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        “Defeat is a state of mind; no one is ever defeated until defeat has been accepted as reality.”

      

        

      
        -Bruce Lee

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Cole Kaveh, it will be a few years until you’re able to read this.
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            Chapter One

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      I’d run behind that tight specimen of female biology any day.”

      He was mouthing off again. He didn’t think she could hear him but her hearing was better than most. He would have to be broken today in a very open and public way.

      That was the problem with being a female officer in the Queen’s royal army. This problem was only magnified by the fact that she was the captain of the Queen’s personal guard. There were so many male soldiers with egos bigger than the palace itself. What’s more, nearly all of them were gunning for her position.

      Sloan was in command of a dozen of the most skilled and deadly warriors New Hope had to offer. She had earned all of their respect by defeating them in one on one combat. She would trust any one of them with her life and she knew they wouldn’t hesitate to do the same. The problem wasn’t with her own men. The problem lay with the rest of the palace guards, especially those new to the grounds.

      All the officers and soldiers trained in the same outside facility. Whenever there were new faces at the palace, the same thing was bound to happen. It almost seemed like clockwork and it had become something of a tradition. It was inevitable that a soldier would step out of line. Sloan was always more than capable of putting them right back where they belonged, even adding a broken bone or two, or three or four for good measure.

      Today Sloan was leading her men in combat and conditioning drills. The outside training ground was ideal with a track around the perimeter and every piece of exercise equipment anyone could want. It was while on a run around the track, with the sun at its peak, that things finally came to a head.

      Sloan was in the lead, sweat pouring from her forehead and down her toned, athletic back. It was the eighth lap around the track, she was proud her men were keeping pace. Her group was passing another large regiment of palace guards on the same track when it happened.

      Sloan was focused, looking only ahead when she heard yet another comment from the same soldier. He had used varying degrees of inappropriate and vulgar sayings before, but it was this one that stopped Sloan in her tracks.

      Sloan stopped and looked at the soldier. He was running in formation with the group parallel to her and her men.

      “What did you say?”

      “Oh, you heard me?” The large man and his friends chuckled as they came to a stop. “I was just admiring the view as you passed.”

      More than one of her warriors took a step forward. Sloan raised a hand, stopping them in their tracks. She looked the man up and down. He was tall and large. Clearly this individual was victim to growth hormones and too many hours lifting weights. It was obvious this gave him a false sense of security, that he was somehow better than everyone else and could say whatever he wanted without repercussions. Sloan knew his type too well.

      “Why don’t you say it a little louder?”

      The soldier looked confused with a raised eyebrow and stupid grin.

      “Come on. You didn’t seem shy just a second ago.” Sloan raised her hands and yelled across the training grounds. “I’m sorry to disturb your routines, but I need everyone here now.”

      Within seconds, every soldier recognized who was talking. They immediately ran to obey.

      Sloan turned to the large confused man. “You and your little friends must be new here. I’ll break this down for you and try to use small words so you can keep up. I don’t want to ever hear you talking to me or any other soldier like that again. If I get wind of you harassing anyone else, I’ll make sure you spend the next few months drinking out of a straw. Do you understand?”

      The man’s face transitioned to a picture of anger and humiliation. It was clear he wasn’t used to being spoken to so harshly, especially by a woman.

      “Soldier, I asked you a question. If you have something to say, say it now—not later to your friends or as I run by.”

      There were stifled laughs by other soldiers, that only infuriated the giant of a man more. “You’re obviously an officer here. I’d be a fool to say anything else but that I understand.”

      Sloan nodded. “Well, you’re not as much of an idiot as I thought you were. But with that said, I think we can use this opportunity to instruct the men in a little hand-to-hand combat. Would you mind volunteering for a sparring session?”

      The crowd cheered as the bulky man accepted and stepped forward. Sloan caught sight of his PT fatigues, his ranking and name. “Thank you, Sergeant Harrison. You must be new to the palace. Straight from the city guard, correct?”

      Sergeant Harrison walked toward her with his wide chest puffed out. He looked down at her and grinned. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “Well, I’m sure that everyone is eager to see what combat techniques are currently being used in the city guard. Shall we?” Sloan asked all of this with a grin. To all those unfamiliar with her, her smile seemed nothing but genuine.

      Sergeant Harrison chuckled and rolled up the sleeves on his black PT shirt, revealing even more of his enormous arms. There was a cheer from his friends and shouts egging him on from the gathered crowd.

      “One minute. I give him one minute.”

      “No, look at the size of him.”

      “You remember what she did to the last one?”

      Sloan ignored the clamor. She readjusted the ponytail holding the honey blonde hair out of her face.

      “Are you sure you want to do this? I mean, I’d hate to bruise such a pretty face,” Sergeant Harrison rolled his neck from side to side.

      “Enough talking,” Sloan stepped in, arms up. “Let’s see how all those genetically engineered muscles do in an actual fight.”

      The two combatants stepped forward. The Sergeant, both in height and size, dwarfed Sloan. He stood half a foot taller and easily out weighed her by a hundred pounds, but none of this seemed to phase the captain of the Queen’s guard.

      The crowd cheered as the gladiators circled one another. Sergeant Harrison still smiled. “Listen, I think it’s cute you want to assert authority, and I get it, but—”

      She was so fast no one saw it coming, least of all her opponent. Sloan launched herself in the air, right arm cocked back. With all of her weight channeled into her fist, she punched forward as she collided with the Sergeant’s nose. Blood flew through the air splattering Sloan. Crimson droplets sprinkled the ground around her.

      Sergeant Harrison staggered back, eyes stinging. The crowd roared. Sloan was on Harrison before he could recover with shots to his jaw and temple. Harrison did his best to shield the blows, his vision limited through the blood squirting from his nose. Then as soon as the fight started, it was ended.

      Harrison managed to gather himself enough to launch an offensive attack. Huge arms swung wildly toward her. Sloan sidestepped the clumsy barrage and turned her hips, sending her left foot into the side of Harrison’s right knee. There was an audible crunch. The big man went down as his kneecap shattered in a half dozen different pieces.

      The roar from the men gathered was deafening. Harrison was on the ground moaning, clutching his knee.

      “Get him to the infirmary,” Sloan motioned to Harrison’s friends, who stood, opened mouthed. “Unless any of you have some cute comment to make about how I run.”

      Fear touched their eyes. “Oh, no, Ma’am, you run fine. Like any one of us—I mean, like a normal soldier.”

      Sloan ignored them as she walked back to her men, standing ready to congratulate their leader.

      A young palace messenger pushed through the crowd and saluted, trying to fight back curiosity and ask what happened.

      “Yes, what is it?” Sloan asked.

      “The Queen requests your attendance, Ma’am.”

      “What for?”

      “I’m not sure, but she asked you come as soon as you can.”

      Sloan nodded as she walked through the gathered crowd, not one of the soldiers in New Hope’s military daring to lower their eyes past her shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      Bartend, I’ll take another. Make this one a double.”

      The man behind the bar looked his customer up and down, practically forcing himself to speak. “No—no disrespect, sir, but are you going to be able to pay for your tab? I—I mean it’s not even noon. At this rate, you’ll drink my entire bar dry by dinner.”

      Aareth pulled a lock of long dark hair away from his face. He reached inside his black trench coat. The bartender took a nervous step back.

      Aareth ignored making eye contact with the man as he brought out a large purse of coins and dropped it on the counter. “Forget the double shot. I’ll just take the bottle.”

      “Why, yes sir, right away, sir.” The bartender’s eyes were as large as full moons as he wrung his hands. “Excuse me for asking about the money, it’s just that, well, times aren’t what they used to be. Please stay as long as you like.”

      Still ignoring eye contact, Aareth stared into his empty glass, “The bottle.”

      “Oh yes.” The bar owner moved quickly for a man of his girth. He had a jug of whiskey by Aareth’s side in seconds.

      He poured himself another shot from the dirty decanter and threw it back like a true professional. All he wanted was to be left alone but the bartender wasn’t the only one who had seen him throw down his purse of coins.

      “Excuse me, is this seat taken?”

      Aareth ignored the woman to his right and instead poured himself another drink.

      “Mmmm… The strong silent type. What’s wrong, handsome? You’re much too young to have had anything that tragic happen to you.”

      He turned his head ever so slightly in the woman’s direction. She was attractive, a slim physique, showing far too much skin, a pile of curly black locks that fell down the side of her face like a waterfall. Most men would jump at the opportunity to make conversation with such an attractive woman,  Aareth wasn’t most men.

      “You don’t know anything about me. Whatever it is that you’re selling, I don’t want any.”

      She reached out a slender hand and gently touched his strong jaw, turning his unshaven face towards hers. “Oh, darling, you have no idea what I’m selling.”

      Aareth squinted through blue eyes and removed her hand with his own. “Darling, go bother someone else. I’m not interested.”

      The woman drew back and opened her mouth. Clearly, she was used to getting what she wanted. Before she could gather herself and mouth a comeback, there was a loud commotion at the entrance to the bar. Booted feet slapped against the wood floor in unison.

      Aareth turned back to his whiskey. This time he ignored the glass and instead took the bottle straight to his mouth. The noise grew louder as the sound of marching entered the bar and stopped behind him.

      “Aareth Emerson, we are here on Queen Eckert’s behalf to ask you to the palace for an audience with Her Majesty,” a gruff voice addressed the alcoholic’s back.

      He didn’t flinch. Aareth raised the whiskey bottle to his lips again, enjoying the way the fiery liquid caressed his throat and dulled his inhibitions. The whiskey was only half finished and he intended to see the bottom of the bottle before he left.

      At the mention of Aareth’s name, the bartender took another step back. The woman who had regained her composure and was about to give him a tongue lashing was stopped again with another surprise. “You’re—you’re Aareth Emerson? THE Aareth Emerson?”

      He nodded, still looking at his bottle. “Yep, pleasure to meet you.”

      The woman looked at Aareth and then at the group of soldiers behind him and slowly got out of her seat and backed away. That seemed to be the general feeling throughout the bar as patrons made for the exits or stood from their seats and retreated to what they deemed a safe distance.

      “Did you hear me? Our orders are to bring you in,” the voice behind him demanded.

      Aareth continued to ignore the soldier. Instead of reacting, he took another swig from his bottle.

      This act of disrespect was too much for the soldier to bear. A rough hand grabbed Aareth’s left shoulder and swung him around. The action made Aareth stand up from his stool and face the soldier.

      The entire room gasped as Aareth and the soldier stood face to face. Aareth pursed his lips as he reached behind him and set the whiskey bottle down on the bar. Aareth looked the soldier up and down. His eyes rested on the badge identifying the soldier in front of him as a sergeant in the Queen’s army. “You’re not going to leave me alone no matter how politely I ask, are you, Sergeant?”

      The Sergeant was a large man with a barrel chest and a thick mustache. “Oh, did that just become clear to you, boy? Listen, what the Queen wants with you is her business, but I’ve heard the rumors about you. I know what you are. I know how you turned your back on duty, on Queen and crown. Believe me, there’s nothing in this world I would like more than to end you here and now, but it seems you’re worth more to her alive than dead. So what’s it going to be? The easy way, or the fun way?”

      “That’s kind of insulting.” Aareth looked past the grinning Sergeant and the four men behind him. “And completely unfair.”

      “What is?”

      “That you thought you could bring me in with only yourself and four men.”

      Before the Sergeant could react, Aareth’s right fist shot up from his side and cracked the underside of his jaw. The blow snapped the soldier’s head back at an awkward angle. The force of the punch sent him crashing to the ground into unconsciousness.

      The four soldiers that remained charged forward, using their long rifles as clubs. In such a tight space, the rifles were more of a hindrance than help. When the soldiers hesitated with wide swings, trying to avoid hitting one another, Aareth met them with nose shattering blows and jaw breaking punches.

      The first soldier swung high. Aareth easily ducked under the blow and landed a kidney punch, bringing his attacker to his knees. The next soldier brought his rifle over his head in a downward motion that Aareth easily caught in his right hand. The crown of Aareth’s head met the soldier’s nose at sickening speed, there was an audible crunch as the soldier’s nose broke and blood gushed.

      Aareths’ last two opponents practically took out one another. One of the soldiers swung hard across his body, missed Aareth, and the butt of his own gun landed square across the jaw of his comrade. The soldier, wide-eyed, was too slow to avoid the fist aimed at his temple and he hit the floor like a sack of flour.

      Just like that, it was all over. Soldiers lay unconscious and moaning on the ground. Aareth turned back to his whiskey. Bottle halfway to his lips, he was stopped in the act by a familiar male voice behind him. “I tried to warn them they should let me talk to you first, but you know soldiers—stubborn.”

      “And you think you could do any better?” Aareth turned and smiled at the man he hadn’t seen in years.

      The elderly man walked over the soldiers strewn across the ground. He stood next to Aareth with a winning smile. “I know I can.”

      “Really? And how’s that?”

      “Because I know no matter how much you hide behind your pain and your alcohol,” the old man’s wrinkled face broadened into an even bigger smile,  “there’s still that same man I once knew underneath.”

      “And what if that man no longer exists?”

      “That man will always exist, Aareth. Whether you choose to be that person or not is entirely your choice. But I’m not here to conduct a lecture. I’m here to ask you to come back with me to the palace and just hear what Queen Eckert has to say. As a personal favor to me, just hear her out. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      Aareth took in a deep breath and grinned at the man he would still call a friend, and at one time, even a mentor. “Are you still tinkering around in the armory?”

      “I’ll have you know that I now oversee the entire armory and the production of the latest and newest weapons. We even started a separate division devoted to developing only the most cutting edge advances in magical ingenuity. We call it ‘The Department of Paranormal Study And Magic’, or D.P.S.M. for short.”

      “D.P.S.M. huh? Wait a minute. Are you bragging?”

      “I’d never brag, I’m just informing you that I’m kind of a big deal now.”

      “Ahhh, what’s the worst that could happen?” Aareth chuckled and put down the bottle. “Okay, one meeting with the Queen. But only as a personal favor to you, Edison.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      We should have charged them more,” Jack raised an eyebrow to his father, “a lot more.”

      “They can’t afford more,” his father whispered back with the same eyebrow raised.

      Father and son crouched behind an ancient tree trunk. Patiently they waited to ambush their prey, a band of shadow spirits ravaging the surrounding territory in the Outland. The spirits had desolated the region, tormenting the locals wherever they went. What’s worse, these spirits didn’t discriminate, they slaughtered whatever they pleased; men, women, even children.

      Jack and his father, Marcus, were asked to come to the area to track and dispatch the spirits. To do whatever they could to stop the bloodshed. The poor farming community banded together and offered Jack’s father all they had to be rid of the creatures. Jack wouldn’t have given the offer a second thought. His father, on the other hand, refused all compensation, only accepting food and shelter as payment.

      That was the thing Jack most respected, and at times was most frustrated with. His father possessed the ability to always make the right decision. Where his father saw only black and white, Jack saw varying shades of gray.

      Now, after days of hunting the shadow spirits free of charge, the father/son tracking team discovered their lair. It was nestled into the side of a hill ten miles from the nearest farm. The spirits were smart and chose a place that would be easy enough to leave and go on raiding missions but not too close as to lead the farmers to their doorstep.

      Even if the farmers were skilled enough to hunt the spirits, killing them was another matter. Most farmers were capable of defending themselves from roaming wolves or coyotes, things that bled and died. Shadow spirits did neither of these things.

      Jack held his breath as he looked over the fallen tree and counted. There were twenty of the wraith-like creatures. Most were human size, floating in ghostly indifference this way and that. The shadow spirits had two options when deciding their appearance, they were able to either take on the form they had just before their death or transform into horrifying macabre images. It seemed this group was split down the middle. Half looked almost human the only hint as to their true nature the ethereal white light emanating from their bodies and their translucent state.

      The other half were a ragtag group of grotesque skeletons in varying degrees of decay.  One stood out from the rest. She was a tall, gaunt spirit with her lower jaw hanging from her mouth, the flesh around her neck raw and blistered. The other spirits gave her a wide berth.

      “What do you think?” Jack’s father asked in a whisper.

      “I think that this is crazy. Risking our souls for a group of farmers that are going to pay us in corn and beans.”

      “Try again.”

      “But…” Jack continued, “since it’s the right thing to do, I say we surprise them. Kill their leader first, and take out as many as we can before they know what’s happening. With any luck, they’ll break and run. If not, we can finish them one at a time. Worst case scenario, they rush us and we kill them all, anyway.”

      Marcus’ dark brown eyes twinkled. “I agree. Jack, I remember when you were no bigger than my two hands. Now, look at you. Eighteen years old, strong as an ox, and the second best sorcerer in the Outland.”

      “Second best?”

      “Well, you know. Your old man can still hold his own.”

      “I count twenty spirits. Best sorcerer title goes to whoever dispatches the most?”

      Jack’s father smiled, and in one quick motion, stood up, breaking his cover. His hands danced with the flames of green magical energy.

      Jack’s eyes went as wide as the spirits’, and for a split second, time stopped. Spirits processed this new threat. Jack processed the fact that his father had just cheated, a thought that surprised him and made him laugh at once.

      Then time caught up to the moment and seemed to speed forward. Jack stood, drawing from the vast inner recourse of his own magical power. His father began sending blasts of emerald green magic at their targets. The slack-jawed female spirit, as well as the spirit closest to their hiding spot, fell to the forest floor screaming in surprise and hate. One moment they were howling their frustration to the sky, the next they evaporated in a wisp of green smoke.

      Jack fired and hit his mark between yellow eyes, but he knew he was already behind. Father and son quickly and efficiently made the best of the confused state the spirits were in. Shadow spirits scattered into the woods in every direction, screaming in surprise and hatred.

      In a matter of seconds, both sorcerers found themselves alone in the woods.

      “I don’t think they’re going to run.”

      “I agree. Be ready for close quarters combat. They’re surrounding us as we speak.”

      Jack looked around and could tell what his father said was true. The spirits recovered quickly despite the loss of their leader. Rustling could be heard in every direction as Marcus and Jack stood back to back.

      “I think I’m winning, by the way. Two to one? Not to mention I got the leader. She should count twice.”

      Jack bit back a comment as he caught sight of white light headed in his direction. His right arm snapped out in his attacker’s route. Jack discharged a bolt of green magic as soon as his arm straightened enough to track his target. The spirit fell. But Jack knew the time for long range attacks would soon be over.

      He heard two more sharp cracks of magic leave his father’s hands but now their assailants were all coming together. As one the remaining shadow spirits converged on their location.

      Jack reached for the weapons that set both himself and his father apart from all other sorcerers in the Outland. Firm wood met his fingertips as he crossed his arms to reach over each shoulder and drew the two halves of his staff. They slid like swords from sheaths. With a practiced motion, he connected the two halves into a staff six feet long. All the time for thinking was gone, it was time to react.

      Jack ran toward the gnashing teeth of his attackers. He called forth the white hot energy of magic inside. His eyes blazed green with magical fire. His staff exploded with the same force. Every blow from Jack’s staff hit its mark. With each strike that landed a sharp crack echoed into the surrounding woods. Green sparks flew through the air like light sprinkling rain as Jack and his father went to work. Spirit after snarling spirit fell, but there was no denying the grasping hands were getting closer and closer to the pair of sorcerers before they could end their second chance at life.

      The last two shadow spirits on Jack’s side lunged at him simultaneously. The impact of the first spirit made Jack’s teeth rattle and took him to the ground. Jack’s left forearm screamed in pain as it was pinned to the ground by the manic creature. The spirit grinned rotted teeth at him. Jack felt a chill originate where the spirit held him and quickly spread through his body. If it weren’t for his extensive training and the magical barriers set in place, Jack would be losing his soul in the most excruciating way.

      The pressure in his arm and now in his right foot as he felt the attack of the second spirit made him wince. Realizing his soul was not so easy to drain the spirits shrieked and sunk their fingers and teeth deeper into the folds of Jack’s cloak. Violently they began the work of ripping Jack’s limbs from his body.

      Steady, Jack, you got this. What would Dad do? Remember quickly and efficiently, no time to panic. Just breathe.

      Staff thrown to the side, Jack made his right hand into a fist. He channeled the magic to a point and brought the crackling green blade up with his right hand and across the throat of the shadow spirit on his arm. There was another loud snap and scream as the spirit fell. Jack did a hard sit up, bringing his magical knife in a wide downward arc and into the skull of his last assailant.

      “Jack, are you hurt?” Marcus was at his side before he even had a chance to get to his feet.

      Jack stood and examined his arm and foot. The spirits had failed to penetrate either his jacket or boot, but he knew he would have bruises to remember the battle. “I’m fine, are you okay?”

      “Yes, looks like we got them all,” Marcus examined the woods around them where tiny spirals of smoke still wafted upward.

      “I know you wish there was another way to release them,” Jack reached down to pick up his staff, “but we did the right thing. The farmers’ families are safe now. Oh, and I got nine.”

      “Eleven,” Marcus gave Jack a rueful grin, “twelve if we count the lead shadow spirit twice.”

      “No, we're not counting her twice,” Jack chuckled at his father’s comment. “That was never in the deal, and besides, you cheated by starting early. I wasn’t rea―”

      There was movement in the bushes around them. Jack crouched with his staff already blazing green. Marcus lifted his right hand toward the sound, ready to channel and discharge a magical beam.

      “Not spirits, humans,” Jack said without taking his eyes off the surrounding forest.

      “And a lot of them,” Marcus agreed. “They have us surrounded.”

      In seconds, men materialized from the woods, soldiers bearing the emblem of the city of New Hope, two steel gray swords crossed behind an ebony black bat. There were too many to count. Each soldier wore a black uniform outlined by gray thread and buttons. Steel helmets accompanied dark metal gauntlets, forearm guards, shin guards, and black goggles. Every soldier carried a backpack and a long rifle, all of which were pointed in Jack and Marcus’ direction.

      Jack had only seen soldiers from New Hope a handful of times. They never looked twice in his direction. Now all the soldiers seemed eager, even happy to have the two men in their line of sight.

      There was a tense moment where nothing happened. Then the soldiers parted ranks to allow someone through.

      From the badges on his chest and arms, Jack knew him to be some kind of officer. “Please excuse us. We don’t mean you harm. And if you’re willing, we can all lower our weapons.”

      Jack looked at his father, who nodded, and they lowered both staff and hand. The officer looked pleased. He turned and motioned to his own men to lower their rifles.

      “I’m sorry for the abrupt meeting. My name is Lieutenant Doyle Baker.  My men and I have been searching these woods for days looking for you. You are Marcus Walker, the famous tracker sorcerer, and this is your son, Jack Walker?”

      “Yes, we are,” Jack’s father ran a hand through his thick brown hair. “And what, may I ask, is the occasion? Soldiers from New Hope this deep into the Outland isn’t a very common sight.”

      “I’ve been asked by the Queen herself to seek you out and invite you to New Hope for an audience. I don’t know much, but I know whatever the reason, it must be important.”

      Jack licked his lips as excitement caught in his chest. New Hope was the largest and by far, the most prosperous city in the entire known world. Every latest invention or breakthrough in magic came from the city. He heard stories of impossible machines, buildings that touched the sky, and even rumors of creations that sounded beyond reason. Jack had always wanted to visit the famed city, but work had never brought them even remotely close to the city’s walls.

      Marcus looked at his son with a half smile, practically reading his thoughts. Before his father even opened his mouth, Jack knew what he was going to say. His father was a man loyal to his country and a true patriot. If the Queen needed to speak with him, then his father would go no matter what.

      “We’ll accompany you to New Hope, but we’ve just finished a job for the local farmers. We need to let them know that they can rest easy, the threat is gone.”

      Lieutenant Baker smiled as he surveyed the battleground and the burning smell that came with the wafting smoke. “I’ve seen battlefields with less char. The stories of you and your son must be true. Please allow me to send one of my own messengers to the farmers. Queen Eckert was insistent that we get you back as soon as possible and without delay.”

      Marcus nodded to Lieutenant Baker and looked at his son. “Well, partner looks like your prayers have been answered. We’re going to New Hope.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack and his father traveled with the regiment of soldiers by horseback. An aggressive pace was set, and within a few days, familiar mountains and forests gave way to open deserts and small towns. Whenever they rode through a town, dark scowls and nervous glances were directed their way. It was clear the inhabitants of the land outside New Hope had no great love for the Queen or her men.

      It was something Jack had always known, but now he was lumped in as “one of them” and it was a chilling feeling to be looked on with such disgust.

      “Different, isn’t it?”

      Jack almost fell out of his saddle as he turned to look at Lieutenant Baker, riding beside him. “What is?”

      “Being regarded with such disdain without even so much as a chance to prove otherwise. They look at you and think just because you wear a uniform, they know you.”

      “Why do they distrust you so much?”

      “Because we’re from the last great city of men. They think we hide behind our walls and horde riches for ourselves, when the truth is so much closer to them than they realize.”

      “What truth?”

      “Until recently, we were no better off inside the city than they are.” The Lieutenant looked at Jack and smiled, flashing his clean white teeth.  “We were barely scraping by. Our political structure was deteriorating, crime was rising and there was so much corruption within the city’s police force, it made it impossible for any real good to be done. We were rooting from the inside out, truth be told, people were probably better off in the Outland than in New Hope.”

      “What changed?” Jack found himself beginning to like the Lieutenant and his honest, easy manner of speaking.

      “She did. When the Queen came to power ten years ago, she was the savior New Hope needed. She pulled us back from the brink. She saved us from ourselves. It was slow going at first and people resisted the change, but one street at a time, one crooked police officer or soldier fired, one positive and moral political representative elected at a time, the city started to change. We’ve clawed our way back from oblivion, now New Hope is a place its people can be proud to call home.”

      Jack bit his lip as he thought on the Lieutenant’s words. The picture that was painted of New Hope’s history was one new to him. He always heard the city talked about with an air of disdain. It was as though the population of the Outland hated the city and its inhabitants for all the wrong reasons.

      “So while the Outland was barely surviving and blaming New Hope for not helping, New Hope was actually fighting its own battle of survival?”

      “That’s exactly right, Jack. But now New Hope is stronger. We’re making advancements in every area, especially in the fields of magic and paranormal study. We may soon be in a position to offer the cities in the Outland a helping hand.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      That night, Jack and his father made camp beside the regiment of soldiers underneath the many stars of the Outland. Jack’s curiosity was running in a dozen different directions. He finally decided to voice his thoughts. “Dad?”

      “Yes, son?” Marcus looked up from the whetstone he was using to sharpen his knives.

      “Why do you think the Queen called for us?”

      “I can’t be sure of the exact reason,” Marcus took a deep breath and pursed his lips.” But I’m guessing it has something to do with the skill set we possess.”

      “You mean the Queen wants us to use our ability over magic for her?”

      “Maybe. More than likely, the Queen wants something tracked in the Outland. She wouldn’t call us all the way to New Hope if it was a city matter.”

      Jack finished setting out the bedrolls and squinted into the darkness. He looked past the soldiers’ campfires, past all the sand in the seemingly never-ending desert and imagined a city in the distance.

      “We’ll be there soon enough, son. It’s been a very long time since I’ve been to New Hope, but with the pace we’ve followed, we should see the city tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Do you ever wish you had stayed? I mean, do you ever regret leaving the city?”

      “No. It wasn’t a place to raise a family, and when I left, things were only getting worse.”

      Something in his father’s tone made Jack hesitate. “Are you worried about what might be waiting for us when we get to the city?”

      “Not worried, son, just cautious.” Marcus looked up at his son with a smile. “It’s not every day the Queen sends a detachment of men deep into the Outland to summon a pair of tracking sorcerers, no matter how good we are at what we do. Something big is happening but there’s no point speculating on what it could be. I’m sure we’ll find out tomorrow.”

      That night Jack fell asleep with thoughts of tall walls and large sprawling cities. His imagination ran wild in his dreams, free to conjure images of large brick structures and new magical instruments.

      The next day was a blur as the soldiers and sorcerers ate a quick breakfast while on horseback. The city was close and it seemed even the most hardened soldier was eager to reach the city. Jack had lived in the Outland his entire life but he could sympathize with the soldiers. The world outside the walls of New Hope could be scary to those who only ventured out when they were ordered to.

      The Queen’s soldiers and horses alike seemed eager to return to the city. Unlike Jack and his father’s horses, who were used to long rides and the Outland’s challenging terrain, the armies’ horses were unaccustomed to traveling more than a few miles outside the city walls. This was beginning to show as their pace slowed. Jack noticed the other horses mouths begin to foam.

      Jack patted the neck of his black horse and knelt down to whisper in her ear, “You’re doing great, Cherub. We’ll be there soon.”

      The horse nickered as if she understood and shook her mane.

      A few hours later, Jack was debating whether to ask his father how much further they had to go when he caught a shimmer in the distance.

      Jack squinted and craned his neck forward, trying to see if his eyes were playing tricks on him or if there really was something there. Soon waving black shadows turned into tiny figures of men, and as they closed the distance, hammering filled the air.

      Lieutenant Baker and his men seemed as though they expected the sight, but to Jack, it was as mysterious as if he had seen a ghost cross their path and wave a greeting. Jack looked at his father, who shrugged.

      They soon rode up to the men, who shouted hellos to the soldiers. As Jack got a better look at what was taking place, he realized there were dozens of men laying some kind of metal track across the desert floor.

      Wide shouldered workers sweated and grunted, wearing dark overalls and heavy leather work gloves as they laid thick planks in a straight row. Heavy steel bars were then laid across the wooden planks. Everything was hammered in place.

      A short, muscular man walked toward the group and waved a welcome to Lieutenant Baker. Jack and his father were close enough to the front of the caravan to hear the conversation.

      “Well, hello, Lieutenant. Didn’t expect to see you back so soon.”

      “Me either,” Lieutenant Baker slowed his horse beside the man and leaned down to shake hands. “Things went as smooth as I could have hoped. How’s the track coming, Christopher?”

      “Well, you know, having the title of ‘Foreman’ means that you carry all the pressure of hitting goals and deadlines. It’s hot, but the boys have been working hard and we’re actually ahead of the Queen’s schedule.”

      “Very good. This undertaking will open a new page in history. People will be talking about this for years to come.”

      “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves yet,” the foreman returned with a smile. “We’re keeping a brutal pace with crews of men working around the clock. Let’s see what happens as we get deeper into the Outland and closer to their cities.”

      “Agreed, but we have to stay positive. Keep up the good work, Christopher. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon.”

      “When you do we’ll be miles ahead of this spot.” The foreman smiled and waved as Lieutenant Baker nudged his horse forward. The caravan started again.

      Jack wanted to ask the Lieutenant a dozen questions about what kind of track was being laid and for what purpose, but he bit his barrage of inquiries back.

      The caravan pushed hard for the rest of the day. Their midday meal was again spent in their saddles. As noon came and went and the sun began to set, Jack found himself once again debating whether or not to ask how much further the city was, but there would be no need. At that moment Jack’s eyes made out the outline of New Hope’s walls on the horizon.

      For the walls to be this high from so far away, Jack knew they had to be massive up close. A huge wall formed a perfect circle around the city of New Hope. As they got closer, Jack could make out towers and spires inside the city that dwarfed even the wall for height.

      So far, the road they journeyed on had only brought them past the occasional traveler. Now as they approached the city, the road was bustling with people coming from and going to New Hope. Merchants, farmers, teachers, and everyone else between gave the soldiers and trackers nods as they passed.

      The whole way to the city gates, the same wooden beams and iron bars they encountered men laying earlier that morning followed on their right. The track sat a few yards off the road. The steel rails on wooden beams seemed new to even the locals. Jack saw more than one stop and point. They smiled and talked as though they had done the laying of the track themselves.

      “They must be moving like the devil to have laid this much track in such a short time,” a chubby businessman nodded to his female companion. “Why, I thought they had just started this morning!”

      “Yes, I heard the Queen has men working on it day and night using only the most advanced tools.”

      “Oh, you don’t say?”

      “Oh, but I do!”

      Jack rode past out of earshot as the two broke into obnoxious laughter. He was left wondering what kind of tools would allow a crew of men to travel so quickly and make so much progress in such a short course of time.

      Their party was soon stopped at the entrance of New Hope as Lieutenant Baker conversed with the guards on duty. This time Jack didn’t try and listen in; compared to the sights that were meeting his eyes, words were meaningless.

      Jack was sitting on his horse right underneath the city wall, a wall that he could now do a fair job of measuring. He craned his neck, squinting against the harsh sun’s rays.

      “What do you think, Jack?” his father pointed to the top of the wall, “eighty, ninety, a hundred feet high?”

      “At least a hundred feet high.” Jack raised a gloved hand to his brow as he shook his head in disbelief.  “With the gates closed, I can see how someone would get the impression they’re not wanted inside.”

      “I know what you mean. But if you think their walls are impressive, wait till you see what’s inside.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack tore his eyes from the city wall. He looked at his father, expecting him to explain.

      “Here we go.” Marcus ignored his son’s questioning eyes. “They’re letting us through. Try not to fall off your saddle.”

      Sure enough, the guards at the gate were motioning them forward. Jack let Cherub fall in line with the rest of the horses at a steady trot. Passing through the gates, Jack wasn’t ready to take in the city of New Hope. Every cobble paved street led to a new sight. With every turn deeper into the heart of the city, something else made Jack’s jaw drop.

      Jack was used to small cities in the Outland—cities made from wood and hard red clay burned solid by the sun’s strong rays—but he had never seen a city fashioned from brick and metal. Tall structures rose on every side of the packed streets. Red, blue, green and yellow smoke lifted into the air from a dozen factories. Whistles blew and machines clanked along inside stores, creating whatever goods their masters sold.

      Factories hummed under the constant supervision of their owners. The noise level was shocking compared to the silence of the Outland. People yelled to one another, carriages led by teams of horses clopped along the stone pavement, and vendors shouted their wares.

      It was nothing like the Outland, and so much more than Jack could have imagined. He smiled as he was introduced to new sight after newer sight. He strained to pick up individual voices beyond the clamor.

      “Extra! Extra! Read all about how the Queen has cleaned up New Hope!”

      “Shadow spirits terrorizing villages! Buy your tried and tested Shadow Repellent here before becoming a member of the roaming dead!”

      “Need a pair of goggles before venturing past the city walls? Be prepared for a sandstorm in the Outland!”

      Jack could have spent days wandering around the city and still been content to wander longer. In his eighteen years of life, nothing else compared. He knew he should be startled, maybe even scared by the loud noises and the foreign magic powered machines working in every window, but he wasn’t. He wanted to see more. He wanted to get a better look inside the factories and at the machines that made the city run.

      It was then that he made himself a promise. When their business was done with the crown, he would get his father to stay in New Hope, maybe not forever, but for a while.

      It was as he was thinking about how to overcome his father’s rebuttals to his new idea that the group turned a corner. Jack’s brown eyebrows shot to his hairline. His dark eyes widened for what seemed the hundredth time since entering the city.

      The royal palace looked like it could be a city in and of itself. Domed roofs reached for the heavens, towers loomed overhead, and dozens of servants and soldiers ran across the courtyard. There was a heavy iron fence surrounding the black and grey structure. Once again they were halted for security clearance.

      “We’ll be walking from here,” Lieutenant Baker jumped off his horse and gave orders for his men to disperse. “It’s not far now.”

      Jack and his father followed his example. They walked with the Lieutenant through the iron gate and across the courtyard. The courtyard was massive, boasting a fountain in the center spilling forth water from a sculpted bat. The statue was tall and ominous its wings extended as if caught mid flight. The way the sun caught the water gave the liquid a dull amber glow.

      Jack wasn’t the most educated person when it came to art, but he could guess what the sculpture was going for. The fountain practically radiated strength and intimidation.

      Flags flapped on the tops of every building carrying the same royal sigil of crossed swords behind a black bat that was also on every soldier’s uniform. The color chosen for the flag itself was a crimson red. The sigil stood for power, advancement, and prosperity.

      Jack and his father followed the Lieutenant up the long flight of stairs and to the main palace entrance. Guards saluted as they recognized Lieutenant Baker and opened both large doors for the trio to enter.

      Dark wood floors draped by thick carpets swallowed their boots as they entered. The wide halls were covered with portraits of New Hope and New Hope’s past leaders. The ceiling was twice as high as any Jack had ever seen but despite all of this, it was how the area was illuminated that stopped Jack and his father mid-step.

      Villages and cities in the Outland relied on torches, candles, and lamps for light. The inside of the Queen’s palace was void of any of these things and yet light still shone through the darkness. Jack stared at tiny bulbs placed along the walls and ceilings of the palace. The bulbs varied in dimension from the size of his fist to no more than the width of two of his fingers.

      The bulbs themselves were no more than a thin glass holding what looked like nothing but pure white light. No visible source of fuel burned, but the light of a hundred candles was emitted.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?” Lieutenant Baker smiled at his two guests. “I had a similar reaction when I first witnessed them.”

      “What—what is it?” Marcus asked.

      “It was accidently developed by our weapons and armory specialist. It’s called mage light. Power enough to brighten even the darkest room.”

      “This will be a turning point for mankind,” Marcus breathed.

      The three men stood in the hall, each evaluating Marcus’ last comment.

      “I know how beautiful it is, and trust me, I could stand here and talk about the Queen’s advancements for hours, but she is waiting.”

      Jack and Marcus tore their eyes from the lights and looked at one another. They remained speechless, as they continued to follow the Lieutenant down the twisting halls of the palace.

      A few moments later they heard a scream and booted feet against the floor. Lieutenant Baker stopped in his tracks, a gloved hand on the hilt of his sword. He relaxed his grip as a group of four soldiers appeared and made their way down the hall supporting a large man who limped and moaned with every step.

      The soldiers carrying their fallen brother tried to do a half salute but stopped midway as another scream of pain came from their wounded friend. As they passed, Jack could see the large man’s injuries better, a broken knee and bloodied face.

      “Private Pia, a word?”

      A female soldier trusted the weight she carried to the other three soldiers, who hurried down the hall. She saluted smartly. “Yes, Lieutenant Baker?”

      “Who is that man and where exactly are you taking him?”

      “It was Captain Sloan, sir.” Private Pia bit her lip, trying to hide a smile.  “Ummm—this man volunteered to, uhhh—he volunteered for a sparring session.”

      “I see.” Lieutenant Baker nodded, his eyes twinkling with understanding. “But why are you taking him through the palace halls? The medic office is on the other side of the stronghold.”

      “Oh yes, sir. We tried going to the medic first, but they already have their hands full with soldiers involved in a bar fight earlier today. So we have to take him to the infirmary.’

      “Bar fight?”

      “Yes, sir. Not what you would think. They were on an assignment following orders and they got messed up pretty bad. I’m sorry, I don’t know more.”

      “Thank you, private. You are dismissed.” Lieutenant Baker and Private Pia saluted one another and she took off down the hall with a curious look at Marcus. Her eyes played across Jack’s shoulders and chest for a moment too long before she realized he was looking at her. She blushed and hurried off.

      “I apologize for the scene. Usually we don’t have injured soldiers being carried down the palace halls.”

      “It happens,” Marcus shrugged.

      As the three men continued their journey into the belly of the palace, Lieutenant Baker’s strides quickened. “Okay, gentlemen, the Queen’s conference room is just ahead. I’ll have to ask you to remove any weapons you may have. I’ll take them and have them waiting for you in your rooms for the night.”

      “Rooms?” Jack repeated as he removed both pieces of his staff. “We’re staying here?”

      “Of course. You are honored guests of the Queen. You will be invited to stay the night.”

      Jack and his father handed over the staffs slung on their backs. Jack thought about how much had changed in the last few days.

      One day you’re sleeping on the forest floor, thinking about where your next meal is coming from, and now you’re in the Queen’s palace with mage light coming from glass.

      Jack shook his head and let air come from his lips in a low whistle. Soon Lieutenant Baker and the sorcerers stood in front of another door guarded by two large men wearing the Queen’s emblem and colors.

      The Lieutenant talked in low voices with the men before he turned to address his guests. “Well, it looks as though our time has come to an end. I’ll make sure your weapons are in your rooms waiting for you. The Queen is expecting you.”

      “Thank you,” Jack and his father said at the same time.

      Lieutenant Baker smiled then retreated down the hall. The two guards in front of them opened the doors and ushered them inside without a word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      The room was large and circular with a narrow carpet on a marble floor that led to a raised seating area. A high backed chair with wings coming out of the top of both sides was set in the middle of the room. An familiar female face anticipated her arrival. What was most impressive about the room wasn’t its size or even the noble woman waiting. It was the giant chandelier filled with tiny white mage lights that bathed the room in a soft glow.

      Sloan felt a sense of comfort as she marched toward the Queen. Eleanor Eckert had been like a mother to her since she joined the palace guard. Her quick rise through the ranks she had done on her own but she knew the queen was rooting for her from day one.

      Sloan’s crossed the large room quickly. She fell on one knee in front of the queen’s throne. Her eyes down, right hand on the hilt of her sword that swung by her hips.

      “Please, Captain, stand,” the queen’s voice was feminine without sacrificing strength. “I hate that you still have to get down on your knees every time I need to speak with you.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about, my queen,” Sloan rose to her feet quickly. “It’s my duty as your captain as well as a tradition that must be followed.”

      It was easy to forget exactly how old the queen had become. Her grey hair was wrapped around her head. Wrinkled pulled at the corner of her eyes and mouth. Her white gown hid most of her body well but Sloan imagined there was more skin and bones than muscle under the fabric.

      Sloan leaned in catching the paleness of her skin for the first time. It wasn’t her imagination Queen Eleanor Eckert’s pigmentation was a shade whiter than it had been before.

      “Are you well my queen? Have you been il—”

      Sloan’s words were cut off as the doors to the room opened again. Two magicians walked in. One older, strong but worn from the years of travel, the other looked so similar to him it had to be his son. He was handsome with wild brown hair. Sloan found herself intrigued by the pair, magicians were not commonly found in the city. Their mastery of the mystical arts were better suited for a life apart from the everyday hustle and bustle of New Hope.

      “Right on time,” the queen motioned the two visitors forward. When they too fell on their knees the queen smiled faintly. “Please, rise, we have much to discuss.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty, thank you,” the older magician answered.

      “You’re very welcome, and thank you both for coming so quickly. I’ll be able to explain everything in detail soon, we are waiting on one other to join our party. In the meantime, I’d like to introduce you to the Captain of my personal guard, Sloan,” the queen turned to address Sloan. “Sloan these are the very best magical trackers in the Outland, Marcus Walker and his son, Jack.”

      Sloan exchanged short bows with the two magicians. Without thinking her instincts told her these two men could be trusted. Something about their eyes, was genuine.

      Before any further words could be exchanged between the party, the doors to the room opened once more.

      “Ahhh, and here are the final members of our council,” the Queen said.

      Sloan felt disdain grow in the pit of her stomach. The first man to walk through the door was the queen’s treasurer, Fenrick Trilion. He was a weasel of a man that could never look her in the eye. To this day Sloan was uncertain why the queen had kept him as part of her staff as long as she had.

      “How are you?” Fenrick ignored Sloan completely which was more than fine with her. “You must be Marcus and Jack Walker, the famed trackers. Please let me introduce myself. My name is Fenrick Trilion, treasurer and advisor to the Crown.”

      Jack and his father shook the man’s hand. Sloan’s attention landed on the last two men to enter. One she knew, the other looked like he belonged in a bar instead of the palace.

      “Quick introductions once again, this is Captain Charlotte Sloan.” The Queen introduced her captain as if she were a proud parent. “And Marcus and Jack walker, our tracking magicians. Oh, and Edison, it looks like you found the young man you were looking for.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The elderly man stepped forward and bowed to the Queen. He also made time to catch Sloan’s eye and give her a smile. “We have arrived.”

      “Marcus, Jack,” the Queen continued, presenting the man she had just addressed. “This is Edison Reeves, the man responsible for our magical and technological advancements.”

      Edison gripped Jack’s hand firmly and gave him a grin. After he had done the same to Marcus, he turned to the queen and motioned for the last man to approach.

      “And this, Your Majesty, is Aareth Emerson.”

      Aareth approached the Queen, but neither bowed nor knelt. His blue eyes looked her up and down as he pushed long dark locks from his face.

      “It is appropriate to bow to your Queen.” Sloan’s voice came out loud and clear. Her distaste for the man quickly turned to dislike. “Appropriate and demanded.”

      “My queen?” Aareth looked at her and smiled. “I didn’t vote for her.”

      In one quick motion Sloan found the hilt of the sword that hung from her hip. Years of training had it aimed at Aareth’s throat in the blink of an eye. Her blade tickled the hair at his throat.

      “You’re talking like any of this is an option,” Sloan leaned in making sure her blade touched his skin. “You’re mistaken.”

      “Peace, Captain,” the Queen said softly. “He’s still our guest.”

      Sloan lowered her weapon slowly, but there was no doubt that if it weren’t for the queen’s interference, she would have loved to teach Aareth a lesson in respect.

      There was an awkward silence as the Queen looked Aareth up and down. “I’m sorry. I wish things could have started off on a better note. But I want to thank you all for coming. Fenrick and Edison are only here in an advisory capacity. You four—Sloan, Aareth, Marcus, and Jack—are the ones that were chosen.”

      “Chosen for what, Your Highness?” Sloan asked as she sheathed her saber and shot Aareth a look that said, “just you wait.”

      As you all know,” The Queen began with a deep breath, “the city of New Hope has struggled forward in the last decade. We have clawed and fought our way from the brink of collapse to be the most prosperous and technologically advanced city in the known world. Now we have the opportunity and resources to not only help ourselves, but also those around us in the Outland.”

      “I’m not talking about conquest or trying to claim each outlying city for the Crown.” Queen Eckert caught sight of Aareth’s dark look and shook her head. “I’m talking about strengthening bonds with our neighbors one day at a time. I know what the Outlanders think of us and I don’t blame them. I understand gaining their trust will be a slow process, but it is a process that must be started.”

      “We have the resources now in every way,” Edison added with a proud smile. “Our army has never been better trained, our advancements in magic never further along, and our leaders never stronger.”

      “New Hope’s economy and treasury are at their peaks as well,” Fenrick added with a smile that reminded Sloan of a predator’s grin.

      “They will have to be small steps and even smaller acts of kindness,” the Queen took time to look each member in attendance in the eye, “but we have to start somewhere. That leads us to why you have all been called. We have received reports and requests for aid from a small Outland city called Burrow Den.”

      Sloan furrowed her brow, trying to remember all she knew about the city. It was a small town, no more than a few hundred people from what she had remembered about the report. But that had been a few months ago, a lot could happen in a small town in a few months.

      “Reports of what manner, Your Highness?” Marcus asked.

      “Over the last few months, a string of brutal murders has occurred. Eyewitnesses have said there’s a wild animal on the loose that does not resemble anything they have ever seen before. Reports vary; however, whatever it is has eluded the local town authorities as well as anyone who has gone to help. In the meantime, the attacks and deaths have continued. It’s not every day a request comes our way for help, but it has. This is the perfect opportunity to make an ally. I am asking the four of you to go to Burrow Den, find out what is causing these attacks, and handle the situation in the name of the Crown.”

      “You know my sword now and forever belongs to you, my queen. You need only tell me where to direct it,” Sloan fell to a knee once more, her eyes lowered in reverence.

      “Both my son and myself are at your disposal, Your Highness,” Marcus said with another bow. “Where you command we will follow.”

      Everyone in the chamber turned to Aareth. He was scratching the scruff that formed across his face but stopped as every eye turned his way. “Listen, I don’t think you have the right man for the job. I mean, it sounds adventurous and romantic and all, but I’m not the guy you’re looking for.”

      “If it’s money you are worried about, trust me, the Crown has more than enough to compensate you for your time,” the Queen frowned. “Or if it is something other than wealth you desire?”

      “No, I’m sure you have enough money and I’m not looking for power. Your plan just sounds dangerously close to schemes tyrants have tried in the past.”

      “Explain yourself.” The Queen squinted and tilted her head to the side.

      “I’m not accusing you of anything but having the noblest of intentions. However, there’s a fine line between bringing unity and peace to the Outland and making every city outside of New Hope your own.”

      Sloan couldn’t believe what she was hearing. If Aareth thought he was going to get away with addressing the queen in such a disrespectful way, he had another thing coming. Sloan rose to her feet, her hand on the hilt of her saber once more.

      When the Queen spoke next, there was an edge to her voice Sloan didn’t expect.

      “Well, Aareth Emerson, thank you for your time and honesty. You are obviously not the right man for the job. You are dismissed, then. Please don’t let me keep you from the bar we found you in and the alcohol you were drowning yourself with.”

      Aareth made a move to speak.

      Sloan couldn’t help but pull her sword an inch from her sheath. She took a step toward him.

      Aareth’s lip curled into a sneer. Instead of words he walked out of the room.

      “Please, Your Majesty, I know he’s rough around the edges, still he’s the best chance we have,” Edison looked at the queen with desperation. “Let me go after him.”

      “He’s strong and cautious. If you think he’s the one we need…” The Queen thought for a moment before continuing, “then go and get him if you can. Over the course of the last ten years you have never failed me. I don’t expect you’ll start making bad decisions now.”

      Edison bowed, his long grey cloak swished behind him as he half walked, half ran to catch up to Aareth.

      “Your Majesty is gracious as ever,” Fenrick added in a sly whisper everyone could hear. “I would have had his tongue or thrown him into the dungeon and whipped at the very least for speaking that way.”

      “Yes, well, sometimes faith in our friends and their choices is required. Please, Fenrick, will you show Sloan and our guests where all the material on the attacks is held?”

      Fenrick bowed deeply.

      “Thank you, all of you, for your willingness to help. The road will be dangerous. We will be sure to send you well prepared. Fenrick will show you all the information we have gathered from the murders and the reports from eyewitnesses. It’s best that we start as soon as possible to avoid more deaths.”

      “We will, Your Highness,” Sloan bowed once more. “We can start first thing tomorrow morning. We’ll take the locomotive as far as the tracks will let us and then travel by horse from there.”

      The Queen nodded.

      “What’s a locomotive?” All eyes turned to Jack who looked as though he was even surprised he had asked the question. “I mean, if I may ask?”

      “You’re in a for a treat, Jack,” The Queen smiled at the young tracker.
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      Did they think he was stupid? He knew where even the best of intentions led. With this much power, there would be no stopping the queen if she decided to rule the Outland cities as opposed to “helping” them. With the magical technology New Hope now held, it would be a war of swords against sticks.

      Aareth was already in the courtyard when he heard the running footsteps behind him. The warm air and the setting sun touched him at the same time Edison reached his side.

      “My God, boy, slow down. I’m not as agile as I once was.”

      “Listen, I know you’re trying to help, but this isn’t my thing.” Aareth reduced his pace but continued to move forward toward the exit. “It starts with one town, with one city; we lend a helping hand, and then we want favors in return. Favors turn into allegiances, handouts turn into debts, and debt is just another word for control.”

      “You’re exactly right, and that’s why I chose you. You’ve seen it all happen before. You’ve seen the corruption first hand. You’ve been in the middle of it and that’s why it’s so important that you be the one to go.”

      Aareth reached the front gates. The fact that Edison wasn’t arguing with him was enough for him to stop.

      “You don’t disagree? So you don’t think the queen can be trusted?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Edison put both gloved hands up in a sign of surrender.” The queen has nothing but the best intentions; however, there are those in the palace who would rather see cities in the Outland pay taxes and tribute rather than become friends and allies.”

      “That’s why you need me to be the one that goes.” Aareth crossed his muscular arms and took a deep breath. “I can’t believe I’m letting you talk me into this.”

      “Aareth, the time you spent as an inspector cleaning up the corruption in this city will be an invaluable tool. You were the best undercover detective we ever had at the precinct.”

      Aareth stood quiet, torn between what he knew was the right thing to do and the direction every muscle in his body was telling him to go. Two sides of Aareth were locked in a battle; the man he once was and the man he was now.

      Edison saw everything. He recognized what the pause in conversation meant, the agitated look on Aareth’s face, even the furrowed brow.

      “If you can’t do it for yourself, Aareth, do it for the city; and if you can’t do it for the city, do it for her.”

      Aareth was ripped from his internal battle at the mention of his dead wife. A year ago he would have beat anyone that dared mention her memory. A year ago, mention of his dead wife would have been enough for Aareth to end a man’s life. Today he knew the anger would only reopen old wounds. Instead, he accepted the memory and embraced the pain.

      “She was better than I was.”

      “No, Aareth.” Edison’s face softened as he put a gloved hand on his wounded friend’s shoulder. “She was better than all of us. She just brought out the best in you. Go on this mission and keep a watchful eye. Something big is about to happen. I have a feeling whatever it is, it’s going to start with this journey.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Fenrick

        

      

    

    
      Oh, just in here, if you please.” Fenrick showed the three members of the queen’s chosen group into an open room with a round table and chairs near a crackling fire. On top of the table were a pile of folders and files full of paperwork and pictures.

      “Dinner will be brought to you shortly. In the meantime, feel free to start reading the gathered material.”

      The father and son team nodded and walked into the room, followed by the queen’s captain. Sloan stood by Fenrick’s side before she entered, without even looking at him, she whispered, “There’s a nasty little rumor among the men that a certain treasurer was seen gambling in the city last night.”

      “Captain,” Fenrick swallowed hard but gathered himself just as quickly. “If you are insinuating that I’m gambling with the queen’s money, I would think twice about the accusation you’re making.”

      “And why is that?” Sloan turned her piercing green eyes on Fenrick. “Choose your next words wisely.”

      “Because,” Fenrick licked his lips and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “I don’t gamble, but even if I did, I would choose to keep that a secret. You know I’m not the only one with secrets—don’t you, captain? You know what I’m referring to, of course—a certain less than distinguished upbringing.”

      “Be careful who you threaten, treasurer. Some of us are quicker with the sword than the tongue and would go to great lengths to protect certain secrets.” Sloan walked into the room and shut the door in Fenrick’s face.

      Fenrick let his fake smile fade and curled a lip at the closed door.

      Children playing at things they don’t understand, Fenrick thought to himself. But events are going better than expected. Aareth has left before the journey has even started. In a game where the players can choose their own pieces, it seemed the queen has chosen poorly, a drunk who already walked out, two simple-minded sorcerers, and a captain with a chip on her shoulder.

      Fenrick shook his head as he walked through the palace to the rear of the building. The sun had just set, only a few servants and guards walked along the palace’s extensive garden grounds. Queen Eleanor had a soft spot for plants and flowers of all kinds. The garden was alive with statues and fountains all designed with bats, pools, and various symbols of strength, but all of that was still outshined by the level of greenery in the garden.

      Fenrick dismissed all the plants and flowers he had seen a thousand times before. Instead spent his time looking over his shoulder, ensuring he was not being followed.

      After a few turns in the labyrinth of the palace’s garden, Fenrick was content he was alone. He stopped walking and stood next to a tall hedge. Looking through the leaves and small branches of the wall-like plant, he saw the back of a hooded figure sitting on a stone bench on the other side.

      “You’re late.” The dark figure spoke in a deep voice.

      “Well, that’s not my fault.” Fenrick snarled. “You need to kill the captain. She suspects something. We need to kill her now.”

      “Quiet your voice, snake, before someone hears and you ruin everything. They will all be dealt with in time when my master deems it appropriate. What of the team the Queen has assembled to travel to the Outland?”

      “Mercenary,” Fenrick’s voice heightened at being talked to in such a way, by someone he deemed lower than himself.  “You will speak to me with respect, I don’t care who your master is, I will have soldiers here—”

      The cloaked man turned with inhuman speed. He shot a large arm through the thin hedge between them. Fenrick felt ice-cold fingers close around his throat. A second later he was lifted from the ground.

      “I will not ask you again to be quiet, snake,” the hooded figure held Fenrick as if he weighed no more than a handful of sand. “I would kill you here and now, but it seems you are more useful to the order alive. Why? I have no clue.”

      Fenrick clawed at the arm holding him suspended above the dirt but there was no use. He stared into the deep hood. The man’s facial features were bathed in shadows but Fenrick could still make out the long gruesome scar across his pale face. Fenrick nodded as best he could. The hold around his throat was released. He fell to the ground, gasping for air.

      “Now tell me all you know about the ones chosen for the journey to the Outland. I want to know everything, when they’re leaving, and what route they’re taking.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan sat at a table along with Marcus and Jack. They all opened folders and examined the information provided about the attacks in the Outland. There were news clippings, first hand reports, and interviews from witnesses. What concerned Sloan the most was the quantity of attacks over such a brief period of time.

      The first attack were dated two months previous. In that short time more than two dozen assaults were reported. File after file told similar stories of torn bodies, violent confrontations, and a wild creature no one had ever seen before. The eyewitness reports varied from descriptions of a huge dog-like animal to a large wolf. The things consistent in all the reports were that whatever the mysterious creature was, it was massive and struck quickly. It was covered in dark hair and traveled on four paws. The noise it made while it attacked were loud howls and there was a lingering odor it left behind.

      “Well,” Marcus placed worn spectacles on the bridge of his nose as he accepted a piece of paper from his son. “That’s impossible, isn’t it?”

      Jack nodded.

      “What is?” Sloan asked from across the table as she put down a folder. “Did you find something?”

      “It’s an artist’s rendering of a life size paw print left by the animal.” Marcus handed her the picture of the paw print that nearly covered the entire page.

      Sloan looked down at the paper at a loss. Sure it looked like a massive paw in dire need of a pedicure but other than that she had no idea what she was looking at. Rather than pretend to be in the loop Sloan decided to admit her ignorance.

      “Put me in a fight or a political debate and I can hold my own.” Sloan bit her lip as she examined the giant animal print. “I have no idea what I’m looking at here, sorcerer. It looks like an enormous canine imprint. I would say a dog but there are no dogs that large, not in that part of the Outland, not anywhere.”

      “Well, you’re not that far off, Captain,” Marcus removed his glasses leaning back in his chair. “It is a paw print of a canine just not a dog, that’s a wolf print.”

      “A wolf? That’s impossible. They get to no more than sixty, maybe seventy pounds.” Sloan shook her head looking at the picture again. “Whatever made this print had to have weighed hundreds of pounds.”

      “Well, that’s the impossible part, isn’t it?” Marcus touched the tips of his fingers together deep into his own thoughts.

      Sloan looked closer at the print.

      “The print is one we’ve seen a hundred times before, but…” Jack pointed to the sketch of the paw design once more, “this one is four times as large as any we’ve come across.”

      “So we’re ruling out wolves, what else could it be?” The voice came from the doorway. All three members at the table jumped and turned. Sloan’s hand tightened on her saber hilt once again.

      “We’re really going to have to work on that, Captain.” Aareth smiled from the doorway. “Every time I talk you don’t need to draw steel.”

      “Well, you haven’t given me much of a reason not to, have you? What’re you doing back? You walked out on your queen and on your city.”

      “I had a change of heart.” Aareth sauntered toward the group. He shrugged off his long black jacket, placing it on an empty chair and took a seat.

      The room was silent as Sloan examined their new ally with a raised eyebrow. Marcus nodded a greeting toward Aareth. The room was quiet.

      “Well, we’re glad to have you,” Jack cleared his throat. “At least I am.”

      “Thanks. I heard you talking about the possibility of wolves. The canine animals that’re no larger than the size of large dogs?”

      “My father and I have tracked our fair share,” Jack continued as he got the fourth member of their team up to speed, “but they’re not naturally aggressive animals.The largest we’ve ever seen couldn’t have been more than seventy pounds.”

      “So we have nothing?” Aareth asked.

      “It seems like we’re tracking an animal of unknown origin that has been able to elude, well, everyone,” Sloan ignored Aareth and looked only to the sorcerers. “Marcus, Jack, what do you think? Can you find it?”

      Father and son smiled as Jack repeated what had become their catch phrase, “If it leaves tracks, we can find it.”

      The answer was satisfactory. Even if it was a giant breed of wolf Sloan felt confident in her own abilities to kill the animal once the magicians had found it.

      As she mulled over the details, well-dressed servants brought in large platters covered with silver covers.

      “And mercenary?” Sloan decided to test Aareth. “When we do find this beast, do you think you can kill it?”

      “I’m not a mercenary anymore, Captain.” Aareth pushed back a curtain of his long black hair. “But to answer your question, yes. I’ve never met an animal, man… or soldier, I couldn’t beat.”

      The jab wasn’t lost on Sloan. Instead of allowing her anger dominance she was surprised to find a smile tug at her lips.

      The rest of the night was spent over a feast. It was a common enough meal for Sloan but she wasn’t ignorant of the wide eyes on both the magicians. Even Aareth stared at the food as if he hadn’t been invited to a proper meal in months.

      The night’s dinner consisted of; roasted duck, grilled chicken, skewered salmon, salad, vegetables, rolls with butter, pitchers of wine and beer, and every kind of dessert imaginable.

      Sloan unfolded her pristine lines napkin in preparation for the meal. As she reached for her utensils she noticed she was the only one. Aareth was already serving himself mounds of food on his place. Marcus and Jack were better behaved but their confusion as to which fork to use showed their lack of etiquette.

      Sloan, and especially Aareth, helped themselves to the wine, while Jack and his father stuck to water. After a mostly quiet meal, Sloan pushed her plate away. “If we’re going to spend the next few weeks together, I’d like us to be honest with each other. I’m not trying to be your best friend, but the most successful teams I’ve every worked with in the past have had a mutual respect and trust in one another.”

      Sloan looked at each one of them in turn. She allowed the silence to build before she began again.

      “I’ll go first. As captain of the queen’s guard, I’m used to leading. That doesn’t mean I’m not a team player. With that said in this mission I want to make it clear that I am the leader. I’ll do all I can to make this a quick journey. We’ll go into the town—Jack and Marcus, you’ll find the animal. Aareth and I will kill it and we can all go home.”

      “My son and I have been sorcerers of the paranormal for years.” Marcus smiled with pride at Jack. “We’ve tracked everything from shadow spirits to shape shifters I’m honored to be in a position to help the queen and the city of New Hope. We’ll find whatever this thing is.”

      “I, uhhh, I’ve been practicing the magical arts and tracking ever since I can remember.” Jack stumbled under Sloan’s stern gaze. “My father and I have never failed a job we’ve been hired to complete. This one’s not going to be any different.”

      All eyes turned to Aareth, who was wiping his hands and mouth clean of sticky meat.

      “I’ve been working—freelance—in the Outland for the last three years. I’m here now and plan on seeing this thing through to the end.”

      Sloan cocked her head to the side. There was something like sadness, maybe regret in Aareth’s bright blue eyes. As he remembered the last few years it was clear he was troubled. Instead of continuing down the line of thought, Sloan reminded herself why she was there.

      “We’ll leave early tomorrow, so be ready. We’ll make a quick stop at the armory, gathering any supplies we may need for the journey, and then we’ll be off.” Sloan rose from her chair and looked at the three men sitting at the table. “Rest well. If I’m right, it’ll be the last time we can close our eyes without worry, for a long time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack and his father were shown to a large room with two beds, and to Jack’s delight, mage lights. Their weapons were waiting for them in their room just as Lieutenant Baker promised.

      Jack sat in his bed, switching the mage light on and off. The lamp was on a nightstand next to his bed. The switch to turn the light off and on was so simple to navigate it was almost comical.

      He couldn’t help but notice his father assemble his staff and place it next to his bed. “Expecting trouble tonight?”

      “Not particularly,” Marcus ran his hand over the staff and the ancient runes of their order carved deep in the wood. “But it’s better to be safe than sorry, right?”

      “Yeah, but I can tell that’s not it, is it? There’s something else bothering you, isn’t there?”

      “As perceptive as your mother.” Marcus let out a long sigh. “You know me too well. It’s our traveling partner that makes me uneasy.”

      “Sloan?” Jack stopped playing with the light and gave his father his full attention. “Or Aareth?”

      “It’s Aareth. I have a feeling I’ve seen him before. And I don’t mean passing through a town. There’s something off about him, son.”

      “Well, who do you think he is?”

      “I’m not sure, but there’s something in his eyes. If I had to guess, he’s a hit man, an assassin.”

      Jack’s jaw dropped. He heard about assassins while traveling through the Outland. They were professional killers for hire to the highest bidder. As Jack thought about it, he’d heard stories of an assassin with long black hair and piercing blue eyes. Stories of a killer more ghost than man.

      “Are you sure, Dad? I mean, why would the queen allow a person like that to come on this mission? Aareth isn’t going to exactly win the award for personality of the year, but—”

      “I’m sure, son. As to why the queen has allowed him to come with us is another story. We have to trust that the Crown has their reasons. But in the meantime…” Marcus patted his staff gently. “It’s never a bad idea to be cautious. Have you said your prayers?”

      “Dad, we’ve talked about this,” Jack rolled his eyes. “I’m eighteen years old. You don’t need to remind me of that stuff or tuck me in or kiss me on the cheek at night.”

      “You just turned eighteen, and in my defense, I have done a great job on the no tucking in and kissing thing. You’ll understand one day when you have kids of your own. Goodnight, son. I love you.”

      Jack gritted his teeth but he knew he would regret it if he didn’t say it. “Love you too, Dad.”

      Jack’s mind was still reeling with the real identity of their traveling partner that night as he fell asleep. There was a real life assassin going on a journey with them. Jack was equal parts excited and fearful of the trip to come and what the next days would bring. The last thing he remembered as he fell asleep was a lullaby his mother would sing to him as a baby.

      If Jack knew what the next day held in store for him, he wouldn’t have slept so soundly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Marcus, Jack?” It was Sloan knocked on their bedroom door. “Be ready to visit the armory in fifteen minutes. A servant will come and get you.”

      “We’ll be ready, Captain,” Marcus’ voice penetrated the door. “See you soon.”

      Sloan took off down the hall in the direction of the armory. The palace was a labyrinth of twisting halls and massive rooms. It had taken Sloan a solid month before she was confident in traversing the palace.

      Morning light streamed though massive windows. Sloan’s black boots sunk into the rich red carpet. Soldiers saluted her as she passed halls decorated with statues and paintings.

      Today she walked with purpose. It was important for her to set the tone as the leader and in all honesty she was excited to see what Edison Reeves had ready for them in the armory.

      Eventually, Sloan arrived at the designated meeting point, the entrance to the armory marked by two gigantic black doors. She dusted off her black paints and straightened her black and grey uniform while she waited.

      “You didn’t strike me as the kind to care what they look like,” Aareth’s voice met her from down the hall. “But I guess as long as you’re not trying to kill me, that’s an improvement.”

      “And you obviously don’t care what you look like,” Sloan looked Aareth up and down. “Did you sleep in your clothes?”

      Before Aareth could answer Marcus and Jack rounded the corner. The servants that guided the men to the armory bowed their way back down the hall

      “What? Do I have something on my face?” Aareth looked at Jack as he rubbed a hand over the stubble on his chin. “Why are you looking at me like that, kid? You’re kinda weirding me out.”

      “Oh no,” Jack’s eyes darted to the door. “I mean, I—just that now that I know who you—ummm—”

      “Please, boys, can this wait?” Sloan banged on the massive double doors. “We have an armory to pillage and a mission to begin.”

      The black doors were twenty feet high and at least ten feet across. What first seemed like decorations in the wood were actually magical symbols of all shapes and sizes. Now as the doors opened, the symbols began to shine. One after the other they lit up in a bright display of red light until the entire door was covered in the magical illumination.

      Noise, like a hundred bats in flight, shot forth from the opposite side of the door. Edison’s familiar head popped out. He was sporting goggles over a smeared coal black face. He motioned them forward wearing a heavy set of leather, work gloves. “Please come in and welcome to D.P.S.M ‘The Department of Paranormal Study and Magic.’ I’ve been waiting for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack had seen the city, he witnessed the power of magic to produce light, still he wasn’t ready for the sight welcoming his eyes on the other side of the door. The palace armory was actually one gigantic room filled with gnomes, machines, smoke, and leaping fires. Steam and whistles filled the air as the group entered.

      The gnomes wore facemasks and goggles. They labored on various projects in different stages of development. Edison led the group around the armory like a proud father, introducing them to invention after invention.

      “This is only a prototype but we’re hoping by the time it’s done we’ll be able to actually carry mage light with us from place to place. Imagine that? Being able to carry light with you and illuminate even the darkest places with the flick of a switch. Granted I know a sorcerer could do this at anytime but to the everyday man it will be groundbreaking.”

      “Even for us it would be useful,” Marcus looked at the prototype that was nothing more than a tube with a bulb at the end. “Lighting a path is easy enough but it takes energy and power. Having a mage light means we can save our strength.”

      Edison was pointing to a large square box sparking blue light as short statured gnomes tried connecting it to large cables. Jack couldn’t help but smile at the older man’s enthusiasm for science and technology. He was ripped from these thoughts as a small explosion erupted a few yards away.

      Gnomes ran on squat legs to help, carrying buckets of water and heavy towels.

      “Should we have masks on or at least goggles?” Sloan pointed to where a small blaze had broken out. “I think that gnome over there is on fire.”

      “Oh no, he’s fine. You’ll be safe.” Edison shook his head with reassurance. “That’s a regular occurrence here. That project has been in the works for months now. He’ll be reborn again. We just have to find a way for him not to burst into flames.”

      “What is it?” Jack said, craning his neck to try and get a glimpse.

      “We’ve codenamed it project phoenix. It’s the first step in creating a potion that will bring someone back from the dea—”

      A bearded gnome with a squished nose and large ears came up to Edison. He pulled on the inventors sleeve until Edison leaned down. With excited chatter the little employee whispered in Edison’s ear.

      “He’s here now?” Edison looked around the warehouse floor.

      The gnome nodded furiously.

      “Well, please show him in. Have him meet us by the weapons.”

      The gnome ran off. Edison turned to his group and led them to the back of the large room. “It seems we have an unexpected visitor.”

      Jack noticed a well-dressed middle-aged man approaching the group. He was wearing an expensive suit complete with gold-rimmed glasses and a gold pocket watch, the chain hung from inside his vest.

      “Well, hello, Edison,” the stranger said, taking in the rest of the group with a smile. “I’m sorry, is this a bad time?”

      “No, of course not.” Edison grinned and shook the man’s hand vigorously. “Not for the man who’s been so generous to the Crown. Please let me introduce you. You’re already familiar with the captain, I think. This is Jack, Marcus, and Aareth.”

      Sloan crossed her arms with a frown that said she was anything but happy to see the mystery man.

      “Gentlemen,” Edison continued as though he didn’t notice. “This is Dr. Oliver Livingston. He owns the largest magic and technology manufacturing company in the city. He’s also a great supporter of the Crown. In fact, many of the projects you see here today are being developed side by side with his team.”

      The doctor extended a greeting to each of them and exchanged warm hand shakes.

      “And Captain,” Dr. Livingston turned to Sloan with a pleasant smile. “Always a pleasure to see you as well.”

      Sloan didn’t say a word but Jack could tell she was biting back a few choice words of her own. He even half expected to see Sloan reach for her sword.

      The doctor didn’t seem to notice or care and instead turned back to Edison. “Well, it looks as though you’re on a tour, so I’ll be brief. The progress on the locomotive track is going well above the planned schedule. I have crews working on it around the clock. With the latest tools we’ve developed for the project, we’ll be able to reach the first Outland city tonight.”

      “That’s wonderful news.” Edison smiled from ear to ear. “I know the queen will be pleased.”

      “The other project is still being worked on.” The doctor noticeably lowered his voice for this piece of information. “We ran into a few… hiccups.”

      Jack leaned in towards the two men, trying to catch more of their conversation as their voices continued to lower. At that moment there was shrill steam blast coming from a large stack of pipes, making it impossible for Jack to hear anything but the last few words from Dr. Livingston’s mouth, “enhanced soldiers.”

      “Well, thank you for the information. I’ll be contacting you later today to go over your report in better detail,” Edison said with a nervous glance at his guests.

      “Of course. It was a pleasure meeting you all, and Sloan, you look beautiful as ever.” With that Dr. Livingston turned and walked away.

      “Well, he seems nice.” Aareth lifted his eyebrows at a scowling Sloan. “And he definitely has a thing for you.”

      “Not another word,” Sloan looked at Aareth with murder in her eyes. “Not one more word from you or I swear to every gnome in here I’ll—”

      “Well, let’s be on our way.” Edison licked dry lips trying to diffuse the situation. “I know how eager you all are to begin your journey.”

      He led the group a few more yards to the rear of the building. There was an area where a makeshift practice ground was erected.

      “Ahhh. Here we are.” Edison turned to a table behind him and opened a small metal box. Inside was a black steel rod, thick as Jack’s staff but not much longer than a pencil.

      Edison lifted it into the air for Jack and his father to examine. “Since staffs seem to be your weapon of choice, I thought I should show you one of our latest inventions. Until now every staff either needs to be held in one cumbersome piece or in two like your own. We’ve managed to condense the original staff into something much more user friendly. The metal is durable but you will still be able to carve you own desired runes on the material if you deem it necessary.”

      Jack could feel a smile cross his lips. Edison handed him the steel wand. He motioned for him to step inside the training area. The piece of metal did feel heavy but not any heftier than his own staff.

      “There’s a button on the side by your thumb that will extend the staff,” Edison informed him. “Once you press the button the staff will spread quickly so do be cautious. Perhaps a demonstration?”

      Jack stepped inside the training area. There were three dummies set in a circle around him. He held the metal bar out in front of him. His thumb made contact with the cold button. At once two steel shafts extended from the bar. Jack wasted no time as he called forth the inner fire of magic raging inside of him. The steel rod came alive with green flame. Jake made quick work of the dummies destroying two with strikes from the staff, the last with a green flame that shot from the end of the pole.

      As soon as the demonstration started it ended. Jack shut off the magical power feeding the staff with energy. He hit the button by his thumb again. The green flames disappeared. As if it were all a dream all that remained was a black metal wand.

      “What do you think?” Edison clapped in glee, seeing one of his most prized inventions in the hands of a professional sorcerer. “It’s perfect isn’t it?”

      “Does it come in brown?” Jack gave the inventor a rueful grin.

      Edison offered a similar wand to Marcus, who politely refused, rubbing a fond thumb across the handle of his own staff. “Thank you, but I think I’ll stick with my own set. They haven’t failed me yet.”

      “There’s already one waiting for you on the locomotive.” Edison took the wand from Jack, placing it back in the box. “Be sure to read the instructions. There’s a lot of useful information in the instruction booklet. But I have more to show you before you go. Wait here.”

      Jack again heard the name “locomotive,” but before Jack could ask what a locomotive was, Edison disappeared behind a wall of dark boxes.

      “We should really get going soon if we’re going to get to Burrow Den.” Aareth crossed large arms over his chest. “At this rate, the entire city’s going to be slaughtered before we arrive.”

      “For the first time, I agree with you,” Sloan frowned looking at the watch on her wrist. “Where did Edison run off to?”

      “They must have already loaded the other two pieces of equipment I had for you and Aareth on the locomotive, Captain.” Edison appeared from behind a pile of boxes emblazoned with the royal insignia. “I apologize.”

      “It’s quite all right, Edison. We really must be going now, anyway. Thank you.”

      Jack, Marcus, and Sloan shook hands with Edison. Jack couldn’t help but notice that Aareth stayed behind a second longer, exchanging a few words with the elderly inventor before he caught up with the rest of the group.

      Sloan gave Aareth a sideways glance as they walked through the palace.

      “What?” Aareth asked. “The old man says to read the directions before we play with our toys.”

      “I’m sure.”

      The group headed through the palace and outside to the east wing. Soon Jack found himself in a tunnel-like room that sloped gradually down. It was clear this portion of the palace was much newer than the rest. The smell of drying mortar was still fresh on the walls, everything practically shone with newness.

      The tunnel soon opened into a large room with human soldiers and gnome technicians hustling about. Smoke filled the room, much like the workshop, as a dull, thumping noise started permeating the air.

      On the far side of the room on the same tracks that Jack had seen being laid in the Outland, was a gigantic black machine. Smoke poured out of a large chimney set in the front of the monster as steam shot out from wheels and levers underneath.

      Sloan was the only one out of the group not fazed by the machine.

      “Is she ready to go?” Sloan asked a passing gnome covered in grease.

      “Yes, ma’am. We’re just waiting for you to board now.”

      The machine picked up in volume as the behemoth came to life. It looked like it was made up of several different sections connected to each other. There were five carts all together all painted black and brown. Two large flags wielding the city’s sigil were mounted at the front half hidden by the amount of smoke and steam that was erupting from the monster of a machine.

      “Come on, boys, let’s go. We have a city to save.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Not in Jack’s wildest dreams could he have imagined something like this. The four emissaries to the queen boarded the machine. To Jack’s surprise, the inside of the carts were spacious, even comfortable.

      They boarded the second cart with the help of a small step ladder attached to the side. The section of the machine they entered was directly behind what Jack had imagined was the engine. Inside was a carpeted room that didn’t look much different than the inside of the palace.

      “We’ll be underway soon,” Sloan walked to a small table with a map of the Outland spread out on top. “The locomotive will take us as far as it can. We’ll stop right before the tracks run out and take horses from there. With any luck, we’ll be in Burrow Den in a week.”

      “A week?” Jack looked toward the rear of the car they boarded, eager to see what was in the next cart. “That fast?”

      “We’re not on vacation, Jack. We’ll ride hard.” Sloan noticed his gaze. “Wondering what else is back there?”

      Jack turned his large brown eyes to a smiling Sloan and nodded.

      “This is the meeting or lounging cart. The one ahead of us is where all the power comes from, the mage engine. The three behind us are sleeping quarters, the lavatory, the supply room, and the kitchen.”

      “This thing has a kitchen and a bathroom in it?” Aareth was quietly examining the interior of the machine but he spoke up at mention of the facilities. “What’s next, a flying ship?”

      “I wouldn’t doubt it.” Sloan shrugged. “I mean, the way Edison and Dr. Livingston are headed in the name of magic.”

      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot about the doctor. What is he, anyway? Your boyfriend?”

      “He is not my boyfriend,” Sloan’s fair skin turned red. Her green eyes burned with fire. “And if you ever talk to me like that again, so help me God, I’ll—”

      At that moment there was a shrill whistle cutting off the rest of Sloan’s threat. The locomotive slowly began to move.

      Although Jack couldn’t hear what Sloan said, the chopping motion she made with her hand was clear enough.

      Jack took a seat near a window in a thickly cushioned armchair. He could hear his father, Sloan, and Aareth looking over the map of the Outland. They were already preparing a plan, but now as the locomotive gained speed and started forward, all he could think about was giving his full attention to the steam-powered machine that would no doubt change history.

      At first the locomotive moved only inches forward; however, as whistles blew and smoke spewed from the dark stacks, the machine gained speed. Within minutes, inches turned into feet and feet turned into yards.

      Soon the steam-powered engine was rocketing forward. How the others weren’t as excited as he was, was beyond Jack. The locomotive pulled them along at a steady pace, making short work of the tunnel running under the palace. For a brief second, all was dark as they left the station room under the palace behind them and entered the dark tunnel that led to the city above.

      The darkness in the passageway was short lived. Within a few seconds, the locomotive broke forward, reaching the surface and entering the very heart of New Hope. Tracks had already been set up inside the city and barriers guarded both sides of the rails, ensuring pedestrians were nowhere close to the ton of hurtling steel.

      Men, women, and children all stopped what they were doing and stared wide eyed at the beast of a machine. Children smiled and waved as they ran along the locomotive’s side. Jack couldn’t help himself as he waved back to the strangers who seemed so happy to witness man’s latest and greatest invention.

      The sun was already high overhead as the locomotive snaked its way through the city and towards the Outland. Once again Jack was struck by the immensity of the city and what it had to offer. He could feel the desire to explore the city build inside him. He knew he was sadder at leaving than he should be.

      Don’t worry, you’ll be back, Jack told himself and somehow he knew it was the truth.

      Tall buildings passed on both sides of the tracks as the locomotive moved forward at a steady pace, leaving a trail of smoke in its wake. Jake tried guessing how fast they were going. He decided that they were traveling at the same pace his horse would at a quick trot.

      This, however, was a much more comfortable ride than sitting in a saddle. There was no jerking side to side or bouncing up and down. On the contrary, the engine made for a smooth ride far surpassing any horse or carriage Jack ever used to travel.

      Soon the mage engine was breaking through an entrance in the city’s outer wall. New Hope was behind them. The desert spread out in front of them in all directions. The steady chugging heartbeats of the mage engine caressed the air.

      “Hey, Jack.” Jack almost jumped from his chair at the mention of his name. He turned from his seat and saw Aareth looking down at him. “Didn’t mean to scare you. Want to go get our presents Edison left us? They’re in the last cart in the back.”

      Jack smiled at the thought of getting his hands on the metal staff again, then hesitated at who he was going with. If his father was correct, and he usually was, Aareth was a dangerous man.

      “I’ll go with you, too.” Sloan stood up from a seat she had taken behind Jack and invited herself.  “I think Edison said there was something for me as well.”

      Jack, Aareth, and Sloan made their way past a lounging Marcus who thanked them for the offer to tag along but reassured them he was very comfortable where he was. The trio passed through a small hall that connected each cart.

      The first cart they entered was the kitchen, decorated in copper and steel. The second was the sleeping quarters, with bunk beds situated into the sides of the walls and the last was a small lavatory and the supply closet.

      The supply room was cramped, and shelves bursting with their contents lined every spare wall. Items like water, cooking supplies, cleaners, towels and tools filled the racks. It was clear which items were meant for them. Smack in the center of the floor were three long black boxes stamped with a marker that read “D.P.S.M.”

      Jack and Sloan stood admiring the boxes as Aareth eased himself past the two. He opened the first container. Jack was surprised to see the large man squat down with child-like glee. He went to work with all the enthusiasm a youngster would on a special birthday. That’s when Jack began to wonder how old his traveling companions actually were.

      Aareth’s unshaven face and long hair made him look like he was close to his thirties, while Sloan’s business-minded manner and uniform put her near the same age in Jack’s mind.

      “Here, this one’s yours, Jack.” Aareth handed him the first shorter black box. Jack accepted the container and opened its hard, shell-like exterior. Inside, the box held the modified staff, a black belt with a holster for the weapon, and a thick book of directions.

      Jack wasted no time in strapping on the belt over his own. The metal rod rested low on his right hip.

      “Wow,” Aareth said as he handed the next box to Sloan. “Christmas has come early for the captain of the guard.”

      Sloan raised her eyebrow, not sure how to take the comment, yet still accepting the chest handed to her. Jack saw her open the case. Her eyes immediately doubled in size. Sloan reached inside and pulled out a saber the likes of which Jack had never seen.

      The sword was average in length but that was about all that was average about it. The handle was thick and reinforced with copper plating. Coming up from the handle and midway up the blade were two thin copper pipes. There was a temperature gauge on the handle as well as a small lever near where the wielder’s thumb would rest.

      “What does it do?” Jack asked more to himself than his two companions. “Is it powered by magic?”

      “I’m not sure,” Sloan shook her head, “but it feels amazing.”

      “Well, let’s see,” Aareth looked up from his kneeling position. “Flip the switch.”

      “No way. You saw the explosion in the armory this morning. I’m going to read the directions twice before I point this thing somewhere and it does who knows what.”

      Aareth shrugged, clearly not understanding the logic, and opened his own box. The last case was a little smaller than the other two. Inside were two grey steel gauntlets that resembled the ones Jack had seen in pictures of warriors in suits of armor.

      Of course these were no ordinary gauntlets. They had wires running to each knuckle from a small crank that was placed on the underside of each glove, where the wrists were. As Aareth turned the gloves over, Jack also saw one small button on the inside of each palm. Aareth wasted no time in placing the gauntlets on his hands.

      “You should really wait and read the directions, “Sloan said as she took a step back. “You’re just asking for trouble.”

      “No way. These things are a perfect fit. Let’s see what these babies can do.”

      Jack took Sloan’s lead and took a step back as a grinning Aareth stood up, flexing his fingers.

      “Look, see? Nothing to it. I wonder what the buttons on the palms are for.”

      Aareth opened his hands, palms to the ceiling, and touched each button with the tips of his middle fingers. There was a crackling noise as the gloves began to glow. Thin lines of blue magic disappeared and reappeared just as quickly.

      Jack didn’t know what to think. Never in his life had he seen anything remotely similar.

      “Aareth, you should really—” Sloan took another step back.

      “Captain, please. I know you’re in charge, but I’m not a child. I can think—” As Aareth said the word ‘think,’ his right arm came up and his pointer finger touched the side of his temple.

      There was a loud hissing noise followed by Aareth’s entire body being thrown into the side of the cart. His large frame collided with the rack of supplies. He fell to the ground, motionless.

      Jack and Sloan looked at one another, taking a moment to try and process what just happened.

      “Is he—is he dead?” Jack took a cautious step forward.

      “No,” Sloan shook her head as she joined him. “His chest is still moving. But my gosh, did you see that?”

      “How could I miss it? He must weigh over two hundred pounds and he was thrown across the room like a rag doll.”

      As they bent down over Aareth’s body, the bright blue currents over his gauntleted hands dissipated.

      Jack reached out with a tentative foot to prod Aareth. Before he could roll Aareth over on his back, the large man sat up with a scream more suited for a young girl than a grown man.

      “Ahhhhhh!”

      Jack and Sloan fell backwards as Aareth teetered in a sitting position. His hair was standing in all different directions. A line of spit fell down the left side of his lip. A piece of toilet paper from the rack he had fallen against wrapped itself around his head like a turban.

      “What—what just happened?”

      “I think you just knocked yourself out,” Jack raised a hand to stifle his laughter.

      “I told you to read the directions,” Sloan coughed trying to hide her own smile.

      Aareth wobbled to his feet as he slowly took off the gloves.

      “You have a piece of toilet pa—”

      “What Jack’s trying to tell you,” Sloan interrupted with a wink,” is that it’s time for a meal before you decide to give yourself another concussion.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      With the kitchen area raided, the queen’s emissaries sat in the lounging cart as they shared a meal. Sloan was so caught up with the day’s events she neglected breakfast. Now as the afternoon approached, her stomach reminded her of how hungry she really was.

      Lunch was a much simpler affair than dinner the night before, still, it seemed like a feast to Sloan. There were croissant sandwiches filled with meat and cheese, fruit, and water and beer to wash it all down.

      Aareth had brushed his hand through his hair and found the rogue strand of toilet paper giving Sloan a grin.

      “What?” she asked. “I thought it was an improvement.”

      Over lunch, Sloan, Jack, and even Aareth opened the directions Edison provided with their new weapons. Sloan inspected her sword inside and out. On the butt of the weapon was a small indention imprinting the word ‘D.P.S.M.’. Both Aareth and Jack found similar markings on their own weapons.

      Sloan took a moment to look up from her own reading. Aareth was slouched in a chair, nose deep in his own weapon’s manual. “Someone decided to come around and take the advice of a female captain, I see.”

      “It’s powered by mage technology,” Aareth looked up from his thick manual, ignoring the remark. “At least that’s what I’m getting from this brick of a book.  Something about stored mage energy that you get by turning these cranks on the wrists. The energy is released when I press the buttons on the palms. It’s only good for a few minutes at a time. It’s the equivalent of being struck by a bolt of lightening.”

      “Are you trying to tell us you have the ability of Zeus?” Marcus sat in his chair, amused.

      “Well, I didn’t think of it that way, but yeah, I guess I do.”

      “How about you, Jack?” Marcus chuckled and looked at his son. “Any other surprises with your extending wand?”

      “It seems in its condensed form the wand will help channel and direct my magic.” Jack drew the steel wand from his holster. At once it glowed a bright green. A bolt of magic fire formed at the tip ready to be released. “I’ll have to test it out and see if its more effective in long range use, than simply shooting the magic from my hands.”

      There were impressed looks around the room as all eyes turned to Sloan and her peculiar sword.

      “Well, I read the directions front to back twice. It’s a heated saber. The handle carries a small amount of renewable mage technology. With the flick of this switch by my thumb, the blade is supposed to heat to an unnatural degree, giving it the ability to slice through almost any object.”

      “Mage gloves, heated sabers, and wands that can extend to staffs. What will surprise us next?” Marcus asked.

      As if on cue, the locomotive began to slow.

      “Did we already reach the end of the track?” Jack looked at Sloan, worry written across his young face.

      “No, I don’t think that’s it,” Sloan looked though the windows and the terrain beyond to try and get a bearing of where they were. “We should have had enough track to get us to the first city or close to it. My guess was that we would arrive after the sun set. Something’s wrong.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan walked to the front of the cart. She pounded a gloved fist on the door leading to the engine. The door immediately opened. A short man with white hair and a white mustache peered out.

      “Nemo, why are we slowing down? Have we arrived?”

      “Oh, no, ma’am,” the small man blinked through spectacles that magnified his eyes to an unnatural degree. “There’s something you ought to see.”

      Sloan followed the short conductor to the front with the rest of her party close behind.

      The locomotive was nearly at a stand still when they entered the inside of the mage engine. It was a small room with a seat for Nemo and windows that opened in every direction. Black was the primary color decorating the interior with a few brown handles and whistles.

      Sloan caught sight of a huge furnace with a lever nearby that opened a container suspended above the fire. The large container held a mass of swirling red magic.

      “See, ma’am? I didn’t want to run them over. They haven’t said anything yet and, well, what are they riding?”

      Sloan stopped examining the inside of the mage engine. She craned her neck to see what Nemo was talking about. Just thirty yards from where the locomotive stopped there were a dozen or more figures dressed in black.

      Each figure was sitting on top of what looked like a large bicycle. The thing that separated the machines the strangers sat on from any Sloan had ever seen were the red plumes of smoke coming from large pipes under the contraptions. The machines grunted and hummed with dangerous intentions.

      They were too far away to make out any distinguishable traits about the men who sat in their path, still Sloan had a feeling the men hadn’t come to share a meal.

      “Run them over,” Aareth said through clenched teeth. “Kill them, now.”

      “What?” Marcus gave Aareth a disapproving stare. “You don’t even know who they are or what they want.”

      “Old man, they’re not here for social hour. You can trust me on that.”

      “You do know who they are,” Jack let his hand drop to the wand at his side. “Don’t you Aareth?”

      “While I was working in the Outland, I passed through villages that have been destroyed. Decimated towns whose survivors told stories of men on steel horses. I’ve never seen them myself, but what else could they be? Keep going and don’t stop this locomotive, no matter what.”

      Let me at least talk to them.” Marcus wasn’t ready to give in to violence just yet. “We owe them that much before we try to run them over. I mean—”

      Sloan heard the shot and saw the glass shatter at the same moment. She hit the ground hard as small shards rained around the room. More bullets followed and pelted the steel engine like steel raindrops.

      Aareth was the only one who hadn’t ducked for cover when the shooting started. He stood tall and straight, winding the gears on his gauntlets.

      “With all due respect, sorcerer, you were wrong.”

      “Nemo,” Sloan shot to her feet and flipped the switch on her sword with her thumb. “Full ahead and don’t stop, no matter what. Your one and only job is to keep this machine moving forward. Understood?”

      The little man gave her a half salute and jumped in his chair, pulling brown handles and pushing large levers. The locomotive began to slowly move forward.

      Adrenaline flowed freely through Sloan’s body as she witnessed their attackers charge.

      Bullets shattered the stillness as loud cracks marked their exits from smoking guns. Bullet after bullet buried itself into the metal casing protecting the mage powered engine.

      The men on the metal bikes were swarming around the locomotive. Sloan stuck a head out to see a handful of the men jump from their mage bikes onto the train itself. The dark figures pulled themselves on top of the roof and out of sight.

      “Sloan!” Jack searched for the captain. “We have a problem.”

      “I see them.” Sloan shouted over the noise in the engine room. “Jack, Aareth, get them off the roof. Marcus and I will stay here and keep them from destroying the engine.”

      Jack moved to follow Aareth.

      “Careful, son.” Marcus caught the underside of his arm before Jack left. “This isn’t going to be like killing shadow spirits.”

      Jack nodded and his father released his arm. Aareth was already gone. Jack holstered his wand and prepared to go outside and ascend the roof.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The locomotive picked up speed. It was now moving at the pace of a sprinting horse. Jack felt air rush around his body at treacherous speeds. He gripped the metal exterior of the locomotive’s lead cart with all his might. His fingerless brown gloves pressed against the cold steel. Slowly Jack placed one hand in front of the other.

      Easy, you can do this. One foot at a time. Slow and steady, this isn’t a race.

      It was while Jack was giving himself this internal pep talk that he neglected to remember the steel, mage-powered bicycles roaring around him. A bullet buried itself in steel a few inches from his head. Jack lost his footing and hung from the small ledge by his fingertips. Jack knew he had only seconds before he fell. It was funny actually, the things you think about before you’re going to die.

      This is it. You’re going to fall and probably get run over by this huge piece of magical technology. You didn’t even get to use your new wand.

      Jack’s fingers slipped. As he began to fall toward the rotating wheels, he felt a strong hand grab his own. The next second he was vaulting up through the air. He landed next to Aareth on top of the locomotive.

      “Easy there, Jack.” Aareth’s voice was calm. “This fight’s just getting started. Can’t have you falling to your death just yet.”

      Jack tried to grin but his whole body was shaking. He looked up to see four figures running at them from the opposite side of the locomotive. More men were jumping from their mage-powered bicycles onto the moving locomotive. As the first wave of attackers came closer, Jack was able to get a better look at his adversaries.

      They were all tall men and women dressed from head to toe in black. Long trench coats streamed behind them and black masks covered their faces from the ridge of their noses down. Steel flashed in all of their gloved hands. They carried sabers that looked alarmingly similar to the one Sloan used to threaten Aareth in front of the queen.

      They charged forward. Before Jack could get his balance and stand on the moving locomotive, Aareth sprinted forward. His hands were blazing with the blue lines of magical matter that coursed over his gloves.

      The first saber came down on Aareth in a high arc. Aareth caught the blade easily in his right gauntleted hand. There was a loud snap and the man carrying the sword was thrown off the top of the train with the force equivalent of a lightning strike.

      The remaining three attackers paused for a moment as they lifted their own weapons at various angles. Every muscle in their body told them to strike, but after seeing what happened to their friend, they were taking a moment to gain their bearings.

      Aareth didn’t need a moment. With each fist landed there was another loud cracking noise and figures dressed in black flew off the moving machine at alarming speeds.

      All four assailants were dealt with within the space of a few seconds. Aareth looked back at Jack with a devilish grin. Jack heard shots ring out from somewhere inside the carts underneath him. Fear for his father’s safety made him glance down. An unfamiliar voice made him look up just as quickly.

      A new enemy made himself known. He had climbed on top of the locomotive from somewhere inside a cart. He now stood in between Jack and Aareth. “Interesting gloves. What do you do when the mage charge runs out?”

      Jack looked to Aareth’s hands, and sure enough, the stored power had dissolved.

      The stranger held a large gun the likes of which Jack had never seen. He quickly threw it to the side and off the locomotive.

      “I don’t think I’ll be needing this for The Ghost and a kid. Let’s make this interesting, shall we?”

      Jack drew his wand. He pointed it at the man’s back. He had never killed an actual person before and there was an internal struggle now about the moral issue of shooting a man in the back. Not to mention a man that was unarmed.

      “Jack, blast him!” Aareth yelled from two carts down. “Don’t hesitate. Kill him!”

      “I have no weapons.” The stranger turned. He pulled the hood on his jacket over his head before removing his mask. He raised his hands to prove his statement. “I think you know the right thing to do, son.”

      “Kill him, Jack!” Aareth yelled again. From behind the man, Jack could see Aareth crouched, winding the gears that stored the mage power in his gloves.

      The man was only a few feet from Jack now. He was as muscular as Aareth and nearly as tall. A scar ran down the right side of his pale face from temple to cheekbone.

      “That’s an honorable boy.” He grinned showing off pearly white teeth. His upper canines too long to be passed off as normal. “But you should have listened to The Ghost. This isn’t going to go well for you.”

      Before Jack could react, the scarred man sent out a wide left kick that knocked the wand from his hand. The pain in his palm sent a tingling shock all the way up his arm. The man turned in a complete circle and struck out with his opposite foot. The power that collided with Jack’s chest was bone breaking. Jack flew through the air and landed on his back with a heavy crash. Before he could gain his feet, the man was on top of him with a heavy boot at his throat.

      “You really should have shot me, kid. Ghost was right.”

      Jack pushed with both hands on the man’s boot. Air was coming in short gasps as every ounce of his strength went to pushing the man off. Jack knew he would have died there and then if it hadn’t been for Aareth.

      The man with the scar quickly turned as the sound of running feet met both their ears. Aareth’s gloved hands were alive with the crackling magic. Aareth swung powerful arms just as before, but this time every punch missed.

      The pale man was faster than anything Jack had ever seen, human or animal. The man was even grinning as he ducked and weaved around Aareth’s punches.

      “You should never have left New Hope,” the man said as he caught both of Aareth’s forearms just under the gloves.

      “I think I’ll keep what little soul I have left,” Aareth grunted as he was forced to his knees.

      The man bent the magical gloves towards Aareth. Inch by inch, he forced Aareth’s hands closer to his own face.

      Jack watched all of this happen as he regained his breath and stood. He had never killed a man before and he didn’t know if he wanted to start now, but he also knew he couldn’t let Aareth die.

      Wand gone, he willed the magic inside him to take physical form in his hands. It took an extreme amount of energy and concentration to create the blades he held now. Twin knives, four inches long dancing with the green flames of magic.

      Whether it was the wind, Jack’s ability to stalk quietly, or luck, the scarred man didn’t hear him coming. Green knives gripped tightly in both hands, Jack launched himself through the air and landed on the man’s back, planting both knives deep into his flesh just under his shoulder blades.

      The man screamed in pain with a noise that would have made even a dying animal sound pleasant. The attacker loosened his grip on Aareth’s arms. Aareth seized the opportunity to plant both gauntlets on the man’s chest.

      First Jack felt a burning pain as the electric current ran through all three men. Then he felt nothing but blackness as he was rocketed into the air, off the locomotive, and down to the harsh desert floor below.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan saw more and more of the dark cloaked riders jump from what looked like mage-powered bicycles, to the moving locomotive. “Lock the door behind us, Nemo, and don’t let anyone in unless it’s me.”

      The tiny locomotive operator nodded, trying to hide the fear that plainly showed on his face.

      “Marcus, we have to clear out the inside of the carts. I know you’re used to using magic to track and kill the paranormal, but can you fight?”

      “I can if,” Marcus’ eyes narrowed. “If I have to.”

      “Well, then follow me. I think you’re going to find yourself in a situation that qualifies as you having to very soon.”

      Sloan gripped her new sword tightly in her left hand. She walked to the back of the lead cart and opened the door cautiously. Men were pouring into the interior of the locomotive through broken windows. Sloan counted seven all together. They were all carrying military issued rifles and sabers at their sides.

      “There are seven of them,” Sloan whispered as she peeked through the crack in the door. “I’ll make them miss and then we have to be on top of them before they have a chance to reload.”

      “You can count on me, Captain, but how do you plan on getting all of them to fire at you and miss?”

      Sloan smiled to herself as she opened the door wide.

      “In the name of the Queen,” Sloan commanded in a strong voice, “surrender your arms!”

      Just as quickly as the words left her lips, seven rifles were pointed in her direction and fired. Sloan slammed the door shut. The bullets collided with the dark steel door.

      “Like that. Let’s go.”

      Sloan opened the door and ran forward in a crouched position. Her left thumb flicked the small switch on her saber’s handle. She felt a slight vibration as her blade began to hum.

      The small quarters would work in her advantage and there were only seven. She had faced worse odds before. She was on top of the attackers in seconds as they first fumbled to reload their rifles, then reached for their own swords.

      Sloan’s blade cut through her opponents’ steel like butter. With a left, right, and forward slash, three men were already down. Sloan almost felt sorry for them as the remaining four pointed their weapons in her direction, trying to figure out how her sword managed to slice through solid steel.

      One of the men in the rear raised a pistol he had hidden in his black coat. In the aisle-like passage of the cart, there was nowhere for Sloan to turn. He grinned through his mask and aimed, but the shot never came. Instead, a bolt of green magic stuck him in the face. He fell howling in pain, clawing at his burning skin.

      Sloan chanced a look behind her. She saw Marcus with his staff ablaze in green light.

      The remaining three would-be attackers were shifting nervously. They had obviously been confident in their superior numbers. Now whittled down to three in a matter of seconds, the game had changed.

      “Surrender now,” Sloan took another step forward, “and you will be tried at a court in New Hope. You don’t have to die today.”

      Two of the men looked towards one, clearly asking their leader for direction. Sloan eased closer, brushing a long blonde strand from her cheek.

      The leader gave a slight shake of his head and Sloan knew the fight would be finished here. All three men charged at once. Sloan cut through the first man’s sword and jugular in one quick motion, but the next man was smarter. At the last possible moment, he dropped his sword and used both hands to cover her own on the grip of the mage sword.

      They struggled together for a second. The man’s larger weight pushed her back. Out of the corner of her eye, Sloan saw the last man charge toward Marcus.

      Sloan learned from an early age that her size wasn’t a disadvantage. She became a master at going with force and redirecting the action. It was a skill that saved her in a fight more times than she cared to remember.

      As the large man muscled her backwards, she dropped to the floor with her left foot in the man’s stomach. Her attacker went sailing over her head and straight through the window.

      Sloan recovered in a crouch. The fight was over. The last man who charged Marcus was on the ground in a puddle of his own blood, a smoking hole where his chest used to be.

      “Sorcerer, are you injured?”

      “I’m as well as can be expected,” Marcus looked down at the corpse. “I just ended two men’s lives.”

      “Two men who would have ended yours if you did nothing.”

      Marcus was about to respond when they felt the locomotive shake and wobble. Before the fight began, Sloan ordered Nemo to go faster and not to stop under any circumstance. Sloan glanced out one of the broken windows. The terrain outside was flying past at a speed Sloan couldn’t comprehend. She got to her feet, running past Marcus, and tried the handle of the steel door that led to the engine cart. It was locked from the inside.

      “Nemo! Nemo!” Sloan pounded on the steel.  “It’s Sloan! Slow down! Open the door!”

      A few tense seconds passed. The only response to Sloan’s shouts were another shudder as the locomotive continued to gain speed.

      “Nemo! Open the door!”

      Still nothing.

      Sloan set her jaw and raised the sword in both hands. With a grunt, she slammed the sword, blade first, into the portion of the door where the bolt was located.

      Slowly her blade sunk through the hard metal. Muscles tensing, Sloan grunted as she pushed in an upward motion, cutting the bolt that held the door closed. The metal door banged open.

      Inside, Nemo was slumped at the controls. A rogue bullet had found its mark before Sloan shut the door when the fight first started.

      Marcus ran forward and cradled the small man. He was already gone.

      Sloan looked out of the front of the mage engine in sheer horror. Less than a mile away was the camp of workers continuing to lay track. Tiny figures pointed and shouted at the mage engine to stop. They waved their hands in the air and ran in every direction.

      “Marcus, let him go. He’s gone. We have bigger problems to worry about.”

      “The brakes.” Marcus looked out the window and grasped their situation in a heartbeat “There has to be a lever here somewhere to stop this thing.”

      Sloan looked at the steel conductor’s panel full of brown knobs and levers. It would take much more time than they had to figure out what exactly each handle did.

      “Screw it,” Sloan reached for every handle and every lever she could find.

      Her hands flew over the instrument panel, twisting, turning, and pulling every knob, lever, or switch she could get her hands around. It was as she pulled down on one particularly large lever that they felt the locomotive shudder and squeal as it slowed in pace ever so slightly.

      “That one!” Marcus yelled., “That’s the brake!”

      The locomotive was practically shaking off the track. Sloan guessed they were going twice as fast as any sprinting horse. The tent-like area in front of them was now yards away.

      Men still flailed their arms, shouting for them to stop and running to get clear of the hurtling steel monster.

      Sloan placed both hands on the lever and pulled down with all her might. Throwing her back into the effort made the force she put into the pull twice as harsh. A shrill squeal filled the air. Smoke and steam from the overworked locomotive filled the inside of the mage cart. Sloan pressed the lever down further. Sparks filled the air outside as the locomotive began to slow.

      “It’s working!” Marcus yelled.

      Sloan smiled to herself and gave the lever another harsh push. The brown lever gave under the pressure.

      Sloan fell backwards, the broken lever in her hand as the locomotive lurched forward and continued to gain speed. She regained her feet just in time to see the end of the track and say one last thing to Marcus.

      “Ooooops.”

      The locomotive blew through the workers’ camp, sending track equipment, wood, and metal bars flying in a hundred different directions. The hurtling ton of steel, man’s greatest invention to date, flew off the track and into the desert at mind-numbing speed. The carts twisted and contorted like a withering snake and finally came to a rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack was listening to the lullaby again. He could hear her voice so clearly. He couldn’t see her, still her voice was enough. The soothing way she spoke made him want to dream forever.

      “Jack! Jack, are you all right?”

      Jack was ripped from his happy memory and brought back to his harsh reality. There was sand everywhere; in his mouth, in his hair, even in his boots and gloves. He blinked as he struggled to sit up. The sun beat down on him with no sympathy. He squinted as he saw Aareth beside him.

      “Rough landing, but it could have been a lot worse, right?”

      Jack nodded, getting a good look at their surroundings. Desert greeted him in every direction. The locomotive tracks were to his left and stretched out in front of him in both directions as far as he could see. “At this rate, I think we’ve done as much damage to ourselves as to the bad guys.”

      Aareth offered Jack his right hand that still wore the gauntlet.

      Jack reached out and hesitated at the last minute.

      “Don’t worry, they’re powered off now. I’m starting to get used to them. I’ll get better with the gauntlets. I just need more practice. Are you all right? Anything broken?”

      Aareth helped him to his feet as Jack looked down at himself and stretched. His head hurt and there was a ringing in his ears. Aside from a few bruises and scratches, he was fine. “I feel like I’ve been fried and thrown from a mage-powered machine traveling at a ridiculous speed, other than that, I think I’m going to make it.”

      “Good. And look at this our luck is already changing. I found this in the sand while I was searching for you.” Aareth reached behind him and pulled out Jack’s new wand from his belt.

      “How about our friend?” Jack accepted the wand. “Did we—did we kill him?”

      “I haven’t seen his body yet.” Aareth shook his jacket and a shower of sand fell to the ground. “I don’t expect to.”

      “Listen,” Jack shook sand from his hair. “You just zapped me and got us both thrown off of a locomotive, and that’s all right, I can handle that. What I can’t handle is being lied to. I know you’re not telling me everything.”

      Jack was reminded that if his father was correct, he was talking to an assassin. He didn’t care anymore. He needed to get to the truth.

      “All right.” Aareth shook out his own long black hair and wrapped it in a ponytail behind him. “Let’s walk back and see if any of those mage-powered bicycles are working. I’ll tell you whatever you want.”

      Jack fell in step with Aareth. The two followed the tracks backwards in search of a means of transportation.

      “So, what do you want to know?”

      Jack had so many questions he wasn’t sure where to begin.

      “Why did that man call you ‘Ghost’? You knew him, didn’t you? And how did he move so fast? Why were you really chosen to come on this trip? Are you—are you an assassin?”

      “That’s a lot of ground to cover.” Aareth took a deep breath and looked deep into Jack’s eyes. “I’ll tell you, but you have to promise that this stays between you and me. I trust you and your father. There’s something about the captain that just doesn’t add up.”

      “You think Sloan’s on the other side of all this? That she had the locomotive hijacked?”

      “No,” Aareth shook his head as he studied the horizon in front of them. “I don’t think that she was part of the attack that took place just now. I do think she’s hiding something.”

      Jack took a minute to think about Aareth’s words. I thought we were just going to track an animal for the queen. Who knows what we’ve gotten ourselves into now.

      “Six years ago, when I was a few years younger than you, Jack, I joined New Hope’s department of justice. I had a respectable job and I was good at it. I even got married.”

      Aareth paused and Jack could tell he was choosing his words. It seemed Aareth hadn’t spoken to anyone about this in a very long time and he wasn’t even sure how much he wanted to say.

      “I showed so much promise as an officer that I was promoted to the level of inspector. This was when the queen was really cracking down on the corruption inside the city. I was given an assignment to go undercover and infiltrate one of the toughest gangs in New Hope. Well, long story short, I succeeded but in the process they found out who I really was, beat me within an inch of my life, and killed my wife. It’s ironic really—they didn’t kill my body but I still died that day. The best part of me died that day.”

      Jack didn’t know what to say. Half of him wanted to console Aareth. He just didn’t know how. Even if he did he wasn’t sure if Aareth even wanted to be consoled.

      “I know that it’s not the same,” Jack avoided making eye contact. “But I lost my mom when I was still a baby. I was born in New Hope. My father doesn’t talk about it much. There was a break in, my father wasn’t home. They robbed us, and shot my mother.”

      Both men avoided making eye contact now. Instead they continued to walk in the direction the locomotive had traveled, towards New Hope.

      “Now I’m reminded why I don’t talk about this kind of stuff, “Aareth sighed. “Anyway, I went off the deep end. For these last three years I have been an assassin for hire to the richest men and women in the Outland. The man who attacked us on the train is another assassin I’ve run into in the past. I don’t know his real name, but he’s known as The Scar.”

      “Creative.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “And you’re The Ghost?”

      “Not a nickname I would have chosen for myself. But when I do go on assignments, I prefer to do things quickly and quietly.”

      Jack nodded. He knew he should be scared that he was in the presence of a trained killer, but he wasn’t. Maybe it was the way Aareth talked about his past, about the wife he once loved. Whatever it was, Jack could tell that Aareth wasn’t past saving.

      “Why did the queen choose you to come with us?” Jack asked.

      “It was Edison.” Aareth smiled at the thought of the inventor. “He was my boss when I worked for the justice department in New Hope. I guess he still saw something in me. He’s never lost hope over the years. When he offered me this chance to get my life back on track, I took it.”

      “So you’re done being an assassin?”

      “For three years I’ve tried to fill the hole that she left when they killed her. I’ve ended more men’s lives than I can count and drank more bottles than I can remember. But the hole only gets wider Jack. Killing, drinking, they’re just temporary fixes. I’m hoping that something changes while I’m on this mission. That there still might be some hope for me. Honestly I don’t know. Maybe it’s too late.”

      Jack struggled with the right words to say. He was surprised Aareth revealed so much. But something told him deep down Aareth wanted to talk to someone. That this conversation was as beneficial for Jack as it was to him.

      “My father says every day we decide what interpretations of ourselves to be. That there are many types of people we can be in the future and every day we take steps towards who we are going to become.”

      “Is that why you didn’t shoot Scar when he was coming at you?”

      Jack bit his lip as he remembered the man charging him on top of the locomotive. “I—I’ve never killed a man before.”

      “How old are you, Jack?”

      “Just turned eighteen.”

      “I’m twenty-four, killed my first man when I was your age. There will come a time when killing one man will save either your life or the lives of the ones you care about. When that time comes, you can’t hesitate.”

      Jack didn’t have anything to say. He knew Aareth was right; however, the way he was raised was completely different. His father was a peaceful man, and even when it came to tracking, he preferred to run off paranormal creatures or even relocate them when he could.

      Jack still had questions for Aareth about their attackers and who he thought they were, but it seemed like the time for questions was over.

      “Do you see what I see?” Aareth raised a finger and pointed toward the setting sun.

      Jack had to squint as his eyes fought through the sun’s setting rays and focused on the desert terrain. Then he saw them, two bulky bicycles sticking up from the sandy floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      It was the shouting that woke her. Men were yelling and running outside of her steel coffin. Sloan opened her eyes slowly, wincing at the horrible pain shooting through her right arm and head.

      She was laying against the cold steel of the mage engine cart. The cart was lying on its right side. Sloan looked up through the opening on the left side at the darkening sky outside.

      “Hello? Hello? Is anyone in there?”

      “I’m here!” Sloan shouted as she fought to stand. A wave of dizziness attacked her. She wobbled on her feet. Sloan steadied herself and took a long, deep breath. She looked around the dark interior of the steam engine. Marcus was nowhere to be seen.

      A head she recognized popped over the edge of the cart door. The foreman that was hired for the job of laying the track looked at Sloan with an open mouth.

      “Captain Sloan! Don’t worry, ma’am, we’ll get you out of there in no time. Are you hurt?”

      Sloan looked at her bloody right arm and hand. She gently touched her left temple with the fingers on her left hand. Her fingers came back sticky with thick, crimson red. “I’ll live, Christopher. I can climb out.”

      “We’re bringing a rope now, ma’am. Maybe you should wa—”

      Sloan was already searching for foot and handholds in the steel structure. In another minute, she was up and waved away the helping hand Christopher offered. Standing next to him on the toppled mage engine, she had a better view of what damage the runaway locomotive caused.

      The machine had obliterated everything in its way. All five carts were strewn across the desert floor in a zig zag pattern. The locomotive’s final resting place was a few yards away from where the track came to an end.

      “There were three men with me, two with brown hair and one with long black hair. Have they been found? How long have I lain unconscious?

      “Not long, Captain Sloan, maybe a few minutes. My men are searching for survivors now. What—what happened to the locomotive?”

      “We were attacked.”

      “Attacked?” The foreman looked up at her, wide eyed and worried. “By who?”

      “I don’t know. There will be plenty of time to figure things out later. What’s most important now is that we search for survivors.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Christopher bobbed his bald head. He took in Sloan’s cuts and bruises with wide eyes. “We should really get those wounds taken care of, though.”

      “Later, I’m fine. I’ve had worse.” Sloan cocked her head and narrowed her eyes as she heard shouts. Two men ran towards the locomotive with a figure supported between them. Sloan jumped from the locomotive and ran to meet them.

      Marcus was slumped between the two workers, his body limp, his face covered in blood. The workers tried to do half salutes still carrying their load as Sloan approached.

      “Is he all right?” Sloan voiced the question she knew she had to ask although she was unsure she wanted the answer.

      “Unconscious, ma’am, and he’s lost a lot of blood,” one of the workers said.

      “Take him inside a tent and have the medic tend to him right away.”

      The men nodded and were off again towards the encampment’s tents. Sloan put Marcus and his well being out of her mind. There was nothing she could do for him now.

      She wiped the blood coming down from her own head on the back of her sleeve. Sloan began searching the other carts for Jack and Aareth.

      After an hour of searching with Christopher and his crew members, all they found in and around the locomotive were the bodies of their attackers and the locomotive’s driver. Six bodies were laid out together and positioned under a sheet. Nemo’s limp corpse was counted separate and placed to the side out of respect.

      Sloan bit her lip and walked toward the medic tent to see how Marcus was faring with the foreman at her side.

      “What should we do first, Captain? I mean, do we continue with the track?” Christopher was rattling off questions so fast it came out like one long sentence. “Get the locomotive salvaged and restored? Send a messenger to inform the Queen?”

      “Things are getting a bit complicated, Christopher. Something is going on and it bothers me that it’s happening now. Is there someone here you would trust with your life to take a message to Queen Eleanor?”

      Christopher thought for a moment and nodded.

      “Are we in any danger here, Captain?”

      “I think we are all in a very great deal of danger, Foreman. Send a messenger and instruct him that he is to talk to the queen and only the queen. He is to tell her what happened here. Tell her that I have gone on to Burrow Den and on my recommendation, ask that a regiment of soldiers under Lieutenant Baker be sent here to guard the track while it is being laid.”

      A wide-eyed Christopher nodded and turned to fulfill his orders.

      “Oh, and Christopher, in the meantime, right the locomotive. Get it back on the steel rails and keep laying the track. Whoever this is, we aren’t going to let them intimidate us. If they want a fight, then we’ll give them a fight.”

      Christopher nodded again and left as Sloan entered the traveling city of tents that followed the working men as they laid the track. All the tents were brown, most of them were deserted. All but a few of the men still searched for bodies among the wreckage of the locomotive.

      One of the tall brown tents sported a crimson red cross. Sloan ducked as she entered. It was dark now, and inside candles were lit to fight back the night. A doctor sat by a conscious Marcus. Both men looked at Sloan as she walked in.

      “You’re awake, sorcerer, that’s a good sign.”

      “I would have to agree,” Marcus gave Sloan a tired smile. The doctor finished wrapping his head with a white bandage. “Just a scrape and a minor concussion. Have you found Jack and Aareth?”

      “Not yet but we will. They probably saw what was going to happen and jumped off the locomotive in time. There are men out searching for them now. I just wanted to come in and check on you before I go out myself to help with the search effort.”

      “I’m going with you.” Marcus pointed to the dried blood on her head and the fresh blood that still ran down her right arm and fingers. “Before we go, you need to get looked at.”

      “I’m fine, there’s not time.”

      Marcus looked over his shoulder at the elderly doctor who still sat by the bed. “Doc, may we have a moment, please?”

      The doctor stood up, and left the tent with a bow.

      “Sloan, you need medical attention. Stop acting like you’re invincible. It’ll only take a few minutes for the doctor to stop the bleeding and disinfect your wounds.”

      “I told you, I’m fine.” Sloan wasn’t used to being questioned. The only thing holding her tongue back now was the degree of genuine concern she saw in Marcus’ eyes. “Your son and Aareth are still out there. Let’s go find them.”

      Sloan turned to go, her blonde hair flying behind her. After a few steps, she realized Marcus wasn’t following.”

      “You don’t have to prove anything to anyone, Sloan. All the men respect you and know you’re tougher than any one of them.”

      Sloan spun around, her left hand resting on the hilt of the mage sword that lay in the sheath around her hips. “Sorcerer, I—”

      “I grew up in the Outland, just like you.”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “That chip you carry on your shoulder. I had one just like it when I was your age, when I first moved to New Hope. I wanted to prove to everyone I was just as good, even better than they were. I grew up poor in the Outland, where I had to fight and claw for everything I had. I even went so far as to keep my up bringing a secret. I was ashamed of it, in a way. I know exactly what you’re going through.”

      “Not exactly, even if we do share the same origin. You aren’t a woman or captain of the queen’s personal guard.”

      “You know what, you’re right.” Marcus took a brief moment to think. “I’m neither of those things. But I do know that true strength lies within and isn’t dependent on whether it’s proven or not. Your strength and determination is your own. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. You should be proud of where you come from and how far you’ve progressed.”

      Sloan’s first response was anger but she held it back. Marcus was looking at her like she had seen him look at Jack.

      “You’re not that much older than Jack, right? You must be twenty-four? Twenty-five?”

      “Twenty-three, actually.”

      “That’s even more impressive, Sloan.” Marcus’ eyes widened. “What you must have had to endure and accomplish to be in the position you are in, in such a short time.”

      “Okay, okay. All right.” Sloan’s walls she had built around herself were beginning to crumble as this father-like figure continued to talk. She didn’t like the feeling.

      Marcus stopped as he was about to open his mouth again.

      “I’ll see the doctor for ten minutes, but then we’re gone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Are you sure these things are safe?” Jack wasted no time in righting his own machine and took a position on the soft leather seat.

      “We can’t be sure of anything, but the guys who attacked us rode them. They can’t be that dangerous.” Aareth looked over at his traveling partner as he wheeled the mage-powered bicycle over beside Jack.

      Jack already liked the feeling of sitting on the machine. He had a sneaking suspicion he was going to like riding the apparatus even more. Aareth mounted his machine while Jack looked for some way to start the engine.

      The contraptions closely resembled bicycles with a few notable exceptions. They were wider with thicker tires for support and low handlebars. Mostly black with dark brown seats and handle covers, the machines also sported lights, similar to those he had seen in New Hope, mounted in the front. Three steel pipes pointed up from under the machines on each side of the bicycle and a panel of switches and dials were set directly in front of the driver.

      “How do we know which button and switches do what?” Jack asked over his shoulder.

      “You’re asking the wrong person when it comes to technology, remember?” Aareth shrugged. “I just blasted both of us off a speeding locomotive.”

      “Good point. Well, I guess there’s only one way to figure it out.”

      Jack clenched his teeth and started to flip switches and turn knobs. The first switch he turned made a bright light shoot from the front of the bike. It pierced through the gloom the nearly set sun left in its wake.

      Jack turned the next knob. He felt the machine underneath him rumble and shake to life. A low vibration made his body tingle. Red steam shot up through the pipes on either side of the machine.

      “Now, how do we move forward and stop?” Aareth leaned over from his seat to see what buttons Jack was pushing and did the same to his own bike.

      Jack looked down and bit his lip. There were gauges galore but none that he recognized. The rest of the switches he turned didn’t seem to affect the machine. Jack guessed they were for mechanical upkeep rather than operation.

      On both the handlebars, Jack realized was a lever that could be pulled. When he clenched the device, he felt the machine under him tighten. “I think the lever on the handlebars stops the machine!” Jack shouted to Aareth over the noise of the running engines.

      “Okay, but how do we go?” Aareth said.

      Jack turned his attention away from the panel and handlebars to the rest of the machine. Nothing else on the bike seemed like it would move. Then he saw a silver plate the size of half of his shoe sprouting from the pedal where his foot rested.

      “Hey, there’s a pedal I think you can push by your right foot. It looks like—”

      Jack was nearly thrown out of the seat as the machine roared to life and he shot forward over the desert floor.

      The sun had completely set now and it was only by the light of the bicycle’s headlight that he could see where he was going. Jack crouched down in the seat, heartbeat quickening as the machine wobbled side-to-side, depending where he placed his weight.

      Soon the initial shock was over and Jack was gently tapping the pedal by his right foot to move forward.

      “Looks like you did it, Jack! This is amazing!” Aareth appeared beside him with a huge smile across his face. His black hair was flapping wildly behind him.

      Jack only trusted himself to take his eyes off the path in front of him for a brief second, but when he did, he got a look at what he imagined Aareth was like before; a fun-loving man who smiled easily and genuinely enjoyed life.

      Jack made himself look forward as the mage bicycle wobbled.

      “Hey, the camp can’t be far now. Race you there?” Jack shouted.

      “Loser has to explain to Captain Tight Pants what happened,” Aareth answered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Captain—Captain Sloan! Come quickly!”

      Sloan was readjusting the brown sheath around her waist and examining the stitching on her right arm after the doctor had finished. She ran from the tent to see men scrambling in every direction. “What’s going on?”

      “Lights!” The foreman sprinted to her with Marcus at his side. “Moving lights approaching from New Hope along the tracks.”

      “How many of them?” Sloan asked as she started running toward the distant sound of rumbling motors.

      “At least two, maybe more. Are the men that attacked the locomotive back?” Christopher asked.

      “I don’t know, but get your workers ready for a fight. Marcus, with me.”

      Marcus ran beside her as Christopher headed out to order his men in position.

      Soon Sloan could see the two lights for herself. They were heading to the tented city fast. Sloan drew her sword and flipped on the switch that made it hum to life. Sloan caught action out of the corner of her eye as Marcus reluctantly drew ends of his staff from the sheath on his back and connected the two pieces.

      Christopher and his men weren’t suited for battle, but they formed a line behind Sloan with whatever they could use as an improvised weapon; shovels, picks, wooden planks, and steel bars.

      The two roaring machines were just yards away now. Marcus lowered his staff as he realized who was headed their way. The two apparatuses stopped and a smiling Jack and Aareth hopped off the mage-powered bicycles.

      “Wow, we surrender, Captain,” Aareth raised both hands in mock submission.

      “Are you all right, son?” Marcus ran to Jack’s side.

      “More than all right. We saw what happened to the locomotive while we were riding up—I thought you were—”

      “I’m fine, son. We both are.”

      “Wait till you ride one of these things.” Jack let a deep sigh escape before a grin crept over his lips.

      There was a collective sigh in the camp as the men realized they wouldn’t be fighting for their lives.

      Sloan gave Jack and Aareth a stern look before sheathing her sword. Jack readied himself for the tongue-lashing, or at least the stern talking to he was sure would follow. To his surprise, Sloan actually smiled. “I’m glad you two are back safe.”

      Jack and Aareth exchanged shocked expressions. Marcus smirked like he was privilege to a secret.

      “Ummm… thanks?” Aareth said.

      “Now let’s see who’s responsible for attacking the locomotive and derailing the queen’s greatest achievement, shall we?” Sloan motioned for one of the men standing near the crowd to hand her the lantern he carried. The worker obediently complied.

      “How do we do that?” Jack cocked his head to the side.

      Sloan walked over to the two mage-powered machines and slowly moved the lantern around the bicycles’ exterior.

      The group of men who gathered to ward off what they thought was a threat were beginning to disperse. Some made their way back to the tents while others hung around, waiting to get a chance to examine the pair of strange machines themselves.

      “What are you looking for?” Jack asked.

      “These mechanisms are on par with what the military in New Hope is developing.” Sloan was bending over, examining the leather saddle on one of the strange machines. “Most manufacturers leave a brand or stamp on their products. There has to be one on this—here!”

      The three men ran to her side and leaned down, eyes squinted at the back of the dark brown saddle on the steam-powered machine. Sloan was pointing to an almost invisible emblem branded into the seat. It was a picture of a tiny “L” and “I” that looked like smoke stacks with smoke coming out of them in a circle that resembled a gear.

      “What—what does “LI” mean?” Jack asked.

      “It stands for Livingston Industries,” Sloan said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Wait, the same Dr. Oliver Livingston we met during a tour with Edison?” Jack asked.

      “The same one,” Sloan answered.

      All four members stood quietly for a moment, considering what the connection could mean.

      “We need to warn Edison and the Queen,” Sloan swung the lantern and turned to walk to the camp.

      “We need more proof before we start making accusations,” Aareth cautioned the captain. “I know what this looks like, but it’s possible these machines were stolen.”

      “I agree,” Marcus chimed in.

      “And how do you gentlemen suggest we get more proof?” Sloan asked.

      “The bodies,” Jack said in a low voice as if he were talking to himself. “Has anyone looked at the bodies of the men who attacked us?”

      “Follow me,” Sloan took the lead, lantern still swinging in her left hand.

      Jack, Marcus, and Aareth walked with her through the tent city where men were standing in small groups talking about the events of the day and what it could mean. More than one wary eye or frown was directed at the group.

      As they broke through the ring of tents, Sloan made a beeline for a spot where a large blanket was thrown down covering six lumps.

      Death was something that Sloan had learned to deal with through the years. Without hesitation she grabbed a corner of the sheet and threw back the cover. Six dead men glared at the sky through unseeing eyes.

      As expected, Marcus and Jack were the only ones that showed shock. Aareth’s cold blue eyes were as indifferent as her own.

      Aareth knelt by the first figure. He removed the man’s mask. The man looked like he was in his mid-thirties, with a baldhead and a twisted nose.

      “Jack,” Sloan motioned for him to come over. “Take the light.”

      Sloan handed him the lantern and knelt down, examining the sword the dead man still carried in a clenched hand. “This is military issued to the soldiers of New Hope—I—I have one just like it.”

      “He’s definitely a soldier,”Aareth moved on to the next body. “They all were.”

      “How can you tell?” Marcus asked as he, too, knelt in the cold sand.

      “Worn boots, like Sloan said, military issued weapons, and we can know for sure if…” Aareth rolled up the right sleeve of the man he was examining to reveal a tattoo of New Hope’s banner, two crossed swords behind a black bat.

      “Sloan, do—do you recognize any of them?” Jack asked.

      “No, but I think Aareth is right.” Sloan stood and shook her head.

      “So who attacked us?” Jack’s voice broke with uncertainty. “Doctor Livingston? The Queen? Both of them?”

      “I don’t know, Jack.” Marcus’ eyes fixed on the corpses. “But I think we can all agree that whoever it is doesn’t want us to make it to Burrow Den.”

      “Well, I say that’s exactly where we go and get some answers,” Aareth stood from his position next to the dead bodies. “We won’t find anything more here. Their pockets are empty—all we have to go on is their weapons and tattoos.”

      “I can’t wrap my mind around Queen Eleanor being involved in this,” Sloan pushed a rogue hair from her line of sight. “But either way we need to get to Burrow Den quickly. After the locomotive crashed, I sent a rider to the Queen to inform her of the attack. If she is involved, then we have to get to Burrow Den and figure out what’s going on before the Queen or whoever it is that attacked us has a chance to react.”

      “The mage bicycles will get us there twice as fast as any horse and we’ll be able to travel during the night,” Aareth motioned to the steel machines.

      “I’ll have the foreman look at the machines and make sure they’re ready to travel first thing tomorrow morning,” Sloan instructed, “Let’s try to get a few hours sleep and reach Burrow Den before another attempt is made on our lives.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      That night Sloan was shown to a small tent reserved for her. Any thought of food made her stomach queasy as she remembered the broken bodies and twisted faces Aareth had rummaged through like junk in an old room.

      Sloan’s small white tent stood right next to Marcus’ and Jack’s. Through the thin fabric she could hear them talking.

      “Are you all right, son?” Marcus asked.

      “I’m fine, just tired. So much is happening. Who do you think is behind it all?”

      “There are quite a few different possibilities, it’s hard to say. What I do know for certain is that Sloan has nothing to do with this. She’s rough around the edges but when it comes down to it, we can trust her.”

      “I think we can trust Aareth, too. He’s been through a lot but he saved me on the train.”

      “Well, whoever our enemies are, at least we know they are not among our allies.”

      “I guess that’s a first step. Good night, Dad.”

      “Good night, son.”

      Sloan threw herself on her cot. She was having mixed feelings about listening to the father and son’s conversations. But she really had no choice, they were separated by a few feet and two thin sheets.

      She was satisfied of Marcus’ assessment of her, but reserved her judgement on Aareth. He was still too much of a wild card for her to trust.

      Sleep came for Sloan in the form of a nightmare. She was on the train again as it sped through the darkness at a mind-numbing rate. She held the steel mage sword in her hand. Someone was screaming at her through the darkness. It sounded like Marcus. Something was rushing toward Sloan. All Sloan could see in the darkness was the shape of something large flying at her.

      Her arm holding the sword rose as the figure approached. She couldn’t swing her blade. Marcus’ voice yelled at her to take action but it was too late. The last thing Sloan remembered before she woke was being tackled by a gigantic bat with red eyes and a mouth full of sharp teeth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack sat straight up in his cot as the memories of his dream drifted into oblivion. He tried to recall what woke him so scared. There was little time for him to remember as he saw his father’s cot empty beside him. Light already replaced the darkness outside the tent.

      Jack slipped on his dark boots. He grabbed his weapon and long jacket before he exited the tent. The sun was just rising, but already the tent’s inhabitants were awake and busy with work.

      Jack spotted Aareth, Sloan, his father, and the foreman he had seen Lieutenant Baker talking to when they rode into New Hope. The group was standing around the two mage bicycles.

      “Really impressive machines, actually.” The foreman was explaining to the group. “All that is needed to run them is the same magical energy we use to power the locomotive.” The foreman pointed a stubby finger to a twist off cap on the rear of the mage-powered bicycle. “After the machine has cooled down, you unscrew this cap and fill it with the mage fuel. The mechanism heats the fuel and uses it as a sustainable source of power to propel the bicycle forward. I don’t understand it all, but I’ve filled both containers with mage fuel for now. How long they’ll last, I can’t be sure. Oh, and you may need these if you’re traveling through the desert in an open vehicle.” Christopher passed out brown and black goggles to the group.

      “Thank you, Christopher,” Sloan adjusted her sword in preparation of mounting the machine.

      “There he is. We’re eating breakfast on the road. Ready to roll?” Aareth tossed Jack a pair of goggles along with a green apple.

      “Yeah, how fast do you think we can make it to Burrow Den?”

      “If we ride hard and these machines can keep up, no more than two days.”

      The group exchanged good-byes with Christopher, who headed back toward the tent city with a wave.

      “Okay, whose riding with me?” Aareth asked.

      Jack was already mounting one of the machines. His apple nearly devoured, he smiled as his father handed him a biscuit. Marcus was positioning himself behind his son.

      “I don’t think so, Aareth,” Sloan scowled, her toned arms crossed in front of her military style shirt. “You’re in the back. I’m operating.”

      There was an awkward pause as Aareth and Sloan’s eyes locked. An immovable object met an uncompromising force.

      “Ummm… Yeah, about that. No,” Aareth grinned clearly enjoying the captain’s dilemma.

      “If you think that just because you’re a man that I can’t—” Sloan balled her fists and put one on each of her hips.

      “Wow, there, tiger, this has nothing to do about me being a man or trying to assert some kind of dominance. I’d actually prefer it if you operated this thing. I just want you to hop on for an hour or two so you can get the hang of it and I can explain to you how it all works.”

      “Oh… Well, I didn’t know that. I guess that makes sense.”

      Jack let a small smile play across his lips before Sloan turned in his direction and he immediately faked a cough with a gloved hand to hide his mouth. Jack noticed his father lock eyes with Sloan and raise his eyebrows, giving her an “I told you so” kind of look.

      Sloan positioned herself behind Aareth but refused to wrap her arms around his chest or waist. Instead she gripped the frame of the bike on either side of her seat.

      Jack ignited the engine and the machine roared to life. Red steam shot from both sides of the bike from the metal pipes that pointed toward the sky.

      “Don’t worry, Dad. I’ve got this all under control,” Jack could practically feel how nervous his father was behind him.

      “Well, if I have to go, I guess riding a steel rocket with my son at the wheel is as good as any.”

      Jack laughed out loud and pressed his right foot down on the pedal. The machine shot forward and soon they were flying across the desert toward Burrow Den.

      Throughout the day, Jack and Aareth took turns in the lead. At lunch, Sloan took over, while Marcus politely refused the operating duties. Jack was more than content with his father’s apprehension to operate the machine. Jack loved the way the mage-powered bicycle moved. The way the wind rushed all around him and the power he felt at being able to make the machine go in any direction he deemed fit was intoxicating.

      The four members of the queen’s emissary were able to make amazing time. The machines allowed them to make a beeline for Burrow Den instead of having to stick to roads. This also insured they wouldn’t pass anyone on the way, thus avoiding any kind of confrontation or ambushes waiting for them. The machines also more than doubled the pace they would have been able to keep if they had ridden horses.

      The sun was beginning to set on the vast desert when Jack noticed two things. The first was that he could see a line of mountains approaching on the horizon, marking the end of the wasteland. The second was the wind was picking up in intensity. Sand was beginning to twirl and swirl in every direction.

      Jack trusted the operation of the bike to one hand as he placed the goggles Christopher provided over his eyes.

      Sloan was riding opposite Jack and she swerved close enough to shout. What she was saying, Jack couldn’t pick up. The rushing sound of the wind and the amount of sand that was now in the air made it near impossible to communicate. The sand created a kind of rainy fog as they continued forward.

      “What? What are you saying?” Jack shouted and looked at Sloan for as long as he dared. “I can’t hear you!”

      Sloan swerved closer and this time Aareth shouted something and pointed behind him. The only word Jack caught was enough for him to understand. “Sandstorm!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack could feel his father tapping him on his back. He chanced a quick look over his shoulder and at the same moment wished he hadn’t. There was a wall of sand over a hundred feet high rushing toward them. It was still more than a quarter mile away but Jack knew how quickly a sandstorm was capable of moving.

      Marcus’ arm shot forward on Jack’s left side. His father’s finger pointed to the ridge of trees marking the edge of the desert and the beginning of the mountainous forest region.

      “Can—we—make it?” his father shouted into his ear.

      Jack set his jaw and nodded. Sloan and Aareth must have noticed Marcus’ pointing finger. Sloan stayed close and they both gunned the engines.

      Sand swirled around them at hazardous speeds as they raced toward the safety of the tree line. Jack jammed his lips shut as he squinted through the goggles and tried to ignore the uncomfortable feeling of tiny granules making their way inside his ears and nostrils.

      Fear began to pump through his veins like poison as he lowered his head and thought about the possibility of not reaching the tree line in time. If they didn’t make it to the safety of the trees, Jack knew they had a very small chance of survival. They would be enveloped and buried by the wall of sand behind them. These thoughts made Jack do the worst thing possible. He looked behind him again.

      The wall of sand was racing toward them and gaining even at the breakneck speed the mage-powered machines were traveling. The wall of sand was at least as tall as New Hope’s city walls. Jack tried to focus on anything except the stories he heard about men trapped in sandstorms and buried alive, he couldn’t.

      The tree line was approaching quickly. Thirty yards away from the safety of the trees, Jack could make out the detail of the hedge of pines before them. He aimed the machine for a spot between two large trees and prayed they would make it.

      Twenty yards away from safety, the sandstorm overtook them. Jack felt the machine nearly lift from the ground. His father’s strong arms wrapped around his chest, tight and firm. Jack knew his father was trying to shield him as best as he could.

      Ten yards from the tree line, the limited visibility they had turned to none at all. Jack set his jaw and tried to remember where he had seen the opening in the line of trees. Was it here? Was it a little to the left? Am I going left now or is this straight?

      The sand was so thick in the air Jack couldn’t even see the control panel right under his eyes, much less what was in front of them. Out of nowhere, tree limbs appeared. At the rate Jack and his father were traveling, the tree branches struck the machine with wood-splintering force. Jack slammed on the brakes in an effort to halt their forward momentum and avoid his head being pulverized by a wayward tree limb but in his effort to save his cranium, he slammed on the brakes too hard. Jack and his father were thrown off the bike and catapulted through the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      Aareth knew they weren’t going to make the tree line, and sacrificing the fact that his mouth would be filled with sand yelled into Sloan’s ear, “We won’t—make it! Slow down!”

      There was the tiniest nod from Sloan’s as her ponytail whipped across Aareth’s face for the hundredth time. He grabbed onto her waist even tighter as the mage-powered machine wobbled and came to a sputtering stop.

      Chancing a tongue lashing about her status as a captain or woman or whatever she was so uptight about, Aareth grabbed Sloan around her waist and lifted her off the machine. They were close to the tree line, if they could only make it a few more yards.

      To Aareth’s surprise, Sloan didn’t struggle or say a word. Instead, she leaned into him, and together, step by step, they walked through the sandstorm. The storm swirled and rushed around them, trying to force them to their knees or at least bring them to a stand still, but together Aareth and Sloan refused to give in.

      Soon large shadows loomed out of the sand like fog and within a few minutes the two had made it a few yards into the forest’s interior. They sat huddled together behind a large boulder.

      Sloan pushed herself away from Aareth with an awkward cough and removed her goggles. “Oh sorry, I—”

      “Why don’t you go by your real name?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me,” Aareth shook sand from his long hair for the second time in as many days.

      “Sloan is my real name.”

      “You know what I mean. When the Queen introduced you to us when we all first met, she called you ‘Captain Charlotte Sloan.’ What do you have against the name Charlotte?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business,” Sloan picked sand out of her ears and spat out a few granules that worked their way into her mouth. “But Charlotte sounds too soft.”

      “Oh, and we can’t have that, can we? Captain Sloan has to be feared and respected.”

      Sloan gave Aareth a look that said she would murder him on the spot and dance on his grave.

      “Sorry.” Aareth put up both hands in a sign of surrender. “But seriously, Charlotte is a good name and anyone who has been named captain of the queen’s personal guard doesn’t have any more to prove in my book.”

      “Well,” Sloan’s demeanor lightened as she changed the subject. “I’m glad my name has your approval, Inspector Aareth Emerson—or should I call you The Ghost?”

      “Ah, so you know.”

      “Of course I know. I didn’t get to where I am just because I have a pretty first name.”

      “I didn’t say it was pretty.”

      “You said you liked it.”

      “I do.” Aareth shrugged. “But I didn’t use the word pretty, that was all you.”

      “Whatever. So are you a part of this mission because you’re done with your life as an assassin or are you working some other angle?”

      “What do you think, Charlotte?”

      “First, don’t call me that. Second, I see you as a man capable of a lot of good and a lot of bad. You served as one of the best inspectors for three years and after your wife died, you did a lot of killing for three years. So, which version are you today?”

      Aareth was stunned by her bluntness. He gathered himself as he was reminded of who he was talking to. “You want the truth?”

      “Of course.”

      “I am trying very hard to be the version of myself I was before. I just don’t know if that man exists anymore.”

      Aareth expected Sloan to be hesitant or continue to question his intentions after such a grey response, she didn’t. It seemed like what Aareth said about trying to be the better version of himself resonated with the captain on a much deeper level.

      Instead of continuing the conversation, Sloan peeked a head out from behind the boulder. “Storm’s calming down already.”

      “Crazy how they can come and go so quickly, right?”

      Sloan nodded.

      “So what’s first? Go and dig up our steam machine or find Jack and Marcus? They were riding right next to us when the storm hit. They can’t be far.”

      “We find the sorcerers first,” Sloan stood from her spot. “Without them this mission can’t succeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack felt like he was going to throw up. His head was swimming and he had no idea where he was. He struggled to stand but his head was hammering like a blacksmith was using his skull as an anvil. Jack reached a shaky hand to the right side of his head and it came back bloody.

      As he was wondering how badly he was hurt, the events of the past few hours came back to him at once; the locomotive attack, the sandstorm, him and his father being thrown from the steam bicycle. His father!

      Jack turned in every direction, searching the forest floor for his dad. His eyes found a slumped body under a mass of broken branches. Jack ran to his father’s side and gently rolled him over. His father’s chest was still moving up and down. Jack gently shook him. The bandage around Marcus’ head was still intact and no sign of blood soaked through the dressing.

      He’s okay. He’s breathing. He didn’t land on his head, Jack reassured himself.

      “Dad, Dad, can you hear me?”

      “Okay, next time I’m operating the machine.” Marcus’ eyes fluttered open.

      Jack let out a huge sigh and slowly helped his father to his feet.

      “Are you okay? Anything broken?”

      “No, no, I think the old man is going to make it this time around.” Marcus looked down at himself as he dusted off the layers of sand. “You? You’re bleeding.”

      “I know, it’s nothing. We have to find Sloan and Aareth and make sure our transportation is still working.”

      Before Marcus could protest, there was rustling in the dark forest to their left. Jack drew his wand in one smooth motion. Marcus lifted the two parts of his staff from his back. He snapped them together in the space of a breath.

      “Wow, take it easy killers,” Aareth’s walked into the clearing with arms raised. “It’s just Sloan and I.”

      “Glad to see you two made it,” Jack gave Aareth a sly grin. “I thought Sloan might use the sandstorm for cover, you know finally take you out of the picture for good.”

      “It was tempting,” the corner of Sloan’s mouth twitched in an awkward attempt at a smile.

      “So what’s our next move, Captain?” Jack asked.

      “Well, you need to stop spraying blood everywhere. Then we find the machines, make sure they’re still working, and make camp for the night. It’s too dark to travel now. Tomorrow we’ll find the road, and if I’m anywhere near right, we should be in Burrow Den in time for dinner.”

      Jack’s wound was nothing more than a shallow two inch laceration across his scalp. His father had him patched up in no time as Sloan and Aareth wheeled in both of the mage-powered machines.

      The one Jack and Marcus had ridden was dented in a few spots and the front headlight was cracked, but still in running condition. Sloan’s and Aareth’s was in better shape, still sand leaked from the machine out of every nook and cranny.

      Camp was made in the same small clearing Jack found his father lying in and dinner was a simple meal of cheese, dried meat, and biscuits. Jack ate like a starving man. To him the meal was just as satisfying as the feast he was treated to in the Queen’s palace.

      It was as the four unlikely members of the Queen’s emissary were preparing for sleep that Jack voiced the question that was on all their minds. “So what are we expecting tomorrow when we reach Burrow Den? Do they know we’re coming?”

      “The Queen sent a messenger to tell them help was on the way,” Sloan stared into the fire voicing the words with no real weight behind them.

      “Can we be sure the messenger made it all the way to Burrow Den after our little encounter on the locomotive?” Aareth sat beside the captain toying with his gauntlets. “Could Burrow Den be an ambush?”

      “No. I don’t think so, but who knows,” Marcus chimed in as he threw another log on the fire and settled into a seated sleeping position. “There’s no point speculating on what could be or may happen. We just need to be prepared for anything.”

      There was a mutter of agreement as Sloan and Aareth took solace in the sorcerer’s words and settled in for the night.

      Jack turned onto his back; however, sleep was anywhere but close that night. The forest was dark and shadows twisted and morphed into sinister beings against the forest background.

      Jack would have been scared if he hadn’t grown up as a tracking sorcerer his entire life. He heard noises deep inside the forest’s interior, but each noise he could place; birds’ wings rustling, owls hooting, rabbits galloping down paths. He couldn’t be sure when he drifted to sleep, but it wasn’t long before he was awakened by an unfamiliar sound, a noise that didn’t belong to the forest.

      He was lying on his side facing the fire that was now reduced to a pile of smoking embers and ash. Morning wasn’t far off. For now the moon remained fixed in the sky and a cool dew touched the soft grass. As Jack was waking from his sleep, wondering what the noise had been, he heard it again.

      There was something large moving in the forest. He couldn’t pinpoint the exact area, but he knew it was big and it was trying to move quietly. Jack’s eyes were wide open as he slowly reached down to his side and gripped the cold steel wand. Sloan and Aareth were both motionless, eyes closed, oblivious to the danger around them. His father’s eyes were as wide as his own.

      Jack saw his father looking at him, and without moving his head, motioned with his eyes from Jack to a section of the forest, where a large bush swayed. Normally a bush swaying could easily be written off as the wind, except tonight there was no wind.

      Jack looked back to his father and tilted his head half an inch. Marcus’ hand was on his own staff, tensed and ready. Everything was still except for Jack’s heart. He could feel it racing faster than either the locomotive or the mage-powered bicycles. He forced himself to take slow breaths and slowed his heart rate as his eyes remained glued on the bush that rustled and swayed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      There was nothing that triggered the moment when the creature charged, nothing that set off the beast. Jack jumped to his feet, his right hand brandishing the wand. A moment later he called forth the magic inside harnessing it with his will and bending the energy to do his bidding. His wand danced with green magical energy. Out of the corner of his eyes he saw his father stand with his staff ablaze in green fire.

      Sloan and Aareth began to wake but all of Jack’s attention was on the mutilated animal charging at them with a blood curdling screech that befit a bird of prey more than a land mammal. Aareth was in a position with his back turned toward the beast, Jack was standing below him and Marcus across.

      Jack let a fiery ball of magic fly, he knew it struck the animal but the beast wasn’t slowing down. It was yards away from Aareth and closing fast. Two more cracks shattered the early morning silence as Marcus fired at the beast.

      The animal stumbled but still moved forward. The brute was now only a few feet from a drowsy Aareth, who turned to face the animal. Jack knew he was Aareth’s last hope before the beast crashed into him with bone-crunching jaws and dagger-like claws.

      The animal was dark in color with strange shaggy hair and a rounded head. Jack took a deep breath and released another bolt from the end of his wand. The magical beam sailed within inches of Aareth’s black hair. It landed dead center into the animal’s throat.

      The beast crashed to the forest floor, skidding the last few feet to rest at Aareth’s worn boots.

      Everyone took a few deep breaths before Aareth turned and looked at a shocked Jack. “Thanks, I owe you one.”

      “Is it dead?” Sloan was wide awake now. She held her steam sword in hand. Her weapon already turning a dull red as the blade heated.

      Marcus stepped forward to stand next to Aareth. Jack and Sloan followed to get a better look at their would-be killer. The animal was no doubt unicorn, but a unicorn the likes of which Jack had never seen. The animal was larger than the forest’s typical white unicorn. The dagger like teeth and sharp claws instead of hooves were all wrong as well.

      Native unicorns to this forest would be smaller, with flat teeth made for chewing grass and sturdy hooves to run. Not only did the physical features of the unicorn cause Jack to wonder at its origin but the screech it made as it attacked was also disconcerting.

      The animal was down, there was no doubt about that, but its giant chest still heaved in and out. A dark primal eye full of pain and anger followed them as they moved closer.

      “I’m sorry, friend.” Marcus raised his staff and aimed it at the animal’s head.

      The beam entered the creature’s skull and penetrated brain matter, allowing the beast to finally find rest. Its chest quivered, then ultimately ceased to move. Jack looked at his father, who he knew hated to kill such an amazing animal.

      “Do you think this is the creature that has been attacking Burrow Den?” Aareth wondered out loud. “I mean, we’re only a day or two journey from the city now.”

      “The descriptions we read of the animal responsible for the killings in Burrow Den and the paw prints that were recorded weren’t from a mutated unicorn,” Jack took a long look at the unicorns paws comparing them to the sketch he remembered seeing at the palace.

      “Jack, take a look at this,” Marcus crouched examining the unicorn further.

      Jack maneuvered around a still shocked Aareth and knelt by his father, who was examining the unicorn’ paws. Each paw had six toes, and even more disconcerting was the long white hair covering the animal. As Jack got closer, he saw the unicorn’s coat very closely resembled feathers.

      “What does it mean?” Jack asked as his mind struggled to find an answer to the unnatural riddle in front of him.

      “I don’t know,” Marcus clenched his jaw, “but this is not what nature intended.”

      “What are you saying?” Sloan was examining the unicorn’s body over Jack’s shoulder.

      “I’m saying,” Marcus stood up with a look in his eyes that Jack had never seen before, “that we need to get to Burrow Den now and stop whatever is happening there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Like most meals, breakfast was rushed and the four travelers were on the move again. It was slow going at first. Jack took the lead and maneuvered through the thick forest at a careful speed. The machine hummed underneath him at a much different rate than he used while traversing the desert floor.

      Marcus rode behind him, his posture straight and rigid, searching their new terrain. Soon they found the main road that would lead them to Burrow Den, and both Jack and Sloan pressed down hard on the pedals, urged the machines forward.

      Whenever they passed travelers, either walking or on horseback, the looks they received were the same. First the response was fear and wonder, then distrust and anger. Jack could only guess what they looked like to the passersby.

      Magic fueled machines moving forward under their own power with steam rising in the air behind them wasn’t something that was seen every day, let alone in these parts of the Outland.

      Burrow Den was one of the most remote cities in the Outland. This wasn’t only because it was further away from New Hope than most cities, but also due to the land that had to be traversed to arrive at the town.

      Even after passing through the desert, the city was another two to three days journey by horse through the forests and the rolling mountains. It was only due to the steam bicycles and Jack and his father’s extensive knowledge of the territory that they made such great time.

      A midday meal was eaten while traveling. Jack was able to show off how much he already learned about steering the machine as he rested one hand on the handlebars and casually supported a sandwich in his free hand.

      “If your mother could see you now, she’d be so proud, Jack.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Sure you don’t want to give it a try?” Jack turned his head slightly and smiled through a mouthful of meat and bread.

      “No, I think I’m just fine here.” Marcus looked down on the bumpy dirt lane that led to Burrow Den and the forest and mountains on either side that greeted him if he fell off the path.

      “Did you hear that unicorn when it attacked? It didn’t neigh, it shrieked—like a bird, and the hair it was more like—like—”

      “It looked more like feathers than hair, and the hooves…” Marcus took a long pause and Jack imagined what his face looked like. His brow would be furrowed, lips pursed to the side of his mouth, a look Jack had grown accustomed to when he misbehaved as a child.

      “Jack, it’s important that when we do reach the town, we’re prepared. Remember our instincts and intuition are the best tools we have. Mage powered machines and weapons can only do so much. We have to stay on point.”

      Jack nodded as he gulped another bite. The going was made easy by the machines and just as the sun flirted with the tops of the mountains on its descent, the road sloped up and opened into Burrow Den’s main road.

      Burrow Den was a city of only a few hundred inhabitants. Most people there were friendly when Jack and his father passed through before. The main source of work was farming and livestock.

      The city couldn’t have been more different than New Hope. Instead of steel structures and iron towers climbing the heavens, simple one-story houses and buildings made of wood were scattered throughout the city.

      Where New Hope was bustling with activity and noises rang out in every corner, Burrow Den was quiet and still.

      “Let’s park these machines just outside town, Jack,” his father advised. “There’s no need bringing more attention to us and what we’re doing than we have to. At least until we introduce ourselves.”

      Jack knew exactly what his father meant. They had no idea what they were in for. The last thing they needed was to be looked at with fear and wonder like they had been earlier that day.

      Jack parked the machine just outside the city in a grove of tall, bright green trees. Sloan pulled up next to him. Aareth jumped off the bike and grimaced as he stretched. “Boy, you’d think after riding a horse for so many years I’d be used to it, but my butt is as numb as—”

      “Good idea parking the machines outside the city,” Sloan interrupted, giving Aareth an amused roll of her eyes. “We need to gain the town’s trust, not scare them off with inventions they don’t understand. When we get into the city, let me do the talking.”

      The three men followed Sloan as she walked out of the grove of trees into the city. Not much had changed since Jack had last seen Burrow Den. The houses still looked the same. The one wide road that led to the heart of the small city was still intact and well kept. The only thing Jack noticed that was different was the lack of people.

      Jack’s father caught on to the subtle clue as well, his staff was already in his hand. No magic coursing over the wood just yet. To everyone else it would look like Marcus was just an older man using a staff to assist his stride but Jack knew better. He could tell when his father’s hand was a quick second away from drawing magic.

      “Well, I guess that answers our question about whether the messenger the Queen sent made it here or not. Not a very warm welcome for people who are sent by the Crown to help,” Aareth mused out loud.

      It was eerily quiet as Jack and his three companions made their way through the city.

      “If I remember right, the town hall, church, and police station are all down the next block,” Jack instructed the group. “Maybe we’ll find someone there.”

      Empty porches were passed, and boarded up houses with locked doors and barred windows seemed to come every few feet.

      Jack was starting to get the feeling that he was being watched as the hairs on the back of his neck began to prickle. A wave of goosebumps slowly washed over his entire body.

      His eyes were constantly darting back and forth as he walked down the middle of town. He knew someone was watching him yet there was no one around. A young female voice stopped him dead in his tracks.

      “Strangers to the experiment ground? But are they safe or are they like the ones before?”

      Jack turned to his left, his right hand already on the hilt of his wand. The voice came from a girl who stood on a porch he had just seen empty a second before. She was slender with bright red hair and a sad smile.

      “We’re here in the name of Queen Eleanor Eckert. We’re here to help,” Sloan stepped forward.

      Sloan must have seen the porch empty only a moment before as well, her hand was resting lightly on the hilt of her mage sword.

      “Oh, no. No, they’re not like the ones before.” The girl cocked her head to the side like she was listening to someone. “No, silly, look at them. How do I know? Shhhhhh… they’ll hear you.”

      Jack was about to ask who she was and where all the people of Burrow Den had gone but he thought better of interrupting the girl as she continued to carry on a conversation with herself.

      “They said they’re from New Hope, but the evil men came from New Hope, too.”

      “Excuse me,” Aareth spoke, unable to hold his tongue any longer. “Who are you and where are all the people?”

      “You’re tall and handsome.” The girl looked at him as if she was seeing him for the first time. A shy smile crossed her face as she straightened out her dirty grey jacket and shifted in her boots.

      “Ummm… thanks.”

      “My name is Elizabeth.”

      “Elizabeth, where is everyone?” Sloan took another step toward the girl. This time her hand was off the hilt of her sword.

      “They are here and there.” Elizabeth tore her eyes away from Aareth and looked Sloan up and down.

      “Elizabeth, that’s not very helpful. Where has everyone gone?”

      Jack could tell Sloan wasn’t used to having to exercise patience as her gloved hands crossed over her chest.

      “Oh, Captain, my Captain. Be serious, no more fun time. You’re not a very nice soldier lady.” Elizabeth crossed her own arms and stuck out her chest.

      Sloan’s eyes widened at the audacity of the girl and Jack thought she might reach for her sword again, he stepped forward with a smile. “Hi, Elizabeth. I’m Jack, and this is Sloan, Aareth, and Marcus. We’re here to help and need to find where all the people are. Can you please help us?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth turned and fixed Jack with a penetrating stare. “He’s handsome, too, but in a different way. In an innocent way. Yes, Jack, we’ll help you. But before you follow me, the captain has to be disciplined for being so rude.”

      The girl, who had to be a few years younger than Jack, walked down the wooden steps from her porch and stood directly in front of Sloan with a scorned look. She was shorter than Sloan but she didn’t let that intimidate her as she addressed the captain. “Give me your hand.”

      “What?” Sloan didn’t move her hands from the sides of her body.

      “Give me your hand, you have to be disciplined. You’re so rude.”

      Jack didn’t see any weapons on the redheaded girl, regardless, he kept his hand on his wand. Out of the corner of his eye he saw his father readjusted his staff. Sloan was tense but she slowly extended her left hand.

      “Bad Sloan, bad.” Elizabeth gently took it in her right hand and softly slapped the back of Sloan’s wrist with her own left hand. “You have to be nicer to strangers. Or how are you going to make any friends?”

      Jack’s eyes widened as he witnessed the toughest soldier he had ever known literally get her wrist slapped.

      Aareth stifled a chuckle as Sloan withdrew her hand and turned her head, giving him a murderous stare.

      “What?” Aareth shrugged. “She has a point.”

      Elizabeth seemed content that Sloan had learned her lessen and skipped along the dirt road deeper into the town.

      “Well, hurry up,” Elizabeth looked over her shoulder as her red hair swung in line behind her.  “Before the puppy comes. We can’t wait forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack exchanged looks with the rest of the group as they followed the girl into Burrow Den. Jack didn’t think that Elizabeth was dangerous, still he kept a wary eye on every building they passed. Soon Elizabeth led them to the center of the city that opened up into a large circular space with a fountain placed dead center. Water splashed from the top of the fountain shaped like a spitting fish.

      Elizabeth stopped and pointed to a large building with a sloping roof. Jack could tell that the building was a church by the bell tower and crucifix that jutted from the top of the structure.

      “Most everyone’s inside. Town meeting, you know, a lot of blah, blah, blah and thinking deep thoughts,” Elizabeth rolled her eyes.

      “Thank you for your help, Elizabeth,” Jack said.

      “Of course, Jack, sure. Just don’t believe what he says. He’s a liar.”

      Jack was about to ask her who she was talking about and what she meant but Elizabeth turned and ran away.

      “What a weirdo,” Sloan dusted off her military jacket that showed the Queen’s emblem.

      “I don’t know,” Aareth winked at Jack. “I kind of liked her. She was a good disciplinarian.”

      This time Marcus stifled a chuckle.

      “If the city is gathered for a council meeting,” Sloan ignored them both and walked up the church’s wooden steps, “then this is as good a time as any to make our presence known. We need to formally offer our services on the Queen’s and the city of New Hope’s behalf.”

      Fearless as ever, Sloan grabbed one of the wooden handles to the double doors and swung it open, stepping inside. Jack followed close behind.

      The first thing that Jack noticed as they stepped into the large room and slid in near the back was the amount of people in attendance. The gigantic one roomed building looked large from the outside but the sheer number of people packed inside dwarfed the size of the structure.

      Long wooden pews were set up for attendees, and from what Jack could see, every seat was filled. It was standing room only and it seemed like even a few inches of space for one’s feet to rest was high demand real estate.

      Shoulder to shoulder, people craned their necks forward or tilted their heads to the front of the room, trying to catch what was being said. With the entire town in attendance, Jack was certain they would be spotted as outsiders. To his surprise, besides a few confused looks everyone was too busy trying to hear the debate taking place at the front of the building.

      Jack stood on his tiptoes and found a spot where he could see through black and brown coats and tall hats and goggles. There was a lanky man speaking at a podium on a raised platform in the front of the room. Jack couldn’t make out specific details but the man was fair skinned with thinning hair. He seemed like he was trying to calm the gathered people.

      “Yes, elections for the new mayor and sheriff will take place soon, but in the meantime I have taken it upon myself to act as the lead shepherd during this dark time of crisis. My position as a preacher has given me training on how to deal with serious situations in times of distress.”

      “This is more than a time of crisis, Elijah!” a timid voice said from somewhere from the front of the room. There was a murmur of agreement as the man continued. “We’ve lost over three dozen members of our community to these attacks. This is an extermination!”

      “Please, brothers,” The tall man called Elijah stretched out his long arms and waited till the crowd was silent. “Have reassurance that everything happens for a reason. We have to keep faith that there is an ultimate plan in place for us. The attacks, although still occurring, have decreased in the past few days. Perhaps whatever it is that is performing the acts is moving on.”

      “But how can we be sure?” the same man said. “I—We fear for our families, for our children. What we need to do is leave this cursed place.”

      Louder murmurs escaped the crowd as Jack listened in and caught what the people nearest to him were saying.

      “Leave Burrow Den? Should we?”

      “This is all we’ve known. Where would we go?”

      “Better alive and gone than buried here.”

      “Peace, peace,” Elijah crooned in a comforting voice. “There is no need to go anywhere. We have sent word to the Queen for assistance—”

      The man who was arguing with Elijah stepped onto the raised dais and turned to address the crowd. He was short compared to Elijah, with a rounded belly and bald head.

      “The Queen? Please, the Queen of New Hope sits in her royal palace counting her treasure and sipping her wine. No help from the Queen is coming. They don’t care about us poor Outliers. We have only ourselves to rely on.”

      “That’s not true!”

      All eyes turned to Sloan as she returned each and every stare. A small opening was made for her, Jack, Aareth, and Marcus as everyone tried to remember seeing them walk into the room.

      “Queen Eleanor Eckert of New Hope has not abandoned her neighbors and friends. My companions and I have traveled hard and far to come to your assistance at her direct request.”

      Everyone stood stunned, trying to decide if they approved or disapproved of the strangers in their council meeting. Jack forced himself to stand by Sloan’s side and not shrink back. He could practically feel the eyes on him, looking him up and down and deciding his worth.

      “You were sent from New Hope?” The short man next to Elijah was first to find his voice. “From the Queen?”

      “That is correct. My name is Captain Sloan and I am head of the Queen’s personal guard. With me are the best sorcerers and trackers in the Outland. We’re here to help.”
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      People started to smile and clap as they looked on optimistically. Sloan could practically see hope in their eyes as the city population examined their saviors. The room erupted in talk and speculation. Sloan even received a few handshakes and claps on the back.

      “Order! Please, order!” Elijah yelled from the podium. The crowd quieted and looked to their leader. “It seems as though our prayers have been answered. Let us not forget who we have to thank for this blessing.”

      Heads nodded as the citizens of Burrow Den again turned to Sloan and her companions. More hands were shook and smiles exchanged as people thanked her for coming. In seconds, Elijah was standing in front of the group himself. He was as tall as Aareth but not nearly as muscular. Distance had deceived Sloan, Elijah was much older than she originally thought.

      Elijah was clean-shaven with a warm smile and thinning hair. Sloan guessed that he had to be just as old, perhaps older than Marcus. His hand was strong as he introduced himself above the din of the crowd.

      “My name is Elijah Ahab. I’m the pastor of the community. Perhaps we can talk somewhere where there’s more room and less noise?”

      Sloan and the others nodded as they followed Elijah through the front door and outside. The crowd trailed after them, eager to catch any news of New Hope or plans the strangers had for aiding them.

      Elijah led the group past the town center and fountain and down a dirt path. There was still a large group of excited citizens following as Elijah stopped at a single story white house and turned to address the crowd.

      “Friends, I know how eager you are to converse with our guests and how hopeful it is to see them in our city. But please give me some time to talk with them and let them rest. I’m sure they’ll be here for a few days and everyone will get a chance to interact with them.”

      Some members in the crowd nodded and said farewell to the strangers, others scowled at Elijah for being dismissed like small children.

      “I’m sorry,” Elijah turned to his visitors. “I’m afraid they are a bit over eager about your arrival. Please come inside and we can talk.”

      Sloan lead the way following Elijah inside his small house. Clean wood floors and furniture gave the space a warm inviting look. Elijah motioned them to all sit at a table as he lit candles and lamps in the light of the setting sun.

      “Thank you for your hospitality.” Sloan was the first to speak when they were all seated. “I’m Captain Sloan. This is Aareth, Marcus, and Jack.”

      “My name is Elijah Ahab. I’m the pastor here in Burrow Den.”

      “No disrespect, Pastor Ahab, but is there a mayor or sheriff available we can speak with?”

      “I’m afraid not, Captain.” Ahab lowered his eyes and shook his head slowly. “They’re all dead. Fallen victims of the animal that has ravaged our city.”

      “So you’ve assumed control?” Sloan raised a skeptical eyebrow.

      “I had no choice.” Elijah looked up, shocked at Sloan’s tone. “The town needed someone to turn to.”

      “Of course,” Sloan responded.

      Sloan let the silence build before she was willing to speak again. There was something about the way the man fidgeted that reminded her of Fenrick Trilion.

      “Well,” Sloan began again, “we’re here now. What can you tell us about the animal and the attacks?”

      Elijah opened his mouth but stopped himself short. “Wouldn’t you like to rest or have something to eat before we jump right into business? I’m sure you all have had a long journey.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, preacher,” Marcus spoke up for the first time, “we’d like to get started as soon as we can.”

      “Of course. Well, the attacks started just over two months ago.” Elijah took time to look them all in the eyes as he spoke. “Since then, dozens of men and women have been killed. I haven’t seen the creature myself, but there are some eyewitnesses I can refer you to.”

      Sloan wasn’t sure what information she expected from the preacher still, she expected more than what was offered in the brief few sentences provided. For someone whose town was under attack Elijah seemed rather comfortable with the fact.

      “What do you think is causing the attacks, Pastor Ahab?” Jack leaned forward awaiting the answer.

      Elijah looked at Jack with a startled expression as if he hadn’t expected the young man to speak.

      “I’m not sure, Jack. I know that the reports are of an animal, and of that I have no doubt, but—” Elijah looked down as he chose his next words carefully. “Something inside is begging the question of what if this animal was sent by the Divine as a persecution for our sins?”

      “Explain,” Sloan crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I mean,” Elijah wet his thin lips. “No one has been able to stop the beast. Before the attacks began, Burrow Den was heading into a morally dark place. I’m not saying I think the attacks are justified in any way, but the way the creature turns up and disappears has to be answered. In the last few months the church has seen its best days as more and more people realize what’s important in life and turn to the Divine One for hope.”

      Sloan was going back and forth in her mind, asking herself if she trusted the preacher or if the man was a bit overzealous in the crazy department. She was forced to shelve the question when the door to the small house opened. In walked a young girl somewhere around Jack’s age. She was slender with thick dark hair and a quick smile that accentuated her pearl white teeth.

      A loud crash echoed in the room as Jack fell backward on the wood floor. Everyone, including the girl, looked at him with a mixture of mirth and concern.

      Jack immediately regained his feet, and righted his chair. His face brightened to a shade of dull red.

      “Are you all right?” the angel in the doorway asked, hiding a smile.

      “Ummm—I—uhhh…” Jack sputtered as if he’d forgotten how to speak.

      Sloan kicked Jack hard under the table. Not only was he being a poor representative for the crown but he was embarrassing them all in the process.

      The pain from the strike brought Jack’s vocabulary back from the stone age in a rush. “I’m Jack—I mean, I’m fine, thanks.”

      “This is my daughter, Abigail.” Elijah gave Jack a skeptical look as he rose from his seat and introduced the stranger. “Abigail, these are travelers from New Hope who have been sent by the queen herself to offer assistance.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Abigail smiled at them all, inviting another fall from Jack. “I’m sure my father is answering all of your questions, if there’s anything I can do to help, please just ask.”

      “She’s cute right?” Aareth nudged Jack in the ribs. “I mean too young for me, but perfect for you.”

      “Actually, you can both help us,” Sloan turned the conversation away from Abigail with a searing stare at Aareth and Jack. “I’ll need a list of victims and the places the attacks took place as well as interviews set up with eye witnesses. With any luck, we can start tracking the beast tomorrow.”

      “Yes, of course.” Elijah’s eyes were locked on Sloan’s as he nodded like he was in a daze. “I can do that tonight. Right away.”

      Elijah grabbed a coat off of a hook that stood fixed next to the door. As if it was an after thought, he looked back at his daughter. “Abigail, can you show our guests where they can sleep for the night, and prepare a meal. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Abigail nodded and was opening her mouth to say something when her father pivoted on his heel and headed out of the house, closing the door behind him.

      “Sorry,” Abigail turned toward the table of guests and cringed. “My father is a bit—”

      “It’s okay,” Marcus waived her apology away. “No explanation needed.”

      “The house next door is vacant, and it will be a great place for you to live as long as you need. I would invite you to stay here, of course, but there wouldn’t be enough room. I wouldn’t want any of you to sleep on the floor.”

      “Thank you, Abigail,” Sloan took a step toward the door. “Shall we?”

      “Of course.”

      Abigail motioned for the group to follow her as they exited the small simple house and walked next door to a much larger, more extravagant building. Sloan was surprised she hadn’t noticed the gigantic house when they were walking to Elijah’s home. By comparison, the estate they were being shown to was a mansion.

      Abigail opened a small fence for them and the group walked past a lush garden and followed grey stone steps to the large oak door.

      “No one lives here?” Aareth asked, looking up into the dark windows covering the second story of the building.

      “No,” Abigail opened the door and led them inside. “This house used to belong to our Mayor. When he was attacked and passed away, no one moved in.”

      “We’re staying in a dead guy’s house?” Jack asked.

      “Yeah,” Abigail looked at him and frowned. “I guess when you put it that way it isn’t really that nice.”

      “Oh, no.” Jack fumbled again. “I mean, it is really nice, I just wasn’t expecting that answer.”

      “The rooms are located upstairs. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be right next door getting dinner ready. When you’re done settling in, just come over and we can eat.”

      Aareth was already lost wandering the house.

      “Thank you, Abigail,” Sloan said to the young girl. “This house will be fine.”

      Abigail smiled and left the travelers to settle in. As soon as she was gone, Sloan watched as Marcus turned to say something to his son.

      “Don’t say a word,” Jack scolded his father.

      “What? I wasn’t going to say anything… besides, you should be more careful about falling out of chairs. We haven’t even started tracking the animal yet.”

      Sloan had her own warning for Jack but it could wait. For now she busied herself in exploring their new quarters.

      The house was extravagant and what immediately struck Sloan was how expensive creating a house like this must have been. From the hand carved statues that were placed carefully around the house to the stone fireplace and library, Sloan could tell the Mayor of Burrow Den had been doing very well for himself before his untimely demise.

      Sloan made her way up to the second floor made up mostly of bedrooms and washrooms. She chose her own room. A small, simple space that reminded her of the many foster homes she had lived in growing up. Aareth chose a similar space leaving the master bedroom and one other that faced the Ahab house.

      Sloan wasn’t surprised in the least when Jack chose the room overlooking Abigail’s house. Sure he might have left the master bedroom for his father out of respect but it didn’t seem like he minded.

      “I had a feeling you’d take this room,” Sloan stepped into the doorway.

      Jack jumped and whirled around.

      “Listen,” Sloan said hating the way she sounded in her own ears. The last thing she wanted to do was come across like a scolding sister. “I know you’re an adult, so I’m going to treat you like one. We’re emissaries of the Queen and here to do a job. That’s it. No fraternizing with the locals or flirting with the town girls.”

      “I wasn’t going to do anything like that.” Jack’s face turned red for the second time that day.

      “I didn’t think you would. I’m just making sure, Romeo.”

      “Charlotte,” Aareth’s voice could be heard from somewhere down the hall, “leave the kid alone. Come on, let’s go eat dinner.”

      Sloan bristled at the mention of her first name, “I’m going to kill him before this is all over.”
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      Dinner was a simple affair of mixed vegetables, warm biscuits, and honey glazed chicken. Elijah was still absent from the house, but this didn’t seem to bother Abigail as she entertained her guests.

      Sloan admired how independent the young woman was. Abigail talked to them with a friendly professionalism and she took it upon herself to make sure they were cared for.

      Sloan noticed she wasn’t the only one who appreciated their host. Jack had taken a liking to her as well. The way he looked at her said it all.

      “I hope you all are comfortable staying next door. If there’s anything that’s not in the house, just let me know and I’m sure I can get it for you.”

      “Thank you, Abigail, that’s very nice of you. I think we’re fine at the moment. If we do need anything we’ll be sure to let you know,” Sloan dabbed at the corner of her lips with her napkin.

      “How is it that no one has moved into the Mayor’s house?” Marcus asked as he finished his plate. “It seems like it’s one of the biggest and nicest homes in the town.”

      “It’s, well,” Abigail looked down at her plate and took a long breath, “complicated.”

      “How so?”

      “When the Mayor and other people started being attacked, the entire city was looking for an answer. Citizens of Burrow Den were beginning to blame each other and things were reaching a boiling point. My father calmed them by introducing the idea that maybe the animal was sent to confront those who held worldly possessions in too high a regard.”

      “You sound like a politician,” Sloan’s aggressive tone caught everyone off guard. “You’re saying your father told everyone a god sent an animal to attack the rich.”

      Abigail cleared her throat uncomfortably. It didn’t surprise Sloan to see Jack jump into the conversation.

      “Maybe we should ask Elijah ourselves,” Jack said.

      Sloan nodded, allowing the young wizard to come to Abigail’s rescue.

      Sloan caught Abigail looking over at Jack with a small smile. These two would need to be watched.
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      That night as Jack got ready for bed in the deceased Mayor’s house he couldn’t help thinking about Abigail and what she had said. Her explanation about how her father handled the attacks seemed forced. Jack could tell she wanted to steer clear from the subject but she hadn’t.

      Jack tossed and turned in his bed as the moon rose high in the night sky. Minutes turned into hours and still he couldn’t sleep. His body was exhausted but his mind wouldn’t turn off. There was something strange going on in the town of Burrow Den. Something that went far beyond simple animal attacks.

      It was while Jack was considering the possibility of Sloan actually killing Aareth for calling her by her first name that he heard the first yell.

      It wasn’t loud but he knew to hear it from the second floor and through his closed window, it had to be a yell.

      Jack turned onto his stomach and pushed aside the curtains that half concealed his view outside. It was a clear night and he had a perfect angle of the town of Burrow Den below. The house he was staying in was one of only a few that stood two stories tall. He didn’t have to search far for the noise that caused him to look outside. It was coming from Abigail’s house.

      Jack listened intently, holding his breath as he heard more shouts. He could tell they were yells coming from an argument and not cries of help by the tone used. Abigail was yelling something and Elijah was shouting back. After a few minutes, Abigail stormed out of the back of the house and slammed the door behind her. A few seconds later, Elijah’s tall frame appeared, leaving out the front door. Jack watched until the tall man’s fleeting shadow was lost in the darkness.

      She stood in her backyard, clenching her hands and practically shaking. Jack was sure he hadn’t seen anyone that angry in a very long time, even Sloan. He watched as Abigail put her hands on top of her head and paced back and forth.

      Jack realized he had no business interfering. He knew Sloan had warned him about meddling with locals, still he couldn’t help himself. More than he knew, he already cared about Abigail, and if there was anything he could do to show her kindness, he was going to do it.

      Quietly, he made his way from his room, down the staircase, and out the front door. It was warm, so he didn’t bother with his jacket. He took his wand belt, just in case.

      There was a small path that ran between the two houses with a white picket fence separating the properties. Jack could see Abigail on the other side of the fence. Her arms were wrapped around herself as she stared into the darkness opposite Jack.

      Jack kicked himself for not already knowing what to say. He was standing ten yards away from her, but nothing resembling a smooth icebreaker was coming to mind.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Oh, Jack,” Abigail turned around quickly, wiping her eyes on her white blouse. “You scared me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s fine. Are you okay? Did you need anything?”

      Jack was taken aback and impressed by her again. She was clearly upset to the point of tears, still when she saw him she was asking if there was anything he needed.

      “I’m okay. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, it’s silly.” Abigail cleared her throat and laughed. “I’m sorry if I woke you.”

      “No, I was already out for a walk,” Jack lied. “Tell me what’s bothering you.”

      “Do you ever feel like you’re being torn in two different directions?” Abigail took a long breath and stared into Jack’s brown eyes. “Like two versions of you are fighting inside?”

      “You mean there’s this person that people want or expect you to be and then there’s another voice in your head telling you there’s another way.” Jack knew exactly what she meant.

      “Exactly.” Abigail stood quiet for a second and just stared at Jack.

      “My father is a great man and I love him, but he sees the world so black and white,” Jack looked up into the clear night sky. “He always makes the right decision, no matter what the consequences. I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “Your father is really nice, Jack. You’re lucky. I can tell how much he loves you just by the way he looks at you. My father… is a bit different.”

      Jack hesitated, not wanting to push her into a conversation that made her uncomfortable. Instead, he took a few steps forward and let his hands rest on the white picket fence that stood between them. Abigail smiled at him again and also took a few steps toward him, closing the distance.

      “My father has nothing but the purest intentions, but he sometimes lacks common sense,” Abigail went on to explain. “When my mother left us, my sister and I were only kids. I can’t blame my father much, but he didn’t have the slightest idea how to care for two girls. I’ve grown up taking care of them both in a way.”

      “That sounds like a lot of work. I can’t imagine being thrust into a situation like that.”

      “It has its up and downs. Its just that everything has become more complicated now with the attacks on the town.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Abigail stopped herself and looked deep into Jack’s eyes. She stared at him, on the verge of opening her mouth and revealing a secret. Jack could tell by her expression how badly she wanted to say something. Instead she cleared her throat and lowered her head.

      “I’m sorry, it’s late and I should really be going to bed.”

      “Okay, if you ever need someone to talk to, I’m a good listener.”

      “Thanks, Jack.” Abigail gave him a knowing grin.  “I’m glad you were randomly out for a stroll at one o’clock in the morning and stopped to talk to me.”
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      The next morning Sloan, Jack, Marcus and Aareth walked over to the Ahab house to find a note on the door that read:

      Dear Guests,

      I’m sorry I can’t personally be here to welcome you this morning, but I need to go and take care of my sister. Food is ready for you on the table as well as a list my father compiled of who the creature has attacked, people who have seen the beast, and where the last attack took place.

      Be safe,

      Abigail

      Aareth opened the door slowly, almost as if he expected an ambush. When he didn’t see anything, he walked inside and took a seat at the table. “Does anyone else get a weird feeling from this family?”

      “There’s definitely something else going on here beside animal attacks.” Sloan voiced what they were all thinking. “Today we find out what.”

      Breakfast was a modest meal of eggs, bacon, and fruit. Abigail had already set the table for them neatly with folded napkins at each place setting and an arrangement of flowers as the centerpiece.

      Sloan ate her breakfast robotically moving the fork from her plate to her mouth. Her mind was working on the problem she had felt since they entered Burrow Den. The problem that told her something was wrong but the exact reason still evaded her. Sloan was pulled from her thoughts as Marcus addressed his son.

      “Jack, are you listening?”

      “Ummm… yeah, Dad, sorry. What did you say?”

      “Why don’t we let Sloan and Aareth talk to the eyewitnesses and check out the last murder scene. You and I can take a walk in the woods surrounding the town and see what we can find. Sound like a plan?”

      “Sounds good,” Jack responded.

      Sloan lowered her fork. She reached for the compiled list of names Abigail had left for them. There were so many names, too many.

      “Okay, Marcus, Jack. I know I don’t have to tell you to be careful, but I feel like I should, anyway,” Sloan looked up from the paper. “We’ll meet back here for dinner, say six o’clock. Keep your eyes open. There’s a long list of deceased city members here. We can be sure of one thing already, this thing knows how to kill.”
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      Can I see that list?”

      “Sure.” Sloan handed the list of names to Aareth.

      Aareth took the paper as the two continued to walk down the town’s main dirt road. There were thirty-two names on the list of deceased town folk and only three on the side that had been compiled of eyewitnesses.

      Sloan waived to a few of the town’s people who passed at varying intervals and smiled back. The sun was warm. Sloan was eager to get to the bottom of the killings and complete her mission. She had a good feeling about the day but couldn’t help notice the frown on Aareth’s face.

      “What is it? Did you find something?”

      “There are so many attacks in the course of just over two months. We need so much more information than this piece of paper is going to tell us. Who knows if this list is even accurate.”

      “You think the preacher is lying, don’t you?” Sloan slowed her pace and raised an eyebrow.

      “Maybe not exactly lying, but—maybe withholding information.”

      “I got the same feeling.”

      “We need to go someplace where we can get the truth, someplace where we know they’ll talk to us without a filter.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “A bar.”

      “We’re here to work,” Sloan scowled as she looked on Aareth’s grin. “Not to get drunk.”

      “Excuse me, sir,” Aareth was already ignoring her as he flagged down an older gentleman who pushed a wheel barrow in both of his strong arms. “Where can we get a drink around here?”

      “A little early to be drinking, son,” The man cocked his head to the side and looked up at Aareth. “Even if there was someplace to get a drink at nowadays.”

      “You mean there’s no bar or saloon in the entire city?”

      “Used to be,” the man lowered the wheelbarrow and wiped sweat from his forehead. “We used to have quite a few but they got shut down when their owners and operators died.”

      “All of them died?” Sloan asked, “from the animal attacks?”

      “That they did,” the man rocked back and forth on his feet as he nodded. “Well, I guess if you’re hurting for a drink that bad you still might be able to find one inside The Corner Saloon. That was the last bar to close. It just shut down last week. It’s down this road another block and to the left. Don’t let Preacher Ahab find you there. He’s not a big supporter of the drinking business.”

      “We won’t,” Aareth extended a hand. “Thanks for the information.”

      “No problem, anything I can do to help,” the man shook Aareth’s hand in return.

      Sloan and Aareth turned from wheel barrow rolling citizen and headed in the direction he pointed out.

      “What are the odds of all the places to get alcohol being targeted?” Sloan asked as her boots kicked up miniature dirt clouds.

      “Not to mention the mayor and the police officers and sheriff in this city,” Aareth continued her thought.

      “This is starting to look less and less random. It sounds like coordinated attacks.”

      “How is the animal targeting certain people and not others?”

      “I don’t know, Inspector Emerson. You tell me.”

      Aareth took a deep breath. “This is getting more and more confusing by the minute.”

      “Agreed. Looks like we’re here.” Sloan pointed to a single story wooden building. The wood structure sported a large sign that read The Corner Saloon, above its swinging double doors.

      “Ladies first.”

      “Such a gentleman,” Sloan stepped onto a creaky wooden porch and entered the dark building. The saloon was one large room with tables and chairs thrown every which way like a tornado touched down inside the building. Near the back of the room was a long bar.

      Behind and on top of the bar, glass was scattered everywhere. The stench of spilled alcohol and blood filled Sloan’s nostrils and made her cough. Gore marks and spatters could still be seen around the floor, walls, and even ceiling.

      “Wow,” Aareth coughed past the smell. “Wheelbarrow guy didn’t tell us we’d be walking into a war ground.”

      Sloan forced herself to move into the room and made her way to the bar. They were alone besides the stench of the building that met them at every turn.

      “Well, so much for finding someone willing to talk to us,” Sloan fixated on a particularly large red mark on the back wall.

      Sloan was still looking around the room when they both heard something crash behind the bar. Sloan jumped back, and in one quick motion, drew her sword. Without even thinking, she flipped the switch that heated the blade.

      Aareth stood on her left, both hands slipping into the mage powered gauntlets dangling from his belt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      So what do you think about all of this?” Jack asked his father.

      “I don’t know, son. I think that we’re still very far from finding the truth.”

      The two sorcerers had left the preacher’s house right after Sloan and Aareth and headed straight for the woods. The city was surrounded on all sides by thick, forested terrain and rolling hills. A large mountain range rose to the sky a few miles behind the city.

      Jack was already feeling at home. He was accustomed to the noises and smells of the forest landscape. Where most people would give themselves whiplash from twisting their heads at every snapping twig or grunting animal, Jack knew exactly what the sounds meant and where they came from.

      This was the first hint that something was wrong. This particular forest near Burrow Den was unusual in that not as many animals inhabited the area. Jack was used to seeing a dozen or more different animals by now, including unicorns, rabbits, squirrels, birds, and others. So far he had caught sounds of just a handful of these creatures.

      “They’re scared of something,” Jack said, more to himself than his father. “It’s too quiet out here.”

      “More than that, Jack. They’re terrified. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      The tone in his father’s voice made him turn his head. Jack gave his father his full attention. Marcus was staring into the distance, like he could see through the trees themselves.

      “We need to pick up this thing’s trail. Everything else, all of the answers to our other questions, will follow.”

      Jack obeyed, turning his attention to the forest floor. Jack often compared his job as a tracker to that of an inspector or detective. Everything around him was his crime scene and it was up to him to find the clues.

      Jack and Marcus traveled deeper and deeper into the forest. They examined any and all game trails and small outlets that led ever deeper into the forest. It had been hours and still there was no sign of an animal that would be big enough to kill a human being.

      The younger sorcerer brushed his thick brown hair back as his mind wandered from the trail back to Abigail. Jack had never had a real girlfriend before and at his age, he thought that was pitiful. Not only was he extremely clumsy when it came to talking to the opposite sex, but his father always moved. For sorcerers with their skill set, tracking and hunting jobs took Jack and Marcus all over the Outland. They were never in one place more than a few weeks, maybe a month, before it was time to move once again.

      Perhaps this time things could be different. There was a strength in Abigail, Jack admired. If this job took more than a week or two, that would give him a chance to really get to know her.

      Jack was so wrapped up in thought he missed the huge print right in front of him and stepped in it instead. The section of the path he traveled ran close to a small stream. The bank was muddy and soft, allowing impressions to be easily formed. What made Jack look down in the first place was the suction of his boot to the muddy terrain.

      “Ummm… Dad?” Eyes wide he looked at the size of the print he stepped in, he saw two more gigantic prints before they were lost in the water. “You should see this.”

      Marcus followed parallel to his son, further from the stream. The older sorcerer was there in a minute, wearing a vexed expression Jack wasn’t used to seeing.

      There was a moment of silence as Marcus squatted down and placed his hand a few inches over the large print. The print dwarfed the sorcerer’s hand by more than double. Just like the drawing Jack had seen in New Hope, he was amazed by the similarities the paw print shared with the average wolf.

      This track, however, was far bigger than any wolf print he had ever seen, and it was even larger than the drawing in New Hope.

      “It’s huge,” Jack breathed, trying to conjure up an image of how large the animal would have to be to fit paws of that size.

      “It’s larger than a bear and definitely bigger than the drawing we saw of the paw in New Hope.”

      “You think there’s more than one?”

      “Either that,” Marcus stood and scratched the underside of his jaw, “or whatever this is—it’s growing.”

      Jack’s mind went a hundred different directions trying to find an answer to this mystery when both men heard a loud female laugh behind them.

      Jack wheeled around, wand in hand. Elizabeth stood a few yards away, her fiery red hair surrounding her like a cape.

      “Wait,” she said with a smile, placing both hands in the air. “I surrender, and I thank you, Jack.”

      Jack felt his heart beating like a war drum deep in his chest, adrenaline was beginning to ebb, and he lowered his wand.

      “Elizabeth,” Jack holstered his wand. “You have to be careful. You can’t sneak up on us like that. You could have gotten hurt. And thank me for what?”

      “Because I saw you last night out late talking to my sister.” Elizabeth ignored everything Jack said except his last question. “You were so nice to her. You should have definitely tried to kiss her. I think she likes you.”

      Jack stood stunned, not daring to move a muscle. His eyes darted first to his father to see what his reaction would be. Next, his mind processed the new information that Abigail and Elizabeth were sisters, if he chose to believe Elizabeth.

      “Late night chats, huh?” Marcus drew a finger across his throat. “Better not let the captain find out.”

      Jack cringed at his father and was about to apologize before Elizabeth interrupted again. Walking up to the two men, she was wearing a dark brown leather skirt and top with tall black boots.

      “What are you guys out here looking for? Are you looking for the laboratory?”

      “What laboratory?” Marcus asked.

      Elizabeth gave Marcus a look that said he should know exactly what she was talking about and was disappointed in him because he didn’t.

      “Get out,” Elizabeth pointed behind her with an outstretched finger. “I mean it for your own safety.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Get out. If you don’t know about the laboratory, then you shouldn’t even be in the woods, ‘cause they’re gonna get you good.”

      Jack was still caught up on the fact that Elizabeth and Abigail were sisters. Elizabeth’s cryptic words went right over his head.

      “Wait a minute Elizabeth, let me get this right. Abigail is your sister and Elijah is your father?”

      “Yep,” Elizabeth gave Marcus another disappointed look before she turned to Jack. “Weird, right?”

      Jack examined Elizabeth closer. Maybe it was just because he knew now, but he could see a resemblance. Their hair color was of course off, but skin tone and even freckles were similar.

      “Elizabeth?” Marcus drew the young girl’s attention back to the subject at hand. “Can you show us this laboratory?”

      “Okay,” Elizabeth placed a finger on her chin, deep in thought. “But first it’s time to pay the payer guy.”

      Marcus looked at her with a blank stare and Jack had to stifle a laugh despite their circumstances.

      “Okay, and how do I do that, Elizabeth?”

      “You and Jack owe me one. I’ll collect later.”

      “Come on, you two.” Elizabeth turned and started heading deeper into the woods. Without even looking back, she called out. “Wait till you get a load of this. It’s going to make you poop your pants.”
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          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Who’s back there?” Sloan yelled over the dark wooden bar. “Get up now with your hands in the air.”

      There was a tense moment of only silence. Sloan debated vaulting over the counter and confronting whatever it was head on. Then two hands were slowly raised and the man that had argued with Elijah the day before at the town meeting stood up.

      “I’m—I’m sorry.” He was shaking, clearly terrified as he stuttered. “I heard you coming and I panicked.”

      Sloan lowered her sword but still eyed the short man. He was older with a bald head and a groomed white beard. A grey vest covered his black shirt. From the waist down he was hidden by the bar.

      Sloan looked at Aareth, who shrugged and also lowered his fisted gauntlets.

      “Okay, come on out,” she ordered. “Slow and easy.”

      The man eyed them suspiciously as he stumbled from behind the counter, his arms still in the air. Sloan did her best not to smile as the man wobbled in front of them like a monkey. In a minute, he stood before them, eyes wide in fear.

      “You can put your arms down now. What’s your name and why were you hiding behind the bar?”

      “My name is Benjamin Clive.” The little man gulped visibly as he lowered his arms. “I live in town. I have a shoe repair shop where I work, right out of my home. I’m, uh—I’m here because—Well, I might as well tell you. I’m dead, anyway. I came here looking for a drink and to hide from the monster that the Divine has sent to terrorize our town.”

      “Just when we thought this couldn’t get any more confusing,” Aareth made a beeline behind the bar, looking for unbroken glasses and liquor.

      “You think some kind of god has sent this creature?” Sloan ignored Aareth’s comment, instead she directed her attention to the man in front of her.

      “How else do you explain the attacks and the people targeted? Oh, I shouldn’t have spoke out against the preacher during last night’s meeting. Now I’m afraid I’ve doomed myself.”

      Aareth found three mugs that seemed to have escaped the mayhem surrounding them and placed them on the bar. He looked pleased with himself as he poured generous amounts of whiskey in each mug. “Well, if you’re going to die anyway, might as well have a drink.”

      Benjamin Clive looked at Sloan first. She nodded and he wasted no time in righting a fallen stool and taking the mug in both hands. Sloan raised her eyebrows as the man took long, burning draughts of the fierce liquid.

      Aareth motioned for Sloan to come and take a cup.

      “I think I’ll pass. I’m not much of a drinker at nine in the morning, while I’m supposed to be working.”

      “Oh well,” Aareth shook his head like that was the craziest thing anyone ever told him and clinked mugs with Benjamin Clive. “More for us.”

      “Benjamin,” Sloan walked over and stood next to Benjamin Clive. She pulled the list Elijah made them with names of all the deceased as well as the eyewitnesses. “This is a list we compiled with all the names of people who have died at the hands of the creature and those who have seen it. How accurate is it?”

      “It looks correct. My god. When you see the people you used to know written down like this—I mean, they’re all dead now. They’re just names on a list.”

      “Benjamin,” Aareth poured both of them another glass of the dark whiskey. “Can you tell us what all these people did for a living? You said that people were being targeted?”

      Benjamin nodded slowly and reached into his vest, pulling out a small pen. The man went to work over the paper, writing occupations next to all of the names.

      “That’s right. When the attacks happened, people didn’t know what to think. Every possibility has been explored by now. From completely random attacks by a bear all the way to killings from a wolf pack. But it makes the most sense to think the beast was sent as a curse to this town from the Divine.”

      “Benjamin,” Sloan let the man finish but couldn’t hold her tongue. “There’s only one God and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t single out small towns and terrorize them by sending demon creatures down to kill people for fun.”

      “Well, how do you explain this list?” Benjamin shrugged and handed the parchment back to Sloan. “Everyone that’s dead was either involved with alcohol, drugs, or was corrupted by money or power.”

      Sloan gave Benjamin a sideways look before she examined the paper. Benjamin made a dash mark by each name and then commented on their occupation before they died. The list was full of comments like “bar owner,” “drug distributor,” and “prostitute.”

      “So,” Aareth leaned over the bar and cocked his head to the side to read along with Sloan, “if we buy into the idea that God—I mean the Divine—has sent some kind of animal to kill certain people, then how do you explain the death of the Mayor, Sheriff, and every police officer that worked in Burrow Den?”

      “Everyone is so hush, hush, about this,” Benjamin took a large breath before he took another drink from his mug. “Our Mayor wasn’t the man everyone thought he was. He was corrupt from the inside out. He held the police and sheriff in his pocket. The reason it’s so overlooked is because he was a fair and likable man. But when Dr. Oliver Livingston came from New Hope with all that money—”

      “Dr. Livingston was here?” Sloan slammed the paper on the bar and locked Benjamin with a crazy look in her eyes.

      “Ummm… yes. He came about a year ago to meet with the Mayor. Only stayed for a day. When we asked the Mayor what the meeting was about, he said the Doctor wanted to keep lines of communication between New Hope and Burrow Den open as a sign of friendship and good faith. That’s one of the reasons why we reached out to New Hope when the attacks spiraled out of control.”

      Sloan was still trying to process the new information when Aareth asked, “So what does this have to do with the Mayor being corrupt?”

      “After the doctor left, the Mayor suddenly had more money than King Midas. He built himself that huge home, and when pastor Elijah started asking questions, he had the Sheriff and deputies keep him in check.”

      Sloan was trying to think back to last year and if she had known of Dr. Livingston making any prolonged trips outside of New Hope. Was it possible the Doctor made the long journey to Burrow Den? But why would he have bothered? What was he planning with the Mayor?

      “Crazy, right?” Benjamin asked more to his glass of whiskey than his bar companions.

      Aareth was staring into his glass, swishing around the mind numbing liquid when Sloan spoke again. “So we have what looks like a hit list on the not so honorable members of the community, and a meeting between Doctor Livingston and the Mayor of Burrow Den. What do you think, Aareth?”

      “I think we have a lot of new information and it’s time to start talking to people who have actually seen whatever it is that’s causing all of these deaths.”

      “Benjamin,” Sloan glanced at the short list of people who had seen the animal and lived to talk about it. “There are only three names on the list of people who have seen the animal and lived, who do you think would be the most helpful to us?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t rely on any of these people.” Benjamin took the paper again and sucked at his bottom lip as he thought. “Old man Shepherd is blind as a bat and these other two are as reliable as a dull knife. They’re probably just saying they’ve seen the beast for the attention. But maybe I can help.”

      “You’ve seen this creature?” Warning signals went off in Sloan’s head. “Why isn’t your name on the list?”

      “Oh, I’ve seen it all right. By the Divine One I’ve seen it. I didn’t tell anyone about it because I thought they would laugh. Then as the attacks happened more and more often, well, I got scared. Anyone who claimed to have seen the monster was killed a few days later by the beast itself. Then when the other so called witnesses came forward with conflicting accounts of the animal, I decided to just stay out of it all together.”

      Benjamin raised a shaking mug to his mouth as Sloan and Aareth shared another sideways glance.

      “Tell us what happened, Benjamin,” Aareth swirled the whiskey in his own glass. “We’ll believe you.”

      Benjamin reluctantly put the mug down and started his story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Are we almost there, Elizabeth?” Jack asked.

      “Patience, tiny dancer,” Elizabeth said over her shoulder.

      Jack, his father, and their guide had been traveling for what seemed like hours. They were off any kind of path and heading deeper and deeper into the woods. Jack could see the side of the mountain that stood as a border to the known land approaching quickly.

      The sun was high in the sky and Jack knew it was just past midday. The pace that Elizabeth kept was steady but slow. The young girl almost danced through the forest and around trees. She was a sight to watch, her wild hair flowing behind her and her head nodding to the voices that only she could hear.

      Jack began to wonder how Abigail was able to cope with not only the loss of her mother but the fact that she had inherited the responsibility of caring for a sister like Elizabeth.

      “We’re here!”

      Jack examined the area. They were in a small clearing with trees on three sides and the looming slope of the mountain in front. There was no sign of a building, much less a laboratory.

      “Elizabeth, did you take us all the way out here to show us the mountain?” Marcus asked in a gentle tone. “Do you think that mountain is a laboratory?”

      “Ummm… No, Jack’s Dad, that would be crazy.” Elizabeth stuck Marcus with a look that said he was an idiot. “The laboratory is obviously inside the mountain. Looky here.”

      Elizabeth walked to the side of the mountain that rose up in front of them like the walls of New Hope. She placed a palm on the side of the rough rock surface and pushed. Nothing happened.

      Jack glanced at his father with disapproval written across his face. He was about to open his mouth to ask Elizabeth why she had lied when Elizabeth’s hand pulled some kind of trigger on the mountain side. There was a light puff of steam and the low, methodical sound of gears turning.

      A door slowly slid from right to left, revealing a cave entrance.

      “Elizabeth, how did you find this?” Jack stood, not believing what his eyes told him was very real.

      “Oh, you know. I’m a smart cookie. Saw some weird men in the woods one day and followed them here. Crazy, right?”

      Jack nodded.

      “Wait until you see all the fancy stuff inside.”

      “Elizabeth, wait,” Marcus moved to stand next to her and cautiously peered into the darkness. “We don’t know what’s in there—let Jack and I go first.”

      “Are you okay? First you think a mountain is a laboratory, now you’re worried about an empty place? The men left weeks ago.” Elizabeth looked over at Jack, pointing to Marcus. “You’re a saint to have to deal with this guy.”

      Jack had to chuckle, even Marcus smiled at the girl’s comment.

      “Well, come on, guys, we have a lot to see,” Elizabeth skipped into the cave’s inky darkness.

      “Well, what do you think?” Jack drew his wand letting a green flame dance on its tip. “Into the belly of the beast?”

      “Son, we are on the verge of something much bigger than either one of us. Mysterious laboratories in cave walls don’t just happen. Very powerful people are spending a lot of money to make this possible. We have to be ready for anything and stay unwavering in our values, no matter what happens.”

      “I know, Dad. Money, machines, weapons, and technology are useless and even dangerous without the right people to wield them.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page.” Marcus’s staff also came alive with a green flame sprouting from the top of the stick. “Well, as you said, ‘Into the belly of the beast.’”

      Jack took a step inside and then another, and very soon he was swallowed by the darkness.
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      It was a few months ago, right before the first attacks started,” Benjamin told the story as if he were reliving the event itself. “It was just turning dark. I was working in my shop. Mrs. Jansen was having me fix a pair of her husband’s favorite shoes. The heels were worn through. I heard a thick snapping sound coming from the trees behind my house. Curious as to what could be making such a loud noise, I walked from my shop out to the woods directly behind my home.

      “Like I said, it was getting dark, so I had to squint into the light of the fading sun. Through the trees I could see something large moving. At first I though it was unicorn. They are the largest animals in these parts of the woods, but it didn’t move like any unicorn I had ever seen. I’m no hero and I won’t pretend to be even as I’m telling you this story. I was scared, still for some reason my curiosity outweighed my fear and I stayed rooted to that same spot, trying to get a better look at whatever it was that was slowly making its way through the forest.

      “There was a patch of ground the creature traveled through that was free from any tree or bush blocking my view. The light shone down at a perfect angle and I was finally able to get a look.”

      Benjamin stopped his story to take another long drink from his mug. Sloan was beginning to wonder how coherent their storyteller was as he closed his eyes and steadied himself on his stool. Wiping his mouth with the back of his left sleeve, he picked up the story again. “Listen, I know that there are no dogs or wolves or bears in the forest. What I saw looked like a kind of large canine. It was as big as a bear but long and slender like a wolf. The strangest thing wasn’t just that. It was so unnatural looking. I mean, it looked like a—a creature more made than born. It had a huge upper body and a much smaller lower body. Its mouth was gigantic and its dark short hair made it blend into the forest, almost like camouflage. I was even close enough to see thick muscles ripple beneath the creature’s fur.

      “Everything I’m telling you now I saw in a few seconds before the creature moved on into the forest. I’m not sure if it didn’t see me, or maybe it did, and for whatever reason wasn’t interested in me. Whatever the case, it disappeared. I was so shaken trying to figure out what I saw that I kept the information to myself that night. I was going to tell everyone in the morning, but that night is when the first attack happened. I was afraid if I came with information after the murder had taken place, I would be blamed for not saying anything sooner or labeled a lunatic. I mean, after all, what was it that I saw anyway?”

      Neither Sloan nor Aareth could answer Benjamin’s question.

      “The largest canines that roam this part of the Outland are wolves and they’re no more that sixty to seventy pounds at the largest, “Aareth mused.

      “That’s the answer I explored,” Benjamin agreed after another long drink. “But this thing was gigantic. I’ve seen wolves before—they’re no bigger than a large size dog. This thing was massive. Easily four to five times the size of a wolf, and the way it was shaped—I’ve never seen that much muscle on an animal, not to mention the size of its jaws or the way it was colored to blend right into the forest.”

      “It’s like it was born to hunt,” Sloan said under her breath. “An apex predator, hard to see, built to kill.”

      Benjamin and Aareth looked at Sloan for a further explanation.

      “I don’t know,” she said to their questioning glances. “I don’t know if we’re dealing with a new species or something much darker than that. With any luck, Jack and Marcus will have found something that can help us.”

      “And if they haven’t?” Aareth asked.

      “Either way this thing needs to be killed,” Sloan said. “I’ve never met an enemy, human or animal, that can’t be dealt with by cold hard steel.”

      Benjamin mumbled something to himself as he stared out the bar window.

      “What was that?” Sloan asked.

      “Oh nothing. I’m sorry. I think I’ve had a bit too much to drink. I agree with your plan and comment about blades being able to kill, but what if it’s not of this earth?”

      Sloan’s rational mind refused to believe that the animal was either a demon or spirit, still the possibility was there. “Then God help us all.”
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      The cave was unlike any Jack had ever seen before. Living the life of a tracking sorcerer, he had been inside his fair share of caves and dens. There was no denying that this one was definitely different. The cave walls had been smoothed on all sides. It was like a machine had come and bored a hall through the mountain. Jack’s right hand caressed the wall as he walked deeper and deeper into the abyss. His left hand held the handle of his wand that illuminated the dark passage with green light.

      Even when his eyes did adjust to the darkness, the visibility was slim at best. Come on, don’t be a baby, Jack said to himself. Elizabeth already went in before you and she doesn’t even have a weapon.

      Jack continued down the path for a few dozen yards, the light from his wand feeling smaller and smaller by the second. Then his hand hit something metallic. He stopped in his tracks, with Marcus nearly running into him from behind.

      “What is it, Jack? Do you see something?”

      “There—there’s something here on this wall.”

      Jack examined the smooth rock wall able to make out a square box with a lever in place. Jack gripped the handle and flipped the switch. There was a spark and bright light flooded the cave.

      Jack threw his arms over his eyes as the inhuman light blinded him. Not knowing what to expect, Jack blinked as fast as he could, willing his eyes to adjust and examine the scene in front of him.

      Jack looked in disbelief at what was causing the light and what the light illuminated. The hall they were in opened into a large room. There were mage lights everywhere; strung up on hanging stalactites, mounted on holders and even strung up along the walls like Jack had seen in the Queen’s palace—what felt like weeks ago.

      Jack had only a moment to take in and appreciate the mage light because the room the cave opened up into was far more interesting. The room reminded Jack of Edison’s lab in New Hope. This one, however, was set up with beakers and tubes of all shapes and sizes.

      “See, I told you guys. Cool, right?”

      Jack saw Elizabeth lounging on top of one of the tables, twirling her hair.

      “It’s very cool, Elizabeth. Good job. We wouldn’t have found this place without you.”

      “Thanks, Jack,” Elizabeth’s face turned red and then a huge smile split her lips. “You can probably imagine with everyone thinking I’m crazy, I don’t receive words of affirmation often.”

      “Are you saying you’re not crazy?” Jack stopped in his tracks and looked at Elizabeth.

      “No, I’m definitely loony, but it’s nice to hear praise from someone other than my sister.”

      Jack walked down a few steps and into the large room to his right. It was a scene straight out of any mad scientist book Jack had ever read. Ninety percent of the equipment in the room Jack had never seen, others he had only heard about. Glass tubes, burners, magnifying glasses—they were all there—and as Jack traveled deeper and deeper into the room, something else was becoming clear.

      Whoever had been in the lab and whatever had been happening didn’t end well. Broken glass began to show up and blood spattering on the floor and walls begged a dozen questions at once.

      “Dad, are you seeing this?”

      “Yes. It looks like whoever was here took off in a hurry and left almost everything behind. Jack, take a look at this.”

      Jack walked to the opposite side of the room where his father was examining a large cage and two tables with straps. The table was covered in gore and the cage looked like it had been bent from the inside out. Memories of the strange unicorn they came across as well as the super human assassin they encountered on the mage locomotive forced themselves to the front of Jack’s mind.

      “Do you think—do you think they were doing experiments here?”

      “I don’t know.” Marcus took in a deep breath and let it out slowly as he tugged at his thick brown beard. “What we can tell from all the blood is that whatever happened here, it didn’t end well.”

      Marcus crouched on the floor and reached a hand to a blood spattering. “It’s dry. Between the color of the blood and the thin layer of dust on everything, I’m guessing the place was abandoned a few months ago.”

      “A few months ago is when the attacks started,” Jack added.

      “Hey, you guys, look at this.”

      Jack and Marcus turned and headed over to Elizabeth, who stood staring at a huge pile of books.

      What once had been a bookcase full of volumes of scientific research was now a splintered mass of paper and wood.

      “Maybe your answers are in there?” Elizabeth pointed to the pile.

      “Well,” Marcus said with as little enthusiasm as Jack ever heard in his voice. “There’s only one way to find out. Dig in.”

      For the next few hours the unlikely trio of explorers examined book after book. It seemed improbable to Jack that they would find anything: however, other than the condition of the room, the books were the only thing to go on.

      Volume after volume was nothing more than textbooks or generic manuals on scientific studies such as genetic engineering and human anatomy. Jack hated complaining, but he felt like he needed to voice his opinion as he tossed yet another book to the side.

      “So what exactly are we looking for? We know this is a laboratory. They were obviously doing some kind of secret testing here that didn’t end well.”

      “A journal, some kind of record of their findings,” Marcus tossed another book to the side. “There should be something here to tell us what they were doing. Something to put all of these puzzle pieces together.”

      “This is like looking for a needle in a haystack of needles,” Jack said.

      “Wait! Look at this. Is this something?” Elizabeth lifted a book into the air.

      The book she held in her hand was worn and brown. At first Jack thought it was dirty, but as he got closer he could see it too was covered in dried blood.

      “Looks like a journal,” Elizabeth handed the book to Jack. “Or a diary if it was a girl. That’s funny, right? How if it’s a boy’s book it’s a journal but if it belongs to a member of the opposite sex it’s a diary. Why can’t they just have one word for both?”

      “Fair point, Elizabeth.” Jack accepted the offered book. “Let’s see what’s inside.”

      Marcus continued to rummage over the rest of the books while Jack flipped through the blood-crusted pages of the journal. Jack couldn’t believe his eyes. It looked like a day by day account that a scientist made during his stay at the cave laboratory. Jack flipped to the last page that was almost entirely covered by black, dried blood. The entry’s date was covered by the bloodstain but the few sentences that Jack could make out read:

      

      Subject A21 has shown impressive resilience to the treatment. The specimen is both larger than those before and has shown a level of aggression not noted in previous subjects. However we have been ordered to shut down the cave laboratory and head back to New Hope. It seems like what little progress we have made has been too late.

      Our plan is to exterminate any current test subjects in this facility. Whatever our sister laboratory in New Hope has been working on must have been accomplished—that is the only way our assignment would be shut down. This will be our last entry as today we take A21 out of its holding container and…

      

      That was it. The rest of the page was impossible to read. Jack was dumbfounded and at the same time shuffling to the front of the book to start from the beginning.

      “Son, I think we found out who’s behind all of this.”

      Jack looked up at his father, who held a particularly large glass beaker. His father turned it upside down and pointed to a small emblem nearly invisible to the naked eye.

      Jack squinted then looked at his father, wide eyed. Stamped into the glass was the same emblem found on the mage powered bicycles, a small gear surrounding an “LI” in the shape of smokestacks, Dr. Oliver Livingston’s crest.
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      So demon sent from the Divine, wild canine creature on the loose, or none of the above?” Aareth stared without really seeing anything, too deep in thought.

      Sloan and Aareth had thanked Benjamin for his information and left the bar.

      They were now walking back to the mayor’s house, hoping to find Jack and Marcus and compare notes.

      “I wish I knew. Whatever it is, I think Benjamin was telling the truth. He seemed too scared to be lying.”

      “I agree. Whether he has accurate information or not, I feel like he was telling us what he believed the truth was. I think the key to this is finding out who would want those people killed. If it is coordinated attacks, who has the most to gain from having those people out of the picture?”

      Sloan shook her head as images of Elijah came to mind. While they walked the town’s main road, people passed with nods and friendly smiles. Sloan was beginning to feel a burden, a burden that rested on her shoulders with each passing hour. These people were looking to her now to help them. They were looking to her to save them from whatever this monster was. Even with the information from Benjamin they were no closer to discovering the truth.

      “Oh, there you two are,” Sloan was interrupted from her thoughts by Elijah Ahab’s familiar voice. “I saw you two enter the bar and thought that it would be best to let you finish indulging yourselves. Besides, as a man of the Divine, I wouldn’t set foot inside of that establishment. Was Benjamin a helpful interview for you?”

      “How did you know we were speaking with Benjamin?” Sloan asked, ignoring the other comments the preacher made.

      “Oh, I noticed him walk out, so I imagined you had a chat with him.”

      “Yes, it was great,” Aareth chimed in. “Thanks for the list you left for us. We missed you at dinner last night, and breakfast today. Out trying to help track down the beast as well, huh?”

      “Not at all,” Elijah was one of the few men who matched Aareth for height and now he used that ability to look Aareth directly in the eyes. “That creature has been a holy angel from the Divine, cleaning up our town and disposing of the evils of men. I have been out caring for the worried and fearful, and you can imagine without a mayor or sheriff, the town needs someone to turn to.”

      “Oh, I can imagine, all right,” Sloan said.

      A stressed moment passed between the three before Elijah found his voice again.

      “Well, I must be off. We’re having a special meeting at the church this afternoon to pray. You’re more than welcome to join if you’d like.”

      “Thank you for the offer,” Sloan said. “But we still have a killer on the loose.”

      Elijah nodded a goodbye and walked past them. Sloan and Aareth continued on their path back to the recently deceased mayor’s house.

      Aareth bit his bottom lip and sucked in air, making a low whistling noise. “It seems like he has motive but does he have the ability? He doesn’t strike me as a person capable of unleashing the dogs of hell on someone. And all the reports have been of an animal, not a man.”

      Sloan was about to offer an alternate hypothesis when the two rounded a corner and she saw a horse and rider waiting at the steps to the mayor’s house. Even from this distance she could see the Queen’s colors worn by the soldier.

      Sloan quickened her pace, with Aareth right behind her. When the soldier saw the two approaching, he stood with a respectful salute. “Ma’am, messenger from New Hope directly from the Queen.”

      “At ease, Sergeant.” Sloan returned the salute. “What is this all about?”

      The Sergeant was young and fit, but from the long ride, Sloan could tell he was spent. He was dirty from the top of his head to the bottom of his boots.

      “I have a note, ma’am, from Queen Eckert. I was instructed to ride here as fast as I could and deliver this note only to you.”

      Sloan took the offered envelope from the soldier and broke the seal shaped in the royal sigil. Her eyes flew over the words as worry slowly inked its way through her veins like a spreading disease.

      

      Sloan,

      

      I’m writing you now, not to worry you but to warn you. The events in Burrow Den are connected far closer to New Hope than either one of us thought. There are rumors spreading of a revolt among the soldiers and the city’s population is uneasy. There has been an attempt made to assassinate me but at great cost to your own men’s lives, they have kept me safe.

      Everything started as soon as you left. It is like someone’s hand is being forced with your presence in that city. Be wary Sloan, and trust no one. Find out what is going on in Burrow Den. Strengthen our bond with the people. We may find ourselves short of allies very soon.

      

      Eleanor

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Under the setting sun, Jack led his father and Elizabeth back through the cave tunnel and the forest surrounding Burrow Den. With the finding of the cave and the journal, Jack had forgotten his own hunger at missing lunch. The journal was tucked into his long brown leather jacket. He would give anything to sit down and read the book; however, he knew they had to make it back to the city.

      They needed to tell Sloan and Aareth what they found as soon as possible. They needed to warn them something that went beyond the borders of Burrow Den was afoot.

      Even with Elizabeth giving directions and the intense speed they traveled, it was still a few hours before the trio saw the first building marking the outline of the city. The sun was all but lost behind the mountains, small lights in the sky marked stars and constellations.

      Jack wasn’t sure what he planned on doing first as he wiped perspiration from his sun- bronzed forehead. He wanted to read the book, tell Sloan and Aareth what they found, and eat all at the same time.

      His decision was made for him as they walked through the deceased mayor’s door. Sloan and Aareth were both hunched over two pieces of paper, an untouched meal between them.

      “Oh, she’s mean,” Elizabeth caught sight of Sloan and turned to go. “I have to get back anyway, Abigail will be looking for me. She worries a lot. You know, since I’m crazy and everything.”

      “Elizabeth,” Jack’s words stopped the fiery beauty in her tracks. “I just wanted to say thank you. If it wasn’t for you, we would have never found the laboratory or journal.”

      Elizabeth brightened and gave an awkward half bow, half curtsy before she ran next door to her own house.

      “There you two are,” Sloan looked up from the papers in front of her. “Did you find anything?”

      “Tracks that made no sense.” Marcus removed his jacket and sat at the large wooden table. “Tracks belonging to an animal much bigger than has the right to exist, and a secret laboratory in the side of a mountain.”

      Sloan and Aareth exchanged bewildered glances and then looked back at Marcus and Jack.

      “Why don’t we eat and we can each tell one another what we found today?” Marcus suggested as he served himself from the piping hot containers on the table. “And we should probably pay Abigail something for feeding us every day.”

      Jack devoured food and information both. Dinner was one of the best he could ever remember. It was a twist on shepherd’s pie with mashed potatoes, gravy, and vegetables. Abigail even provided a pumpkin pie for dessert.

      The information Sloan and Aareth shared was just as tantalizing as the food in front of them. There were times as Jack robotically moved fork from plate to mouth without even looking down he was so entranced with what Benjamin Clive had seen in the woods and the note the Queen sent.

      Sloan and Aareth were just as mesmerized when Jack and Marcus told them of the tracks and secret laboratory. It was over a second piece of pumpkin pie that Jack started to slow down. His appetite demanded more while his stomach capacity screamed for a break.

      “So,” Sloan leaned back from the table and looked at the ceiling. “I think we should ask the inspector what he makes of all of this.”

      “There is so much information that we’ve found today, it’s almost impossible to sift through it all in a reasonable amount of time.” Aareth shook his head and wrapped his long black hair behind him in a ponytail. “What we need to do is make a list of what we know for certain, and Jack—I’d like to spend the night reading that journal to see if there’s anything in there that might help us or give us a definitive answer on exactly what the scientists in the secret mountain laboratory were doing.”

      Jack nodded and handed over the leather bound journal. Marcus stood and walked over to a cabinet that held pen and paper. He returned to the group and produced a small pair of glasses he perched on his nose. “Okay, let’s see what we have.”

      “We know from the Queen’s note someone is worried about what we’ll find here, someone powerful enough to make an attempt on her life.” Aareth started the conversation with a balled fist and raised a finger every time he spoke. “We have to assume the laboratory was set in place to perform experiments of some kind. Benjamin Clive saw the beast in the woods right before the attacks started, and if we draw a rough timeline, that’s after the last entry in this journal.”

      “The mage-powered bicycles were stamped with Doctor Oliver Livingston’s emblem and so were the beakers and equipment in the mountain laboratory.” Sloan rocked forward in her seat as a light bulb clicked in her head. “Benjamin said he saw Doctor Livingston come to the town just for a day to meet with the mayor and after that the mayor hit the jackpot. He built this house and started controlling the law enforcement in the city.”

      Marcus was bent over his paper, writing like a madman to keep up with the information that was being related. He stopped now as he looked into the eyes of his son and the two other members of the party. “If Benjamin was telling the truth, then all roads lead to Livingston. He would have the financial backing and power to create a laboratory and he’s one of only a few that has access to mage lights. The cave we found was full of them.”

      “So,” Jack picked up the proverbial pass in conversation. “Livingston came to the city, bought the mayor’s secrecy, and set up a lab to do experiments?” Jack paused as he thought back to the battle on the steam locomotive and the man with the scarred face that moved faster than any human could. The man that was so strong he could bend Aareth’s large arms in on himself. Jack also was reminded of the mutated unicorn they found the first night after escaping the desert storm. “Could Livingston have been doing experiments on animals and people?”

      The room was silent as all four members thought about the facts and the implications that blaming one of the most powerful men in New Hope would bring.

      “It certainly seems like all the evidence points to Doctor Livingston, but before we bring a case against the most powerful man in New Hope, we’ll need solid proof. Not to mention we still have a bloodthirsty monster on the loose,” Aareth sighed.

      “Captain? Where do you want us to start?” Marcus set down the pen and looked at Sloan.

      “Aareth will look into the journal and see if there’s anything useful to our cause. We rest tonight and start early tomorrow morning. All four of us will go. We need to track down and end this animal before any more loss of life occurs. We’ll spilt up tomorrow. I’ll go with Jack and Aareth with Marcus. The Queen sent us here to do a job and heaven help the man or animal that gets in our way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      It was still early but Jack’s body was reminding him, he’d been traveling hard and far all day. It was times like these when Jack was tired beyond all reason he wondered how his father was able to keep up. His father was in excellent shape for a man his age. Still, he endured the pace all day and was more than twice Jack’s age. Jack smiled as he thought of his father being chided by Elizabeth earlier.

      The young girl was obviously out of her mind but there were glimpses of intelligence and maybe even genius somewhere deep underneath.

      As Jack lay in bed, he stared at the ceiling, replaying the events of the day and all the information they discovered. Was Doctor Livingston the responsible party? Was he the head of the snake or just a pawn in this game? A game? Was this all it was to someone? A game where people’s lives were spent like currency and the playing pieces were advanced killing machines and assassins?

      Jack tossed and turned as his body tried to find the sleep his mind wouldn’t allow. It was while in the middle of a dream Jack would later forget that he heard the first tick.

      At first he thought it was part of his dream but it came again and this time louder. It was a sharp slapping noise coming from his window. Jack squinted in the dark and threw off the thick cover bringing him warmth in the cool night.

      He stood in the dark, making sure he wasn’t hearing things, it came again. Someone was throwing pebbles at his window. Jack’s heart caught in his throat, not in fear, but at the hope of who it might be. Jack opened his curtains slowly and looked into the dark night.

      Just as he had anticipated, Abigail was there with a look on her face somewhere between a cross of happiness to see him and fear that they would be seen. She put a slender finger to her full lips and motioned for him to come down.

      Jack gave her a quick nod. He turned and grabbed his boots and jacket. Slowly turning the handle to his room door, Jack gently stepped over the wood floors and down the winding staircase. The room was dark save a single candle blazing near the front door entrance.

      Jack tip-toed through the room, praying with each step taken a wooden squeal wouldn’t give him away. His luck held. Jack exited the large manor and escaped into the cool night.

      He rounded the house and made his way along the white picket fence separating the Ahab residence from the house where he and his companions now made their headquarters.

      Abigail was there waiting for him. She was wearing a tight fitting copper dress with long sleeves that came down and opened up at the bottom. Her dark hair fell beside her face and her lips opened in a greeting. The moon was high in the sky and every curve of her body was accentuated by shadow.

      “There he is. I thought you were going to sleep right through my requests for an audience with the famous sorcerer from New Hope.”

      “I wish I was from New Hope.” Jack admitted searching her face for any sign of strain. “Are you okay? Is everything all right?”

      “I just wanted to thank you for being so kind to my sister.” Abigail took a step closer to Jack. “You and your father were all she could talk about when she got home today.”

      Jack bit back his first question. Did Abigail know about the secret laboratory? Jack didn’t think she was involved. Had Elizabeth told her? For her own safety it was best she knew as little as possible. Jack decided to leave the secret cave laboratory alone and instead just accept the gratitude.

      “Of course. Your sister was a huge help to us today. I didn’t know that you two were related.”

      “Yeah, I love my sister but she’s not the first person I usually mention when I meet strangers. She’s—” Abigail opened her mouth but no words came out as she struggled to find the right terminology.

      “She’s special and I can tell that deep down she’s actually really smart.”

      “She is, isn’t she? Most of the time she’s off talking about secret caves and biological animals, and other times I think she understands me better than anyone else.”

      Jack did an awkward half nod as he fought not to say anything.

      “Jack, you seem like a great guy. Not just because you’re so kind to my sister, but because of the way you’ve been raised. Can I ask you a question, and you have to promise not to read too deep into what I say?”

      “Sure.”

      “If I knew something that would help your search for the animal causing these attacks, but it would put someone very dear to me in harm’s way—what should I do?”

      “My father would say that if you have the opportunity to do something to help others, then you are morally obligated to do it.” Jack took a deep breath and looked into Abigail’s large, dark eyes. “That’s why he and I are here in the first place. The Queen asked for our help and he volunteered without a second’s hesitation. My dad has this weird super power of always being able to do the right thing.”

      “You have no idea how lucky you are to have a father who cares for you so much, Jack.” Abigail lowered her head unwilling to maintain eye contact. “Is it weird that when I talk to you I feel—safe?”

      Jack was so far out of his comfort zone while talking to the opposite sex he wasn’t even on the same planet. He managed to do a good job disguising his awkward tendencies towards Abigail so far. Now Abigail’s last question was too much for him to handle. ‘I—ummm—I mean, no?”

      “I wish I had the same courage you and your father do. To do the right thing no matter what position it puts you in. I’m not sure if and when the time comes I’ll be able to make the decision I know is right.”

      “When the time comes for you to do the right thing, I know you will.” Jack could feel his heart racing a mile a minute as his feet took on a mind of their own and he stepped closer. Before he knew what he was doing, he was brushing a stand of dark hair away from Abigail’s cheek. “And I’ll be there to help you.”

      The look Abigail gave him made Jack feel like he could take on an entire army. He could feel the blood rush to his face like a bright sun shining down on him and then as their lips gravitated toward one another, a blood curdling, inhuman scream tore through their perfect moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      The scream sounded like it was coming from somewhere in town. Sloan sat bolt upright in bed. Her heart was pounding from a nightmare she only barely remembered. A sense of loss and loneliness lingered with her as she transitioned to the waking world.

      More screams split the sky but now there was another sound. It was a howl of a creature Sloan had never heard in all her years serving in the queen’s military.

      Sloan threw on her pants and black boots. Her shirt came next. She didn’t bother buckling her mage sword on her waist, instead she grabbed the weapon, sheath and all and bolted down the hall.

      Marcus and Aareth met her as they raced down the stairs. Both men were wide awake in various forms of dress. Aareth was still buttoning his shirt, Marcus stomping his left leg with every step, trying to get his boot entirely on his foot.

      “Marcus,” Sloan burst out the front doors of the house with the her two comrades in two. “Where’s Jac— ”

      The words died in her throat. Jack skidded to a halt coming from somewhere on the side of the house. The same side that butted up against the Ahab property.

      “Lets go, Romeo you’re going to miss all the action.” Aareth sprinted past Jack, shoving his hands into his gauntlets.

      “Come on, Jack. Eyes open, wand ready,” Marcus skidded up to Jack and handed him his belt, the wand still secured in the holster.

      Sloan gave Jack a disapproving look. She chose to save her lecture for another time. Instead she focused on leading the men toward the sounds of anguish. She wasn’t going to hold back, she pumped her legs at an all out sprint.

      Even Aareth’s large legs were no match for hers as she practically flew over the dirt road through the center of town. Candles and lanterns were lit in all the windows. Even the bravest townsfolk were only willing to peek out the occasional head or part the blinds to see what was going on.

      The first thought that came to mind when Sloan saw the general unwillingness to help displayed by the people of Burrow Den was “cowards.” But she had to remind himself how much the town had endured over the past few months.

      The cries of human anguish and pain were gone now. The only noise was the sound of the creature’s howls and snarls. The closest thing Sloan could relate the noise to was a cross between a wolf howling at the moon and the arcane guttural noise a lion makes, deep down in the far recesses of its chest.

      As the group got closer, the sound became louder. It was coming from a medium size building near the edge of town with a large sign that read Shoe Repair.

      Seconds before the four emissaries to the Queen arrived at the building, the animal noises stopped. Sloan refused to allow fear of the unknown hinder her resolve. Instead of skidding to a halt at the door to plan an attack, Sloan used the momentum she had gained from running and slammed her body against the closed door.

      A brief shudder of pain from the impact cascaded over Sloan’s body. The wood was solid, but still no match for her athletic frame. She barreled through the door in a shower of splinters.

      A loud cracking sound accompanied her action. Sloan’s senses were on overdrive. As soon as Sloan was in the house her eyes told her a dozen things at once.

      The interior of the shop was a mess. Shoes, small nails, hammers, rolls of leather and cloth were strewn in every direction. Bottles lay broken on the floor along with chairs and so much blood Sloan would have thought an entire family had been slaughtered.

      Jack, Aareth, and Marcus all arrived at the same time. Jack had his wand out alive with dark green flames as they entered. Seeing that Sloan was in no immediate danger and that she was searching the front of the house, Marcus disappeared deeper inside.

      A body so mangled by claw and bite marks it didn’t resemble a human being at all lay in the corner of the room.

      “It’s Benjamin Clive.” Aareth knelt next to the bloodied body and shook his head.

      “It’s—it’s not here.” Marcus appeared from his search in the rear of the house, out of breath. “There’s only a small workshop back there.”

      Sloan nodded at Marcus. The wizard was already recalling the green magic from his staff. He started examining the bloodied floor. Sloan followed Marcus’ gaze and found what caught his attention. There were the same large footprints they had seen in the papers while studying the case at the palace. The tracks were imprinted in blood throughout the house.

      “How are you two at tracking at night?” Sloan sheathed her sword and skewered both Jack and his father with a wildly determined look.

      “We’re good,” Marcus said with a nod.

      “He’s being modest,” Jack chimed in. “He’s the best.”

      “Then lets find and kill this thing,” Sloan said.

      “We’ll cover more ground if we split up.” Sloan led the way out of Benjamin Clive’s house as she spoke over her shoulder. “Jack with me and Aareth with Marcus. We’ll take the—”

      Sloan stopped mid-sentence as they walked outside.

      It seemed like the entire population of Burrow Den, who cowered in their houses just minutes before, were now surrounding Benjamin Clive’s home. Torches added light to the night, with the occasional pitchfork and club mixed in. The expressions on the faces of the townspeople were ones of fear, curiosity, and anger all rolled into one—a mixture Sloan had seen before and knew was as deadly as a powder keg.

      “Did you kill the beast?” Elijah Ahab walked through the crowd. He stopped at the front, facing the group of emissaries. He wore a long black coat that had seen too many years of service. His balding head glimmered in the light of the torches around him.

      “No,” Sloan said slowly.

      “But the monster has struck again?” Elijah shouted. His face twisted from honest and polite to something else entirely.

      “Benjamin Clive is dead. We’re on our way now to track the animal we wi—”

      “Another dead? Isn’t that why you’re here? To stop this? If the Queen’s own best from New Hope can’t stop this plague, maybe it’s not of this world. Maybe it’s not meant to be stopped until it has finished what it has been sent for. Just like the angel of the Divine One came down to earth, so too this creature was sent to punish us for our sins!”

      There was a murmur among the crowd as heads nodded and whispers of agreement were shared.

      “We’ve only been here for a few days. It’s not as though the creature has eluded our grasp for weeks or months on end. Angel of the Divine or not, we’ll find it and we’ll stop it.”

      “How dare you speak of killing the Divine’s creature in such a way?” Elijah took a step back from Sloan’s words like he had been stung by a wasp. “As if you could stop it. What do you know of heavenly creatures and words of scripture? You are just a woman, a girl, really.”

      Jack braced himself for the tirade of anger he was sure Sloan would unleash on her target. No such rebuttal came, instead she stood firm and took a deep breath.

      “My being a woman or not, if I was a captain of the Queen’s guard or not, has no bearing on what needs to be done. I wouldn’t stand by and let this happen to you or the town under any circumstances. We will find and kill it because it’s the right thing to do, regardless of where we have come from or who we are.”

      Elijah let out a loud laugh.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Jack saw Aareth take a step forward. A hand pulled him gently back as Marcus moved to stand next to Sloan. Elijah opened his mouth again but didn’t get a chance to speak.

      “Proverbs twenty-eight, one.”

      Elijah turned his viper-like eyes from Sloan and looked at Marcus as if he were an unwanted dinner guest.

      “You wanted scripture, Preacher? There you go. Proverbs twenty-eight, one, ‘The wicked flee when no one pursues, but the righteous will walk as bold as lions.’ It’s interesting that you run or hide when you hear the creature and we run to meet it. We are the lions, Preacher Ahab, and you can believe that. Now let us go and do what lions do best. When we bring back the creature, we can all decide together if it’s an angel of the Divine or not.”

      Everyone stood stunned at the boldness Marcus showed, none more than Sloan. Marcus was generally a quiet man. This was a whole new side to the wizard, Sloan had never seen, a side that made her proud. Even now she could feel respect growing in her chest.

      Elijah was practically boring holes in the group from where he stood and the smile on Sloan’s lips only infuriated him more.

      “We’ll see, tracker,” Elijah glared at Marcus. “We’ll see.”

      With that the preacher turned on his heels and disappeared in the mob. The crowd seemed to relax at the preacher’s absence and began dispersing themselves or peeking into the house of the deceased Benjamin Clive.

      The four hunters huddled together. Sloan nodded a sign of thanks to Marcus who dipped his own head in response. Words of thank’s weren’t needed between the two. They both understood that time was short.

      “Thanks to Elijah, we’re further behind whatever this thing is now. Let’s go and get this animal.” Sloan looked at Marcus with a sly smile. “What was the last part of that verse? ‘As bold as lions’?”

      “As bold as lions,” Marcus repeated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Mage sword ready in her hand, Sloan concentrated on the ground in front of her. The group started together but as expected, they lost the creature’s path. Sloan and Jack headed deeper into the forest while Marcus and Aareth doubled back.

      The cold steel in Sloan’s hand comforted her. She had never been afraid while on a mission and she wasn’t now, but she couldn’t shake the feeling she was being watched.

      Jack must have felt it as well, because Sloan noticed him glance over his shoulder every few minutes.

      The forest was dark and the earth moist as a light mist spread over the ground. Tracking would have been impossible for the average hunter, but to Sloan’s approval, Jack was anything but average. Everything in the forest seemed to speak to him and mean something. A broken twig here, a crunched leaf there, were all signs pointing to their prey.

      “Have you found the trail again?” Sloan asked.

      “I’ve found a trail. Something large has moved this way within the last hour but I can’t be sure it’s our beast. It’s so strange. It’s like it knows it’s being tracked. There aren’t any prints. It’s chosen to stick to rockier or harder paths.”

      “That’s not normal, is it? I mean, it shouldn’t know not to leave foot prints, right?”

      “Not at all.”

      Sloan sighed. She noticed Jack stare at her for a moment before removing his gaze. Sloan wore her normal uniform; boots, tight pants, and a long coat. Her hair was braided but a few strands stuck to her forehead. “What?”

      “Nothing,” Jack turned his head back to sweeping the forest for any signs of their prey. “I just thought for sure you were going to blast Elijah when he started talking to you like that.”

      Sloan thought back to her last interaction with the town’s preacher.

      “Yeah, I guess I kind of surprised myself, too. I’m just done proving myself to anyone anymore.”

      Sloan was about to speak again when the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She came to a stop. Although she hadn’t tracked animals before she had tracked enough men to know when the tables had been turned.

      “Jack, do you sense that?”

      “It’s watching us.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Sloan flicked the switch on the hilt of her sword. The blade hummed to life. She placed her back against Jack’s. There was a rustle in a large bush twenty yards to their right. Sloan pointed the red blade towards the direction.

      A low whistle that didn’t sound like anything Sloan ever heard filled the air around them. It didn’t sound human or machine made. It was like a low purr, barely audible. The bush stopped shaking and the noise evaporated into the night air making Sloan wonder if she had actually heard anything at all.

      Tense moments passed but still nothing showed. Sloan made the first move. Slowly she made her way to the bush.

      Jack followed close behind, but when they arrived not even a track remained of whatever pushed the bush to the side. Sloan and Jack looked at each other in disbelief.

      They searched for the rest of the night to no avail. Whatever they were tracking was the smartest animal Sloan had ever come across. It skirted them like a person would, maybe even smarter than a person.

      The sun had already risen before Sloan’s persistent nature allowed them to give up. It was another few hours and the sun had reached a high point in the sky before they made it back to town. Sloan was exhausted. Between the lack of sleep and energy exerted, she was ready to fall into bed and never wake up again. As they approached the house, they saw a figure exiting.

      The tall man looked in both directions, still not noticing Sloan and Jack approach. As they got closer they could see it was Elijah Ahab. When he finally did see them coming, he took off at a run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

          Marcus

        

      

    

    
      Nice use of the gospel back there, Marcus. I didn’t know you were a man of the Word.”

      “Well, I guess we both have things we haven’t shared with one another, right?”

      “I guess so,” Aareth addressed Marcus’ back. The two had doubled back when they lost the tracks of the elusive creature. Jack and Sloan moved on, leaving the recently turned assassin and Marcus alone.

      Marcus lost the animal’s paw prints when the forest’s soft earth changed to hard packed dirt and rocky terrain. It was the middle of the night and Marcus was nowhere near ready to give up, but he knew they would have a hard go of picking up the creature again. It was dark in the forest and with no sun for hours to come, their chances were looking bleaker by the moment.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure, what’s on your mind?” Marcus slowed his pace so Aareth could walk next to him.

      “I was wondering how you do it?”

      “How I do what?”

      “How you manage to always make the right decision.”

      “Oh, I think you’re giving me too much credit, Aareth,” Marcus brushed a rogue strand of brown hair away from his forehead.

      “No, I’m not. And you’re doing it again,” Aareth wore a worried expression and a frown replaced his usual easy smile.

      “Doing what again?” Marcus asked.

      “You’re being modest. Which would be the right thing to do when someone gives you a compliment.”

      “There’s something on your mind, Inspector. What is it?”

      “I used to be like you, Marcus. I used to be a good, upstanding citizen of the Crown. When my wife was murdered, a switch turned on and—and I’ve done things now that I can never take back. Do you think there’s hope for being the man I once was? The man you are now?”

      “There’s always hope, Aareth.” Marcus took his eyes from the surrounding to give Aareth his full attention. “I lost my wife when Jack was just a baby. I can still hear the lullabies she used to sing for Jack. It’s not easy and I won’t lie to you. It’s a battle that you have to choose to fight every day. It’s a battle that if you choose not to fight, you’ve already lost. We all have our own burdens to bear in this life. Some of us choose not to bear our burden, so it weighs us down and eventually crushes us.”

      Marcus paused for his words to sink in.

      “I already know my burdens are alcohol and violence.” Aareth was nodding along as the words resonated with his own life.

      “Knowing that is a big step in the right direction, Aareth. There are multiple interpretations of ourselves in all of us, fighting for dominance. The question is which version of yourself are you going to choose to be? Decisions we make every day take us further down paths that lead to who we are and who we will become.”

      “I think you missed your calling in life. You should have been a preacher. I can think of at least one town that would be better off with you at the pulpit.” Aareth let out a huge breath.

      Marcus knew Aareth was done with the conversation. He needed time to think but Marcus could read people like he could read tracks. He understood there was plenty of good still left in Aareth. It would be up to the inspector if he let that goodness shine through.

      “Sun’s rising,” Aareth remarked, raising his right hand to shield his bright blue eyes.

      “We should search a bit further,” Marcus said. “If I know our captain, she won’t head back to town until every last option is explored.”

      The two men spent the next few hours scouring the area. But no matter how hard they looked, once the prints from the back of Benjamin Clive’s house had vanished into the forest, they were gone.

      Finally content they had done all they physically could, Marcus called a halt and the two men tracked back to Burrow Den. As they entered the city, people greeted them with cold eyes. It seemed like the friendly townsfolk who welcomed them with open arms just a few days ago were now replaced with an army of skeptics.

      A figure darted through the middle of town and ran up the church stairs. Before Marcus or Aareth could say anything to Elijah Ahab, he retreated into the church, slamming the door behind him.

      “Looks like someone was late for confession,” Aareth said under his breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Why do you think he ran when he saw us?’ Jack asked as he entered the house with Sloan.

      “Who knows?” Sloan was trying to unravel the very question herself.  “That guy is beyond crazy. Let’s make sure he didn’t take anything.”

      Sloan made her way though the large front room and up the winding staircase. Everything in her room was how she had left it. The bed welcomed her and Sloan was debating whether or not she could afford a nap before Marcus and Aareth arrived.

      The question was answered for her by the sound of the front door opening and Marcus’ voice. “Anyone home?”

      Sloan made a mental note to visit her bed very soon and walked back down the stairs. Jack was already there telling the men about the peculiar noise they heard in the forest and the lack of tracks to follow.

      “It was the same with us. I mean, minus the weird whistling sound. When we lost the tracks just outside Benjamin Clive’s house, we couldn’t find them again,” Marcus said.

      “We need to find answers. This is getting ridiculous.” Sloan balled her fist in anger and slammed it against a wooden wall. “That preacher is going to get the entire town to turn on us soon.”

      “Speaking of crazy preachers, why was Elijah running from the mansion?” Aareth asked as he lounged in a chair, helping himself to leftovers from the previous night’s dinner.

      “You got us,” Sloan said as she joined Aareth at the table and began to eat.

      Soon Marcus and Jack were munching along with them. Each one of the four members was beyond exhausted. Sloan was forcing her brain to work and form some kind of explanation but it just wasn’t there.

      “Do you think that them not bringing us anymore food is a sign?” Aareth asked as he fought to keep his eyes open.

      “Who knows, maybe,” Sloan said.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Jack mumbled before he could stop himself. “Abigail wouldn’t do that.”

      “Oh, Abigail, huh?” Sloan’s eyebrow rose in disapproval. “Weren’t you already outside last night when we heard the screams? A little late night visit with Abigail, maybe?”

      Jack turned beet red.

      “Shouldn’t we be concentrating on how to get this thing?” Marcus asked with a wink to his son.

      “I agree,” Aareth said, “but we aren’t going to do any good without rest. Running through the forest all night has worn on all of us. Charlotte, what do you think?”

      “I think if I wasn’t so tired, I’d take you outside and decapitate you.” Sloan shook her head, all her attention taken off Jack and his midnight visits and directed at Aareth. “But before I take off your head, we do need rest. Have you made any headway into the journal Jack found?”

      “I planned on waking up early and going through it this morning,” Aareth stifled a yawn. “With the midnight massacre, we all know how that turned out.”

      “We need to get through that book.” Sloan eyed the blood spattered journal on the table. “There might be something in there. A way to track it, or maybe an explanation of what it is exactly.”

      “If you don’t mind, Sloan, I’d like to read through it before I lie down,” Marcus pushed himself to his feet. “I’m not that tired, and the sooner we get to the bottom of this, the better.”

      The three members of the table all younger than Marcus sat humbled in silence. They were all beyond exhausted and they knew Marcus was, too. Despite this, he was offering to be the one to stay up and do the research.

      “Thank you, Marcus,” Sloan rubbed at her red eyes. “The rest of us, let’s get some sleep and be ready for tonight. I have a feeling that we’re getting closer to finding the truth and eventually killing this thing.

      To say the bed felt good to Sloan would be a huge understatement. The soft mattress underneath her was amazing. Sloan didn’t even bother with washing up or changing, she just took off her boots, jacket, and belt, and fell into bed. It was one of those sleeps where her head barely hit the pillow before she was out cold.

      “Sloan,” Marcus voice pulled her from her sleep He knocked on the already open door softly once more. “Sloan I’m sorry to wake you up but you need to hear this.”

      Sloan opened his eyes to darkness. The sun was high overhead when they arrived back at the mansion. Now a moon took its place in the sky. She rubbed the sleep away as she yawned and sat up in bed. Marcus was still at the entrance to her room. Her door cracked just a few inches. The look on Marcus’ face was enough to tell her something was very wrong.

      “Marcus, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Marcus’ eyes were bloodshot, he looked as tired as Sloan could ever remember seeing him. “I’ve read the whole journal, and Sloan—I’m not sure even you understand what we’ve been dragged into. I’m afraid we’re involved in something even greater than we thought.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Let’s go downstairs,” Marcus said. “It’s better if I tell you all at once. Jack and Aareth are already awake.”

      “All right, I’ll meet you down there.”

      Marcus nodded and left.

      Sloan grabbed her boots, uniform and mage sword. Sloan followed in Marcus’s wake, past the wooden hall of rooms and down the spiral staircase. The large front room spread out before her, bathed in candle and lantern light.

      Aareth sat in a high backed leather chair, adjusting the cold steel of the gauntlets that gave him the power of Zeus. Jack paced back and forth across the carpeted wood floor. Arms crossed, he looked worried.

      “All right, sorcerer, what did you find?” Sloan asked as she joined the group. “What exactly have we gotten ourselves into?”

      Jack took a seat at the empty table. Aareth stopped tinkering with his gloves and gave Marcus his undivided attention.

      Marcus took a deep breath and Sloan wondered again what could cause the wizard to change from the optimistic cheerful man she had come to know, to someone so nervous and paranoid. Sloan didn’t have to wait long. The light played around the room in dancing and swirling shadows as Marcus told a story Sloan would have passed off as fiction if it were to come from anyone else.

      “The journal was written by the lead scientist in the cave laboratory. His name was Aaron Jebson. He and a group of researchers and scientists were hired by some kind of secret order. Their contact was Dr. Oliver Livingston. They were tasked with performing a specific set of experiments. These experiments were to be executed on humans and animals alike.”

      Marcus paused and took a deep breath. “There were countless failed experiments on both humans and animals, resulting in deformed genetic mutations. I won’t go into detail, but the accounts of these experiments are the most disturbing things I’ve ever read. Most of the failed experiments they scrapped, but a few animals were released back into the wild. There’s a list here of unicorns, rabbits, foxes, frogs, etcetera that were abandoned projects.”

      Marcus took a deep breath and prepared himself for what he was about to say next. Once again, Sloan was struck by the wizard’s vexed disposition. “There’s a section here I’d like to read straight from the book about two specific humans that were experimented on.

      

      Subject R-19, code named “Banshee,” actually discovered us in the forest. She was wandering about when our security crew found her. We took her and alongside R-10, code named “Night Walker,” started performing the Vampire experiment using the latest tools and resources at our disposal. They both took to the procedure extremely well but in completely different ways. Where subject R-10 showed massive improvements in speed, strength, and an insatiable taste for blood, subject R-19 took to the procedure in an unprecedented manner. She has shown an intellectual capability further than that of any of our staff. Her brain activity even borders on the telepathic level.

      I am not so proud to even say that her brainpower now far surpasses that of my own. We are all eager to see in what other ways her newfound power manifests itself.

      

      The last portion of the journal mentions another laboratory in New Hope showing huge success in the same ‘Vampire’ experiments. It ends with a new test subject called ‘A-21’ showing rapid development within its cage and then nothing.”

      Sloan sat stunned, trying to process all the new information. A secret order working in New Hope? Dr. Livingston was connected, there is no doubt about that now, but was he the head of this order? Who were the two human test subjects?

      Sloan could have gone on and on with the list of questions that needed to be answered, but Aareth’s commanding voice cut in instead. “Benjamin Clive’s story is true. Dr. Livingston did come to Burrow Den. He bought off the mayor in exchange for his secrecy and a secure location to perform his experiments in the mountain laboratory.”

      “And whatever this animal is, it’s not an angel of death sent from a divine being. It’s a genetically engineered animal. A killing machine,” Marcus said.

      “We know who the male test subject was.” Jack nodded, staring into the past remembering the battle on the mage locomotive. “It had to be our attacker on the traveling mage engine. Who’s the girl?”

      No one had a chance to speak further as the doors to the mayor’s mansion crashed open and a hysterical Abigail raced into the room.

      “It’s him—you have to stop him. He’s controlling the animal. He killed all those people.”

      “Wow, wow—slow down,” Sloan said.

      “It’s okay,” Jack stood up and motioned Abigail to sit in his chair. “Just sit down and tell us what’s going on. We can help.”

      Sloan didn’t miss the way Jack put his hand on Abigail’s shoulder as he knelt by her seat.

      “Abigail, it’s okay. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, I promise,” Jack said.

      “No, Jack,” Abigail turned her large teary eyes on Jack and slowly shook her head. “You don’t understand. It’s not me that I’m worried about. It’s you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Me?” Jack asked in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      “Damn it, woman!” Sloan stalked forward, looking Abigail straight in the eyes. Her patience wasn’t wearing thin, it was gone all together.  “Control yourself and tell us what’s going on.”

      “I’m sorry,” Abigail took a long breath and let it out slowly between her quivering lips. “My father is controlling the beast that’s going around the town killing everyone.”

      The room was quiet. Sloan felt numb. Her ears had heard the words but her mind was struggling to pull together the details.

      “Abigail…” Marcus bent a knee and gave the young girl a comforting smile. “Are you sure? How do you know this?”

      “I knew something was going on for awhile now, he’s changed, he’s different now. I just never thought he could be capable of killing so many people.”

      “How Abigail?” Sloan asked, snapping out of her trance like state. “How do you know this?”

      “I’m sorry, Jack,” Abigail took another deep breath. She looked at Jack with tear-filled eyes. “I should have told you when I first talked with you. I knew something was going on, but you have to believe me—if I thought you were in any danger from him I would have said something.”

      “I know you would have. I believe you,” Jack gave Abigail a genuine smile as he cupped her hand in his own.

      “Thank you,” Abigail took a quivering breath.

      “Aaaahhhhem,” Sloan reminded the two she was still in the room. “How do you know this, Abigail?”

      “My father’s been going out at night more and more. At first I wrote this off as church business, but tonight I followed him. Earlier today I saw him sneak into this house, and as soon as he heard you coming back from the hunt, he ran. I saw him carrying something, but couldn’t be sure what it was. Tonight he was out late again, so I went to the church. The door was locked, so I looked through a window. I saw him sitting there with some kind of large scarf in his hand and—”

      Abigail stopped talking as she looked beyond the group to the far wall. Her eyes saw something that only her imagination told her was there.

      “Go on, it’s okay,” Aareth recognized the symptom of shock.

      “I saw a monster. It looked like a large dog. My father—my father was stroking its back and it was smelling the scarf in his hand.”

      It was clear whatever Abigail was telling them was the truth. The girl was so shaken by what she witnessed, there was no denying her honesty.

      “Well, looks like all the puzzle pieces are fitting together,” Sloan thought out loud. “The preacher has somehow been able to control a failed project from the cave laboratory. An experiment started by Dr. Oliver Livingston and this secret order.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Sloan saw Marcus tense and stand. His head cocked to the side. His hand reached for his staff. Sloan knew the look and action like it was her own. The Wizard heard something.

      “Let’s go kill this thing and end its bloody rampage,” Aareth looked to his comrades for consent.

      “We won’t have to go anywhere,” Marcus’ voice was low as he wrapped his hands around his brown staff.

      “Why?” Jack asked.

      “Because it’s come to us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack stood gripping his own wand. He stepped between Abigail and the open door. A soft consistent patter met their ears. It sounded like a horse but Jack knew the sound of paws on the ground compared to hooves.

      The only way Jack could describe what happened next was sheer and utter chaos. One of the large windows to their left exploded inward, sending shards of sharp glass raining down on the group inside.

      Jack pulled Abigail out of her seat and shoved her toward the open door. Sloan drew her sword. Red mage mist shot from the hilt as steel started to heat. Aareth clicked both buttons on his gauntlets and blue veins of magic crackled over his fists.

      Time seemed to pause as Jack got his first look at the animal. It was gigantic, easily three to four hundred pounds of predatory muscle. It resembled a wolf in form and appearance. Its upper body was hugely exaggerated and its jaws were twice the size of a man’s head. The thing that surprised Jack the most though wasn’t its short fur or the yellow slitted eyes that spoke murder, it was the color of the animal. It was a brownish green tint that was so unnatural—it was clearly manmade. The creature was colored to blend into the forest perfectly.

      The animal growled. It sniffed the air for a split second before it made its choice and bounded towards Marcus. Marcus blasted a ball of green magic from the end of his staff. It hit the monster square in the chest, but it wasn’t enough to stop the charging killer. The beast didn’t even stumble. Jack witnessed huge paws ripping into his father’s sternum, even as he fired his own magic attack at the animal.

      Jack fired again and again each of his burning balls of magic fire exploding on his target. Still the beast tore at his father. Sloan ran at the fiend and jumped, aiming her sword, pointed end down. The animal saw her at the last moment and kicked like a donkey with its back hind legs. The creature’s powerful hind paws hit Sloan in the stomach with a solid crunch. She flew across the room, slamming into a tall bookcase. The wooden bookcase collapsed on her and covered her completely.

      Aareth was next as he took the opportunity to lay hands on the animal. Burnt fur and smoky flesh filled the air as the animal howled in pain. Aareth held onto the back of the animal’s neck with gritted teeth. It lost interest in Marcus as it twisted and shook to be free.

      All Jack could think of was his father. He knew somewhere deep down he should be worried about ending the animal once and for all. He knew he should extend his wand into a staff and press the attack, but none of that mattered anymore. All Jack could see was his father’s limp body covered in dark red blood.

      Jack ran to his father’s side. He could see the animal wrestle free of Aareth’s grip. Jack thought the animal would attack again, instead there was a low, shrill whistle. The animal hesitated for a moment. Smoke from burnt flesh and hair rose from the animal. Blood dropped from the wounds in its chest and abdomen.

      The whistle came back louder now, and just as if the beast was never in the house, it was gone. With one turn and leap, it was out the front door and enveloped by the night’s darkness.

      Jack witnessed all of this and in that moment, didn’t care. He had made it to his father’s side. Jack gently rolled his father onto his back. His heart caught in his throat. His father’s chest was a bloody mess of bones and organs.

      “That—that bad, huh?”

      Jack’s eyes filled with tears as he held his father in his arms. No words came to him; all he could do was shake his head.

      Aareth, Sloan, and Abigail ran over to Jack and Marcus.

      “I—I can get some bandages from next door,” Abigail’s eyes were streaming water.

      “I’ll get a doctor,” Sloan pressed one arm to her own ribs.

      “No,”Aareth and Marcus said at the same time.

      “My time has come,” Marcus coughed. The bleeding from his chest was getting worse. With each breath more and more blood filled his chest. “Aareth, Sloan, remember what we talked about.”

      Aareth nodded slowly. Sloan hung her head.

      “Abigail.”

      “Yes? I’m here,” Abigail took a step forward and knelt next to Marcus.

      “Take care of my son.”

      “I will, I promise.”

      Jack and Abigail looked at one another. There were no words for the moment, both of them were wise enough to know that much.

      “Jack?”

      “I’m here, Dad, I’m here.” Jack took his father’s bloodstained hand in his own and looked into the eyes of the man he loved his entire life, the man who not only had his respect because they were related, but the man who had earned his respect time and time again.

      “Jack, I am so very proud of the person you have grown to become. I know your mother would feel the same way. You’ve grown into a man I would be proud to follow.”

      Tears streaked down Jack’s face like comets falling from the heavens.

      “You be the man we both know you are,” Marcus took a long, shallow breath.  “Choose the right path no matter how hard it seems.”

      “But I’m—I’m not as strong as you are.”

      “You’re stronger, Jack. You are stronger than you know. I’ll always be with you, son. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Dad.”

      “She wants me to tell you she’s so very proud of you, Jack. We both are,” Marcus gave Jack one last smile and let a deep breath escape. Marcus’ brown eyes were directed to the ceiling.

      That was it. Marcus’ chest ceased to struggle up and down and his eyes glazed over. Jack didn’t know what to do next. He just knelt there holding his father. Abigail knelt beside Jack and threw both her slender arms around his chest.

      Jack was in a daze. He knew what happened, he just didn’t have a response. Lucky for him there was an assassin in the room who was all too familiar with the feeling of pain and loss.

      “I’m going to kill this thing. Sloan. Jack. Let’s go,” Aareth’s voice took on a tone Jack never heard before. “There will be plenty of time to mourn later, trust me. Now we finish this.”

      Jack looked up from the darkness that was clouding his mind. Aareth was already recharging his gauntlets. The look in Aareth’s eyes was enough to put the fear of God in anyone. Jack imagined that he spent the entire journey seeing Aareth the inspector. Now Aareth the assassin decided to make his presence known.
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      Up, Jack! Get up!” Aareth yelled.

      “He’s right,” Sloan bottled her sadness. There would be all the time in the world to be sad, now was the time for action. “We couldn’t track the animal before, but now—” Sloan pointed a gloved hand at a trail of unnaturally bright red blood leading outside and to the main city street.

      Jack rose to unsteady feet. His eyes still fixed on his father’s unmoving form.

      “He’d want me to finish the assignment the Queen gave us,” Jack said, more to himself than anyone in the room. “He’d want me to go on.”

      Sloan fought back the numb feeling brought on by shock. She took the lead, her eyes set and determined, her mage sword dragging in the dirt behind her. Aareth walked beside her on her right, his jaw set and violence in his dangerous eyes. Jack followed them to Sloan’s left. Tears still fell down his face.

      Just like the night before, the town had heard the commotion. Lanterns and candles were lit inside windows. Heads poked out when they saw the three members of the Queen’s emissary walking down the road.

      “Hey, what’s going on?”

      “Was there another attack?”

      “Is—is that blood on your clothes? Are you all right?”

      These questions and more slid off Sloan as if she were deaf. She was beyond conversation now. All she could see was the trail of blood that led to the city church.

      The blood was more proof the creature wasn’t born, but rather created. The blood was a bright red tint Sloan had never seen before. In the light of the many lanterns and candles, it was easy to follow.

      The three surviving members of the hunting team the Queen sent to Burrow Den reached the church. The blood spattering led right to the front double doors.

      Aareth didn’t hesitate as he walked up the white steps and kicked in the doors with a heavy boot. Sloan walked inside, sword at the ready.

      The church was just like Sloan remembered; large, one room with an army of pews that reached to the opposite side of the building. On a raised dais sat Elijah Ahab, and beside him, lying like a dog, was the animal that had killed Marcus Walker.

      “I see you have placed all the pieces of the puzzle correctly,” Elijah gave the hunters a thin smile.

      “You killed a emissary of the Queen of New Hope,” Sloan said through gritted teeth. “And are charged with—”

      “Please, Captain, we can skip the reading of my charges? I know what I have done and I am absolved of my sins in the eyes of the Divine,” Elijah cackled with glee.

      The animal at Elijah’s side squatted nervously. Sloan could see the creature was ready to leap into action at a moment’s notice.

      “How did you find the animal? How do you control it?” Sloan needed to know.

      “Oh, that’s actually the simplest part,” Elijah finally rose from his seat. “I simply take a piece of clothing from my next victim. The animal smells it and that’s it.” Elijah reached into the top of his high colored shirt and brought out a small whistle on a chain. “If I need him back, all I have to do is blow. I know this animal was a gift from the Divine One because the animal found me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sloan asked.

      “I was praying for a sign one night a few months ago. I had seen the corruption eating the city from the inside out. I had no way to stop it. Then I heard a scratching at the back door. The animal was no bigger than a small wolf at the time, still I knew it was a sign. I nursed it and it grew. It grew into a weapon to be used against the enemies of the kingdom.”

      “And my father? He was a corrupt enemy of the kingdom that needed to be killed?” Jack choked out the words with disgust.

      “Your father was among the most dangerous of enemies,” Elijah smoothed down his long black cloak and stretched. “He was a man of morals and unrelenting determination. He had to be disposed of for the greater good. Much like all of you.”

      For a moment all that could be heard was the switch of Sloan’s mage sword being flicked on. Aareth removed his own dark coat. It slipped to the floor already forgotten.

      The church was lit by dozens of candles, both along the walls and high overhead on hanging chandlers. Sloan found it ironic the very place that brought peace and comfort to so many was about to become a battleground.

      “The Divine One is on my side tonight. You sinners will be cast into the abyss where you belong.” Elijah stepped down off the raised podium. He reached inside his cloak and drew a long knife. The creature rose on all fours and walked with him side by side.

      “Enough words, you lunatic,” Aareth took a step forward. “I’m going to rip your tongue out of your mouth.”

      Elijah gave the slightest flick of his wrist and the mutated wolf ran forward, its eyes fixed on Aareth.

      Sloan welcomed the adrenaline she felt pumping through her veins. She charged, slashing at Elijah, but the preacher was faster than he looked. Dodging the attack, Elijah struck back with a jab of his own. Sloan batted the attempt away and the two combatants circled one another.

      While Aareth took on the beast and Sloan engaged with Elijah, Sloan saw Jack hesitate out of the corner of her eye. He wasn’t afraid, he was trying to decide who he should help.

      “Aareth needs you, Jack,” Sloan never took her eyes from Elijah. “I’ve got the misguided preacher. Go and help him.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Heeding Sloan’s orders, Jack aimed his wand at the charging monster. His eyes narrowed as he chose his shot and fired. Previously when the creature attacked his father, Jack fired his shots in a hurry. They hit the beast but in places that were not necessarily life threatening.

      Now as the monster and the assassin ran toward one another, Jack took his time to aim. Magic flew through the air as Jack chose his targets with care. Green fiery blasts found their marks. Magic tore through ligaments and flesh.

      The creature howled in pain as magical strikes connected with its jaw, nose, and forearms. Jack chose the forearms of the animal to slow down its unearthly force before it collided with Aareth. The nose was chosen because it would blur the animal’s vision, blood spraying into its eyes. Jack chose the jaw as a target because that was the animal’s greatest weapon. If Jack could break a jawbone, the animal wouldn’t be able to bite down on Aareth.

      In the matter of only a few seconds, Jack’s energy was spent. Monster and assassin met in the middle of the church in a head-on collision. Aareth’s mage gauntlets found the creature’s throat. Both combatants fell sideways as blue crackling magic filled the interior of the church.

      The soft candle light flames were greeted with blue smoke and steam rising from the creature’s skin and fur.

      Firing more blasts from his wand would be too dangerous now with Aareth and the monster locked in combat. Jack clicked the button on his wand. In a second the ends elongated and a black staff was in his hands.

      Screaming in pain, the creature’s large jaws found one of the gauntlets protecting Aareth’s hand and forearm. Huge teeth crunched on the hard metal and tore at the steel. With a violent shake of its head, the animal managed to tear off one of the steel gauntlets.

      As the two wrestled and rolled, the monster found a dominating position on top of Aareth. Now with one gauntlet gone and the other out of electric charge, Aareth was in trouble.

      Jack ran forward, his staff ablaze with dancing green magic. With every blow landed a loud crack filled the room. The creatures hide was crossed with multiple burn marks from Jack’s attack. It wasn’t enough to deter the beast. The animal bled from a dozen different wounds but still it ignored Jack and grabbed Aareth’s unprotected arm in a vise-like grip. Aareth screamed in pain as he beat the creature’s face with his free arm.

      Jack was exhausted. The green magical energy across his staff was mirroring how he felt as it faded. He wasn’t sure what to do next. Think, Jack! Think! You’ve already lost your father, now you’re going to lose Aareth, too.

      Jack was interrupted from his thoughts of doubt and worry by someone yelling his name. Jack turned and saw Sloan and Elijah, both bloody messes. Sloan was standing on her feet, with Elijah on one knee gathering himself for another attack.

      “Jack, catch!”

      Sloan threw her mage sword through the air across the six yards separating them. Jack raised his right arm and caught the heated sword hilt first. The monster was shaking Aareth by his right arm like a rag doll. Jack raised the sword high overhead with both hands on the hilt. With all the force he could summon, Jack brought the sword down on the monster’s neck.

      Edison’s invention did him proud. Jack cleaved through bone and flesh as he separated the creature’s head from the rest of its body with a roar that started deep in his own chest. Jaws immediately opened and released Aareth’s arm, the rest of the creature’s body wriggled and slithered on the ground.

      A scream so intense and full of pain filled the room Jack thought for sure Sloan was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Seeing that his enemy was without a weapon, Elijah pushed the attack and managed to sink his blade hilt deep into Sloan’s left thigh. Even as she fell and screamed, Jack was already on the move.

      He knew with Aareth out and Sloan down, it was up to him. Mage sword in hand, he vaulted over church pews. Elijah had his back toward him. All Jack could see was a hand holding a bloody knife raised over Sloan’s body.

      Jack launched himself the last few feet. From the top of a pew, he flew through the air and collided with Elijah hard.

      A new emotion was forcing its way to the surface from deep within Jack’s being. Until now he had felt numb, almost defeated at the loss of his father. Now as the only hope for their survival rested on his shoulders, as he collided with the man responsible for his father’s death, anger boiled inside.

      Sorcerer and preacher rolled and tumbled over each other. Jack was young and lean but the preacher was lanky and managed to twist his body to the side and land on top of Jack. Both sword and knife were shaken free on point of impact but that didn’t seem to bother Elijah.

      Fists rained down on Jack as he tried to shield his face. He twisted and did his best to roll, but Elijah was consumed with a wrath and determination Jack hadn’t seen before. Blood ran into Jack’s eyes from multiple cuts being opened across his face.

      Then the blows stopped and Elijah grabbed Jack around the throat with thin strong fingers, literally squeezing the life out of him. Jack gasped for air and tried to fight the grip on his throat.

      “Shhhhhh… go back to the fold, little sheep. Your time in this world has come to an end. Embrace the darkness that waits for you now.”

      Jack’s vision was blurring. Elijah’s face twisted into a wicked grin. As Jack was giving in to the darkness that clawed at his vision in all directions, he heard a voice, a voice that belonged to his father.

      Get up, Jack. This is not how you go. You still have a lot of good to do in this world. Get up, Jack. Get up, son.

      Jack heard the voice as clear as day. He heard the voice of his dead father like he was right there next to him. A father that had been murdered by the order of the man that was now ending his own life. Anger swelled in his chest. Pain, not from his wounds, but at the loss of his only surviving parent drove him back to consciousness.

      “Nooooooo!” Eyes flicking open, Jack screamed into Elijah’s face.

      Elijah was taken aback for a brief second. He was so sure of victory, Jack’s sudden outburst was the last thing he expected.

      Jack channeled what magic he had left into his hands. He clawed at the fingers around his throat. Getting a grip on one of Elijah’s middle fingers, he twisted it back past its intended range of motion. The bone snapped in half with a loud crack.

      Elijah howled in pain. Seizing at his chance of escape, Jack turned his body and rolled over on top of the man responsible for taking his father’s life. Jack was enraged. A force consumed him the likes of which he had never felt. Anger, pain, retribution, vengeance all held him close as he hammered away at Elijah’s horror- filled face.

      Jack wasn’t sure how many times he hit Elijah, but by the time he was done, Elijah was struggling to breathe through broken teeth and a twisted nose. Jack’s chest heaved in and out, taking in breath as fast as he could.

      Elijah moaned in pain under him as Jack looked around the room in a daze.

      “Kill him, Jack,” Aareth struggled to his feet, one arm dangling useless by his side. He made his way to Sloan’s still body. “Kill him for what he did to your father.”

      Jack looked down at Elijah and slowly took the metal chain the preacher wore around his neck in his bloody hands. Jack gripped the whistle used to call the now deceased beast and twisted the chain tight.

      “Kill him, Jack!”

      Elijah struggled to fight off Jack’s grip. Jack pinned the man’s arms to his sides and sat on top of his chest. The steel chain twisted hard in his hands as Elijah’s heart rate slowed. The chain dug into the pale flesh of his neck.

      Elijah’s eyes rolled to the back of his head. His heavy gasps for breath began to dull.

      Jack twisted the chain so hard it cut into the skin of his own hand as well as the skin of Elijah’s neckline. Vengeance drove him, it told him to end Elijah’s life there and now, but his father’s voice was still too fresh in his mind.

      He deserves to die. For what he did to the town of Burrow Den and for what he did to my Dad. But is this what Dad would do? Jack’s mind was torn from what he desired to do and what he knew his father would want.

      Hands trembling with frustration, Jack released the death hold on Elijah’s chain. The preacher came to with deep gulps as he coughed and choked in oxygen.

      Jack stood up, still staring at Elijah.

      “Jack, what are you doing? Kill him! He deserves to die!” Aareth yelled from Sloan’s side.

      “Maybe,” Jack looked down at Elijah’s bloody face, “but it’s not what my father would have wanted. It’s not what he would have done.”

      “Thank—thank you,” Elijah gasped, still lying on the wood floor.

      “Don’t thank me. Thank the man you murdered. His memory is the only reason you’re still alive.”

      Jack found himself disgusted with Elijah’s grateful expression and turned his back. Aareth was helping Sloan as the captain came to.

      Jack’s eye caught motion in the doorway. Abigail walked toward him. Her face pale but she walked with purpose. In her right hand she held an ancient powder lock pistol. She held it pointed in Jack’s direction.

      There was no time for words as the pistol shot rang out. Smoke slowly rose from the weapon in Abigail’s left hand as tears spilled down her gentle face. The expression Abigail wore was one of sheer remorse even as she walked into the room.

      Jack only had a split second to understand what his eyes told him. There was no time to process what he saw, no time to duck or hide. There was only time for his jaw to drop. Even as he looked down at his chest, Jack felt like an idiot.

      He had trusted Abigail and now she had repaid his kindness with death. Jack looked down, expecting to find blood gushing from his torso. Instead he heard a gasp behind him. Jack turned to see Elijah standing, knife in hand, looking down at a red spot that grew over his heart.

      “I had to,” Abigail’s voice finally broke the silence. “He was going to stab you in the back. I—I promised your father I’d take care of you.”

      Elijah fell to his knees, and with a gurgle, landed face first onto the hard floor.

      Jack stood dumbfounded. Abigail ran to his side. She stared at her father’s limp form. Jack wanted to thank her. He wanted to tell her that she had done the right thing. He wanted to hold her, to kiss her, but the world was spinning around him. Blood still dripped from the cuts on his face and a deep gash in his head. Before Jack could say anything, the darkness came for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Someone was humming. It was soft and sweet. The melody was one Jack had never heard before but he knew he was safe. Opening his eyes, he found himself in the bed he slept in the past few nights in the mayor’s mansion. Light streamed through the open window. His body felt like he was hit by a mage-powered locomotive. Wincing, he reached a hand to his head, where most of the throbbing originated.

      “Careful, Abigail took a long time cleaning you up and dressing your wounds.”

      Jack looked to the foot of the bed where Elizabeth sat slowly rocking herself in a chair.

      “Elizabeth, what—what happened?”

      “After Abigail killed our father, you passed out.”

      “Elizabeth, I’m so sorry about your father. I—”

      “He was a bad man, Jack. Of course I’m sad, but the end of his life meant that other innocent people would be spared. Hopefully with the mental abilities I have from the experiments done on me in the laboratory, I can do some good to right his wrongs.”

      “You’re the subject that they wrote about in the journal?” He looked at the fiery haired girl in disbelief. “The girl they found?”

      “Yeah, it’s hazy and comes and goes, but it would mean a lot if we can keep this between us for now. There are a lot of crazy people out there. Who knows what they would do if they knew.”

      “Sure,” Jack’s head pounded now not only from the injury sustained but with the realization of who and what Elizabeth really was. “Aareth and Sloan— are they?”

      “They’re in as bad a shape as you, but they’re alive,” Elizabeth rose from her chair. “Come on now, let’s not be lazy. Get out of bed and get ready. I’m sure my sister would like to see you.”

      Elizabeth left the room and Jack slowly got out of bed and maneuvered into his clothes. His garments were clean and folded for him at the edge of the bed. With every step his body ached, with time Jack managed to dress and head down stairs. Aareth was waiting for him. The tall man wore a sling around his shoulder and right arm. Multiple bruises and cuts ran across his smiling face as he saw Jack come down the stairs.

      “Glad to see you walking.”

      “Glad to be able to walk. How’s the arm?”

      “Don’t know. The town doctor said he’s never seen a bite like this. It came with a raging fever for the first few hours. I thought I was going to burn from the inside out, but now it’s healing strangely fast.”

      “Sloan, is she—”

      “Sloan’s already out meeting with the town and appointing new officials to get the city back on track. You would think a knife wound in her thigh, one deep enough to put her in crutches, would stop that woman. She’s still at it. She wants to leave for New Hope tomorrow, crutches and all.”

      Jack nodded immediately regretting the actions as the throbbing in his head worsened.

      “Jack,” Aareth said in a low tone. “I wanted to say that you did the right thing when you let Elijah live. That’s something I wouldn’t have been strong enough to do. Your father was a great man and I know he’s proud.”

      “Thanks, Aareth. It wasn’t easy.”

      Aareth was about to open his mouth when the door opened and Abigail let Sloan inside. The captain was wearing her uniform with a wrapped left leg and a nasty bruise on her right temple.

      “Jack, glad to see you’re up and ready. We’re leaving tomorrow bright and early. The sooner we get to New Hope, the better. I have a feeling the events here are the beginning of something much larger.”

      “How are you feeling?” Abigail made her way to Jack’s side. “Your head doesn’t hurt too much, does it?”

      “Oh, he’s fine,” Elizabeth chimed in as she walked down the spiral staircase with a suitcase in hand. “Are we ready? I packed up Aareth and Sloan’s stuff.”

      “Well Elizabeth, we’re not leaving until tomorrow,” Sloan noticed Jack’s bewildered expression. “I should probably let you know, Jack, that Abigail and Elizabeth are coming with us to New Hope.”

      Jack was about to ask how that had come to pass when Sloan addressed the inspector. “Come on, Aareth, I can use your help getting the town back to running properly. We have a lot of work still to do this afternoon. We have to make sure Burrow Den is in the hands of the right people.”

      “Come on, Red,” Aareth massaged his shoulder with a wince. “Let’s leave these two alone. You can help us talk crazy to some people.”

      “My name is not ‘red’ and I’m not crazy. I’m eccentric.” Even with the exchange between the two, Elizabeth dropped the bags and skipped out of the room, following Sloan and Aareth.

      The door closed behind them, Jack and Abigail were left alone.

      “Thank you,” Jack turned to Abigail, searching for the right words. “I’m sure there are better words to fit the moment. All I have is thank you. Thank you for saving me at the cost to your own family.”

      “I cried all last night and even some this morning,” Abigail swallowed hard. “I know the hurting will be there, but I have a peace that I did the right thing. Sure, I have some wonderful memories with my father, but over the last few years and especially the last few months, he hasn’t been the same man I knew and loved. I’m not sure if that makes any sense at all.”

      “It does make sense” Jack placed a hand on her slender shoulder. “I’m going to have to come to grips with my own father’s death soon. It still doesn’t seem real. In the next few days, weeks, months, I’m sure it will.”

      “Well, we’ll have each other now,” Abigail took Jack by surprise as she stepped forward and nestled against his chest.

      Jack let himself relax in her embrace as he rested a cheek on the top of her head. Her hair smelt like vanilla and spice.

      “How did you manage to talk Sloan into you coming with us, anyway?” Jack couldn’t help ask. “I mean, not that I’m anything but happy to hear the news. Sloan isn’t the easiest person to befriend.”

      Abigail pulled away from Jack’s embrace. She gave him a smile warming him from the inside out. “I think the captain has a heart in there somewhere. After everything that has happened here, I talked her into taking my sister and I to New Hope. I told her we could help during the travel process—I mean, with the three of you barely standing and all.”

      “Smart. Playing the helpful card, I mean.”

      “I can’t wait to go, Jack, to see the world outside of Burrow Den and to leave all of this behind.”

      “Ahhheeemm,” Jack coughed.

      “And to be able to go with you, of course,” Abigail grinned.

      “I’m glad you’re coming. Maybe dealing with our fathers’ deaths will be easier with someone to talk to, who can relate.”

      “I know it will, Jack. Besides, I made a promise to your father that I plan on keeping.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      That night Sloan couldn’t sleep. Somewhere between the sharp pain in her leg and questions of what the future would bring in New Hope, sleep escaped her. Deciding against spending the next few hours in bed searching for slumber, Sloan grabbed her crutches and hobbled downstairs. Candles were lit in the large entry room.

      The disaster the creature made the previous night was cleared away, the broken window boarded and the glass shards swept. Marcus’ body was cleaned, wrapped and prepared for transport to New Hope, where Sloan would make sure he would receive a hero’s burial.

      “Can’t sleep either, huh?” Aareth coughed from Jack’s side as they looked down at an open book together.

      “No, too much has happened over the past few days. My mind won’t stop thinking.”

      “I know what you mean,” Jack glanced up from the table where the journal that was found in the cave laboratory lay open. “This log isn’t making things any easier.”

      “There’s more?” Sloan limped over to stand next to Jack and Aareth. “More than we already know?”

      “Not necessarily,” Jack stretched with a grimace, “just more questions about who this order that Dr. Livingston belongs to is and why they would be performing these experiments.”

      “And what experiments were successful in New Hope to have shut the cave laboratory down. I feel like this is all connected with the assassination attempt on the Queen’s life,” Aareth coughed violently into his fist. “I’m fine, just something in my throat.”

      “What do you think’s waiting for us back in New Hope?” Jack asked with a worried frown.

      “I don’t know,” Aareth shook his head, “but there’s a real possibility Burrow Den is just the start to all of this.”

      “The crisis in Burrow Den is over,” Sloan agreed. “But I’m afraid the battle for New Hope is just beginning.”
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      Hello Wolves,

      

      If you’re reading this, it means you’ve not only read the entire book but you’re investing the time to get to know me. Thank you! Without readers like you, writing would always be a hobby instead of a fulltime job.

      I started writing while I was in college but wasn’t really committed to the long road and sacrifice that becoming a fulltime author entailed. Right out of college I needed a little thing called money, surprise, surprise, so I took the first job I could find.

      Enter Enterprise Rent-A-Car, yeah you read that right. I was sucked into the world of sales and management right away and for the next five years I was involved in a love hate relationship with the company. Whenever things got tough I would always turn to writing as an escape.

      I don’t want to be a drama king it wasn’t a horrible job. It was; however, a ton of hours but I got to the point where I was able to work my way up to a management position overseeing thousands of vehicles at the location in the John Wayne Airport in Orange County.

      Five years into working for The Man, I decided that I didn’t want to rent cars for the rest of my life. I wasn’t happy and I at the point, I didn’t even want to try and get a promotion. My boss was always stressed out and worked an insane amount of hours.

      So, like any good twenty-five year old does, I quit. I didn’t have any other back up plan but to write. My wife loved that. My back was against the wall and I penned my first novel in a month. The Beast Within was born.

      Well, I got some knowledge dropped on me right away. While searching for representation for their work writers aren’t making any money. Yeah I was back to square one, I needed to bring in some income while my dream of becoming a writer had time to bloom.

      I love the gym and was there every morning anyway so I decided to work part time as a personal trainer at 24 Hour Fitness until my writing career took off.

      Years passed but eventually I was able to find a small publisher and I began writing for them as well as my own independently published books. After a few years as a personal trainer I was finally able to leave and focus on writing fulltime.

      The journey has been rough, but I’ve learned so much. So many opportunities have arisen now, all stemming from my flexible schedule as a write. Last year I was approached by a modeling agency and since then I’ve been on shoots including; Budweiser, Nissan, Kawasaki and Bank of America.

      Writing will always be my first passion and fulltime job but it’s nice to get out of the cave a few times a year to go on a shoot.

      Anyway, that’s my story in a nutshell. I love connecting with readers and fans so please feel free to add me on Facebook, that’s where I spend most of my time on social media https://www.facebook.com/JonathanYanezAuthor/

      

      I also want to let you know I’ve included a sneak peek at book two in The Vampire Project below, along with a personal invitation to join my Wolf Pack.

      

      Finally, if you can spare a few minutes of your day leaving a review for the book would mean a lot. It helps other likeminded readers decide if they want to invest the time in my story or not. I know it’s just a review to you but to me it means more visibility for my novels.

      

      You’re the best. I hope you decide to join my Wolf Pack (found after the teaser excerpt below) so we can stay in touch,

      

      Jonathan
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        House of Blood

      

      

      

      Aareth, Aareth what’s happening to you?” Sloan couldn’t chance even a glance at her friend. The dark figures advancing on them moved too quickly. “Are you hurt?”

      Screams, no howls of pain ripped from Aareth’s throat. His body heaved on all fours as if he was being torn from the inside out.

      “He’s the first of his kind,” the lead figure drew back his hood revealing a pale face with a long scar on the right side. “Just like I was the first of mine.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sloan drew her saber. She flipped the switch to begin heating the weapon’s blade, gripping the pommel so tight her hand shook. The light of the full moon gave her enough illumination to count her enemies. There were seven of them wrapped in dark clothing. The shadows cast by the buildings on either side of the wide ally clung to the figures as if darkness itself welcomed them. “I know who you are, you’re the assassin.”

      “I was, an assassin,” the man spread his arms wide calling a halt to the advancing figures on either side. Without so much as a look in his direction, they stopped in their tracks. “Now, thanks to the experiments done to me I am something so much more.”

      Sloan slowed her breathing. She steadied the grip on her blade. It was shaking before not because she was frightened but at the flow of adrenaline that proceeded every battle.

      Aareth pounded the pavement still screaming his rage. The thuds of his fists making contact with the ground soon came with an accompanying splash.

      “Go ahead, look,” the man in front of her said. “We won’t kill you yet. To miss the transformation of such a wondrous beast would be a shame.”

      A mix of concern for her friend and pure horrific intrigue made Sloan look to Aareth. What she saw chilled her to the bone.

      The knuckles on both of Aareth’s hands were bloody. Ripped flesh hung off his hands in red ribbons. This wasn’t even the worst part. The iris’ of his eyes had gone yellow. Her heart seized in her chest as she witnessed the impossible.

      Dark fur rippled across his body, hands and feet transformed into paws in front of her eyes. A snout sprouted out of his mouth and salivating teeth snapped an angry staccato.

      In seconds Aareth was gone. In front of her was a half man, half wolf of a creature. It swung its head to Sloan then to the robed men and back again. There was no sign of recollection in its hungry eyes, only madness. It transitioned its weight onto its muscular hind legs ready to spring. At who was anyone’s guess.

      “Truly exceptional,” Sloan’s advisory breathed. He took a step closer. The moon caught his eyes briefly showing blood red iris’. “Both born from experiments, both similar yet so different. Well, that’s enough of that. Kill them both.”

      Sloan took a step away from the monster Aareth had become to focus on the immediate threat. The six figures that had remained still up until streaked towards Sloan. They moved so fast she could only see one thing against their dark clothing, wide open mouths with long knife-like fangs.

      Aareth was a wild card now it was up to her and the steel she wielded to see this encounter through to the end. Her saber hummed with heat. The sound gave her courage. Never the shy type, Sloan charged forward to meet the attack.
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