nice girl. I’ll give you a few minutes to prepare. When the bell rings, we’ll begin. We’ll use three-minute rounds. As many as are necessary until there is a winner, but I should warn you, no one has ever made it past the first round with me.”

      Kimberly walked to her chosen corner, the very top of the triangle-shaped ring. She left Sloan to choose which of the two lower corners she’d use as her own. Sloan vaulted over the rope, walking to the triangle ring’s bottom right corner.

      The guard with the nasally voice ran to act as Kimberly’s water boy. The other guard made his way over to a bell that stood beside the left side of the ring.

      Edison, Oliver, and Elwood followed Sloan on the ground right beside the ring.

      Sloan removed her smelly cloak and started to stretch. The canvas of the ring had at one time been a light blue, but that was a day a very long time ago. It was darker now, with generous splatterings of dried blood that now looked more black than red.

      “Elwood, put down the cereal and help,” Edison barked to his magical assistant. He listed off items at a rapid pace. “Towel, stool, water bottle.”

      Elwood placed his empty bowl on the ground and reached behind his back. His magical ability as a gnome allowed him to conjure anything he could hold in one of his small hands. As ordered, Elwood conjured a fluffy white towel; a clear, cool bottle of water; and the smallest stool Sloan had ever seen.

      The gnome looked over at Sloan and gave her thumbs-up, offering his advice in an excited chatter.

      “What did he say?” Sloan looked over to Edison for translation.

      “He said to kick her in the nuts.” Edison placed the stool in the corner of the ring and handed the bottle of water to Sloan. “Sorry, he’s a bit confused about gargoyle anatomy, doesn’t quite get it yet.”

      Sloan squirted a gulp of water into her mouth as she eyed the grinning gnome who continued to pantomime kicking motions.

      “Gargoyles are turned to stone under the light of the full sun.” Oliver jumped up onto the apron of the ring, offering advice. “When she’s in her awake stage, her skin will be tough, but not impenetrable. If you can place a few shots to her head, you might be able to stun her. She still has to breathe like everyone else, so get her into a choke hold and make her tap. But above all, be careful, Sloan.”

      “I appreciate the words of wisdom.” Sloan jumped up and down on her toes. “I already have a plan.”

      “Oh, you haven’t seen her fight yet.” Edison looked over to the doctor. His voice dropped to a whisper as if he were exchanging government secrets. “She’s been injected with the vampire elixir and the Phoenix Serum, remember?”

      “You what!?” Oliver took a step back, blinking through his still-broken glasses. “You never told me that. What were you thinking? You could have killed her.”

      “I was almost dead anyway.” Sloan rolled her neck from side to side and swung her arms out, stretching them in preparation for the fight. “I’m fine.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you feel fine, but we need to do tests.” Doctor Oliver Livingston looked at her with concern. “Sloan, we need to make sure your body is adjusting appropriately to what was done to it.”

      Sloan already knew that Doctor Livingston was interested in her. Even back when she thought he was a creep and she worked for the queen, he hadn’t exactly kept his interest a secret. The idea that what he said now stemmed from his interest in her made her pause.

      The bell rang.

      Elwood gave her another miming motion of kicking someone in the crotch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan turned, taking in a large breath of the cool night air. The weather was perfect—not too cold, but chill enough to bring a light ripple of goosebumps down her skin. The mat below her feet shuddered under the gargoyle’s weight.

      She moved forward, hands up and knees bent. The light from the moon and stars aided by a few flaming braziers in the backyard were plenty of light to see by.

      It didn’t seem like Kimberly was in a talking mood. Her hands came at Sloan like battering rams. No doubt the gargoyle knew what she was doing. The form she chose for her boxing stance was the best Sloan had seen from any fighter.

      If it hadn’t been for Sloan’s transformation into something more than human, she wouldn’t have a chance. But she was something different now. Her own movements were faster than any human’s had a right to be.

      Sloan ducked and weaved out of the range of Kimberly’s strikes. Sweat began to bead down Sloan’s forehead as she took her time, looking for an opening in her target’s defenses. Likewise, Kimberly was beginning to understand there was more to her opponent than met the eye.

      “Stand still,” Kimberly growled as she pushed forward with another onslaught of punches.

      Sloan ignored the request as she continued to telegraph the blows and maneuver out of the way. Once her opportunity came, she knew she had to take it. Kimberly opened up her left rib cage to an attack, and Sloan pivoted her hips, sending her full body weight behind her right fist.

      Her hand slammed into Kimberly’s ribs so hard, there were two separate snaps: one from Kimberly’s ribcage, the other from Sloan’s hand. Both women stumbled back. Kimberly went down to a knee.

      Pain, one part numbing and one part fire, lanced through Sloan’s hand. She brought in her right fist to her chest, cradling her injured hand. She had seen and endured enough wounds herself to understand she had broken her wrist.

      But along with the pain came a warm sensation that wrapped itself around her palm. In seconds, the discomfort was gone. Sloan looked down at her hand. She flexed her fingers. She made a fist and opened her palm a few times over to make sure what she was witnessing was, in fact, real. Her hand was completely healed.

      “How?”

      Sloan looked up to see Kimberly struggle to her feet. She held her left ribs with her right hand. Her face was contorted into confusion and rage.

      “What are you?”

      “I don’t really know yet.” Sloan raised her hands and moved forward to finish the fight. “But after we finish here, I intend to find out.”

      The bell rang, signaling the end of the first round. Both combatants glared at one another before returning to their respective corners of the ring.

      “That was remarkable,” Edison breathed as he and Oliver, along with Elwood, entered the ring to check out Sloan’s injury. “You can heal at a rate that far surpasses any vampire soldier we created.”

      Elwood offered water and the towel to Sloan.

      Sloan squirted the cold liquid into her mouth.

      “You caught her by surprise the first time, but she won’t let it happen again.” Oliver knelt by Sloan, giving her a look she had seen a thousand times before. It was the look men usually gave her when they knew she was going to put herself in harm’s way. “Be careful.”

      Sloan wondered if Oliver would give the same caution and worry to a man if he was going into a boxing ring.

      The bell ran again with two quick chimes.

      Sloan was back on her feet and walking to the middle of the triangle-shaped battleground.

      Kimberly had wrapped her side in white tape. The stark white bandage contrasted against her dark grey skin and brown leather shorts and sports bra she wore.

      This time when Kimberly came, she wasn’t in her perfect boxing stance, neither was she ready to talk. The gargoyle rushed Sloan, taking her off guard. She swooped in, half-running, half-flying as her massive grey wings spread out on either side of her back.

      Soon, Sloan wasn’t only blocking fists; she was blocking wings and a tail. Kimberly fought like a demon incarnate. Still faster, Sloan did everything she could to avoid the blows, but sidestepping an onslaught from so many strikes and from so many different appendages proved too much.

      Blows landed across Sloan’s face, opening lacerations that spit dark red blood. Sloan’s arms felt like rubber as she blocked fists, wings, and the gargoyle’s tail.

      Hold it together, Sloan thought. You’ll heal. If you’re going to have to stand here and take the blows, might as well give her a taste of her own medicine.

      Sloan abandoned her original idea of picking apart her opponent with well-placed, patient strikes. Now she began throwing her fists at Kimberly, hitting her just as many times as she was being struck in return.

      Somewhere in the back of Sloan’s mind she knew the rounds were only three minutes long, but while she was in the middle of the ring, exchanging blows with the gargoyle, time felt like it was dragging on into an eternity.

      Soon, Sloan’s arms began to tire. Apparently, where speed and strength were among her new abilities, endurance had not been added to her box of tools.

      When the bell rang again, both combatants were a bloody mess. There was so much blood in Sloan’s eye, it obscured her vision. Her dark blonde hair was plastered to her face with a mix of sweat and blood.

      Kimberly stumbled as she took a step back. The gargoyle didn’t look much better than Sloan. Her height had made it difficult for Sloan to land many strikes to her face, but she had opened a cut that bled profusely down the giant’s left side of her lip. Along with this were dozens of bruises so intense, they already began to show through the gargoyle’s grey skin. Along Kimberly’s arms and chest, she was showing a variety of black-and-dark-blue marks.

      “Whatever you are,” Kimberly said over her shoulder as she made her way back to her bench, “I’m going to finish you next round.”

      Sloan didn’t bother responding. She was gauging the place of the moon in the sky. The very edges of the horizon were beginning to shift color now, from a dark black to a dim orange.

      The sun would be out soon. They had another two, maybe three, rounds if the fight lasted that long before Kimberly would be forced to find shade or be turned to stone by the sun.

      “That was amazing.” Edison placed the stool down for her, wiping away the blood and sweat from her face with the towel Elwood had provided. “How are you feeling?”

      “It still hurts as bad as it ever did when I get hit or a cut opens up, but within seconds, I can feel it healing.” Sloan opened her mouth for Oliver to squirt in a gulp of water. “She’s tough. I’m landing punches all over her body, but I really need to gain some height to hit her in the head. I’m starting to tire. I don’t know if I can make it long enough to wait for the sun to come up.”

      “I think you’re right.” Edison took away the towel. It had lost most of its whiteness and was now a deep shade of red. “She might have more endurance than you, but you’re stronger.”

      “I agree.” Oliver began moving out of the ring as the next bell signaled the fighters forward. “You’re stronger than she is. You can finish the fight now if you push yourself.”

      Sloan nodded as she forced herself to her legs and met Kimberly in the ring for what she hoped would be the last round.
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      There were no words wasted between the two. Sloan was saving her breath for fighting; Kimberly was baring her teeth in rage.

      The two combatants began walking toward one another, when Sloan had an epiphany.

      If you’re going to try to end the fight before you gas out, then there’s no reason to hold back now, Sloan coached herself. Come on girl, this is it.

      Sloan channeled the same warrior spirit she had come to love over the years. The same aggressive attitude that had seen her through brutal training drills in the army and live combat in numerous fights.

      Sloan’s walk to the middle of the ring turned into a jog, and then a full-out run.

      Kimberly saw her opponent charging and returned the act, her heavy footfalls booming against the mat as she came. A roar split the air as the gargoyle took flight and soared a few feet over the mat.

      An idea so ridiculous it had to work entered Sloan’s mind. Her timing would have to be perfect, but still, it should work. As the two combatants were about to collide, Sloan jumped, cocking her right fist back. With every ounce of her strength, Sloan let out a roar of her own as her fist made contact with the gargoyle’s face.

      For the second time in the fight, Sloan felt like her hand had been broken. The force with which her fist broke on the gargoyle’s face was enough for Sloan to wince under the pain. The discomfort in her hand was short-lived. Kimberly had collided with her so hard, it took Sloan’s breath away, and the two fighters rolled over and over again a mess of arms, legs, and wings.

      When they finally came to a stop, Sloan found herself on top of the gargoyle.

      Kimberly was stunned, trying to free herself from Sloan, but her actions were groggy and uncoordinated. Sloan jumped on the chance and begin sending strikes from both fists to Kimberly’s head—that she could now reach.

      Something was happening inside Sloan as she punched over and over again. Not quiet anger, but a fury she didn’t know took over. Sloan’s fists battered against the gargoyle’s face, and blood flew through the air in tiny sprinkles of red.

      Sloan was lost in a mad frenzy, until she felt her own blood trickle down her lips. She paused to reach a hand to her mouth. Something was off, but she couldn’t quite place what was wrong. Sloan’s right pointer and middle fingers moved past her bleeding lip. She touched her teeth. Canines larger than normal met her fingertips and sent a shiver of the unknown down her spine.

      “What, what kind of an abomination are you?” Kimberly sputtered through a mouthful of blood.

      “I—I don’t know.” Sloan forced her mind away from whatever she was becoming. She raised her right hand into a fist again. “Do you surrender?”

      Kimberly’s face was a mess of cuts and bruises. Her warrior spirit was raging against her obvious defeat. Sloan knew the gargoyle wouldn’t surrender.

      “We can call it a tie if that makes you feel better.” Sloan held her fist cocked in case her opponent decided to try anything. “All I want are my friends to go free. I don’t care about winning.”

      Kimberly’s dark slate grey eyes took her in once more. There was knowledge in those eyes; yes, fury, but a controlled fury that spoke of not only her ability as a warrior, but also as a leader.

      “You’ve won.” Kimberly let out a huge sigh. “The sun will be rising soon anyway. You can have your friends.”

      Sloan fell more than moved off her position on top of the gargoyle. She landed on her back beside Kimberly with a heavy thud. Exhaustion would be the best word to describe how she felt. Her body was sore, her muscles screamed with fatigue.

      There was no time to think of what she would do next as Edison, Oliver, Elwood, and Kimberly’s two guards ran into the ring to aid the combatants.

      “You did it!” Oliver ran to Sloan’s side. “Are you injured?”

      “I think—”

      Before Sloan could get any further into her sentence, the sound of pounding boots met everyone’s ears. Kimberly’s backyard was surrounded by tall, stone walls at least six feet tall, though that didn’t seem like a problem for the New Hope soldiers as they climbed over the barrier like ants.

      Sloan struggled to her feet, trying to discern how many there were. She had seen a handful in the bar with Kade, but it seemed that had been only a small portion of their number. No less than twenty soldiers climbed over the wall. All of whom were equipped with long-barreled rifles, pistols, and sabers.

      “Grrrrr.” Kimberly fought her way to her feet with the aid of her two guards. “Seymour was supposed to be on lookout duty. I’m going to skin him when this is over.”

      “In the name of Queen Eleanor Eckert of New Hope, you are commanded to surrender yourselves for questioning,” a gruff voice shouted.

      Sloan recognized the voice. It was the same soldier she had seen in the bar—Tensor. She got a better look at him now. Past the muzzle of his gun trained on her, his uniform was emblazoned with her own previous rank: captain.

      It was clear they were surrounded. Fresh, Sloan had no doubt she would be a match even for this number, but being barely able to stand made her rethink her options.

      “I’m not going anywhere with them,” Kimberly whispered to her men. “Anyone taken by the queen never returns. Are you with me?”

      The two guards nodded to her.

      “I propose an alliance for the time being.” Kimberly turned her battered face slightly toward Sloan. “After we survive the soldiers, we can pick up where we left off.”

      “There may be another option.” Sloan put her pinky and pointer finger of her left hand into her mouth, and whistled.
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      “Help! She needs help!”

      Jack pounded on the thick door providing the only entrance and exit to their room. Their plan was risky at best, but what other options did they have? Staying as a prisoner wasn’t an option.

      Jack slammed his curled fist against the door over and over again. “She’s choking, someone help us!”

      A heavy click met his ears as someone on the opposite side released the lock.

      “Stand away from the door!” a rough male voice ordered.

      Jack obeyed, positioning himself away from the door. He took a place next to one of the two beds in the room.

      A second later, two soldiers entered. They both wore the black-and-grey uniform of New Hope. Both of them were also clearly part of the Vampire Project. Their skin was an unnatural pale white, their eyes pigmented with a hint of red.

      “Here, here.” Jack pointed to the bed where Abigail lay in a crumpled ball. “Help her, she’s choking on something.”

      Both soldiers rushed to the bedside, looking down on a pile of pillows stuffed under the blankets to take the shape of a person.

      At once, Abigail removed herself from her hiding position between the wall and the open door.

      Jack had slowly made his way to the unlocked door as the two guards ran to take a look at the supposed choking victim.

      Then, Jack ran at an all-out sprint. He knew he had a second, maybe two, before the guards understood what was happening and moved to block their escape.

      Abigail was already through the door when Jack reached it, but the new vampire soldiers were too fast. He could feel hands grabbing at his shirt as he crested the threshold of the door.

      Fear of being dragged back into the room seized at his heart. The dreaded sensation of panic overwhelmed his rational thought. Pure desperation forced him to keep moving despite the hands grabbing his shirt. With a loud rip, Jack was into the hall, and Abigail slammed the door behind him, throwing the bolt in place in one fluid motion.

      Jack stopped his forward momentum just in time to avoid slamming into the wall. His pounding heart matched the beating of the door that had been their prison seconds before. The two guards in the room were yelling and hammering with abandon. Despite their strength, the door held. Apparently, Leah Noble had thought of everything.

      The sounds echoed through the hall.

      “We need to get out of here.” Abigail grabbed Jack’s hand. “Let’s go.”

      Jack allowed himself to be led. Still shaken by their narrow escape, something tickled the back of his mind. Thus far, their getaway had been perfect, too perfect, like it had been planned on both ends. But that was crazy. Why would they be permitted to escape?

      “Jack! Jack are you listening to me?” Abigail stopped at the end of the hall where two paths intersected. Neither one of them led up; one was a hall to the right, the other a closed door on the left. “Which way?”

      “I don’t know.” Jack reached for the power inside that separated him as a wizard. The familiar warm feeling appeared like a long-lost friend. Whatever wards Leah Noble had put in place had been contained to the room where they had been held captive. Jack summoned a green flame of magic in his right hand and focused on the way out. Nothing entered into his mind but the idea of escape and the need to find the correct path.

      The fire in his hand didn’t move either way. Leah Noble was right. Jack’s powers were infantile compared to her own. His magic had been curated for a single purpose: to track and capture paranormal creatures in the Outland.

      “I don’t know.” Jack lowered his hand in frustration. The green flame extinguished. “I can’t tell.”

      “The hall, then.” Abigail didn’t hesitate. “We need to keep moving.”

      Jack took off at a run behind Abigail, not for the first time admiring her decisive nature.

      The hall they followed twisted around a corner. A staircase appeared in front of them, leading up to the main floor of the palace.

      “This feels wrong.” Jack jogged to keep up with Abigail as they began climbing the staircase. “Why was it so easy to escape? Why aren’t there more guards patrolling the area? Why did this staircase appear exactly when we needed one?”

      Abigail came to a halt. Both wizard and the warrior-in-training took a moment to think on the validity of Jack’s words. The winding staircase that one moment held so much hope for their escape, now seemed sinister, almost begging them to crest the next step.

      “You’re right.” Abigail placed her hands on top of her head. She interlaced her fingers, trying to regain her breath. “But what are we supposed to do? We have to go forward. We can’t go back.”

      Jack looked around the still room. Stonewalls met the stone stairs, mage lights burned in outlets along the wall. Long banisters that fell from the ceiling sported the queen’s sigil: a black bat in front of two crossed steel swords.

      “What are we supposed to do?” Jack repeated Abigail’s words out loud. The hair rose on the back of his neck as shiver ran through him.

      At once, a cold breeze snuffed out the mage lights that had burned so diligently a moment before. Jack and Abigail were lost to stumble in the utter darkness.

      “I wonder, I wonder … why a little sorcerer and a little warrior would think escaping from a prison I put them in would be so easy.” Leah Noble’s voice drifted up to them from somewhere below. “There will never be escape for you two. I will send my vampire soldiers to hunt you down and bring you, or your bodies, back to me.”

      “Run,” Jack whispered as he fumbled for Abigail’s hand in the darkness. Once his palm touched hers, he grabbed onto it as if both their lives depended on the grip.

      Abigail interlaced her fingers in his as they stumbled their way to the top of the staircase. More than once they fell, but when one went down, the other was there to pull him or her up and spur them forward.

      Jack’s knee slammed into a hard stone step in front of him, and a shock of dull pain rushed over his wound. Hot, fresh blood poured over the new laceration.

      “You’re making my job too easy.” Leah was so close somewhere behind them in the dark, they could hear her heavy breaths. “A fresh blood trail to follow? How have you two survived this long on your own?”

      Jack slammed face-first into a door he couldn’t see. More blood gushed from his nose. Water filled his eyes, not that he could see, anyway. Both Jack and Abigail maneuvered their hands over the door in the darkness in a panicked state.

      Abigail found the latch, throwing open the door. The light of the recently risen sun blinded them both. Falling over one another, they ran to their freedom.

      “Run, run while you still have legs!” Leah Noble’s voice filled the space behind them. “When I get my hands on you, I’m going to make you wish you had never been born.”
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      “A bit overdramatic, don’t you think? I mean, the whole ‘spooky witch’ thing, really?”

      Leah allowed the purple magic swirling around her to fade as she left her magically projected form and returned to the balcony with Queen Eckert. She rolled her eyes at her older sister.

      “Kids these days expect everything to be a bit dramatic. It’s how they see the world. Besides, I think I did a great job.” Leah flipped her long, dark hair behind her head. “They were second-guessing themselves on the stairs. I guess I did make it a bit too easy for them to escape. I’ll have to remember that for next time. But look at them run! It’s a bit amusing, you have to admit.”

      Leah looked out over the balcony attached to the rest of the palace. The secret stairwell she had encouraged Jack and Abigail to escape through let out into the palace’s back garden. Both witch and queen were given the perfect view of a bleeding Jack and Abigail making their way through the garden and to the rear gate. The soldiers who were normally on duty were still there. It would give the two a better sense of satisfaction that they had actually evaded capture if they were chased a few blocks into the city.

      “And you’re sure they’ll lead us to Sloan?” The queen followed her sister’s gaze to the retreating figures. “Remember—”

      “I know, I know.” Leah took her eyes off Jack and Abigail’s backs. “Captain Charlotte Sloan is to be captured alive. What you see in that girl is beyond me, but I must admit, if the reports on her escape are true and she is as strong and as fast as they say she is, then she’ll make a great test subject.”

      “No, Sloan is not to become one of your pets.” The queen motioned for her younger sister to follow as she made her way into the palace. “You have enough anyway. Reassure me that we didn’t just let those two escape.”

      “Don’t worry.” Leah followed her sister through the palace halls and to one of the many other outside balconies. “I have them being tracked now and they’ll lead us to the others. In fact, we might have already found them. There are reports coming in from a small city called Term that might prove to be your rogue captain and her pet wolf.”

      “Good. Continue to monitor the situation and let me know if you find anything worthwhile.” Queen Eckert stopped in front of another pair of double doors that would lead out to a balcony that faced the front of the palace. “I have a little surprise for you, dear sister.”

      Leah Noble rubbed her hands together in glee. She tried to get a peek through the windows in the door, but all she could see was the rising sun on the horizon. She looked at her sister up and down for an explanation.

      The queen wore clothing as different from her own as the darkness was to the day. Leah Noble was dressed in a long, black dress with a low-cut top void of sleeves. Her sister wore a pure white dress with diamonds set in the sewing and a diamond crown to match.

      “Don’t keep us in suspense.” Leah grinned. “Besides, I have a training appointment to keep with Elizabeth. She’s progressing through her exercises quite well.”

      “Oh, yes the little Ahab.” The queen smiled. “Moving forward on all fronts. I like that. Well, while you’ve been training your apprentice and staging the escape, I’ve been busy, myself.”

      The queen threw open the doors, revealing a side courtyard lined with rows and rows of soldiers standing at attention. There had to be at least a hundred present, all in their uniforms, all carrying weapons and ready to be deployed on a whim. Leah looked over the gathered show of force, feeling let down.

      “Uh, I’ve seen our military strength before.” Leah raised an eyebrow in her sister’s direction. “Is there more, or should I get back to work?”

      “Look closer.” The queen smiled. “Do you notice anything different about these soldiers?”

      Leah walked to the edge of the balcony, intrigued once again. She crossed the stone ground, coming to rest against the stone railing. Her hands made contact with the cold surface as she leaned out to try to get a glimpse at what her sister saw.

      The soldiers did look different somehow, maybe a bit bigger. Then, like a cold bucket of water, the real difference slapped Leah in the face. She turned to look at her sister, not believing her own eyes.

      “I thought you said Edison Reeves destroyed the vampire elixir when he escaped the palace?”

      “He did, and he even took the plans with him on how to make more. Likewise, Doctor Livingston destroyed his own storehouse of the elixir, but in his haste to escape New Hope, it seems he was a bit eager and forgot to also destroy his copy of the blueprints.”

      “You were able to make more.” Leah tore her eyes from her sister to admire the ranks and rows of the vampire super soldiers. “How many? How many have you managed to turn?”

      “We have a hundred that have completed the transition, with another thousand to be given the elixir by the end of the week.” The queen joined her sister at the very edge of the balcony. “But once again, I need your help.”

      “What is it?”

      “We need them to be stronger and faster, as strong and as fast as Sloan. When she escaped, she dispatched our vampire soldiers like normal humans. We need to figure out how she was altered.”

      “I’ll do it.” Leah let her long fingers drum on the railing as her mind already went to work on the problem. “Jack and Abigail are being tracked. I can use half my days to train Elizabeth and the other half on our new problem. I’ll need more test subjects.”

      “Whatever you need, dear sister.” Queen Eckert placed her hand on her sister’s shoulder. “Nothing can come between us and our plan to unite the Outland. The faster we can make these super soldiers and the stronger we can make them, the faster we can begin our invasion.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Everyone stood still as Sloan’s whistle died in the presence of the still air. The soldiers surrounding every side of the triangle ring looked at one another uneasily.

      “There’re twenty rifles pointed at us now.” Sloan looked over to Kimberly. “Don’t do anything rash until help gets here.”

      “Help?” Kimberly looked at her confused.

      “All right, then.” Captain Tensor took a step forward, confident in his victory. “Hands on your head, step down from the ring, one by one.”

      Sloan did as she was instructed, lacing her fingers together and resting them on top of her head.

      “Sloan, what are you doing?” Edison did a double take. “We aren’t really going to surrender to these guys, are we? They’ll have us shipped back to New Hope in a second.”

      “Trust me.” Sloan began to walk forward. Maneuvering her body through the ring ropes was a bit awkward with her hands on her head, but with difficulty she managed. Every move of her legs and torso reminded her exactly how sore she was.

      “Just like that.” Captain Tensor coaxed Sloan forward. Finally, lowering his weapon, he held out a pair of chains. “Thought you were being clever when you turned your back on queen and country, did you? Well, look where it’s gotten you now, you stupid child.”

      Any regret Sloan had in her heart for what atrocity was going to soon befall the captain and his soldiers was snuffed out like a candle in the presence of a storming gale.

      “Thank you, captain.” Sloan stopped in front of the soldier now with her hands still on top of her head. “You’ve cleared my conscience for what is about to happen to you next.”

      Captain Tensor looked like he was about to say something. The words never escaped his lips. Instead, a howl permeated the air around the entire group. A howl so chilling, it even made Sloan shiver in its presence.

      Easy girl, he’s on your side, Sloan reminded herself. At least, I hope he’s still on my side.

      The howl came again, now so close, soldiers were looking all around them for the origin of such a noise. Then, a black mass materialized from over the east wall. Everyone gasped and shouts ripped through the air as musket fire erupted in a volley of sparks and smoke.

      Sloan ran from her spot near Captain Tensor. She almost forgot Elwood’s sound advice. Before she turned to join her friends in the ring, she placed a swift kick to the captain’s nether regions. He crumpled to the ground like a marionette with broken strings.

      “Wait, don’t shoot him!” Sloan slid back into the ring under the ropes. She placed herself in front of Kimberly’s two guards, who were struggling to find targets in the mayhem happening outside the ring. “He’s a friend.”

      “Are you crazy?” With wild, wide eyes, Kimberly was looking at the monster Aareth had become. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “What have you become my friend?” Edison looked on with a sadness Sloan had never seen from the energetic scientist. “What have you become?”

      “You have to trust me on this one.” Sloan grabbed both rifles Kimberly’s guards held, one in each hand. She twisted the muzzles up, bending both weapons so they would be incapable of firing a single round.

      The two guards looked at one another with wide eyes.

      “Kill them!” Captain Tensor’s voice found room over the sharp rings of gunfire. “Kill the traitors in the ring.”

      Sloan and the rest of the group in the ring hit the canvas as rifles swung toward them and sent a shower of lead in their direction. Sloan chanced a look over to where Aareth was tearing soldiers limb from limb.

      He was a mass of black fur, bloody teeth, and claws. Wherever he turned, death followed in his wake. He had already worked his way through one side of the triangle ring and was making short work of the next. In seconds, he would be on the final section where Captain Tensor was still shouting to his men to ignore the beast and kill everyone in the ring.

      Sloan knew she couldn’t let her friends lie there and be targets for the soldiers to pick off. As tired as she was, she forced herself to her feet once again.

      Her muscles screamed at her, but there was no other option. Sloan needed to be a shield for those who couldn’t protect themselves.

      Bullets ripped at her arms and legs. They felt like punches that brought a stinging sensation with them, but in a heartbeat, the pain was gone and Sloan’s body was already beginning the healing process.

      “You!” Captain Tensor ignored Aareth, who had already rounded the corner and was tearing into the men right next to the captain. “This is all your doing!”

      Captain Tensor reached into his belt and pulled out a flintlock pistol. With a smooth, practiced motion, he extended his arm. His left eye closed as he took aim.

      Sloan had to give the man credit. Aareth was baring down on him and still the captain held his cool.

      That was the last thing Sloan remembered as the bullet from his pistol struck her in the head. She stumbled backwards, and everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “It’s obvious he’s not going to recover. All we can do now is make his last few moments as comfortable as possible.”

      “And what about her and that huge wolf thing outside?”

      “Sloan’s vitals are stable; she was just knocked unconscious. Aareth is another matter. We’ll have to do tests to see if he can change back to his human form at all.”

      Sloan blinked her eyes open. She was in a room with a wooden ceiling and brick walls. She was lying on her back on some kind of table. Sitting up brought another wave of soreness that washed over her body.

      “You should really get some more rest.” Edison rushed to her side, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Your body has been through a tremendous amount of trauma in a very short amount of time.”

      “Who? You said somebody wasn’t going to make it.” Sloan pushed off Edison’s hand. “What happened to me?”

      “You took a bullet in the skull, and all it did was knock you out,” Kimberly said, moving to stand next to Edison.

      The mayor of Term’s face was still bruised and bloodied. If the gargoyle harbored any ill-will toward her or Edison, she didn’t show it.

      “You’ve only been out for a few minutes.” Edison cleared his throat, preparing himself to say whatever was coming next.

      “Aareth?” Sloan half-ran, half-stumbled to the window. She was on the second story. When she looked outside, she confirmed as much. Her view gave her the perfect line of sight to a rising sun and the black wolf creature in the backyard.

      “He’s fine. It’s Doctor Livingston.” Edison motioned to a door that led into an adjacent room. “He took a bullet to the chest during the fight. He’s—he’s not going to make it.”

      Sloan gave Edison a look of hate he didn’t deserve. She rushed into the next room as fast as her wobbling legs would take her. It was a study, with bookshelves lining the walls and a fireplace in the corner. Chairs had been moved to the side for a bed to be brought in.

      Oliver lay in the bed, pasty white, with beads of sweat trickling down his forehead. His glasses were gone, lost somewhere in the rush to bring him upstairs, no doubt. He opened his eyes when he heard Sloan approach.

      “A bullet to the head?” His breathing came in short and shallow gasps. “I would never have thought you were going to become what you are now. You are amazing, Charlotte Sloan, and what this world needs now more than ever.”

      Sloan could feel the sting of fresh tears force themselves to the front of her eyes. She was too strong to blubber, but she couldn’t help the hot drops of salty sadness slide down her cheeks.

      “There has to be a way.” Sloan looked back into the room where Edison and Kimberly stood. “Edison, do to him what you did to me. Give him some of the vampire elixir and the Phoenix Serum. We can still save him.”

      Edison walked into the room, his expression already telling Sloan he didn’t have good news. “We don’t have any, and neither do we have the ingredients. Even if we did, it would take hours to create.”

      “No, no there has to be a way!” Sloan grabbed Edison around the collar of his shirt so hard, the action pulled the scientist in close to her. “Find a way. We’ve lost too much already. Marcus is dead, the Ahab girls are growing up without a father, Aareth is a monster, and I’m … I don’t know what I am, but we can’t lose Oliver, too.”

      Edison didn’t try to free himself from her grip. Tears also pooled in his own eyes. He shook his head.

      Kimberly placed a massive grey hand on Sloan’s clutch around Edison’s collar. The gargoyle’s grasp was firm but not forceful.

      “Easy. We’ve all done everything we can. Though I don’t know the human well, and neither do I necessarily like him, the one you call Edison has tried his best. All we can do now is to be with your friend while he passes to the world beyond. Let his last moments be around friends and laughter, not strife.” Kimberly released her hold on Sloan’s hands. “If not for your own sake, then do it for the one who waits on death’s door.”

      A lump the size of Elwood had worked its way to Sloan’s throat. She released her shaky grip on Edison’s clothing.

      “I’ve instructed my men to release the one you call Ashley and bring her here,” Kimberly said as she left the room. “This time should be among the friends he knows.”

      Somewhere in the back of Sloan’s mind, she knew she should thank the gargoyle, but all she felt at that moment was a numbness that came with shock and loss.

      “You never would go out with me.” The doctor coughed. “Why would you never go out with me?”

      Sloan sat on the edge of the doctor’s bed. A smile, not from joy but of pure surprise, crossed her lips. She took his hand in her own.

      “I thought you were shady.” Sloan wiped a tear from her cheek. “And I don’t mix business with my personal life. Not that I have much of one of those anyway.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess I was kind of shady.” The doctor inhaled a short, painful breath. “I was leading a secret organization known as The Order against the queen you served.”

      Sloan sensed someone behind her. She turned to see Ashley and Elwood had joined Edison in the doorway.

      Ashley’s shoulder-length brown hair bobbed in the wake of her movement. No tears pushed forth from her eyes, but the deepest look of sadness Sloan had ever seen had rested on her face.

      The undead woman, raised from one of the very first experiments Leah Noble had ever started, walked around the bed and sat opposite Sloan, next to the dying doctor’s side. He took her hand in his own.

      “You keep on fighting for what you know is right,” the doctor said through labored breathing. “All of you fight for a world free from the rule of dictators.”

      Edison picked up Elwood, and the two took a spot at the foot of the bed. Fat tears were running freely down Edison’s cheeks; Elwood was sniffling and nodding along with the doctor’s words.

      “If I had known who you really were…” Sloan gently squeezed Oliver’s cold hand. “If I had known the man you were, I would have said yes.”

      There were no more words from the doctor. His chest stopped moving, but a smile touched his lips as he entered the world beyond.

      A howl ripped through the air, this time not one filled with fury, but with sadness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “My men are guarding the house now.” Kimberly sat in a massive chair behind an even larger desk in her office. “I’ve called all of them back. The sheriff’s office is empty now. They’re cleaning the backyard. We have to decide what we’re going to be doing now.”

      “We?” Sloan caught the word the gargoyle had so discreetly inserted into her conversation. “You’re not pissed I beat the living crap out of you?”

      Kimberly raised an eyebrow. She stretched with a wince as the bruises and cuts across her body reminded her of the hell she had just endured.

      “A few hours in my stone form and I’ll be healed like nothing ever happened. I’m not as fortunate as you to have an instant healing factor, but I manage.” Kimberly drummed her taloned fingers on the desk in front of her. By the many marks in the wood’s surface, this was a common occurrence. “And I did say ‘we,’ any enemy of the crown is a friend of mine. By the looks of it, friends are going to be in short supply.”

      “Thank you.” Sloan lowered her guard enough for her to take a seat in one of the two overstuffed chairs in the gargoyle’s office. “Before we go on to make plans, I need to know if you’ve heard of a young man. He’ll be traveling with two girls, one his own age and one a little younger. They would have reached Term around the same time you caught the others.”

      “Can’t say that I have, but I can put the word out.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Do these lost souls mean something to you?”

      “They’re friends, and like you said, friends are in short supply these days.”

      “Agreed. In the meantime, I’m sure you’ll want to bury your dead. You’re welcome to use my manor until we decide what’s to be done about the next attack.”

      Sloan didn’t have to ask what the gargoyle meant. She knew too well how the queen’s military operated. If there was ever a move against the crown, it was met with a swift answer. Within days there would be a much larger force sent against Term to stem the swell of insurrection. Sloan shuddered at the idea of an army of vampire soldiers descending on the town. But that was silly, wasn’t it? There would be no way the queen or her sister would be able to turn that many soldiers so quickly.

      “I won’t leave you alone to fight the force that’s coming.” Sloan looked straight into the gargoyle’s grey eyes. “But neither is Term my home. If my other friends don’t show up, I’ll have to leave and search for them.”

      “I understand.” Kimberly got to her feet with a wince of pain. “Term is not your responsibility, and I don’t expect any favors, but be sure a war is coming. The queen hasn’t been content to build wealth behind her walls; she wants more.”

      “You won’t find any argument from me.” Sloan also rose with a similar wince. “I just can’t concentrate on a war now with the fate of my friends still in the balance.”

      “You may have to.” Kimberly walked to the door. “I’m going to take a few hours to rest and heal. “I’ve already instructed my men to give you whatever you need. Mourn your loss and put your house in order. Tonight, we’ll discuss what needs to be done about the coming force from New Hope.”

      Without another word, or even waiting to see what Sloan would say, Kimberly walked out of the room. She left the door open. Elwood’s sniffling could still be heard in the next room, along with Edison’s words to the small gnome.

      “He was a great friend, Elwood, and we will always remember what he stood for,” Edison said, comforting his helper. “But chin up. We have work to do. He deserves a hero’s burial just as much as anyone who died in service to the crown.”

      Sloan crossed a hall and walked into the room where she had first woken up from her head wound. Edison was crouched down next to Elwood, wiping away the small droplets of sadness from the gnome’s face. Sloan’s stomach twisted as she saw the red mark around Edison’s neck where she had twisted his collar.

      “Edison,” Sloan began, trying to find words that didn’t exist. There was no excuse for her treatment of the inventor. “I’m so sorry, I had no right to lay hands on you. You’re my friend and—”

      “There’s no need to apologize.” Edison stood, raising his collar to hide the red marks around his neck. “I felt like doing the same thing. If there was any way to save him, I would have.”

      “I know.” Sloan licked at her dry lips. She was barely able to think, let alone plan what was supposed to happen next. “We need to bury him. Ashley—is she all right?”

      “More than you know.” Edison beckoned Sloan over to a window that overlooked the rear of the property. He pointed to two figures: a woman and a wolf. Everywhere around them the yard teamed with activity as Kimberly’s men cleaned up the dead soldiers. All of them gave a wide berth to the woman and her wolf.

      “I don’t know how much she’s capable of feeling since she doesn’t have a heart anymore.” Edison looked out through the glass as if he were speaking to himself. “I hope for both of their sakes there is something left in her that remembers her time with Aareth.”

      Sloan held no regret in her heart for her hand in reuniting the pair. Her brief kiss with Aareth was nothing more than two lonely people looking for comfort, she knew that now.

      “Let’s give them some time.” Sloan looked over to Edison. “I’ll prepare arrangements for the funeral. If you’re up to it, it would be great to get some answers as to what exactly is happening to me, and then what’s going on with Aareth.”

      “Elwood and I are on the case.” Edison winked. “We’ll get to the bottom of why you’re able to stop a bullet with your skull, I promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      Aareth sat on his rear haunches, looking at the impossible woman in front of him. Fear, wonder, apprehension, dread, and a multitude of other feelings cascaded through his soul as he watched the woman he’d spent a lifetime loving appear in front of him.

      Brenda had shorter hair now, her body was toned like a warrior’s, and her eyes were a bit clouded, but there was no denying it was her. It was his Brenda. The same woman he had held in his arms when she died, the same woman he had dreamed about for what seemed every night since her death.

      Brenda exited the manor, making her way toward him slowly, not like she was frightened by his appearance, but like she was trying to remember something before she arrived in front of him.

      She was wearing boots with black pants and a black tank top. The tattoo on her wrist that matched the same one over Aareth’s heart showed clearly—ancient warrior helmets binding them to one another.

      More than anything Aareth wanted to run to her. He wanted to hug and kiss her. It was all he could do to manage to stay put. To not run to the love of his life whom he had found and lost and found again was a torture all on its own.

      “I know you.” Brenda took the last step toward Aareth, placing herself directly in front of the beast he had become. Her words were slow as if she were fighting a mental battle to pull them from her life long lost. “How do I know you?”

      She looked deep into his eyes.

      Something was happening to Aareth, something that would be beyond his understanding for a long time to come. The presence of the wolf inside of him, the one that was a part of him now as much as the human side of him had ever been, was receding. It was leaving now, not because it had been defeated, but because it understood it was not needed.

      Brenda reached forward with the palm that was inked with the tattoo and placed a cold hand on the spot over Aareth’s heart that held his own tattoo. At once, the internal change took on a physical form. Dark fur fell away from Aareth’s skin. His muzzle receded, along with his paws and claws. Dark brown skin rippled across his naked body as he changed back into the form he had known since birth.

      In the space of a few seconds, Aareth stood as a man in front of his wife, as naked as the day he was born.

      Brenda slowly took back her hand, still not showing any sign of recollection, but instead the beginning of understanding.

      “Brenda.” Aareth spoke the word as if learning to speak English for the first time. “Brenda, it’s me, it’s Aareth. Do you remember me?”

      “My name is Ashley. Ashley Brookhaven,” Brenda said, shaking her head, trying to discern fact from fiction. “I don’t understand what’s happening to me or to you.”

      For the first time, Aareth felt panic. What if she couldn’t remember him? What if whatever it was that had been done to her had completely wiped away the person she had been, along with all of their memories together?

      “No.” Aareth grabbed her hands into his own. “Your name is Brenda Emerson. You’re my wife. You were—you were killed and now somehow, someone brought you back.”

      “I’m sorry.” Brenda ripped her hands from Aareth’s own. “I don’t remember you.”

      Grief only comparable to the sorrow he felt when Brenda had first died washed over Aareth’s naked body. What if she could never remember who she had been before?

      “We’ll figure this out.” Aareth looked at the black fur piled all around him, the only physical representation that remained to prove his time as a monster had been fact and not fiction. “We’ll figure out what’s happened to you and what’s happening to me. We have time now.”

      Brenda’s eyes were vacant. She nodded, but there was no real commitment in her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack and Abigail ran past the guards standing sentry at the back of the queen’s private garden.

      “Stop! You there, halt!”

      “In the name of the queen, stop!”

      The shouts only made Jack and Abigail run harder into the twisting streets of New Hope.

      The city of New Hope sprawled out in front of them with gigantic brick buildings and winding cobble streets. People filled the pavement, while horses and carriages lined the actual roads. The noise brought on by so many people in such a small area drowned out Jack’s own beating heart.

      The two only allowed themselves a moment of respite when they were sure they had lost any sign of the soldiers chasing them.

      Jack’s lungs burned. His mouth was dry, while the first trickles of sweat slipped down the back of his neck. Abigail stopped beside him, her hands on her knees, bent over. She was breathing hard.

      “We have to come up with a plan to go back.” Abigail straightened, letting out a long, cleansing breath from her overexerted lungs. “We can’t leave Elizabeth in there.”

      “We will.” Jack did his best to straighten his shaggy, brown hair and wipe the sweat from his face. A few New Hope citizens were already taking too much interest in the pair for Jack’s liking. “But we need a plan first. We need help. Our best chance of getting Elizabeth back isn’t going to be through brute force. Leah’s too strong.”

      “Okay.” Abigail placed her hands on her hips. “Well, we have no money, no idea what happened to our friends, and no one else in the city we can turn to for help… so what do we do now?”

      “They all can’t be bad, can they?” Jack shook his head, racking his brain for anyone he could think of who would be willing to help. “What about Private Pia, Sergeant Harrison, even Lieutenant Baker? Do you think they’ve all just fallen in line with the queen?”

      “The queen,” Abigail repeated Jack’s words. “How could she have done this? How could we have been fooled for so long?”

      “I don’t know.” Jack shaded his eyes from the morning sun. “But when I was traveling the Outland with my father, the best places to gather information were always the bars and taverns. I can’t imagine things are much different in New Hope.”

      “It’s a plan.” Abigail nodded her agreement. “Not that we have money to buy anything while we’re there, and Leah will be looking for us.”

      “Right.” Jack mentally kicked himself again for his lack of knowledge in the magical art when it came to anything outside of the simple fighting and hunting techniques his father had taught him. “Disguises and money first, then hopefully we can get that information we need.”

      “You have no idea how to do either of those things, do you, Jack?” Abigail looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yeah, well.” Jack cleared his throat, looking anywhere but into Abigail eyes. “I guess I’m kind of limited.”

      “You’re in luck.” With a wave of her hand, Abigail motioned for Jack to follow her. She started walking down the main street again, this time intermingling with the crowd. “When my mother left us, I went through a bit of a rebellious spell in Burrow Den. I wasn’t the best daughter. I found the rush that stealing brought, and well, I became addicted.”

      Jack furrowed his brow, trying to imagine the Abigail he knew stealing from the town folk in Burrow Den. The image wasn’t only comical, it was downright hilarious.

      “What would you steal?” Jack laughed out loud. “Farmer Maggot’s watermelons?”

      “Oh, nothing crazy.” Abigail brushed by a woman she passed on the street. Her hand moved in and out of the large pocket in the woman’s coat so quickly and smoothly, Jack wouldn’t have seen the motion unless he was looking for it. “A book here or a piece of jewelry there. It was a dark time in my life.”

      “Did you just steal something from that woman?” Jack looked at Abigail’s hand that clutched a compact wallet. “I don’t know if we should be doing this, no matter how hard up for money we are.”

      Abigail ignored Jack’s words. Instead, she ducked into a side street with less foot traffic. She did a double check to make sure they weren’t being followed. It didn’t seem like anyone was even looking in their direction.

      “We don’t have the luxury of morals right now.” Abigail opened the small clutch. Inside was a wad of bills and a few gold coins. “She didn’t look like she was hurting for money, either.”

      Jack felt an internal battle waging inside him at the moment. He understood what they were doing was very wrong, but at the same time he found himself justifying their actions.

      “I feel like I don’t even know you right now.” Jack shook his head with a sigh. “But I guess we don’t have a whole lot of options.”

      “Come on.” Abigail pointed across the street to a clothing store. “Clothes first, then food and information.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “I want you to understand that showing you this does not bring me any sense of joy.”

      Leah stood with Elizabeth in the empty room previously occupied by Jack and Abigail. They were alone. Leah looked over at the young girl with regret in her eyes, or as close to the look of regret as she could feign.

      “When did they leave?” Elizabeth asked just above a whisper. “Why—why would they have gone without me?”

      “I’ve told you before, but you won’t trust me yet.” Leah placed a comforting hand on the girl’s shoulder. “They fear us, because they don’t understand us. They fled the palace in the early hours of the morning, even killed a few guards in their hurry to escape.”

      “No.” Elizabeth turned to look at Leah. “Abigail wouldn’t have killed anyone. She’s not a murderer.”

      “How well did you really know her?” Leah asked with a shrug. “You didn’t think she’d leave without you, either, but she did that, as well. The truth is, she’s happy with Jack. They’re off probably already outside the walls, starting their life together.”

      One of the many gifts Leah possessed was the ability to read people. What she saw in Elizabeth’s eyes now was someone close to the edge, so very close in believing the lies she was being spoon fed. In cases like this, a simple nudge was all that was required.

      “As soon as you complete your training, you’ll be free to go after them, if that is what you choose.” Leah looked at Elizabeth once more. “But I cannot, in good conscience, allow you to leave until you have a better understanding of your gifts.”

      The witch and her apprentice stood in the vacant room. The stillness was so complete that Leah could hear the beating of her own heart in her ears. She knew what was coming next; she had seen it before.

      “Okay.” Elizabeth moved toward the open door. “Teach me. I want to learn.”

      “Wise choice.” Leah followed Elizabeth from the room and through the palace underbelly. “You’re progressing through each lesson faster than even I anticipated. Give me a few more weeks, and you’ll have what you need.”

      Elizabeth didn’t say a word. Her short, determined steps said everything her breaking heart could not.

      Teacher and student passed through the calm palace labyrinth that made up the training area for Elizabeth’s lessons. They passed large chambers, living quarters, and storage rooms. Leah looked at each chamber with a smile. She had spent a large portion of her time below the palace, perfecting her art as well as experimenting and training those she had hoped would be the answer she was so desperately seeking.

      But none of her subjects had proved as valuable or as powerful as Elizabeth. The girl was one of a kind. Perhaps one day she would even be more powerful than Leah herself. The thought scared her at first. It was something she had never had to worry about before. Even with Ashley, who was a master behind the mage blade and a heartless killer.

      Elizabeth was special because the girl already had the potential to use magic when she was born. The experiments done on her had only amplified what was already there. These thoughts led to Leah wondering who the girl’s mother could have been. She had read the reports on the Burrow Den incident. Abigail and Elizabeth’s father was nothing to consider. He was fanatic, but no magic flowed through his veins.

      The thoughts came to a halt as Leah followed Elizabeth into their training room. This room was like no other in the palace underbelly. Where everything else was sparsely decorated with plain, grey stone walls and floor, this room was made up of shiny, white marble flooring and white pillars standing side by side that didn’t hold a ceiling at all.

      In place of the stone ceiling that should have been, was a view of the stars and galaxies beyond. The pillars rose ten feet tall until they simply vanished into space. Gazing at the beautiful scene had been Elizabeth’s favorite thing since she was introduced to the room, but not today. Today she was on a mission.

      Elizabeth stalked to one end of the long room, ignoring the many magical artifacts along the walls that usually gave her pause. With the queen’s unlimited recourses, Leah had quite the collection of magical artifacts. Ancient books with worn leather covers stood neatly in the corner of the room, staffs and wands etched with magical runes had been placed on holders and mounted on the wall.

      Elizabeth ignored them all. She reached the end of the room and turned to Leah. She shrugged off her black cloak and took a stance, one foot in front of the other, arms wide, legs bent. Magical yellow flames burst to life in her open palms.

      “Let’s start.” Elizabeth nearly shouted the words.

      Things couldn’t have been going more perfectly if Leah wanted them to. She could practically see the hurt and anger in her apprentice’s eyes.

      “It’s obvious that you’re angry for being abandoned by those you thought you could trust.” Leah shrugged off her own cloak and took a similar stance at her end of the room. “Use that anger now. Let that drive your actions and give you strength. Begin!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      It was the best she could do, still he deserved more. Sloan stood at the cemetery in Term only a few hours after Oliver had died. The cemetery itself was a poor, dilapidated piece of land, but it would have to do. The plot of earth that acted as the place for Term’s residents to be laid was a dry patch of square ground littered with deteriorating grave markers and withered flowers.

      Sloan found a spot near the left corner of the plot of land for Oliver. No matter how dead on her feet she felt, Sloan had insisted on helping with digging the grave. She, Aareth, and Ashley took turns shoveling the rock-hard soil, while Edison and Elwood fashioned a makeshift headstone.

      It was a small gathering: Edison, Elwood, Aareth, Ashley, and herself. If it weren’t for the occasion that had brought them all together, it would have been a nice day. The sun was high overhead with a warm breeze that kicked up puffs of dirt like someone blowing soft puffs of smoke from a cigarette.

      The five escapees from New Hope stood in a circle around Oliver’s body once the grave had been dug. It was a peaceful silence that they all shared. They all understood how important a moment like this was.

      “He took me in and believed my story when no one else would,” Ashley started with her unemotional, almost cold way of speaking. “I don’t know where I would be without him, or what would have happened to me.”

      “I probably had the least amount of interaction with him.” Aareth stood beside his wife but not as close as Sloan would have guessed. He wore borrowed clothes from one of Kimberly’s guards that was a size too small for his muscular frame. “But he had to have been a smart and brave man. He knew what the queen was doing before any of us, and he was already making moves to block her plan of attack. Granted, he did try and have Jack and I killed during that meeting of The Order, but he thought we were working for the queen at the time, so I guess I can forgive him for that.”

      All eyes remained down as Aareth’s words died on the wind. Sloan knew she should say something, but the words just weren’t ready to come out. She was battling a heavy sense of regret at not seeing, in the queen, what Oliver had from the beginning, and at always being so cold and distant toward him.

      “He was a brilliant mind,” Edison said through a quivering voice and a heavy onslaught of tears. “He started the revolution against the queen. It’s our job that history remembers him as a hero, not a criminal.”

      Elwood took a small step forward, running a finger across his bulbous nose. “Eeheeeee teeeeeenaaaa feeeeeedom toooooo. Keyblah sheeeenow sacka doooo.”

      “Elwood says that he was a good man and friend,” Edison translated for the rest of the group. “He also used some vulgar language about the crown that I’m not going to repeat. I didn’t even know he knew some of those words.”

      The scene stilled again. Sloan knew she had to say something. Although all eyes were still down out of respect, she understood everyone was waiting on her. Never the shy type, Sloan was now having a problem speaking.

      “I … I knew him for a long time.” Sloan fought the tears that stung her eyes. “He was always just this guy who worked alongside Edison and the crown. I was … I was always rude to him, and he didn’t deserve that.”

      Sloan studied the patch of soil between her boots. All of a sudden it was the most interesting thing in the world. Tears dropped down her cheeks and made tiny craters in the dusty ground. Although the tears came, her voice never quivered.

      “He would always ask me out, and I shut him down every time.” Sloan couldn’t help a tiny laugh as she shook her head. “Who would have thought that he was actually the best of us? We didn’t deserve him, but by God, we will avenge him.”

      Sloan was done crying. The few tears she shed were enough. Her mind was already transitioning from remorse to vengeance.
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      Once they had lain Oliver’s body in the ground and covered it, Edison and Elwood rolled the headstone over. It was nothing more than a simple rock, too plain to be what Oliver deserved, but it would have to do for the time being. The inscription was short and to the point, chiseled in with a hammer and chisel provided by Elwood. It read:

      Doctor Oliver Livingston

      
        The best and brightest among us. Your death will not be in vain.

      

      Sloan walked with the rest of the group back to Kimberly’s estate. Aareth and Ashley walked in silence. Edison was explaining to Elwood why they couldn’t just bring Oliver back from the dead like Ashley.

      Citizens from the town of Term walked by on their various day-to-day tasks, stealing glances at the group. It was impossible for anyone to have missed the events of the previous night. Sloan and Kimberly’s slug match would have been enough to cause chatter, let alone the altercation between the New Hope soldiers and Aareth.

      Sloan couldn’t help seeing that a few of the glances sent their way were more sneers than simple intrigue. One face in particular made her pause. Kade was under the shade, the porch of The Shifter provided. He leaned against one of the posts, arms folded across his chest.

      He waved to Sloan and motioned her over.

      “I’ll meet you back at the estate,” Sloan said to the rest of the group. She was beyond exhausted, but seeing Kade reminded her of a promise she had only recently made to herself about not having any more regrets.

      “Are you sure?” Aareth spoke for the first time since they left the cemetery. He eyed Kade up and down. “We don’t know anyone here.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Sloan said over her shoulder as she crossed the dirt road and joined Kade on the porch.

      “I don’t think that big guy likes me very much,” Kade said, loud enough for Aareth to hear. “He looks like he wants to hurt me.”

      “Yeah, well, Aareth is going through a lot right now.”

      “So are you.” Kade nodded toward the cemetery. “I was going to ask if you needed anything, but it looked like a time for you to share with your friends.”

      “You were right, thank you.”

      “Listen, I know you’re dead tired, but word on the street is that you, Kimberly, and some kind of wolf shifter killed the entire detachment of New Hope soldiers last night.”

      “Word on the street would be right.” Sloan took the opportunity to sit on the railing that surrounded the porch of The Shifter. “Before you say it, I know. More soldiers will be coming soon.”

      “I was going to say that.” Kade took a seat next to her, so close their arms brushed. “But I was also going to say you should talk to the people here in Term. They’re a salty bunch, but they’ve all had their run-ins with New Hope. Along with that, Kimberly has a strong say in the goings-on in the city. If the two of you work together, you might be exactly what this city needs.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Leadership to finally stand up against New Hope.”

      “The power the queen possesses, and the amount of soldiers and magic she has would overwhelm Term if it came to an all-out fight.” Sloan rubbed at her tired eyes. “We can hold off the next wave of soldiers that come, but after that, they’ll send an entire battalion.”

      “You sound like you have experience with the crown.” Kade shifted his orange eyes in her direction. A hint of anger laced his words. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were involved somehow.”

      “Yeah, well, good thing it’s none of your business.” Sloan stood from her seated position. “Listen, you’re cute and you were nice to me, but unless there’s something else, I should really get some rest. I’m dead on my feet.”

      Kade stood from his spot leaning on the rail. He looked like he wanted to say more, but all he said was, “I’m sorry. I can get a bit aggressive when it comes to New Hope. You don’t deserve that. Once you’ve gotten some sleep, you’ll need to eat. I’ll swing by, and we can go grab a bite.”

      The first thing Sloan thought of was: what would Kade’s reaction be if he knew she was an ex-soldier from New Hope? And … had he actually just asked her out on a date? He had, hadn’t he?

      Sloan blinked, trying to buy more time. Her sleep-deprived mind wasn’t cooperating at the moment. Although she wanted to make a quick decision, the thoughts just weren’t coming fast enough. The idea of living life without regrets pushed forward. She knew what she had to do.

      “Are you asking me out on a date?” Sloan did her best attempt at batting her eyes, but the whole flirting thing had never been her strong suit.

      “Yeah.” Kade leaned in closer. “Are you okay? Do you have something in your eye?”

      “What?” Sloan immediately stopped blinking. The sly, seductive smile she thought she was sending him disappeared. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Kade raised an eyebrow. “You had some kind of nervous tic or something going on with your eye, and your lips were all crooked.”

      “Are you messing with me?” Sloan let out an unexpected laugh. “I should punch you right now or something. I would, if I had the strength.”

      “Of course I’m messing with you. But you didn’t give me an answer.”

      “Yes, that sounds nice.”

      “Great, get some sleep. I’m sure Kimberly will want to talk with you, as well. I’ll swing by her estate tonight.”

      Sloan looked at Kade, wondering what she was supposed to do next. She had never been out on an official date before. Sure, she had hung out with members of the opposite sex, but terms were always muddied. When she really thought of it, this was the first time anyone had ever used the word “date” when talking with her. The proper etiquette for the moment escaped her.

      “Earth to Sloan.” Kade waved his hand in front of her face. “Go, get some sleep.”

      “Right, well.” Sloan was about to offer a salute, then just patted Kade on the shoulder with an awkward motion of her hand. “See you tonight, then.”

      Sloan walked off the porch, too tired to be embarrassed. She walked down the dirt roads of Term like she was in a dream. Shadows of the citizens passed by on either side of her, but Sloan was too tired to tell if they were looking her way or not.

      When she reached the estate, none of Kimberly’s guards moved to stop her. Sloan trudged up the long flight of stairs and found the room where Oliver Livingston had passed. The bed he had died in was there. Blankets messed and a shallow impression of his body still lay on the sheets.

      The midday sun still streamed through the open window when Sloan curled up in a ball by the side of the bed. She didn’t remember falling asleep, but she did remember the nightmare that came for her after.
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      The woman had red hair like a torch had been lit on her scalp. The robes that covered her body were dark blue, maybe purple, it was hard for Sloan to tell. Her eyes were penetrating, like bright mage lights directed only at her. She stood above Sloan’s sleeping figure.

      Sloan stumbled from her sleeping position on the thick, red-carpeted floor. Everything was how she remembered. The bed that had held her dead friend was still there beside her. The chairs, table, and sofa that used to be in the middle of the room had been pushed against the walls to provide room for the bed.

      “Your change is coming.” The woman looked Sloan up and down like she was inspecting a prize horse up for auction. “And you are not prepared for the thirst that will follow.”

      “What?” Sloan winced, trying to make sense of what the woman was saying. Somewhere in the back of her mind she realized she had to be dreaming, but that part was buried down deep, locked away in light of the realness she felt. “Who are you?”

      “Who I am is not important. Listen to what I have to tell you. You’re about to go through a very harsh transition. The chemicals that have altered your body are not as much of a gift as you think they are. You’ll thirst for the blood of others once you have fully turned, sleep will be a memory, and you’ll have the ability to change others with a single bite.”

      “What … what are you talking about?”

      Sloan looked the woman up and down again. Her fair skin, the light sprinkle of freckles on her face reminded Sloan of someone, she just couldn’t recall who.

      “Look at yourself!” The mystery woman was on her in a moment. Somehow, she was stronger than even Sloan. She grabbed Sloan by the arms and dragged her to a bookshelf where a circular mirror sat facing outward. “Look at yourself!”

      Sloan winced at the deathlike hold the woman had on her arms. Her skin was already melding to the woman’s hands like there would be imprints there forever. A part of Sloan wanted to fight, but stronger still was the part of her that wanted answers.

      What she saw in the mirror’s reflection terrified her to the bone. There was no doubt that the woman looking back at her was herself. But something had gone horribly wrong. Two needle-like canine teeth came down from her upper jaw. They were so long, they overlapped her bottom lip. Her eyes were a shade of blood red she had never seen before.

      “What … what am I becoming?” Sloan managed to get the words out.

      The woman finally relaxed her grip on Sloan. She stood beside her, gazing into the mirror. “You are becoming something this world has never seen. Your enemies are also growing in strength and number. They will also become monsters.”

      “I’m not a monster.” Sloan didn’t even believe the words as they came out of her mouth. “I’m not.”

      “You’ll be forced to fight a battle on two fronts.” The woman’s voice was so commanding, it made Sloan finally look away from the mirror. “One against your physical enemies, and one against the enemy that now lies within you.”

      “I need more answers.” Sloan shook her head. She moved her right hand to her mouth to feel her mutated teeth. They were still there, hard and dangerous under her fingers. “What’s going to happen to me?”

      The woman shook her head, sending her long red hair into a frenzy. She raised her left hand that glowed with an aura of white magic.

      “Wake up. Go and seek your answers Charlotte Sloan.” The woman snapped her fingers.

      Sloan woke, sitting bolt upright. She looked everywhere in the room for the woman, but she was alone. A heavy layer of sweat covered her brow and had gathered in her armpits. Sloan swallowed non-existent saliva down her dry throat.

      She had no idea how long she had slept. The only way to gauge the passage of time was by the moon instead of the sun that now shone through the window. Sloan hated herself for trying, but she had to know.

      With a trembling hand, Sloan raised her fingers to her mouth. Her teeth were as normal as ever—straight, standing in a row like a line of soldiers she had commanded in a previous life.

      “Get yourself together,” Sloan said out loud, then took in a long breath. “It was a dream.”

      Whether there was truth to her nightmare or not, one thing was for certain: Sloan needed answers, and she knew exactly where to get them.
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      “You’re better than all right,” Sloan heard Edison talking through the door before she entered the room. “You’re in perfect health.”

      “I don’t feel like I’m in perfect health.” Aareth’s voice also came through the cellar door. “What’s happening to me?”

      “Come on now, it should be obvious to you at this point.”

      “Yeah, well, not everyone is as smart as you are, Edison. Explain it to me like I’m a child.”

      Sloan wanted to know more about what was going on, but she knew eavesdropping wasn’t the way to go about it. She raised her right hand to knock on the door. At that exact moment, her stomach let out a loud rumble that actually felt like it vibrated through her intestines.

      “Someone’s at the door.” Aareth sniffed so loudly, Sloan could hear him on the other side of the barrier. “It’s Sloan. Come in.”

      Sloan reached for the cold, iron handle of the door. It met her grip like a firm handshake. When Sloan pushed the door open, she wasn’t sure what she expected to see, but it wasn’t the sight that met her eyes.

      The estate’s underground cellar was one massive room filled with weapons of every make and model, from bladed weapons like sabers and axes, to more conventional tools of death like rifles and pistols.

      “I know, right?” Edison looked over at Sloan from a table were Aareth sat. “It seems our guest is quite the doomsday prepper.”

      Sloan couldn’t believe her eyes, not only at the amount of weapons filling the walls and standing in racks around the room, but also deeper in the massive storehouse. Things like food and water were stocked atop wooden pallets.

      “Someone has a hoarding problem.” Sloan finally released her gaze on the room and looked at what Edison and Aareth were doing. “Lucky for us she’s hoarding exactly what we need.”

      Aareth nodded along with Sloan’s words.

      “Agreed.” Edison moved away from the table to allow Aareth to jump off. “I’m assuming you would also like to hear what’s going on with Aareth and his new …  condition.”

      “You can call it what is, Edison.” Aareth looked over at Sloan, then back to the inventor. “It’s a curse.”

      “Scientifically speaking, there’s no such thing as curses.” Edison raised a finger and lightly tapped Aareth on the nose. “I don’t know why I just did that. I’m sorry, I’m really tired.”

      Sloan took a closer look at the two men. While she was sleeping, it was clear they had been hard at work trying to uncover exactly what was going on with Aareth.

      Edison was wearing a pair of black slacks with black shoes and a white button-up shirt. Bags hung under his tired eyes. Aareth didn’t look much better; fatigue was clear on his face. An improvement had been made on his wardrobe, though. It seemed somewhere along the way he had managed to find clothes that actually fit his large frame. He wore boots with dark jeans and a black shirt.

      “Hey, where’s Elwood?” Sloan asked, realizing what was wrong with the scene. “I don’t think I’ve seen you two apart. Well, besides when you were in jail and he was scarfing down Kimberly’s cereal.”

      “Oh, right.” Elwood slid a box out from underneath one of the tables. A slumbering Elwood was curled up with a blanket, the thumb of his left hand plopped in his puckered lips. “The little guy’s tuckered out. Too much excitement for him. Awww … he’s so cute.”

      Sloan had to admit that Edison was right. Despite her insistence that babies and gnomes were just things, Elwood did seem rather cute in his content, peaceful state.

      “Uh, so anyway…” Aareth gently slid Elwood and his box back under the table with the toe of his boot. “You were about to tell me what all this testing has given us.”

      “Right.” Edison moved to a microscope where a sheath of glass held a drop of Aareth’s blood. “As far as I can tell, the genetically mutated wolf changed your very DNA. We’re just lucky that he didn’t bite anyone else. It seems the full moon triggered some kind of reaction in your biology, letting the wolf-creature take over your body. I don’t want to say that there is no cure, but if the wolf lives inside you and you inside it, then you should be able to control it.”

      “Easier said than done.” Aareth leaned against the table, looking down at his boots. “When I was in the wolf state, I tried getting out and it wouldn’t let me. To be completely honest, there were times when I even liked it. I was stronger and faster than I had ever been. When I was fighting those New Hope soldiers, a few of them even managed to shoot me. I don’t think my hide is unbreakable, but those bullets glanced right off.”

      “Maybe it’s nothing to do with science or magic at this point.” Sloan crossed her arms, studying Aareth. “Maybe it’s psychological now.”

      “What do you mean?” Aareth looked up with a puzzled expression.

      “I mean, if this wolf is part of you now, maybe you need to reconcile with it instead of trying to fight it.”

      Aareth rolled his eyes. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      “I might have a better idea than you think.” Sloan shook her head, remembering her dream. “Something’s happening to both of us, and while it’s not exactly the same, it is similar.”

      “You’re right.” Aareth scratched his black hair. “I forgot, you’re going through all of these changes, too. I never did thank you for saving me from the queen’s soldiers when I was in that cage.”

      “You’re welcome.” Sloan thought back to the night that seemed so long ago. “I’m glad we got out, and I’m glad you were reunited with your wife.”

      “My wife,” Aareth said, a sad smile crossing his lips.

      “She’ll remember,” Edison put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I’ll take a look into her condition to see if I can decipher what was done to her. Brenda’s still in there.”

      “I hope so.” Aareth took a step toward the door. “I’m not going to give up on her. We have to figure out what our plan is now. Maybe some time away from all of this madness will be good for her.”

      Sloan had to make sure she had heard Aareth’s words correctly. Was he planning on going away with Brenda? Sloan made sure her feelings at his leaving were ones void of any intimacy, and they were. She had thought he would be with them to see this journey with the queen through to the end. She never assumed he would up and leave.

      “You’re planning on leaving?” Sloan looked up at Aareth as he passed her on the way to the cellar door.

      “Yeah, I have no reason to stay now. I’m done. The mystery of the Burrow Den beast is solved. We were used like puppets for that psychotic queen, and where I would like nothing more than to take a bite out of her and give her a taste of her own medicine, I have to think about my wife.” Aareth took a deep breath before he continued. “Listen, Sloan, I know she made us all feel like fools. It couldn’t have been easy for you, either. I know how long you were in her army and how close you two were, but you don’t owe her, or anyone else, anything. Move on with your life. Get out of this town and run somewhere far away, free from all of this insanity.”

      “What about Jack and Abigail and Elizabeth?” Sloan couldn’t believe the words coming out of Aareth’s mouth. “What about Oliver’s sacrifice? What about all of these people in Term? You know the queen will retaliate as soon as she gets word of what happened. She’s hunting you as much as anyone else.”

      “I don’t owe any of these people anything,” Aareth growled. “I’m sure Jack and the girls are fine.”

      The tension in the room was beginning to build. Sloan knew she should try to diffuse the situation, but she had to speak her mind or else she’d regret it.

      “Maybe I should give you two a minute to talk this out.” Edison raised his hands in sign of peace.

      “No, we’re fine.” Sloan didn’t look at Edison when she spoke, but instead held Aareth’s gaze. “This won’t take long.”

      “You’re not my captain anymore.” Aareth glared at Sloan. “Your no one’s captain. I’m free to live my own life.”

      “You mean you’re free to run and hide like you’ve been doing for the last five years.” Sloan crossed her arms to hide the anger she felt in her trembling fists. “I know where Edison found you. You were drowning yourself in a bottle of whisky while you were on vacation from all of your mercenary jobs in the Outland.”

      “Really.” Edison reached down to pick up a wide-awake Elwood. “I should stay out of this. You two need your privacy—”

      “We’re fine.” Aareth raised a finger to Edison. “What the captain is failing to realize is that we’re not all as high and mighty as she is. We’re not all so eager to spend the rest of our lives fighting a war against an empire that can’t be won.”

      “It won’t be won if cowards like you keep running in the opposite direction.” Sloan clenched her fists and rested them by her sides.

      “Wow.” Edison visibly gulped. “So let’s just sit down and talk this out. I think you two are going a bit overboard here. We should—”

      “WE’RE FINE!” both Sloan and Aareth shouted.

      “You can call me a coward all you want”—Aareth took a step forward, baring his teeth—“but I’m not the one with survivor’s guilt because someone I knew took a bullet. You’re just emotional because the guy who wanted to be your boyfriend died.”

      Red crossed Sloan’s vision, heat from the anger raging inside, reaching a boiling point. In one fluid motion, she reached out with her right fist and struck Aareth across the jaw so hard he stumbled backwards into a rack of swords. With a giant clang, he fell into a mass of piled weapons.

      “Watch your mouth when you talk about the dead.” Sloan stalked forward, ready to continue the fight. “He died a hero.”

      “Well, not all of us are so eager to die as heroes.” Aareth jumped to his feet. His mouth was bleeding, but it didn’t seem to faze him. Without another word, he rushed Sloan, diving through the air, tackling her to the ground.

      Sloan hit a table on the way down to the floor, cracking the piece of furniture in half. Splinters flew as the two struck the cement ground. All of the air was forced out of Sloan’s lungs. Ignoring the feeling, she twisted to land on top of Aareth and started to rain down blows.

      “Stop, you two!” Edison was yelling from somewhere behind them. “You’re friends. The real enemy is the queen.”

      His shouts were lost on Sloan as she lifted a snarling Aareth off the ground by his neck and threw him against a rack of brown rifles on the opposite wall.

      Aareth practically bounced off the wall, already running at her again. What followed was a fury of blows as both of them struck one another in the face and torso. Sloan was aware of the bruises sure to be present the next day, but in the moment she didn’t care.

      The two warriors locked arms again. This time Aareth twisted her arm behind her back. Sloan slipped free, grabbed both his shoulders with her hands, placed her feet together in the center of his chest, and kicked out hard. The impact was so strong, it sent both of the combatants flying in opposite direction.

      Aareth slammed against the ground. Sloan crashed against a wall that held an assortment of shields.

      “Bebebasdasdasdsa!” Elwood ran to stand between Sloan and Aareth, his arms out to either side of his stocky torso. “Shiggedigydo!”

      Sloan touched her temple where blood trickled down. She looked over at Aareth, whose face was still intact despite her best efforts. The blood that came from his mouth was the only real evidence he had taken blows.

      “Yeah, what Elwood said.” Aareth wiped his mouth with the back of his left hand and walked out of the room.
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      “I’m not going to take any sides,” Edison said as he took a third vial of blood from Sloan. “As far as I’m concerned, you were both wrong.”

      Elwood stood with his tiny arms crossed, shaking his head at Sloan. The gnome spoke a word of gibberish at her, but as usual, she had no idea what he was saying.

      In the minutes after Aareth stormed off, Sloan was already sorry for her actions. They had both said things they shouldn’t have, but she had thrown the first blow.

      “All right, band aid,” Edison instructed Elwood, then realized his error with an embarrassed twitch of his lips. “Oh, you heal lightning-quick, so there’s no need.”

      Edison took his vials of blood and went over to one of the three tables that had not been destroyed in the fight. He immediately went to work placing blood from one of the vials on a glass slide to observe under the microscope.

      “So let’s talk this out,” Edison spoke over his shoulder as she examined Sloan’s blood. “We injected you with Phoenix Serum and the vampire elixir. We know you’re fast and strong but still tire like anyone else. Along with these internal changes, you said you’ve noticed your canines elongate and your eyes redden when you’re in conflict. Anything else?”

      “I don’t know how much I need to sleep anymore.” Sloan stared at the far wall like she was in a daze. “I didn’t sleep at all last night. I was dead tired this morning and went to bed after the funeral, but I must have only slept a few hours, and I feel … I feel fine.”

      “Interesting.” Edison played with the magnification on the microscope’s lens as he jotted down information on a pad beside him.

      Elwood, in the meantime, climbed onto a table and began mixing ingredients in a wide-bottomed beaker. He swirled the amber liquid together and placed it above a small flame to warm.

      “Careful, Elwood.” Edison raised an eyebrow to his assistant. “Don’t let the Phoenix Serum boil; it just needs to be heated.”

      Elwood looked over at his boss and gave the thumbs-up signal.

      Sloan sat quiet in the presence of the inventor and his assistant doing what they did best. Along with her sense of inadequacy in being able to help when it came to the science aspect of their journey, Sloan felt ashamed once more. The cellar was a mess of broken shelves, tables, and weapons strewn all over the floor.

      Instead of sulking in her guilt any longer, Sloan hopped off the table and began gathering all of the broken wooden furniture. She placed it into a pile in the corner of the room. She did the same with the weapons that were left without shelves to hold them. In minutes, the area began to look cleaner.

      Sloan was grateful for the distraction from her guilt. It also took her mind off wondering what Edison would find.

      “Well, let me tell you what I know, and then I’ll tell you what I suspect.” Edison finally came away from his microscope with his pad of notes. He pursed his lips as he looked at his own writing. “When Doctor Livingston and I were first creating the vampire super soldier elixir, we were looking to enhance a soldier’s strength, speed, and healing factor. Along with this came side effects of an aggressive and almost manic state around the sight of blood. This varied on levels from subject to subject, but they all struggled with it to one extent or another.”

      Edison paused, thinking back to his time with the experiment in the early days. Sloan could tell this by the way the scientist’s gaze fell over her shoulder to stare at the plain brick wall behind her.

      “I have a lot of regret.” Edison shook himself free of the feeling. “If I had known what the queen was really planning our work for, I wouldn’t have continued, and I know Oliver wouldn’t have, either. At least he suspected something. I had no idea.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Sloan’s nature wasn’t necessarily the nurturing type, but she felt like her friend needed her in this moment. She went forward and placed a hand on his arm. She squeezed him gently. “The queen fooled us all. None of this is your fault.”

      “Okay.” Edison winced under the pressure he felt in his arm. “Do you mind letting up? We aren’t all gifted with that super healing factor.”

      “Oh, sorry.” Sloan released her grip and took a step back. “I forgot.”

      “It’s okay.” Edison looked back down at his notes with renewed vigor. “With training, the vampire soldiers were able to better control this blood rage, but who knows what form that will take in the future? So, now on to what I deduce will continue to happen. As your body finishes the change, you’ll get less and less tired. Blood may play an important factor later in the transformation, as well. The other subjects became weaker in the light of day, not quite back to their human level of strength and speed, but lessened dramatically. That doesn’t seem to have happened to you, perhaps due to the Phoenix Serum. We’ll have to keep a close eye on you for any changes that continue to occur.”

      Sloan was hoping for more, but she realized Edison was doing all he could; a voice inside her head screamed for more answers, but at the moment there were none to be had. Part of her wanted to tell Edison about her dream of the woman with the fiery red hair, but what new information had that really given her? It was just a dream, right?

      “Thank you, I’ll let you know if anything changes.” Sloan gave Edison and Elwood a small smile.

      “Chin up,” Edison’s voice followed her out of the room. “The other subjects saw an end to their transformation within a week. Whatever last enhancements are being done to your anatomy will be over soon.”

      Sloan left the cellar feeling a bit better about the news. If she’d known what was in store for her the following day, she wouldn’t have felt happy at all.
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “I look like an idiot.”

      “You look like a gentleman.” Abigail lifted a hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh.

      After the pickpocketing expedition, the two had found a store named Bateman’s Boutique and had gone inside to find new clothes. The store was jam-packed with circular clothing racks; walls with shelves, floor to ceiling bursting with clothing and accessories; and the rudest clerk Jack had ever seen, until the clerk saw how much money they had.

      As soon as Abigail waved her folded green bills in front of his nose, his tune changed. A different person entirely had come out from within the husk of the scrawny man.

      “This is the latest fashion in New Hope, darling,” he crooned at Jack. “Trust me, sweetheart, you’re going to be the bell of the ball, mmm-hmmm.”

      Jack turned again to look at himself in the full-length mirror. He wore a brown suit complete with a vest and a top hat. The suit coat fell down past the back of his knees in two coat tails.

      “It doesn’t seem like a bit much?” Jack looked into the flawless mirror to catch Abigail’s eyes.

      “We need to … fit in with the fashion worn here in New Hope.” Abigail looked over at the store clerk to see if he had caught any of her cryptic talk.

      It was clear the man hadn’t. He was rifling through a rack of dresses, already choosing one for Abigail.

      “Okay, I guess we’re doing this.” Jack adjusted his pants. “It just feel so weird and … uncomfortable.”

      “Welcome to the world of a woman.” Abigail accepted the clothes from the clerk. “I’ll be right back.”

      She disappeared into a changing booth. A long, dark purple curtain shielded her from the rest of the store. Jack could only see the very bottom of her feet as she changed.

      “So, are you two here visiting?” the clerk asked as he sidled up to Jack. “Where are you from?”

      Jack was sure the clerk was only trying to make polite conversation, still something in the back of his mind told him they needed to be careful.

      “We’re here visiting our family.” Jack did his best at a lie. He had never been comfortable lying, but he needed to now. Both his and Abigail’s safety depended on it. “We’re from just outside New Hope. I got a raise at my job so we thought we’d come in and buy some new clothes while we were here.”

      “Oh, how fantastic!” The clerk clapped his hands together. “You look like a go-getter. What company do you work for? Wait, let me guess, you seem like an accountant.”

      There was a snort from inside the changing area as Abigail tried to contain herself.

      “Yes, how did you know?” Jack was trying to keep track of all the lies now. His new persona was proving to be difficult and the hole he was digging for himself was only getting deeper. “I work for a firm that deals in gnome job placement. You can imagine there is a high demand for those skilled little workers.”

      “Oh, how interesting!” The clerk feigned admiration as a plastic smile twisted his face. “My brother-in-law does the same thing. What firm do you work for?”

      “What’s that?” Jack’s eyes grew to the size of dinner plates as his mind worked on overdrive.

      “I said my brother-in-law also works for a job placement company for the paranormal.” The clerk had slowed down his speaking as if it would help Jack understand. “He works for Martinez and Sons. What company do you work for?”

      “Oh, what company do I work for?” Jack repeated the clerk now. He could feel his face grow hot as panic began to set in. “Well, that’s actually a funny story. I work for Martinez and Sons, too.”

      Jack bit the inside of his mouth as he realized what he had just said. Not only had he doomed himself to be found out as a liar, but he was also sure the clerk would be able to see the sweat forming at his brow.

      “What a coincidence.” The clerk’s mouth opened in the shape of a large O. “You must know Jerry, then. The company isn’t that large. I think there’s only a handful of employees.”

      “Oh, yeah … yeah that Jerry.” Jack nodded along. His throat was so dry, it was hard to swallow. “He’s a heck of a guy. We go way back.”

      “Well, what are the odds?” the clerk asked with a high-pitched laugh. “I’m going to have to tell him I met you. What was your name again?”

      “Ja—”

      “Jeremiah, what do you think?” Abigail pulled back the curtain, revealing her new outfit. She wore a black-and-red sleeveless dress that came down to her feet. The dress billowed at the bottom, making her look as elegant as any lady of New Hope. In Jack’s eyes, she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

      “You look amazing.” Jack felt a cool rush of air wash over him as he realized she had saved him just in time from putting his foot into his mouth.

      “Oh, you two just make the most amazing couple!” The clerk handed Abigail a black cloak she could wear in the evenings. “It does get chilly in New Hope at night. Be sure to also buy a cloak. Now, please allow me to ring you up at the counter.”
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      “Are you kidding me?” Abigail was practically giggling as they exited Bateman’s Boutique and reentered the busy streets of New Hope. “You’re officially the worst liar I have ever heard. You were even going to give him your real name?”

      “Ugh, I know. I fold under pressure. Put me in the middle of a fight and I can keep my cool, but ask me to tell a bold-faced lie and I fold.”

      “It’s not the worst attribute.” Abigail winked.

      The two made their way through the busy city streets. The sun was still high overhead, with the buildings to either side of them rising high in the sky, creating a kind of canyon they traversed. Jack and Abigail had asked the clerk in Bateman’s Boutique where the largest pub was located. With a knowing grin, he had directed them to a place called The Wolf where the scene was always lively.

      As they were walking down the cobblestone street, Abigail bumped into a well-dressed elderly man. Although the collision wasn’t violent, Abigail stumbled and fell to her knees.

      “Oh, my.” The man reached down to lend a hand. “I’m so sorry, young lady.”

      Jack also moved to help Abigail to her feet. A twinge of regret touched at his heartstrings as he realized the man would be left a wallet short once their interaction was finished.

      “Oh, I’m fine, thank you.” Abigail accepted both men’s assistance to her feet. “I really should be careful where I walk. I’m just so clumsy.”

      “Please think nothing of it…” The man continued on, making his apology and polite chatter with Abigail.

      Jack lost interest in his words as a feeling of being watched crept up his spine. The hairs on his neck stood on end. Jack had hunted and been hunted enough times in the Outland to cultivate a kind of sixth sense when it came to these things. He was sure that they were being watched at that very moment.

      Jack turned around, but in the middle of such a busy street, there were people in all directions. A young boy stood at a corner, shouting the headline of the daily newspaper that was for sale; a gaggle of young girls strolled by, glancing in shop windows; and a horse and carriage trotted by under the direction of a tall man in a top hat.

      Jack looked all around, but there was no obvious answer to the feeling he had. Then his eye caught movement on a rooftop. A shadow ducked down behind the roof’s ledge at the last moment.

      “And to you, too, young man,” the elderly gentlemen that had bumped into Abigail addressed him. “Have a nice day.”

      “You, too.” Jack nodded in his direction. He motioned to Abigail to move down the street. “We’re being followed.”

      Her face immediately went a shade whiter. “By who? We escaped the palace dungeon. Who else would be following us?”

      “I don’t know.” Jack quickened his pace. “I caught sight of them on a rooftop. There’s one, but there could be more.”

      “Leah? Did she allow us to escape after all?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.” Jack altered his pace again so he was just under a jog. “Come on, we’ll lose him on the way to the bar.”

      For the next few minutes, Jack and Abigail weaved in and out of traffic. They stayed away from areas easily accessible to someone who was traveling on the rooftops. They ducked in and out of alleys through side streets and even went into a few stores and out the back doors. With time, the feeling Jack had of being followed died.

      “Do you think we lost him?” Abigail finally asked as the two left out through a rear door of a building called Vivacious Luxuries.

      “I think so, I hope so.” Jack pointed down the alley to a building across the way, whose swinging sign had thick, black lettering designating it as The Wolf. “There it is.”

      “You should probably let me do the talking once we get in there.” Abigail gave Jack a playful grin, then a peck on the cheek. “If I let you do the talking, we’ll be back in the queen’s dungeon by the end of the day.”

      Jack followed Abigail across the street. The ache of hunger that had been growing in his stomach over the last few hours demanded he take action soon.

      “You can do all the talking you want, as long as we can get something to eat while we’re here.” Jack placed his left hand on his stomach. “I feel like I could eat a unicorn.”

      “Here”—Abigail pressed some stolen bills into his hand—“get us a table. I’m going to see what I can learn. Someone here knows something about what’s going on at the palace. There’s bound to be some kind of information that will be helpful to us.”

      Jack accepted the bills, once again feeling that same stab of guilt for having stolen from the old man. It would have been a lot easier to accept the idea that he was stealing from people if their targets were rude or dismissive. The old man had been neither.

      The building they approached roared with noise. Like some ancient beast of the past, it was prehistoric, with peeling paint and a sagging roof. The bar stood three stories high. Made mostly from stone, open windows provided a glimpse of the madness inside.

      Men and women ranging from Jack and Abigail’s own age, to white-haired patrons, yelled and laughed. Drinkers clashed mugs together and shouted to be heard over the cacophony of noise. Jack grabbed the wrought iron handle of the door and swung it open.

      The level of noise took on a new volume as they stepped inside the establishment. At once, Jack was hit with the smell of strong beer and liquor. The faint aroma of roasting meat was also in the air, but only as an afterthought to the hoppy smell of beer.

      Abigail peeled off into the crowd in search of answers.

      The inside of the bar was a mix of tables and chairs, a long bar top on the far end of the wall, and a lounging area with an empty fireplace. The occupants ranged from men and women dressed as elegantly as Jack and Abigail, to those wearing faded jeans and simple tops.

      “Need some help, handsome?”

      Jack turned to see a young girl about his own age. She was blonde with her hair in pigtails and a skirt so short it made Jack stutter. “I … uh, I was just looking for a table and a menu.”

      “Sure thing, doll.” The girl pointed to her nametag first, then to the tables in the room. “My name’s Amanda. It’s self-seating here. The menus are on the tables. Feel free to help yourself. I’ll give you a few minutes to check out the options, then I’ll be by to get your order.”

      “Thanks.” Jack smiled, feeling his face turn red as the girl winked at him.

      Things were definitely different in New Hope compared to his life in the Outland. Before, Jack could go weeks without seeing another person besides his father, much less an attractive girl his own age. These thoughts led to Marcus, the father he had loved and lost to the wolf-like beast in Burrow Den.

      Jack found a table near the corner of the room with a pair of stained menus. He concentrated on reading the list of offered food instead of fixating on memories of a dead father.

      Whether it was intuition once more or stupid luck, Jack looked up toward the bar just in time to see the young waitress, Amanda, who had flirted with him a moment before, talking to two soldiers. She nodded in agreement with them, pointing toward Jack.

      How Jack had missed the pair when he first entered the building was beyond him. Their faces were turned away, but they looked like they were off-duty, the normal, pristine buttoned uniforms loose at the collars and shirts untucked.

      A jolt of panic seized at Jack’s heart. It looked like his disguise had proven useless and he’d have to call on his ability over magic sooner than he’d like.
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      She was really no closer to answers than she was before. The bottom line? She was still changing, and no one would really know the extent of her transformation until she was finished. It was a scary time in her life, but there was nothing to be done about it. She was angry, frustrated, and more than ready to take her vengeance on the queen. But that would have to wait. Right now, she was going on a date.

      Sloan waited on the front of the porch, a hundred different things running through her mind. She knew she should apologize to Aareth, she just wasn’t ready quite yet. She knew she should be preparing a plan to see what happened to Jack and the Ahab sisters, but how could she leave Term now? They were about to feel the wrath from a bloodbath she helped to incite.

      “You look pissed.” Kade sauntered up the long walkway with a backpack over his shoulders. “Dates are supposed to be happy, kind of exciting events. Unless you’re going on a blind date, then it’s pretty much a roll of the dice. But let’s face it, if you’re going on a blind date, you’re asking for trouble.”

      Sloan was so busy with her thoughts of the future, she had missed Kade’s arrival altogether. She noticed him now. It was hard to miss the attractive cut of his jaw and the way his golden eyes practically twinkled with mischief.

      “Sorry, I’m not pissed.” Sloan shook herself free from the many “what ifs” of the future. “I am excited to spend time with you on our non-blind date. I’m just not very good at showing emotion.”

      “It’s okay.” With a tilt of his head, Kade motioned for her to follow. “You’re allowed to be preoccupied. There’s a lot going on right now.”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “Want to talk about it?” Kade asked as the two strolled out of the estate gates and down the dirt street. “I’ve been told I’m a great listener.”

      Sloan looked over at Kade, who winked at her with a smile.

      “I’m good, actually.” Sloan wasn’t sure where they were headed, but she kept pace with Kade as they maneuvered through Term. “It would be nice to get out of my own head for a while. Do you mind if we talk about you?”

      “Not at all.” Kade adjusted the backpack on his shoulders. “What do you want to know?”

      “Well, I know you’re a shifter by the color of your eyes, but what kind of animal do you turn into?”

      “Aw, no you don’t.” Kade shook his head, giving Sloan a rueful grin. “Not that fast. You have to at least buy a guy a drink before you start getting all intimate with me.”

      Sloan rolled her eyes and found herself actually smiling at Kade’s ridiculousness. The two had already reached the outskirts of Term. The woods bordering the city opened up around them.

      The woods here were different from any Sloan had remembered seeing before. When she and Aareth had holed up just outside of Term, she remembered feeling the same things. The trees were thick and close together, the massive canopy nearly able to block out the sky.

      Many people would be hesitant to journey through such a place, but not Sloan. She had felt a sense of wonder. Even now, something like excitement tickled her spine as she and Kade walked toward the dense woods.

      The reason Sloan was happy to smell the heavy pine scent and hear the many small animals rustling through the brush hit her like an epiphany. She had been raised in New Hope her entire life. In the queen’s army, she had run missions outside of the city, of course, but they were never long missions. They never had her gone for more than a handful of nights.

      “Come on.” Kade interrupted Sloan from her thoughts. “There’s a spot I go to be alone every once in a while, just to relax and think. It’s perfect for us. You have that really silly smile on your face again.”

      “It’s the woods, I think.” Sloan trudged alongside Kade, closing her eyes for a moment to allow her sense of smell and hearing to gain a better appreciation for her surroundings. “I never realized how much I like the woods.”

      Sloan had to bite her tongue. She did remember the last time she was in the actual woods, during the Burrow Den expedition. But it was obvious Kade had no love for the queen or anyone in her army. Was Sloan lying to him, then? He had never asked her directly if she had ever been a part of the army.

      “Well, you’ve come to the right place.” Kade smiled over at Sloan, flashing her his orange eyes that almost glowed in the dark. “The woods around Term are famous, and haunted.”

      “Haunted?” Sloan raised an eyebrow in his direction.

      “Oh, yeah, you didn’t hear?” Kade left the path and began climbing a small hill that sloped up to their left. “The woods around Term house only the scariest ghosts and ghouls in the Outland. You never know when one is going to jump out. Don’t worry, though, if one does startle you, you’re more than welcome to jump into my arms. I work out.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” Sloan chuckled, shaking her head. “Are you ever serious?”

      “I try not to be, if I can help it. Life’s too short to be all doom-and-gloom every day. We’re here for such a short time, I don’t want my days to be riddled with worry.”

      Sloan followed Kade through the underbrush, thinking on his words. He was right. Unfortunately, Sloan didn’t have the luxury not to worry. She had a whole city to protect, friends to save, and most daunting of all, a queen to overthrow.

      Within a few minutes of trudging off the road and up the sloping hill, Kade stopped at a clearing no more than twenty yards wide.

      The spot overlooked the town of Term. Torches and lanterns with flickering flames dotted the town, making it look like one giant birthday cake. It seemed the mage technology hadn’t advanced this far into the Outland quite yet.

      The town opened up below them, while the sky did the same above. Thousands of tiny stars shone their hearts out as if each one was trying its very best to stand out from the rest. Meanwhile, the moon hung in the cloudless sky, looking down on the city as if to say: “You’ve got nothing on us.”

      While Sloan was enjoying the scene, Kade went to work. Shrugging off his backpack, he removed a thick, white-and-black blanket and food items.

      “We’re having a picnic?” Sloan asked, surprised.

      “Yep.” Kade smoothed down the rumpled parts of the blanket. “I hope you like sandwiches and chips. I had our cook at The Shifter put a few options together for us.”

      Sloan found herself amused. Not only had she never had a picnic before, but she also didn’t even recognize herself anymore. Days ago, she would have been walking the palace, in command of thousands of soldiers. She would be sleeping in her king-sized bed and attending banquets and feasts.

      The strangest part was, Sloan didn’t miss that at all. As she took a seat on the blanket next to Kade, she realized at that moment there was nowhere else she would rather be.

      “All right.” Kade spread the food out in front of them. He pointed to items, some of which Sloan was familiar, others she had never seen. “You’ve got your peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, your mystery meat salad sandwich, and your turkey sandwich. There’s a ton of different chips, and I brought a bottle of wine, as well.”

      “Wine with peanut butter and jelly?” Sloan selected one of the cellophane-wrapped sandwiches that oozed with the brown-and-red of peanut butter and what she assumed was strawberry jelly.

      “Don’t judge me.” Kade reached for the wine bottle. He produced a wine key from his pocket and went to work. A few seconds later, the cork came out with a pop. “And if you haven’t tried it yet, you should give it a shot.”

      Sloan gave Kade a rueful grin as she unwrapped the sandwich. Usually, she loved food of all flavors. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had had a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. It was a favorite of hers, but for some reason it didn’t seem appetizing just now.

      Sloan tried to think back to when the last time she had eaten. Had she eaten anything at all that day? Was it the day before when she had met Kade at The Shifter? Was that the last time she had eaten?

      It was the strangest feeling Sloan had come against in the last few hours. Her mind was telling her she should like the food in her hand, and her memories and even eyes were telling her she needed to eat, but Sloan just wasn’t hungry and the otherwise delicious sandwich was somehow becoming less appetizing by the moment.

      “Something wrong?” Kade filled two glasses with the deep red wine. “There’re other options if you’re not feeling the peanut butter and jelly paired with wine goodness.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Sloan scrunched her brow, forcing herself to take a bite out of the sandwich. All of the flavors were still there; however, it wasn’t what her body was craving at the moment. “Sorry, I guess I’m not as hungry as I thought.”

      “You have, uh, here.” Kade reached over and brushed the bottom of her lip. His thumb came away with a glob of the peanut butter. He hesitated before he brought his thumb to his own mouth. “You don’t have cooties or anything I should be aware of, do you?”

      Sloan was still trying to recover from feeling his warm hand on her face. When was the last time she had been touched by a man? And not with a punch to her face? She and Aareth had kissed, but it was clear whatever Kade and she shared, it was something completely different.

      “Oh … I … uh…” Sloan was trying to come up with an excuse as to why Kade should not put the glob of peanut butter in his mouth. Until she was completely sure that whatever was going on with her anatomy was not contagious through body fluids, she couldn’t risk Kade getting the vampire elixir.

      “I was just kidding about the cooties.” Kade moved his thumb to his lips. “It’s okay. It was a joke.”

      Why hadn’t she asked Edison if what she had was transferable via saliva? Sloan panicked and did the first thing she could think of: she grabbed Kade’s hand and shoved his thumb into her own mouth.

      Sloan and Kade froze. Sloan looked at him with panicked eyes as she sucked off the peanut butter, Kade’s eyes just as large as he tried to figure out what she was doing.

      “Are you giving me some kind of not-so-subtle signal, here?” Kade laughed out loud. “I’m not really sure what’s going on. It’s weird, but I kinda like it.”

      “Sorry … no … I guess I was just hungrier than I thought. You know, don’t mess with a girl’s food.” Sloan grabbed a napkin and handed it to Kade. She motioned to his thumb. “Sorry, kinda slobbery. You should probably clean that off.”

      “Okay.” Kade had said the word so slowly, Sloan was doubting her odds of being asked out again.

      “So, tell me about you.” Sloan did her best to hide the heat she felt in her face by raising a glass of wine to her lips.

      “Not much to tell.” Kade bit into a sandwich. He chewed for a while, thinking on her request. “Actually, that’s a lie. There’s a ton to tell, but I don’t want to dump on you, this being our first date and all.

      “Seriously?” Sloan drained her wine glass. “I just sucked your thumb, you can afford to be a little dumpy on me right now.”

      “Yeah, you did just do that, didn’t you? Well, my long, sad story starts with my family being taken away from me during a raid. I couldn’t have been more than five or six. My father and mother, sister and brother and I had lived in the Outland, pretty quiet and peaceful, all things considered. Gossip was coming in about the queen’s soldiers doing raids. We didn’t believe them. It was always something that someone had heard from someone else; there was no concrete evidence that these raids were actually happening.”

      Kade reached down and drained his own glass. His bright orange eyes seemed to dim in the moon’s light, if that was even possible.

      “I didn’t believe it, either, until they came for us one night. My father and mother fought back, but couldn’t fend them off. I remember there being blood everywhere. I hid in a closet, but eventually they were killed or taken, maybe both. I screamed when I saw my mother being dragged across our tiny family room floor. I just couldn’t keep it in. They tried to grab me, too, but I ran. I don’t think they really cared about a kid when they already had the rest of my family. I ran and ran, and kept running. Over the years, I tried to find them. I even went to New Hope for help, but everyone brushed me off. The closest I ever got to finding them where just more whispers, bar talk of the queen doing experiments on residents of the Outland, but that was it. Eventually, I set up shop in Term, and here I am.”

      Sloan’s stomach twisted. Not only was she finding herself liking Kade more and more, but it was now also obvious they could never be together. Not after what had happened to his family. Not when Sloan knew exactly what had happened to his family. It was obvious the queen’s sister had been recruiting for her experiments for a very long time now.

      “Sorry.” Kade studied Sloan’s face. “I told you it was a lot.”

      “No, no.” Sloan shook her head, trying to think of the right words for the occasion. “It’s not that. I’m an orphan, as well. Your story was just bringing back memories for me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Kade refilled their glasses with the sweet wine. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.” Sloan sipped at her wine. Once again, her mind was telling her she should enjoy the beverage more than her taste buds or stomach did. “I never knew my parents. I grew up in the system, bounced around from orphanage to orphanage.”

      “That must have been rough.” Kade swirled the liquid in his glass, staring at the wine as if in that small maelstrom all of his questions could be answered. “What happened to you once you were old enough to leave the orphanage?”

      Sloan knew this line of questioning was bound to happen. As much as she hated having to tell him, she understood Kade had to know about her history in the queen’s army. Holding back any further would be lying.

      “Kade, there’s something you have to know about me.” Sloan cleared her throat. She caught his penetrating gaze. “I’m not the same person I was a few days ago. My life has changed drastically.”

      “We all change.” Kade shook his head, trying to ease her troubled heart. “I’m not the same person I was last year, even last month. We’re supposed to do that, as we grow, learn, and evolve into the best interpretations of ourselves we can be.”

      “I agree with all of that, but I was in the ar—”

      Sloan didn’t get the words out. There was a deafening impact in the trees off to their right, like a meteor striking the earth. More crashing immediately followed as something large made its way toward them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Get behind me.” Kade stood, facing the oncoming sound. In one of his hands, he carried the empty bottle of wine.

      “Yeah, I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.” Sloan stood right next to Kade. “Actually, you should probably be the one getting behind me.”

      Before the conversation could go on any longer, the stomping in the forest came closer. Whatever it was had no concept of moving quietly around the trees. Sloan squinted into the darkness the forest’s canopy provided. She was able to make out a form: massive shoulders with folded wings and greyish skin.

      “You can put down the bottle.” Sloan relaxed. “It’s Kimberly.”

      “We were kind of on a date, here.” Kade tossed the wine bottle to the side as the gargoyle exited the tree line and stood in front of them. “Can this wait?”

      Kimberly’s wounds from her fight with Sloan had been erased as if they had never happened. She wore the same brown leather skirt and sports bra as the day before. Her gaze shifted from Kade to Sloan.

      Kimberly ignored Kade’s question. “This isn’t the time for romantic excursions. I’ve arranged for a town meeting. Word of the deaths of the New Hope militia sent to Term is spreading like wildfire. We need to decide what we’re going to do when New Hope retaliates.”

      “How is news getting to New Hope so quickly?” Sloan found herself wondering. Another question immediately followed. “How do you know all of this?”

      “The queen has her spies among us.” Kimberly raised a brow to Kade.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Kade shook his head. “You, above all people, should know I’m no friend to the crown.”

      “Be that as it may”—Kimberly motioned for Sloan to follow—“we need to have a meeting. Half of the town leaders want to stay and fight, the others want to run to Azra. We need the opinion of someone who has been in service to the queen.”

      Sloan’s stomach went from a twisted up knot to one of ash. She felt lightheaded and sick as she looked over at Kade. His face was twisted in confusion as he looked from Sloan to Kimberly.

      “What are you talking about? Charlotte’s not a member of the queen’s army.” Kade stared at Kimberly’s raised eyebrow for a moment before turning toward Sloan. “Are you?”

      The way he asked the last question like a kid who already knew the answer but hated hearing the news, almost broke Sloan’s heart. How could she have come to care for a stranger this much in the space of a few days?

      “I’m sorry.” Sloan took a step toward Kade. “I should have told you sooner, but there was no time. I didn’t think you would understand. I didn’t think—”

      “You can just stop there.” Kade raised his hands, backing away from the picnic area. “You can just say you didn’t think, and that would sum it up perfectly.”

      “Kade.” Sloan took another step toward him. “You have to let me explain.”

      “Like you said, there’s no time.” Kade turned his back disappearing into the woods. “Your military expertise is needed.”

      Sloan felt so sick now, she thought she might vomit. Her mind was already replaying the scenarios that could have prevented what just happened if she had just been a little faster with her honesty. A part of her wanted to go after Kade, but she just wasn’t that type of girl. She wanted to explain to Kade what was going on, but she refused to chase after him.

      “You humans and your relationships.” Kimberly had plopped herself down in the middle of the picnic area as Sloan and Kade parted ways. She was shoving mystery meat sandwiches and chips into her large maw. “I’ll never understand you. Your kind is so dramatic. You should take a page out of the gargoyle handbook when it comes to relationships.”

      Sloan could hear Kimberly going on in the background, but her thoughts were still on Kade. She’d have to figure out a way to talk to him again. Give him some time, and then talk to him. If he still hated her for her past, there was nothing she could do about that.

      “You see, when a male gargoyle likes a female gargoyle”—Kimberly was tearing through the food like she hadn’t eaten in weeks—“he’s expected to present her with his proof of manhood. You see, he shows her his—”

      “You’re not being helpful at all.” Sloan screwed the gargoyle with a stare. “Let’s get to this meeting you’re talking about.”

      Sloan didn’t wait to see if Kimberly would follow. Instead, she started walking into the forest toward the path that would lead them back to town.

      “And I get that the queen has spies, so she gets her news quicker than we thought, but how do you know that she knows?” Sloan ducked under a low-hanging branch.

      Kimberly rose from her spot on the blanket and crashed through the forest behind Sloan. She talked around a mouthful of food.

      “You should really reconsider your matrimony to the shifter Kade. He has access to delicious treats.”

      “Kimberly, I need you to focus past your stomach for a moment. How do you know that the queen is aware of what happened in Term. The news should at least take another day or two to get to her.”

      “The queen is not the only one who has spies. I have a small but determined network of my own informants that let me know what goes on beyond the borders of Term.”

      “So, the queen already knows.” Sloan started strategizing already.

      “That means, if they start preparing for an attack now”—Kimberly picked up the train of thought—“they can be here at the very soonest in two days.”

      “No.” Sloan remembered the vampire super soldiers that were capable of traveling at speeds close to her own. “They’ll be here tomorrow. They’ll come with the night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Green magical power flamed in his right hand. He held it hidden under the wooden table in the bar. Panic seized at his heart, but at least now he had access to his magical ability. As the two guards came closer, the adrenaline that coursed through his body subsided.

      The pair of soldiers making their way to him were Sergeant Harrison and Private Pia. Jack kept his guard up, but allowed the magic in his hand to die away. These two had been his friends at the palace. If they were going to turn him in, they would have had their weapons drawn and come in a larger number, not looking over their own shoulders to see if anyone was watching them.

      “What are you doing here?” Private Pia gave Jack an unexpected hug.

      Even Sergeant Harrison looked relieved to see him.

      “What do you mean?” Jack returned the private’s embrace, not quite ready to tell her everything that had happened to him. It would be better to see exactly how much they knew first.

      “When Sloan told us to warn you and we couldn’t find you”—Sergeant Harrison shook his head; his eyes looked tired—“we thought you might already be dead.”

      “Sloan?” Jack had to remind himself to keep his voice down. “What happened to Sloan and Aareth? Is the queen holding them prisoner, as well?”

      Over the next few minutes, the trio exchanged stories of what had happened to them since the night of Jack and Abigail’s capture.

      “When Harrison and I came to warn you like Sloan asked”—Pia shook her head—“you were gone. We were interrogated by some of the queen’s soldiers as to what Sloan told us, but we were able to fake ignorance. As far as we were concerned, we were following the orders of our captain.”

      Jack let out a long breath through his mouth. Sloan was gone, so were Aareth and Edison and Oliver Livingston. They were all wanted criminals, and what had happened to Aareth, who knows what kind of condition he was in now? Would he stay that violent wolf-creature that Pia had explained him to be, forever?

      “One thing’s for sure…” Harrison lowered his voice so it was barely audible above the din in the bar. “Everyone’s out looking for you. You can’t stay here in New Hope. The word has been put out to bring you back, dead or alive. The queen is supposed to formally address the army later tonight about what’s going on with Captain Sloan.”

      Jack’s mind was reeling with the new information. Should they go find Sloan and the others? But then Abigail was right. They couldn’t just up and leave Elizabeth.

      These thoughts were tearing through his mind like a mage-powered locomotive, when Abigail pushed through the crowd. She was followed by yet another soldier. Unbeknownst to them, it seemed like Jack and Abigail had found a bar that was a local hangout for the militia. Lieutenant Baker followed in her wake.

      “Well, isn’t this lucky?” Abigail smiled at the two soldiers seated with Jack. “Exactly who we needed to talk to.”

      “Jack.” The Lieutenant went over and embraced Jack’s hand with a firm grip. “You came at the perfect time. My battalion just got off duty. This is a favorite local bar we come to when we get off our rotation.”

      “Well, I’m glad we ran into you and not another group of soldiers.” Jack released the Lieutenant’s hand. He looked over his shoulder at the crowded room. He could see other off-duty soldiers now, but they were too busy with their own drinks to care much about what strangers were in the bar.

      “We need to make this quick.” Lieutenant Baker took a seat at the table. His head was on a swivel as he looked around for anyone eavesdropping or too interested in the gathered group. “This place isn’t safe. We need to talk, but not here.”

      Jack hated himself for thinking anything but the best about the three soldiers gathered at their table, but was he one hundred percent sure they could be trusted? After all, he had already been duped by the queen, which proved his trust radar was off.

      “I agree,” Sargent Harrison said, catching motion by the door. “We need to get out of here before someone spots them.”

      “Hey! Hey! Stop right there!”

      The blood in Jack’s veins turned ice cold. A group of soldiers had just entered the bar and were looking straight at Jack and Abigail. Already they were shoving their way through the crowded room, raising their rifles.

      Lieutenant Baker rose and grabbed Jack by the collar with both hands. “Twenty-nine ninety-nine Martelle Street.” His words were calm and quiet, but his face had twisted into a sneer. “You can trust the owner there. I’ll contact you when it’s safe. Now hit me and run, because your life depends on it.”

      Jack’s mind was forced to process the information in a second before his fist was sailing through the air. His right hand made contact with the Lieutenant’s left temple. Lieutenant Baker stumbled back under the weight of the blow.

      Jack could see Abigail doing the same to Sergeant Harrison and Private Pia. She threw Pia into the table and shoulder-checked Harrison as she ran toward Jack and the rear door.

      To their credit, the two soldiers did an amazing job of selling the act. Private Pia tumbled off the table, while Harrison grunted and doubled over.

      “Someone stop them!” screamed the soldiers who had just entered the bar.

      Their voices were barely audible now above the shouts from others and Jack’s own beating heart. Jack and Abigail ran as one, pushing their way to the back of the room.

      Twenty-nine ninety-nine Martelle Street, Twenty-nine ninety-nine Martelle Street, Jack repeated to himself.

      Jack and Abigail finally reached the rear exit and blew through the back door. It led into an alley where yet another handful of city guards stood smoking. Their surprised expressions told Jack the men had not been waiting there to ambush them. It was pure stupid luck.

      Jack skidded to a halt as recognition crossed the men’s faces. It was too late to try to go the other way down the alley. The guards chasing them had piled out of the bar and now blocked their escape.

      “We’re ordered to bring you in, dead or alive,” huffed the soldier leading the charge through the bar. “You have three seconds to decide.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “They’re not going to take you alive, and if they do, you’ll wish you were dead.”

      Despite the number gathered, the room was as silent as a tomb.

      Sloan understood she wasn’t doing anyone any favors by sugarcoating the truth. They needed to know what they were up against. At the very least, they needed to be informed of what was about to descend upon them.

      Sloan’s eyes made contact with every town representative in Kimberly’s office. There were business owners, heads of family, and even a few elected officials. These people weren’t fighters, and in Sloan’s opinion, they needed to run. But this wasn’t something she could come out and tell them; they had to decide for themselves.

      “And you know all of this because you were in the queen’s army up until a few days ago?” The voice came from a tall, thin man who reminded Sloan of Elijah Ahab. He had a bad comb-over and suspenders that held up his pants.

      “That’s right.” Sloan met the man’s stare head-on. “I was a captain in her army until I found out what her true purpose was for laying her locomotive tracks. She wants to invade the Outland and bring every city under her rule from Term to Azra. But that’s not the most pressing thing right now. If Kimberly’s intel is right, then the queen knows what happened to her men here. She’ll unleash a new kind of super soldier on you. With their enhanced speed, they’ll be here tomorrow night.”

      A ripple of murmurs passed through those gathered. Kimberly’s office used as a meeting room held the gathered occupants, but it was standing room only. Those who did murmur were close enough for Sloan to hear their words of doubt.

      “Can we trust her?”

      “How is she so sure of when they will come?”

      “Enhanced soldiers?”

      “Listen.” Sloan’s voice filled the room again. “I have no reason to lie to you. Frankly, I don’t even have a personal tie to Term, besides that I was fooled by the queen for far too long and now I owe her a taste of her own medicine. I’m going to be here when she sends in her first wave of super soldiers, and I strongly advise you to leave Term. We may be able to hold off the first wave, but trying to wage a war against New Hope at this point wouldn’t be smart.”

      “What she’s saying is true.” Kimberly stood next to Sloan. A full foot taller than anyone else in the room, she dwarfed her guests. “The queen does have these advanced fighters. I’ve gotten reports of them, and I was able to fight one in the ring last night before we were interrupted by the rest of queen’s soldiers.”

      There it was. If the people gathered hadn’t put two and two together yet, they sure knew what was going on now. All eyes in the room immediately fixated on Sloan. Everyone judged her based on their own predisposed assumptions.

      Sloan hated the idea of having to stand there while others made the decision. She was used to leading and being obeyed, but a lot had changed. Now, she was at the mercy of strangers as they debated amongst themselves.

      “If you don’t mind”—Kimberly leaned down to whisper into Sloan’s ear—“I think the final decision should be made by the people of Term.”

      “I can take a hint.” Sloan crossed the room and left through the large wooden door.

      She had done her part. Whether the citizens of Term decided to leave or stay was on them. Sloan was reminded of the redundant saying she had heard years before and since then had taken to heart. She could only control those things she could control.

      What she needed to focus on now was finding her mage sword taken from her by Kimberly’s men the night before. After that, she needed to scout the outskirts of Term. She understood New Hope’s battle strategy; heck, she had written half the book on it herself. She would need every advantage she could get.

      “How did it go?”

      Sloan was making her way down the stairs when she was caught off guard by Ashley Brookhaven’s question. Was she still going by Ashley, or was it Brenda now?

      The woman sat on one of the long couches. Her favored weapon, the two-handed mage sword, was out in front of her. She was staring into the steel’s shiny, mirror-like surface.

      “We’re asking a lot of them, whether they decide to stay or go.” Sloan landed on the bottom step. “The last thing I want to see is them getting slaughtered by the force the queen will send.”

      “It can never be simple.” Ashley drummed her fingers across the flat side of her blade. “I just came out of a meeting with Edison and that little gnome of his. I think they took enough blood to fill a pitcher.”

      “No results yet?” Sloan guessed.

      “Nothing I don’t already know. I don’t have a heartbeat. Whatever was used to resurrect me wasn’t science-based. I doubt Edison will find anything helpful despite how much Aareth wants him to.”

      Sloan waited for Ashley to say more, but she didn’t. The woman’s shoulder-length brown hair fell over her face, obscuring her expression.

      “Do you ever feel like you should want one thing or another, but you just don’t, maybe can’t?” Ashley asked, still looking down at her sword rather than at Sloan. “Aareth says we had this amazing life together, and part of me wants to believe it. There’s an itch in the back of my mind that can even almost remember, but every time I try to grab onto it, it escapes through my grasp. I might as well be trying to catch the morning mist in my palm.”

      Sloan took a seat next to Ashley on the couch. The woman still didn’t look up. It was as if she were mesmerized by her own reflection in the sword, or maybe she just wasn’t used to talking about the way she felt.

      That was fine for Sloan. Among the many things she hated discussing were the weather, politics, and her own feelings. But right now, the moment just felt right.

      “I don’t know if I can say I know exactly how you feel,” Sloan started, finding her own gaze on the far wall, where a stack of weapons lay piled. A pile of weapons that including her own sword. “But tonight, I knew what I should do. I know what I want to do, but it’s just not in my nature. I hurt someone tonight and I don’t even know how it happened. Things were moving so quickly, I don’t even want to feel responsible for it but I know I should.”

      “Look at us.” Ashley finally raised her gaze from her sword, an empty smile on her lips. “A heartless woman and a super soldier sharing their innermost thoughts. Is this what normal women do?”

      Sloan shrugged. She stood up from her seat and made her way to the pile of weapons. Her own sword was on top, the slightly curved blade with the pommel that guarded her hand. Her saber that she had killed dozens of men and women with. “I don’t know what normal women do. I’ve never been one. I’m going to go take a look at the town’s perimeter, though if you want to come, I—”

      The barely audible chatter that could be heard from the upstairs meeting, died. A door opened somewhere above. Heavy footfalls could be heard pounding down the steps. Kimberly’s strong grey frame appeared a moment later.

      “They’ve voted.” The gargoyle looked seriously at both women. “They’re going to leave Term. The exodus is going to take some time. They’ll need volunteers to hold off the vampire soldiers when they get here.”

      Sloan exchanged knowing glances with Ashley. Both women stood ready with their blades.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “Your Captain was misguided, fooled by those she wishes to protect. I know how popular Captain Sloan was to all of you. You all know how much I respected her, as well. That is why I am ordering you to bring her back alive, if at all possible.”

      Leah stood back inside the palace room just outside of eye range. Her sister, the queen, gave her speech to the gathered soldiers on the balcony. Her ears were taking in every word her sister spoke, while her eyes roamed around the room. Her sister was everything she wasn’t, maybe that’s why they got along so well.

      The room she sat in now was simple but ornate. There were golden chandeliers, gaudy tapestries, and thick rugs, and this was only one of the many side rooms in the palace. Leah allowed her eyes to wander to the scene outside. The queen was going on in eloquent speech to the one hundred vampire soldiers that stood below soaking in her words like thirsty sponges.

      On one side of the queen stood Fenrick Trillion. The idiot, weasel of a man that was the queen’s treasurer. He was a spy for The Order. Both the queen and Leah had known it for years now, but it was helpful to feed him what they wanted him to know, and likewise, it was nice knowing in advance what your enemies had planned.

      On the other side of the queen was The Scar, the mercenary who had been introduced to the military as an undercover operative. He was going by the name Logan Steel now. Commander Steel to his men. He would have been the one leading the charge on Term, but he was in need of some upgrades. Instead, a lower-ranking officer would lead the soldiers against Term. One was not expected to put their more powerful pieces on the board first. The pawns would go and assess the strength of Term first, and if they managed to succeed, all the better.

      The vampires that would go on the attack were second-generation experiments, after all. Commander Steel was a first-generation experiment, and was now to be Leah’s first third-generation test subject.

      “You are the first to go out and spearhead what will be a major movement in the Outland,” Queen Eleanor went on. “We will bring unity and prosperity to our neighbors. Of course, there will be those who need to be reassured. In this case, there are criminals who met our acts of kindness with violence. You have all been briefed on the slaughtering of our brothers and sisters in Term. To these we will act with swift justice. Good luck, be safe, your queen and your city thank you for your service.”

      There was a familiar sound of a crowd moving at once as the queen was saluted. She waved as the soldiers turned and made their way from the city. Their path would take them through a city cheering them on and to Term. They would reach the Outland city the following night, when their powers would be unhampered by the sun. They would be at full strength when they attacked.

      The queen entered the room, nodding to her sister. Fenrick was once more in her ear, talking about positioning and movements for the future. Commander Steel bowed his way from the two and approached Leah.

      “I hate that guy. Even when he thought I was working for The Order, I’ve hated him. Why the queen won’t let me tear his limbs off, I’ll never understand.” Commander Steel was dressed in the normal city uniform of black-and-grey, a symbol of a black bat in front of two crossed swords emblazoned on his shoulders. “Are you sure I can’t go to Term? I feel like I could use some bloodshed in my life.”

      Leah’s eyes rolled over the commander’s sharp features. Aside from the scar that ran down the side of his face, he wasn’t hard on the eyes. One thing was for certain, despite his name change, he was still the same cold-hearted killer.

      “If we’re going to expect you to lead in the army, you’re going to have to curb that tongue of yours.” Leah stood and motioned for Commander Steel to follow. “More killing will come in time. So much, I promise, you’ll get your fill.”

      “About my name change. What was wrong with The Scar, anyway? I thought it was fitting. I could have been Commander Scar.”

      “Unlikely.” Leah led as the two maneuvered through the palace to one of the many stairwells leading down to the lower levels. “I’ve been working on a potion that will give you the upper hand in turning others to your will.”

      “That sounds a bit cryptic,” Commander Steel said, following close behind. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means Charlotte Sloan wiped the floor with you last time you two met. This will make you as strong and as fast as she is, but not only that, with a single bite, you’ll be able to turn others into vampires.”

      “Interesting, and you plan on testing this theory, how?”

      “The Legion has many enemies both within and outside of the New Hope walls. But let’s deal with one thing at a time, shall we?”

      Leah led the former mercenary down the flight of steps and to a narrow hall. This portion of the palace’s underbelly Leah had reserved for her own experiments. It had thicker walls and was located under the palace’s kitchen and washroom. There was enough noise up there to drown out any stray screams or moans that might penetrate the thick stone.

      Leah produced a key from within her dark robe. She went to a door set inside the long hall. It was like any other and would not have stood out at all, except when she placed her hand on this door and mumbled a certain phrase, intricate lines of purple magic crossed over the thick wood and metal. Ancient runes it had taken her a lifetime to learn allowed the door to be unlocked by the key she now inserted.

      “Impressive.” Commander Steel followed Leah into her laboratory.

      “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet.” Leah motioned with an outstretched hand, sending mage light dancing around the room. The power illuminated her laboratory, giving Commander Steel his first glimpse of her work area.

      The room was gigantic, with steel holding cells to the right, and a large workspace that boasted a variety of tools and tables supporting even more tools. To the left were a dozen cylinder-like holding tubes filled with amber liquid and test subjects floating inside.

      These macabre forms ranged anywhere from a fully grown human male, to a deformed gnome. They all appeared to be sleeping in the fluid.

      Commander Steel stared open-mouthed at the scene from a nightmare. “You have issues. What have you been doing down here?”

      “Well, lucky you. You’re about to see first-hand.”

      Leah brushed by the commander. She made her way to the center of the room where an exam table stood upright. It was padded with brown leather cushioning. Straps for the occupants’ wrists, ankles, midsection, and forehead hung off the table like brown snakes.

      “You’ll need to remove your shirt.” Leah didn’t bother gauging the commander’s level of fear; she knew his kind too well. He realized he was in too deep to pull out and a part of his sick drive for power even wanted to be experimented on if it meant his evolution. “The first installment of enhancers will mean a series of injections. The straps are there to ensure you don’t break any of your own bones during the spasms.”

      “How reassuring.” Commander Steel obeyed, taking off his shirt to reveal a pale canvas of crisscrossed scars over his torso and arms. He stepped up into the standing bed.

      Leah wasted no time securing the straps. No matter how sure she was of Commander Steel’s resolve, there was something about being tied down that even the most stalwart warrior hated. She maneuvered deft fingers through the straps on Commander Steel’s wrists, ankles, midsection, and forehead.

      “Aren’t you going to buy me a drink first?” Commander Steel grinned at Leah. “What exactly are we expecting to happen from this procedure?”

      Leah worked a circular crank at the base that brought the exam table to a parallel resting position. On the table next to her was a gun-like instrument of her own making. Instead of a barrel, four needles poked out from the front. Each needle connected to a vial of different colored fluid—slime green, bright pink, faded yellow, and translucent blue.

      “Are you going to inject me with the different shades of the rainbow?” Commander Steel asked with a hint of doubt in his voice. “Seriously, what kind of results are we anticipating here?”

      Leah lifted the gun of vials and stabbed Commander Steel with the needles. The slick steel spikes ran through his pale flesh like meat skewers through a freshly slaughtered pig. Her placement was perfect, right over his heart.

      Commander Steel looked at her with eyes full of pain and regret. He couldn’t move, but Leah guessed that if he could, he would strike her across the jaw.

      Leah pulled the trigger on her gun with her left hand,  while her right hand covered Commander Steel’s mouth.

      Animal-like screams were already coming from somewhere deep inside his chest.

      “I don’t really know what to expect.” Leah smiled down at her victim. “But if you do survive, you will be something to be dreaded by the rest of the world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      There was no time to come up with a battle plan. Jack and Abigail stood back-to-back, facing down the guards who had chased them from the inside of the bar, as well as those who had been unluckily waiting for them in the alley.

      “Take them!” ordered the soldier leading the group from inside the bar. He was young for a commanding officer, clean-shaven, a boyish look of excitement in his eyes. “Take them, now!”

      Jack could feel Abigail tense behind him. Back-to-back, her hips lowered against his, the muscles in her back tightened.

      Jack allowed the familiar magical warmth to race across his body. Green flames erupted from his hands as the first set of guards arrived.

      Jade flickering flames of magical energy hit each of his targets in the chest, sending them careening into their counterparts behind. Jack trusted Abigail to hold her own as he moved to finish off the soldiers on his side of the alley.

      He had the easier of the two tasks. The guards Jack faced were those simply out for a smoke. Four were half drunk, without weapons, and totally unprepared for a fight. He struck the two remaining guards, who struggled to their feet, across the temple and jaw. The magic covering his fists added an extra layer of toughness to his hands.

      When Jack’s blows landed, he didn’t even feel the impact. What he did feel was the familiar drain of energy. When he didn’t have an item such as a wand or a staff to channel his magic through, the act of using any magic became ten times as tiresome. How Leah Noble was so strong as to not require any kind of magical item was beyond Jack.

      A grunt from behind made him change his train of thought. Abigail was already bleeding from the right corner of her lip. The meager amount of training she had received from Sloan wasn’t enough to fend off the group of trained soldiers.

      It was only Abigail’s resolve to stay free and to find her sister that carried her through this fight. Jack raced to action. Five soldiers stood on Abigail’s side, all armed and ready to kill if need be. One of the five was already on the ground, thanks to Abigail. The other four pressed in.

      A muscular-looking guard saw Jack break off from his own fight to come and help. He raised a long-barreled rifle to his shoulder and took aim.

      There was no room to maneuver in the narrow alley. In a raging rush of energy, Jack forced the magic in him to his hands. Emerald flames shone bright as he crossed his forearms in front of him and did his best to make himself small behind this untested barrier.

      BOOM!

      The shot from the soldier’s rifle rang out loud in the alley, echoing off the brick walls. Jack felt the impact of the bullet strike the magical force around his hands and bounce off. Jack and the soldier looked at one another, each just as shocked.

      Jack was the first to recover. Pushing both hands forward, he channeled a beam of magic. It hit the soldier square in the stomach. The soldier doubled over and fell in a heap to the gravel ground.

      Jack was sweating. His heart pounded in his ears. He was testing the boundaries of his magical ability now as he prepared for the next engagement.

      To her credit, Abigail was still on her feet. She fought like a woman possessed, biting, scratching, and kicking at the last three men who had her pinned up against the alley’s far wall. Two of the soldiers held her, while the third was failing to maneuver her wrists into a set of manacles.

      Jack kept his hands burning bright with the magic. He struck the first soldier in the back of the head. The soldier crumpled. Jack brought his fist down onto the next soldier’s jaw, sending him to his knees, where he hit him once more in the nose. Blood squirted everywhere as the man rolled on the ground, both hands on his broken nose.

      Abigail had an answer to the last soldier. It was the young commanding officer. He looked at the two, taking a step back, the empty manacles swinging in his hand. “Wait just a minute now, I had the opportunity to fire on you and I didn’t. You owe me—”

      Abigail took a step forward and sent a powerful kick to the man’s nether regions. Whatever he was going to say was lost in a high-pitched gasp. He fell to his knees, grabbing at his crotch.

      “Let’s go.” Jack finally allowed the magic coursing over his hands to fade. He was exhausted, but they had to move.

      “Go where?” Abigail pressed the back of her left hand to her bleeding lip. “We don’t have any friends in New Hope.”

      “We might have more than we thought.” Jack motioned to her to follow as he made his way down the alley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The two had managed to lose themselves among the crowded streets of New Hope. With a few directions pointed out to them by wary store owners, Jack and Abigail made their way to 2999 Martelle Street.

      While they were traveling to the address, both Jack and Abigail had done their best to straighten their clothing, but it was clear they had been part of something out of the ordinary that day. Abigail’s new dress was ripped at her right shoulder. Jack’s coat was spotted with dark dried blood.

      The whole time, Jack couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. Every look up to the rooftops or behind his back led to the same result: nothing. Still, Jack’s imagination ran wild with the possibility of spies lurking in the shadows. Just as he was about to suggest to Abigail that they double back, the pair of weary fugitives arrived at the address.

      Jack’s stomach did a backflip as he realized he still hadn’t eaten that day. The sun had long set, making the residence in front of them look more sinister than it should. The two were in a low-end residential area of the city. Single-story homes stood squeezed together with not so much as a walkway between the buildings.

      The mage lights that added illumination to the moon and stars overhead cast weird shadows on 2999 Martelle Street. The brick structure looked ancient with cracks spider webbing up from the overgrown yard that touched the foundation of the house, to the sagging roof that looked as though it could collapse with the next heavy rainfall.

      “Are you sure Lieutenant Baker said this was the address?” Abigail looked up and down the deserted street. “You don’t think this is a trap, do you? I mean, Lieutenant Baker wouldn’t try to trick us, would he?”

      “No.” Jack couldn’t imagine a scenario where they couldn’t trust Lieutenant Doyle Baker. “He wouldn’t have let us go at the bar, only to trap us here. He’s a good man.”

      “Well then, do we just knock?”

      Jack looked over at Abigail. Her face was in the shadow of the house, but he could imagine her determined eyes staring back at his own.

      Together, the two made their way through the shabby yard to the front door. Jack stepped over a spider as it scuttled across the cement walkway. Once, long ago, the door had at one time been painted a bright, cheerful blue. Now, the paint chipped and flaked off the pitted wood.

      There was a window on either side of the door, dirty drapes obscuring their view inside. Out of the corner of his eye, Jack caught movement from the window on his left. By the time he turned to see what it was, it was too late. The only thing there was the last sway of the stained curtain as it fell back into place.

      Had he even seen anything at all? Jack had to wonder how much his imagination was toying with him at the moment, and whether or not there was actually someone staring at them from the other side of the window.

      Abigail missed the interaction. She raised a fist, striking the door three times. The sound of her knocks reverberated inwards.

      The pair of fugitives waited. Jack looked over his shoulder. Besides a few random pedestrians crossing the street a few blocks down, there was no one.

      Abigail raised her hand again, but this time, before she could make contact with the wood, the door swung open in a rush. Two scarred hands reached out, grabbing both Jack and Abigail around their collars. In a heartbeat, they were pulled into the dark house. The door shut behind them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “When was the last time you ate or slept?” Ashley asked as the two women surveyed the perimeter of the town. “I’m only asking because I can’t remember the last time I did either.”

      “Food’s not really been my thing lately.” Sloan avoided eye contact with the woman. “I took a nap earlier today. I don’t know for how long.”

      That seemed enough for Ashley. Instead of chatter, the two warriors scoped out what would serve as their battleground.

      The town of Term was hedged in on two sides by the forest and on two sides by a kind of dead, rolling grass that eventually turned into desert. There were no natural barriers. The small town simply began where the first building started and ended where the last street came to a stop.

      It would be near impossible to fortify the town from attack. There was no time to dig ditches, no time to build walls. Even if there had been time to raise defenses, who would man them? Sloan’s objective was to buy the townsfolk time to flee to Azra.

      Already the town was alive with the hustle and bustle of packing. Lights were on inside windows, even at this time of night. Voices murmured and argued on what would be packed and what could be left behind.

      Even at this distance, Sloan could hear them. Mothers and fathers arguing, children excited and panicked. Sloan let all of the background noise drown out as she stared out into the darkness brought on by the late hours of the night. Was it the late hours of the night, or the early hours of the morning? Sloan couldn’t tell.

      “I’m not as versed in strategy as you are, but this doesn’t look like much of a defensible position.” Ashley stared out into the night. Her mage sword had been powered off. It rested comfortably across her shoulders. “If you’re just trying to buy the fleeing citizens time, you might as well try to engage them in a head-on fight instead of trying to defend anything.”

      “You should’ve been in the army.” Sloan drummed the digits of her right hand on the pommel of her own mage sword. “I need to keep them in the city for as long as possible. Every second I can give to those escaping Term might make all the difference. If I can stop the invading force here, make them lose enough men to pull back, that would be even better.”

      “Who’s staying with you?”

      Sloan didn’t think about the question for more than a second. “I can do it by myself. Edison and Elwood aren’t fighters, Kimberly and her men need to push the refugees from Term along the road as quickly as possible, and … well, you and Aareth have your own future to think about.”

      “Yeah, a future that starts with a past I can’t even remember.” Ashley let out a long sigh.

      The chatter of an excited child reached their ears. The women turned to look. One of the first houses on the way into Term was in the process of being vacated by its owners. A mother about Ashley and Sloan’s own age held a sleeping baby in her arms, while her husband corralled two giant suitcases and a rambunctious child that couldn’t have been more than three.

      “Where are we going? What are we going to do? Can I bring my stuffed animals with me?” The questions tumbled out of the child’s mouth as if each one were connected to the rest.

      “Do you ever wish your life had taken a different route?” Ashley didn’t look at Sloan while she asked the question. “I don’t mean, ‘Do you regret your past?’ but are there times you’ve wanted more for yourself?”

      “Since my fall out with the queen, so much has gone through my mind. I really don’t know any more.” Sloan thought on Kimberly’s words a bit longer. The silence lengthened between the two women as each was caught up in memories long past. “The older I get, the more I realize there’s more to life than service and duty. I understand now the truly important things I’ve missed along the way.”

      “We should help them.” Ashley nodded to the young family struggling to gather their belongings and children. “They don’t look like they’re capable of much, let alone preparing to flee their homes in the middle of the night.”

      “You’re not as heartless as you think.” Sloan smiled over at her companion as the two warriors began walking toward the family. “Maybe there’s hope for you yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack was so tired from the fight before, it took everything in him to again shoulder the power of magic as he focused past his roaring stomach. His eyes were still adjusting to the dark room when he once more called the green magic to his hands.

      His brain immediately registered a handful of facts: He and Abigail were in a dark room, there was a large man looking down at them, and the man had one eye glowing a strange hue of orange.

      “None of that.” The man held a pistol to Jack’s forehead. “Try one of your magic tricks, and I’ll paint the wall with what little brains you have, boy.”

      The cold metal of the gun and the intensity in the man’s single, orange eye told Jack he wasn’t bluffing. Jack’s mouth went dry as he thought about his options. The man was large and quick, even with his perceived handicap of having one of his eyes covered by a black patch. Jack couldn’t imagine his own odds were good.

      “Please, sir.” Abigail shook her head and held up her hands. “Lieutenant Doyle Baker sent us here. He said we would be safe, that you would be able to help us.”

      The man didn’t move his gun from Jack’s forehead. However, at the mention of Doyle Baker’s name, Jack felt the pressure of the cold steel barrel lessen.

      “He said all of that, did he?” the man asked. He motioned to Jack’s hands with his chin. “Lights out, Sparky. I’m not going to lower my weapon, only to have you throw a blast of magic at me as soon as I do.”

      Jack’s shoulders slumped as he allowed the magic inside to dissipate. It was already fading, anyway. Whatever reserves he had had been tapped. With the disappearance of the magic dancing over his hands came the loss of the illumination inside the room. Once more, the interior of the house went dark.

      Jack’s eyes were still adjusting as the man began to speak once again.

      “Why would Baker send you here?” the man asked, now barely visible as Jack’s and Abigail’s eyes began to adjust. “Who are you?”

      Abigail spoke first. “We’re on the run from the queen. The queen and her sister had captured us. We escaped, and now—”

      “You fools.” The man rushed to one of the front windows, barely moving aside the drape to look at what was outside. “No one ever escapes the queen.”

      As if to punctuate his words, both windows burst inward under a shower of sharp glass shards. The orange-eyed man went down under the weight of a black-clad attacker. As the two wrestled on the ground, another assailant who had entered through the opposite window moved toward Jack and Abigail.

      The man moved so fast, it was impossible for Jack to tell much more besides that it was a vampire soldier. He descended upon Jack and Abigail so quickly, Jack hadn’t even had time to try to call on his magic for assistance. In the blink of an eye, the vampire soldier slammed into Abigail, sending her flying across the room.

      Abigail’s body struck the far wall with a sick thud. She crumpled to the floor and didn’t move. As fast as Jack could process the event, he was grabbed around his throat. Panic immediately set in as the skin burned. His lungs were working overtime to try to send oxygen to his brain, but the supply was quickly fading.

      Jack was lifted into the air by the attacker in black. A pale face he didn’t recognize sneered at him. “You humans will bow under the power of The Legion, or die.”

      Jack’s vision was beginning to blur as he fought against the steel-like grip of his attacker. His magical store had been tapped dry. Bright dots were exploding across the scene in front of him as he lost consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      All through the night and into the following day, Sloan and Ashley aided families in readying for their journey to Term. Neither woman was comfortable with the task, but both understood that right now this was where they could help the most.

      Swords sheathed, vampire super soldier and the undead woman aided residents in packing, loading, and even held children while their parents got their belongings together. The staging area for the departure was the road leading out from the west side of Term. Most of the town had accepted the call to flee. Only a few of the most stubborn remained behind.

      Sloan hadn’t eaten or slept all day, and neither had she felt the need to. The changes still happening to her body so far were ones she could live with. Sloan’s mind was already running wild with the idea of how much she could accomplish if she didn’t have to sleep.

      “Kristen! Kristen!” a man in his mid-thirties called after his young daughter as she ran over to Sloan, brown eyes large. “Leave the nice lady alone, Kristen.”

      “Are you a fighter? A real-life warrior?” The girl ignored her father, looking up at Sloan with awe. “Everyone says you’re going to protect us. Well, after they said that you’re the reason we all have to go.”

      Sloan squatted down. She still wasn’t eye level with the girl. “I’m going to make sure you and your dad have enough time to get to Azra, where you’ll be safe.”

      “I’m sorry.” Kristen’s father ran up to his daughter and lifted her into his arms. “I don’t know where she gets some of these ideas.”

      Sloan was about to respond with a sarcastic response, when Kimberly’s booming voice filled the staging area. “All right, humans, gargoyles, shifters, and other members of the paranormal race, we’re heading to Azra. I have runners already informing the city of our arrival. My men and I will act as our caravan’s guards. If we push hard, we’ll reach Azra in four, maybe five, days’ time.”

      Sloan took a moment to gauge the gathered groups’ reaction to Kimberly’s words. There were more people making the pilgrimage than Sloan had initially thought. It seemed like the city of Term was surprisingly populated. Families stood side-by-side, squinting in the day’s setting sun. Thick ropes and cords strapped overloaded carts holding everything from desks to rugs. The horses and donkeys harnessed to the carts and wagons pawed at the ground, sensing the nervous energy in the air.

      

      All together, Sloan guessed there were more than a thousand people making the journey to Azra. So many people forced to leave their homes. How many more would find themselves in similar positions when the queen descended on the Outland in force?

      Aareth sided up next to Sloan, wrestling her from her thoughts. “Ashley and I are leaving. You should leave, too.”

      “I can’t, but I wanted to say I’m sorry.” Sloan forced the words from her mouth. Not because she wasn’t sincere, but because it had been so long since she had apologized to anyone. “You’re right. You deserve to be happy with your wife. You’ve done and sacrificed enough in the name of the crown.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for.” Aareth held her gaze, his dark brown eyes searching her own for words that didn’t exist. “I was out of line for bringing up Oliver. I deserved that beating and more. If I thought I could talk you out of staying, I would.”

      Sloan nodded along with Aareth’s words. She extended her right hand. “Aareth Emerson, I hope you and your wife find peace.”

      Sloan felt Aareth grip her hand, strong but not crushing.

      “Edison and Elwood won’t leave with us.” Aareth released Sloan’s hand. “I know your plate is full, but if you can … ?”

      “I’ll look out for them.” Sloan nodded to Aareth’s request.

      Already a lump was forming in Sloan’s throat. She wasn’t going to cry, but neither could she deny the weight of the moment. Why did she care so much? Aareth and Ashley had done their duty. In a way, Sloan was even happy to see them go. They would be away from all of the killing, from all of the dying.

      A rogue idea entered Sloan’s mind as Aareth gave her one last smile and turned to leave. She cared, because he and Ashley were among the few people she could call friends. That was a short list, and seemed to be getting shorter by the day.

      Kimberly’s voice droned on as she gave final instructions to the caravan. The words that interrupted Sloan from her train of thought were: “Okay, everyone ready? Let’s move!”

      Sloan shook her mind free of friends, found and lost. If she was going to stand a chance against the enemy vampires who would come with the night, then she had to be of one mind, focused and ready to do whatever was needed to survive.

      She made her way back through the deserted town. The sun was just lowering past the horizon. In a few hours, night would come. Term had never been the hub of commerce, but it was especially dead now. The handful of people too stubborn to leave had barricaded themselves in their homes.

      Sloan hoped they would eventually run, as well, once they realized they had no chance against the vampire soldiers. Like her, like Aareth, that was a choice they had to make for themselves.

      Sloan positioned herself in the middle of the main street leading into Term. Her boots kicked up lonely puffs of dirt as she chose where she was going to make a stand. Whether by random coincidence or some underlying subliminal thought, the place she chose was in front of The Shifter.

      She pushed back thoughts of Kade. She had looked for him in the gathered crowd, to no avail. He had most likely gone ahead, or she had missed him in the throng. Either way, he was part of her past now, a fond memory and nothing more.

      “Well, girl,” Sloan said aloud to herself. “Here we go again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack woke with his head throbbing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a headache this bad. He blinked open his eyes, and the action came with another wave of pain that hammered at his skull. He found himself looking up at a ceiling. A moment later, he realized he was lying face-up on a bed.

      The ceiling was chipped and sagging. Memories of the previous night invaded his mind. He remembered the man with the golden eye, the vampire soldiers in black crash through the windows, and then … Abigail.

      Jack sat up in his bed so fast, a wave of dizziness made his head swim. While he fought off the pull back to unconsciousness, he realized he wasn’t the only one in the room.

      The same man who had dragged them into the house the day before sat in a chair, staring at him. It was the first time Jack had gotten a decent look at the man. He was in his forties, with short, black hair peppered with white and grey. His closely trimmed beard was the same, sprinkled with hints of his age. Two sword hilts the likes Jack had never seen peeked over his shoulders. A holstered pistol sat snug by his hip. He was dressed in all black.

      “You’re a tough kid,” the man spoke, still seated in the only other piece of furniture in the room. He leaned back in the chair, lifting the front two legs off the ground. “I thought you were dead by the time I got to you.”

      “Abigail?” Her name came out in a rough rasp that burned Jack’s throat. Jack lifted a hand to touch the tender flesh around his neck where he had been grabbed by the vampire soldier.

      “She’s fine. She suffered a concussion, but she’s awake and eating with the others.” The man finally stood, towering over Jack. “My name is Saber Hyde. I’m the leader of The New Order. If Lieutenant Baker sent you here, then you must be important.”

      Jack swallowed, immediately regretting the decision to do so as a fiery pain came once more from his throat. The weakness he felt from lack of food sought to reclaim his unconscious state.

      “Let’s get you downstairs.” Saber didn’t offer to help Jack. Instead, he stood next to the door, raising the eyebrow over his one good eye. “Some water, and if you can manage it, some food will do you wonders. I remember the first time I was strangled to near death.”

      Jack gathered himself for the walk. The simple move from a sitting position to his feet made his head swim again. Jack kept one hand on the uneven wall as he made his way to the door. He didn’t care what he looked like at that moment. He was just concerned about making sure Abigail was all right.

      Saber led Jack out into a hall. The two traveled toward an open room where light chatter could be heard. Jack felt a wave of relief; one of the voices was Abigail’s, and she sounded fine.

      Jack followed Saber to the end of the hall that emptied out into a large room lined with benches and tables, where a handful of people sat all eating their meals. Jack’s eyes immediately gravitated toward Abigail. She was seated, eating beside an older woman with short hair and a tight smile.

      “Jack.” Abigail rose as soon as she saw him. She ran forward and embraced him in a hug so fierce, it nearly knocked him over. “I stayed with you through the night and most of the day, but they insisted I get some food.”

      “Most of the day?” Jack cracked through his dry throat.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry. There aren’t any windows here; we’re underground at the moment.” Abigail led him to her seat at the bench. She offered Jack a steel mug holding her water. “You’ve been out all night and most of the day.”

      Jack accepted the mug, draining the water in one long gulp. The cool liquid felt heavenly. It coursed down his raw throat and splashed into his empty stomach.

      “Sasha, maybe you can get the kid some more water and something softer to eat?” Saber looked over at the woman. “Please.”

      For the first time, Jack noticed the woman’s eyes. They were also an orange gold. Not as pronounced as Saber’s, but enough to make the connection that the two were related.

      Sasha rose with a rueful grin, “All right, little brother, but only because you asked so nicely.”

      Saber seated himself on the opposite side of Jack, interlacing his hands in front of him. He skewered Jack with his one good eye. A moment passed where Jack felt like the man was measuring him up.

      “I’ve already told Abigail all of this, but I want you to hear it from me, as well,” Saber began. There was no kindness in his voice, just cold, hard facts. “Lieutenant Baker managed to get word to me today of your story and commitment to seeing the end to the queen’s reign. I’m willing to give you a chance, but be warned. If I sense anything is off about you at all, I’ll finish the job that vampire soldier started around your neck. Are we understood?”

      “Yes,” Jack croaked.

      “Good. Then rest and eat for what’s left of the day. The New Order is in need of warriors. We can use a good sorcerer for what is coming.” Saber rose, nodding to Jack. “I’m no wizard myself, but I can train you to use your mind and harness everything you have the potential to become.”

      “Thank you,” Abigail voiced what she and Jack were both thinking. “For everything.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Saber said over his shoulder. “Tomorrow, both of you will begin to train.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      “We’ve been over this.” Aareth tried to control the frustration he felt inside. “She’s staying because she feels like she owes something to the town, like she owes something to herself for allowing herself to be duped by the queen for so long. We don’t owe anyone anything. The only thing we should be worried about is getting your memory back and our lives back on track.”

      Brenda gave him that stubborn look she had used so many times before. It was an expression Aareth had come to know well through their years of dating and marriage. It was going to take an act of God to get this woman to budge.

      “And your friends, Edison and Elwood?” Brenda crossed her arms over her chest. Another sign she wasn’t going to move any time soon. “You’re going to leave them, as well?”

      “I can’t force people to leave.” Aareth did his best to control the volume of his voice. Despite his efforts, the stream of travelers that flowed around them stopped to give the pair of arguing lovebirds a sideways glance. “They have to make their own decisions.”

      Aareth turned menacing eyes to the travelers, and he locked stares with a nosy woman who had nearly come to a standstill to listen to the couple. Her mouth was open, eyes large.

      “Can I help you with something?” Aareth growled.

      “Oh … oh my.” The woman shuffled along.

      “You keep telling me that we were in love.” Brenda looked at Aareth with penetrating eyes. “You keep reminding me that my name is Brenda, not Ashley. Somewhere deep I want to believe what you’re saying, but one thing keeps holding me back: How could I have fallen in love with a man so cold, so distant and selfish, he would leave his own friends behind to fight and maybe even die?”

      Aareth’s anger was melting, being replaced with confusion, even a hint of shame. Brenda was right. He wasn’t the same man she had fallen in love with so many years before. He was scarred, tainted by the world now. He had been chewed up and spit out, and he wasn’t better for it.

      The last of Term’s travelers passed by the two, chancing sideways glances at them from the corners of their eyes. The very last rays of the sun were just dying over the horizon.

      Brenda shook her head at Aareth. “I’m going back to help her. I can’t tell you what to do, just like you can’t tell them. This is my choice. I may not have a heart, but I have a head, and it’s telling me I need to go back.”

      Without another word, Brenda pivoted on her heel. She began the long walk back to Term.

      “Brenda!” Aareth called after her, feeling so many emotions he didn’t know which one to give priority to first. “Come on, don’t go. Don’t leave me. I can’t lose you again.”

      “My name’s Ashley now.” She turned back to Aareth for a brief moment before she continued to move forward. “And I’m not leaving you. I’m inviting you to come with me, back to save our friends. You’re the one leaving me this time.”

      Ashley walked on with a hint of sadness on her face.

      Aareth sunk to his knees alone on the road between Azra and Term.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Seriously, I appreciate the sentiment, but you two can’t be here.” Sloan looked over at Edison and Elwood in the last rays of the dying daylight. “They’ll be here soon. They may be here already.”

      Elwood shook his plump gnome head. Edison’s tiny helper was clad in armor—actual steel armor. Where they had found a metal suit for his small frame, Sloan had no idea. More than likely the gnome had conjured it himself using his magical abilities. Along with the armor, Elwood held a double-bladed axe that looked so large in his small hands, it might very well topple him over.

      The gnome looked at Sloan with solemn eyes and shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, I’m going to have to agree with Elwood on this one.” Edison looked at Sloan through the wire mask he wore.

      Edison, unlike Elwood, did not have the luxury of wearing a steel suit to battle. The inventor had to settle for gear he had found at Kimberly’s estate. Lucky for him, the gargoyle was a sports and fitness fanatic. Edison was wearing the mask an umpire would wear to a baseball game. Shoulder pads, kneepads, and a torso piece that covered him from neck to shins completed the outfit. The brown leather of the cushioned pad covering most of Edison’s body was ribbed, making him look like a giant roly-poly bug.

      Along with his ridiculous battle garb, Edison held a rifle the likes of which Sloan had never seen before; there was no ramrod to jam an iron ball into its barrel. There was, however, an extra lever underneath the trigger portion.

      Sloan was torn at the moment. Above anything else, she was grateful to have friends willing to stand with her at the last moment. She was also unwilling to see them in harm’s way.

      “They’re going to come fast.” Sloan smiled sadly at her friends. “You don’t have the healing ability that I do, nor the experience needed to survive what’s coming. I can’t let you do this.”

      Elwood spat out a phrase of high-pitched gibberish, placing his axe over his shoulder.

      “Elwood says that’s not your decision.” Edison looked down at his gun. “Besides, we’re more than capable of taking care of ourselves. Don’t let our stunning good looks fool you. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’m going to be able to do some damage with my latest invention. I call it a Repeating Rifle. It can hold eight rounds at once, and what’s more, it can—”

      As gently as Sloan could, she caught Edison across the jaw with a right cross. Edison stumbled, mumbling something, and fell to the ground, unconscious.

      “Come on.” Sloan grabbed a surprised Elwood by the back of his armor. With her other hand, she hefted Edison’s still form from the ground. “No one else is dying because of me.”

      Sloan ran with both the unconscious inventor and the struggling gnome back to Kimberly’s estate. The house was silent as she entered the front room and made for the cellar.

      Elwood was yammering away in his native dialect, still struggling to free himself from Sloan’s grip. It was useless. With her foot, Sloan opened the door to the cellar and placed Edison inside. She set a tearful Elwood beside the inventor.

      “I’ll come back for you when this is over.” Sloan felt her heart ache at the tears coming down Elwood’s tiny face. He reached up for her, still mumbling. “If I don’t come back, stay here until the vampires leave the city.”

      That was all the advice she could give him. She knew if she stayed any longer, her resolve would crumble. Sloan shut the cellar door behind her and ran back out of the estate to Term’s main road.

      It was completely dark now, with no one to light lanterns or posts along the city streets. The only light that came now was from the stars and the moon overhead. Sloan skidded to a halt as she reached the main road into town. She wasn’t alone. A large group of three or four dozen New Hope soldiers stood at the entrance. Even from this distance, she could see the pale nature of their skin.

      Sloan unsheathed her sword. Her thumb reached for the switch that infused her blade with the humming red mage power. She bottled her fear and embraced the rage that lay just under the surface. This time, she could feel her top canines lengthen.

      “Charlotte Sloan.” One of the vampire soldiers took a step ahead of the rest. He was still a block away, but his voice carried over the calm night air. “For treason to the queen of the city of New Hope, you are ordered to lay down your weapon and surrender yourself.”

      The voice of the commander wasn’t familiar to Sloan. But that was no real surprise; the queen’s army was massive. She would choose a leader with no personal ties to Sloan to bring her in.

      “I am not a man of patience,” the vampire leader barked again. “Lay down your weapon!”

      Her senses were on overdrive, so much so, she heard someone approaching from behind. Of course they would surround her.

      Sloan’s vision went red as she felt adrenaline soak her veins with power. “Come and take it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan adjusted her stance to provide herself a view of the main force of vampires in front of her, as well as whoever was walking up the road behind her. When Sloan caught sight of the approaching figure, she had to do a double take.

      Through the darkness, Ashley Brookhaven’s familiar form came into view. The undead woman’s two-handed sword dragged in the dirt road behind her as she approached. The blade of her weapon cut deep, leaving a waving line in her wake.

      “Thought you might want a hand.” Ashley hefted the heavy sword over her shoulder, looking from Sloan to the group of enemies in front of them. “It just didn’t seem right to leave you alone.”

      “But, Aareth?” Sloan did her best to put into words what she was feeling. A surprising amount of relief had come when she realized she would not be fighting alone. At the same time, a deep feeling of sadness penetrated through to her heart. “You two were supposed to be going to Azra.”

      Ashley shrugged. “He’s a big boy. He made his decision; I made mine.”

      While the women spoke, the leader of the vampire soldiers moved his unit closer. They now stood on one end of The Shifter; Sloan and Ashley stood at the other end.

      “Commander Ashley Brookhaven, I presume.” The leader of the vampire soldiers looked her up and down. “My name is Captain Hunt. You are ordered to lower your weapons and turn yourself in to the crown for your crimes against the queen.”

      He was close enough now that Sloan could see his face. He was middle-aged and wore the same black-and-grey uniform that all of the queen’s soldiers did, with two alterations: his uniform came with a deep-set hood to cover his head during the day, as well as thick, black gloves. This was true for all of the vampire soldiers. It seemed they were prepared for the rise of the sun while traveling in the Outland.

      Before Ashley could answer the captain, the swinging bar doors of The Shifter creaked open. Everyone was caught off guard. Sloan, Ashley, and the entire vampire contingent pivoted to brace for an attack.

      Kade walked out into the cool of the night. His orange eyes looked like tiny lamps glowing in the reflection of the bright night sky.

      No one was more surprised than Sloan to see the shifter. She was so sure he had gone with the others to Azra for the time being, she had blocked his face from her memory. Seeing him here now, and smiling at her, sent her heart racing. She couldn’t help smiling, herself.

      “Hey, beautiful.” Kade walked down the three short steps of The Shifter. He made his way to stand by Sloan’s side, opposite Ashley. “I feel like I owe you an apology. People are allowed to change. If the woman I’ve gotten to know over the last few days is the real you, then I’d like to get to know her better.”

      In that moment, Sloan felt like she could have taken on an entire army of vampire soldiers. More than anything, she wanted to lean over and kiss Kade, but their precarious position made that all but impossible. She managed a nod, and that was it.

      “Well, if you don’t have anyone else joining you”—the vampire captain rolled his red eyes—“then let’s get this over with.”

      Kade winked at Sloan before beginning his shifting process. He fell to all fours as his clothes and skin turned into short, golden fur. His body elongated; his teeth grew along with his mouth. The ears on the sides of his head transformed into short, perky triangles at the top of his head. A long, swishing tail grew out of his tight butt.

      In the space of a few seconds, a giant saber-toothed tiger took form beside her. His head came up to her breasts; he was the size of a small horse. Only one thing remained the same during Kade’s transformation: his eyes. The same orange orbs looked at her, and then to the gathered vampires. A low growl rumbled from his chest. Two giant fangs curved down from the top of his mouth, passing his lower lips and ending at two sharp points.

      “Well, you don’t see that every day.” Ashley shrugged at the massive saber-toothed tiger.

      “Second squad!” Captain Hunt shouted. It seemed the vampire leader had seen enough. “Prepare to attack!”

      All around the trio of Term defenders, black shadows separated from the dark. They emerged from behind them in the street, in alleys to either side of the main road, even on the tops of the surrounding buildings.

      Sloan’s heart sank. Not only were there dozens in front of them now, there were also at least as many to their right, left, and rear.

      Sloan gripped her mage saber tighter.

      Ashley switched on her own mage weapon, holding her broad sword with both hands. She assumed a position with elbows locked, both hands on the pommel, blade in front of her body. The blue light emanating from her weapon bathed her expressionless face in a dull glow.

      Where Sloan’s blade was meant for parlaying and quick, easy, maneuvering, Ashley’s weapon was designed for brute force and strength.

      “First Squad!” Captain Hunt barked orders to the vampires he had walked into Term with. “Present weapons!”

      The sound of swords being unsheathed peppered the air. The vampires around the captain flipped on their own mage weapons. Each blade was bathed in a faint white light.

      “Stay away from the ones with swords as much as possible,” Sloan whispered to Kade. “Let Ashley and me deal with those. You take the others behind us.”

      Kade bobbed his feline head. His body quivered with anticipation. His chest and stomach were low to the ground as he prepared to pounce. The muscles between his shoulder blades bulged.

      “Kill the other two if you have to.” Captain Hunt raised his own sword and flipped the switch at the handle, bathing his pale face in white light. “Take Sloan alive.”

      In one smooth motion, he lowered his sword, signaling the attack. What followed could only be described as bloody chaos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Ashley left, he knew he had to go back. It was only his sense of pride that made him hesitate for the slightest bit. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, leave his wife, no matter what the cost. If she died in Term, then he would die by her side. Living life without her again was no option at all.

      The main question, as he trudged back the way he had come, was how he was going to transform back into the monster that had singlehandedly dismantled the queen’s men once before. Did he even want to turn back into that monster?

      A whoosh overhead interrupted Aareth from this internal debate, and the stars and moon were blocked out for the slightest moment by a massive figure.

      “You are going back, as well, Beast Man?” Kimberly thudded to a stop beside Aareth. Her wings folded on the back of her massive shoulders. “Although it would be better if you transformed out of your human skin for the job. I suspect there will be a fair amount of killing and dying to be had.”

      “Yeah, I’m thinking about that. Why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be taking the citizens of Term to their new home?”

      “My men are capable of the job. Besides, I’m a warrior and a leader. I don’t send others to do my fighting.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “You, on the other hand, are going because the human you love has, are you not?” Kimberly didn’t wait for an answer. “You humans and your love. What dramatic creatures you are. You see, when a male gargoyle falls in love with a female gargoyle, the process is quite simple. He shows her his—”

      Aareth heard the sounds of conflict at the same time Kimberly did. The wolf and the gargoyle looked at one another with wide eyes.

      “Hurry, Beast Man. Change into your hideous form.” Kimberly unfurled her wings to take flight once again. “The battle has started without us.”

      “I’m trying,” Aareth grunted, contorting his face.

      Come on, Aareth thought as he tried to locate the animal that now lived within. Where are you when I need you?

      Whether it was his own voice talking back, his imagination, or the new part of him, a voice in his head growled: Oh, now you need me.

      We’re one being now. We have to learn to coexist. Help me. Please.

      “Are you having a bowel movement, Hideous Beast Man?” Kimberly took a step back, gauging Aareth’s expression. “You do not look well.”

      All right, but you owe me one, the voice grumbled.

      A howl ripped from Aareth’s throat as he transformed into the wolf for the second time. His clothes shredded around his growing body. Long, black fur rippled across his bulging muscles. Within seconds, Aareth stood looking out through yellow eyes.

      “You are an abomination.” Kimberly admired Aareth, who was now large enough to look her in the eye. “Come, horrid one. I will give you a ride into battle.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      This time, when the fog of war settled over Sloan’s senses, she was ready. Her vision was red, her fangs had already elongated, but this was now to be expected. Her transition into vampire was becoming easier and easier to accept.

      Sloan met Captain Hunt’s men head-on. Ashley kept stride with her as the two women cleaved their way through the vampire ranks. As instructed, Kade fell back to engage those vampires without mage swords.

      The two women were polar opposites when it came to fighting, but each was twice as deadly as any warrior in the queen’s service. Sloan was faster than the vampires who struck out at her with their glowing white swords. For the most part, Sloan was able to dispatch them to the afterlife with single strokes, or at least wound them badly enough to remove them from the fight. When her shimmering red sword made contact with one of her assailant’s weapons, a shower of sparks would erupt onto the battlefield.

      Sloan didn’t waste time with trying to pick apart her enemies; she went for killing strikes. Soon, blood filled the air just as much as the showering sparks of their engagement.

      Sloan could only keep track of Ashley out of the corner of her eye, but the undead woman was managing to hold her own. The upper hand in both speed and strength belonged to her opponents, but Ashley made up for her handicaps with the brute power of her weapon compared to her opponents’, and her superior fighting style.

      The swords the vampire soldiers from New Hope had been given were simple, single-handed weapons that were neither as long as Ashley’s nor as heavy. When Ashley’s weapon struck theirs, the weight of her superior blade knocked their own either out of their hands or back onto them.

      On one occasion, Sloan witnessed Ashley bring her heavy weapon down onto a vampire soldier who tried to block the weapon with his own. The two blades erupted into a shower of sparks before Ashley’s sword bore down on the vampire, sending both of their weapons into his body.

      Blood was so prevalent as Sloan fought, that the final transformation into her new identity begun to twist her desires. Sloan was drenched in red from her brow to her boots. A yearning nothing like she had ever experienced before overcame her to drink the wonderful, red liquid that oozed out of her enemies’ wounds.

      Sloan shook her head in vain, trying to ignore the need. Hunger like she had never known twisted at her stomach. Sloan parried a blow from behind and, moving to her right, she lopped off the arm of an oncoming swing. She was moving so fast, she had no time to plan her next strike; there was only time to react.

      No matter how fast she moved, there was no escaping the urge to satisfy herself on the abundant amount of blood that soaked the battlefield. Hunger turned into thirst, and thirst turned into need. Sloan honestly thought that if she didn’t drink some of the blood soon, she would die.

      Unable to stave off the desire any longer, Sloan gave into the thirst. Grabbing one of the soldiers by the neck, she swung him around and sunk her fangs into the thick part. Immediately, the soldier went slack. The red hue Sloan saw through deepened to a dark crimson as the gloriousness of hot liquid soaked her throat. Her stomach was soon satisfied with the wonderful feeling of being filled.

      What’s more, Sloan felt a burst of energy. She’d been beginning to tire, but with the introduction of the blood, Sloan felt like she could take on the queen’s entire army. It wasn’t until she had drained the unlucky soldier dry that she realized the battle had come to a standstill.

      Ashley was backed up against the side of The Shifter. She was surrounded by a group of mage sword-wielding vampires. She didn’t look like she was wounded, but her sword was sagging in her tired arms, sweat dripping off her brow.

      Kade was bleeding from a dozen different wounds, also surrounded by a group of vampires in the center of the street. The superior speed of the vampires compared to the shifter was proving to be too much for him to handle.

      Sloan sunk to her knees, the horror of what she had done finally sinking in. Despite their best actions, only a fraction of the vampire soldiers from New Hope had been dispatched. Captain Hunt stood in front of a defeated Sloan with his contingent of soldiers encircling her.

      “Surrender. You must realize now you are not the hero in this story.” Captain Hunt sneered down at her. “Your friends are wounded and exhausted. If you refuse to surrender for yourself, then do so for them.”

      A rush of wings sounded overhead. A howl Sloan had heard before ripped the temporary calm in half.

      One moment, it looked as though the soldiers from New Hope had managed a victory; the next, their smiles were torn from their faces in a flurry of teeth and claws. Aareth dropped from the sky directly on the top of those soldiers surrounding Ashley. Kimberly landed on top of Captain Hunt, folding him in on himself.

      All around, the battle raged on. Everyone besides Sloan was caught in the madness war brought. She still slumped on her knees, the withered face of the soldier she had sucked dry directly in front of her. What was she now? There was no other word for it than “monster.”

      Kade limped his way to her side. A muzzle brushed past her face as he tried to wrestle her from her daze.

      Seeing the shifter distracted, a vampire soldier, gripping a white mage sword, leapt in to deal a killing stroke to Kade.

      Sloan caught the woman’s wrist in her hand. With a simple twist, she tore the woman’s arm from the rest of her body. She brought her own red sword up and through her head. If she was a monster, then she would have to deal with that later. In the meantime, no one else she cared for would die.

      Once Aareth and Kimberly had entered the fight, also bringing about the end of Captain Hunt, the tide of the battle tipped in the opposite direction. Aareth’s hide was so thick, he could wade into the vampire ranks, slashing out with maw and paw. The only weapons able to pierce his hide were the mage swords, and there weren’t many of those left.

      Kimberly was fresh and, using her wings, fists, legs, and tail, was a maelstrom of punishment. Sloan felt like a goddess incarnate. All around the main street of Term, vampire soldiers fell under her blade. Invigorated by the human blood, she was invincible. In minutes, those soldiers who could still run retreated into the dark.

      Sloan flicked off her mage sword. The weapon dropped from her hand. Her eyes took in Aareth transitioning back to his stark naked human form and embracing Ashley. Kimberly pressed a hand to a wound on her arm and wrapped it with the cloak off a fallen soldier.

      Kade turned back to his normal human form. He was bleeding profusely from a cut over his right eye, his lip, and somewhere on his shoulder. Instead of trying to attend to his own wounds, he came to Sloan and wrapped her in a hug.

      “Don’t,” Sloan said as hot tears splashed down her cheeks. “You saw what I did. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” Kade whispered into her ear. He hugged her tighter. “I’m here. Whatever’s happening to you, you’re not alone.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to,” Sloan sputtered. “I don’t know what happened. I—”

      Kade pulled away, briefly pressing his lips to hers. He held her face in his hands, using his thumbs to brush away her tears. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to find out what’s happening to you. I promise.”

      Sloan didn’t want to say more, even if she had the words to do so. Instead, she embraced Kade. Whatever the future had in store for her, whatever she was, would have to wait. For now, it was enough to know her friends were safe and she was in the arms of someone she cared for and who cared for her in return.

      
        End Book Three
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      Hey You,

      Good to see you again. Thanks for taking the time to read my work, and even finding the time to read this author note. I woke up today just after 3 AM to write. I know, crazy right? My brain just turned on and wouldn’t let me go back to sleep, so I thought, heck, instead of just lying in bed awake, I could do something productive and write this author note to you.

      I’ve just completed House of Spells, and I’m so excited to see where the story is going. Initially, I was thinking of writing a five-book series, but with all the amazing feedback from readers like you, I’ve been throwing around the idea of seven books. I promise not to drag the story on if it’s not there, but we’ll see what happens.

      Since I don’t outline and just write by the seat of my pants, it’s been fun seeing the characters develop. Sloan in book three is already so different than the Sloan we met in book one. That can be said for a lot of characters, but she holds a special place in my heart because I’m putting her through so much! Poor kid, right?

      I’m going to include a teaser for you for book four in the series, House of Shifters. Oh, and I almost forgot: If you can take a minute to leave a review, Elwood and I would be forever grateful.

      See you on the other side,

      Jonathan

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Here’s a sneak peek at the fourth book in The Vampire Project.

      

      
        House of Shifters

      

      Abigail

      “Again, and like you mean it this time.”

      Sweat poured down past Abigail’s eyes. Her chest heaved at a furious pace. Her lungs burned with the fire of exertion. The worst part was there was a small bit of her that actually liked pushing her body to its breaking point.

      She lifted herself off the ground. Her hands clenched the pair of twin training swords she had been using over the last few weeks. Deep notches riddled the wooden blades, speaking volumes to her level of commitment.

      “Freeing your sister will be difficult, but not impossible.” Saber looked over at Abigail with his one good eye. “The New Order takes care of its own, but if you plan on living long enough to see this conflict through to the end, you’ll need to be much better than you are now.”

      Abigail tightened the grip on each of her swords. She maneuvered around her teacher, looking for an opening. There was no training mat to fall on if she was stricken down. The pair practiced on the hard rooftop of a four-story building on the outskirts of New Hope. It was the highest point for blocks in every direction, ensuring they were safe from prying eyes.

      “What makes you think The New Order will be any different from the old one?” Abigail continued to circle her instructor. “I thought they were just a group of the city elite who wanted to keep the wealth in New Hope. They don’t care about what happens to me or my sister.”

      “You’re wrong.” Saber’s voice was deep. It sounded like a rumbling carriage was always traveling through his lungs. “The Order was disbanded once our leader, Oliver Livingston, fled the city. Those who did remain understand the queen’s true endgame now. And we have no desire to see our city torn apart by war. Now, are you going to attack me, girl, or are we going to talk each other to death?”

      Abigail rushed forward, her head down, both arms splayed out behind her with her swords.

      I’m coming, Elizabeth, Abigail thought. I just need to be a little bit stronger, but I’m coming.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Leah

      “What Commander Steel has become will be more than enough for Sloan.” Leah lounged in a plush leather chair in her sister’s private chambers. “It’s not her, or our failed undead experiment that bothers me any more. It’s Aareth Emerson. If we only had a sample of his blood—ugh, what I could do with a section of his bone marrow. We could create wolf soldiers; hybrids, even.”

      Queen Eleanor Eckert looked at her sister through the mirror that sat on her dresser. It was late. The light in her room came from the many mage-powered lanterns in her luxurious living quarters. She brushed her white hair with long, even strokes from her silver hairbrush.

      “I understand where your desire for this blood comes from, but Aareth Emerson was the only one bitten by the Burrow Den wolf before it was killed.” Eleanor shrugged, her mind already looking for an alternate answer. “Perhaps you can recreate the project on your own?”

      “There are too many variables to consider.” Leah prepared what she was about to say next by laying out a compliment. “But, dear sister, you’re wise enough to remember that Aareth Emerson was not the only one bitten by the Burrow Den wolf.”

      Leah looked on as realization struck her sister. The queen turned in her seat. Her face had gone a shade paler in the space of a few seconds since the words had left Leah’s mouth. “Leah, no. The cost was too great the first time we raised someone from the dead. Aareth’s wife was a failed experiment, anyway.”

      “But she was not a sorcerer like he was.” Leah rose from her seat. She went to Eleanor, placing both hands on her sister’s shoulders. “Marcus Walker was also bitten by the Burrow Den wolf. Once I raise him, his resilience as a sorcerer should bring him back, with his heart intact and his memories whole.”

      “He’ll refuse to help us.” Eleanor looked at Leah once more through the reflection of the mirror. “And the cost that is demanded when someone is brought back from the grave … Leah, I don’t—”

      “Shh…” Leah kissed the top of her sister’s head. “You let me worry about the details.”
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